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Abstract 
 
 
Nenzen, Marie (2013). The contradiction between public space and safety: challenges and 
positive stories in post-apartheid Johannesburg – a field study of the urban landscape in 
Johannesburg and the open urban village of Parkhurst. 
 
Urban and Regional Planning, advanced level, master thesis for master exam in Urban and 
Regional Planning, 30 ECTS credits 
 
Supervisor: Andrew Byerley 
 
Languages: English 
 
The purpose with this thesis is to explore the urban landscape in post-apartheid Johannesburg, 
investigate the concept of the growing numbers of various types of urban villages and 
moreover look into the open urban village of Parkhurst. The main questions that are addressed 
in the thesis are: How would the urban landscape in post-apartheid Johannesburg be 
described and which types of urban villages can be identified? What would the residents in 
Parkhurst explain to be the reasons for living in an open urban village and what are their 
opinions on safety, public space and closed urban villages? Qualitative methods were used as 
in observation studies and inductive in-depth interviews during the field study in Parkhurst, 
Johannesburg. The study shows that the concept of urban villages can create both a negative 
spatial situation and a positive spatial situation – depending on the type of urban village. The 
thesis also shows that it is possible to feel safe living in a open urban village in a city with 
high crime and that thoughtful design and effective management of spaces in the city are 
essential factors that can prevent places from becoming ‘hot spots’ for crime.  
 

 
 
Key words: Urban Village, Open Urban Village, Community, Public Space, Segregation, 
Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design, Safety, Johannesburg. 
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Foreword 
 

This thesis has been enabled by my extensive knowledge and experience gained by living for 
prolonged periods in Johannesburg during the last ten years. Through living in various areas 

of Johannesburg I have seen the city develop and change over the years. I have been 
acquainted with various neighborhoods and the people living there. This knowledge and 

experience has proven invaluable for being able to conduct this thesis. 
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1. Introduction 

More than half of the world’s population are living in urban areas. The world’s urban 
population will continue to grow while the rural population is expected to decrease with about 
28 million between 2005 and 2030. Most of this growth will happen in the developing world 
and in Africa the urban population is expected to double between 2000 and 2030 (UNFPA 
2007, 1). 
 
Researchers, such as Jane Jacobs with her book “The death and Life of Great American 
Cities”, highlight the positive and safe effect of having a healthy number of pedestrians and 
movement in the streets of cities. For Jacobs the essence of a good neighbourhood is when a 
balance is achieved between people’s privacy as well as their desire to make contact with one 
another (Jacobs 2011). Sophie Watson, author of “City Publics”, is another influential 
supporter of the importance of public space in cities. She attempts to reclaim the public space 
from the negative descriptions of being dangerous, dull and seen as spaces of exclusion. She 
emphasizes the value of contributing to more positive stories of public space, especially the 
less talked about spaces such as streets and pavements that have not been debated as much as 
squares, malls, theme parks etc. Watson also advocates that positive words of a space spread, 
contributing to more people visiting the place and in turn having a positive outcome on the 
area (Watson 2006, 7).  
 
In South Africa the society has undergone major changes in a relatively short time; less than 
twenty years ago the country had a very strict apartheid regime and today South Africa is a 
democratic country where everyone should have equal rights. After apartheid was abolished 
enormous changes took part in the entire society, not least the city’s structure has changed 
radically in Johannesburg. A growing trend since apartheid was abolished is the development 
of various closed urban villages, which in many cases hampers the ability for people to move 
around in the city and reduces the public space. Katarina Landman states in her article 
“Sustainable Urban Village Concept: Mandate, Matrix or Myth?” that the concept of urban 
villages is important to consider in South Africa as (K. Landman 2003):  
 
…” It encompasses a number of critical issues relevant to the design of post 
–apartheid South African cities of which the two major overarching issues 
is probably that of integration and sustainable development”.  

 The concept of urban villages is by no means a new idea to the world, creating urban 
neighbourhoods has been a focal point in urban design already during the early twentieth 
century, This, urban village concept, was advocated by protagonist such as Ebenezer Howard 
with the design of the “Garden City” among many others. In Britain the Prince of Wales - 
who is somewhat critical to contemporary architecture, reintroduced the concept. He declared 
in “A vision for Britain” that: “I’m hoping that we can encourage the development of urban 
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villages in order to reintroduce the human scale, intimacy and a vibrant street life” 
(Kublacov 2013, 13). The reintroduction is a reaction to the monotonous development built in 
recent years (K. Landman 2003, 3). The concept aims to create a feeling of both living in a 
rural as well as an urban space. In an urban village the ideal is to combine the hustle-and-
bustle of a city with the rural tranquillity and friendliness (Kublacov 2013, 13). Despite some 
criticism regarding the use and meaning of the concept (whether it is a part of New Urbanism 
or not and whether it is vague definition), the idea of urban villages is a growing phenomenon 
in South Africa (K. Landman 2003, 3).  

Various types of urban villages can be found in South Africa. The two main ones are; closed 
urban communities as in some kind of gated community and open urban villages as in 
neighbourhoods with no wall, boom or gate surrounding the area. As mentioned before, South 
Africa became democratic in 1994 and since then radical changes have taken part in the 
society. Due to high immigration, high unemployment and severe economic inequality 
Johannesburg is a very polarized city. The socio-economic inequality is partially to blame for 
the high crime rate. The fear of becoming a victim of crime (such as house breaking and 
vehicle theft, often at gunpoint) is high among most members of society. The structure of the 
city is, due to the above-mentioned factors, characterized by increased security measures such 
as higher walls, and heavily armed security guards. The most common way of living for high-
income people is therefore to stay in closed urban villages - which is surrounded by some 
kind of wall or gates (CSIR 2000, 7).  
 
The downside to closed urban villages is that the crime is displaced to other neighbourhoods. 
The residents of these, formally open, neighbourhoods in turn feel vulnerable and 
subsequently apply for road closures (often illegal road closures in public streets in form of 
booms and private security) This leads to an increase in the development of closed urban 
villages that in turn results in spatial fragmentation, shrinking public space and social 
exclusion. At the moment, Johannesburg has the highest numbers of road closure and gated 
communities in South Africa (City of Johannesburg Metropolitan Municipality 2012, 76). 
Further, the physical gates create an urban form that is made up by enclosed separated 
resident cells that are linked by transport routes which infringes on peoples right to use public 
space and freely move on public roads (K. Landman 2005, 23).  
 
Katarina Landman (2003), states that closed urban villages are not sustainable due to the 
above-mentioned negative aspects. She explores the thought of open urban villages as a more 
sustainable option but also mentions that these areas might not live up the resident’s need of 
feeling safe in Johannesburg (K. Landman 2003, 3).  
 
As mentioned earlier in the introduction, cities in the developing world are growing and more 
people are living there than ever. It is essential to create good neighbourhoods for the growing 
number of residents. There are some studies made in other parts of the world, concerning 
what works in a “great” neighbourhood and the importance of the right to public space and a 
“living” neighbourhood. However, I found that there is a lack of information regarding 
examples of such areas in Johannesburg. As mentioned above, previous studies have focused 
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more on the problematic areas in Johannesburg, the high crime and analyzing the way of 
living in closed urban villages. Moreover, there is a lack of knowledge about the various types 
of urban villages that are currently mushrooming in and around Johannesburg, especially the 
more open communities. There is particularly a knowledge gap about the up-market non-
gated neighbourhoods that are seen as “unsafe” by the majority of people in Johannesburg. In 
this thesis I therefore aim to contribute with some knowledge gained on the urban landscape 
in post-apartheid Johannesburg and the rising number of urban villages. The thesis also 
highlights the open urban village of Parkhurst and attempts to, as Sophie Watson puts it: 
contribute to more positive stories of public space in cities (Watson 2006, 7).  
 

1.2 The aim of the study 

 
The most common way of living for high-income residents in Johannesburg is to stay in a 
closed urban village as these are seen as a safe way of living. Few have however studied the 
opposite; open urban villages. There is a lack of information about “what works” in an up-
market open urban village in Johannesburg and why people live there instead of a “safe” 
environment, which the closed urban villages are suppose to be. The purpose with this thesis 
is to explore the urban landscape in post-apartheid Johannesburg, investigate the concept of 
the growing numbers of various types of urban villages and moreover look into the open 
urban village of Parkhurst. 
 
 
‐ How would the urban landscape in post-apartheid Johannesburg be described and which 

types of urban villages that can be identified? 
‐ What would the Parkhurst residents explain to be the reasons for living in an open urban 

village and what are their opinions on safety, public space and closed urban villages? 
 

1.3 Disposition 

 
The study begins with a description of the methodology. In this chapter I elaborate on the 
sources used, the research ethics I have considered and how I have proceeded with the field 
study. Further, I discuss relevant theories and concepts used to analyse the thesis. Thereafter, 
in the chapter of empirical data, I continue with discussing the urban landscape in 
Johannesburg. This as it is important for the reader to get an overview of the city’s spatial 
characteristics and the types of neighbourhoods that can be found in Johannesburg. Later on, I 
narrow down to focus more specifically on various types of urban villages and also on the 
chosen field area Parkhurst. Second last, the reader will find the analysis where I aim to 
answer the research questions. Lastly there is a conclusion where I discuss the findings and 
further studies.  
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1.4 Delimitation of the study 

 
The fieldwork and data collection to this thesis was collected in Johannesburg during a field 
trip to South Africa 2011.  
 
There are many types of neighbourhoods in Johannesburg, as the city is large and houses 
approximately 6 million residents. My study therefore resorts to make a broader analysis on 
the urban landscape in Johannesburg and thereafter take a glimpse into a variety of 
neighbourhoods. Further, the field study has been geographically confined to focus on the 
open urban village of Parkhurst. I have chosen Parkhurst, as it is a high-income 
neighbourhood with no wall surrounding the area and it is categorized as an “open urban 
village”. I chose to study a high-income area, as it is more likely that these residents have 
made a conscious choice of living there (due to better financial means).  
 
When collecting data I limited the study to use qualitative methods as observation studies and 
interviews. I limited the work to mostly interview people who live in the neighbourhood of 
Parkhurst and/or have insight of the area. 
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2. Method 

Depending on the purpose of the thesis there are various methodological methods to choose 
from. I have found the most relevant research technique to be qualitative methods. In this 
chapter I will present a general overview of qualitative inductive methods followed by a 
description of observation studies. I will then proceed to explain how I have performed my 
fieldwork in South Africa. I will also describe the method used to create the research 
questions and to collect the data. Finally, there is a discussion of research ethics and criticism 
of sources.  
 

2.1 Qualitative Inductive Method 

 
The inductive method is a common method used in qualitative research and is the method of 
choice in this study. With this method the researcher begins with the accumulation of specific 
data, the analysis will then lead up to a more general understanding of the topic (S. Hesse-
Biber 2011, 9) The research questions are therefore often open-ended which allows a 
multiplicity of findings to emerge. Inductive research questions generally begin with words 
like why, how and what. Examples of inductive research questions might resemble the 
following:  
 
“Why do many working woman experience struggles to balance work and 
family? What is the nature of these struggles? How do working woman cope 
with these challenges?”(S. Hesse-Biber 2011, 9)  
 
In this study the research questions have been designed according to this method. The 
structure of the study as a whole also follows the inductive method as it emerges in a more 
general understanding of the topic.  
 

2.2 Observations and other methods 

 
During the time spend in Johannesburg I have visited many neighbourhoods. These outings 
were important as I got an understanding of how to distinguish them from each other by using 
the concept of urban village. These observations were crucial to be able to answer the 
research questions, particularly the first question. During these observations I would make 
notes and take photographs of the areas. In order to answer the first research question I 
supported the observation studies with relevant articles, books and papers. I specifically 
searched for sources that had different perspectives and were written by an array of authors 
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like architects, town planners, journalists etc. By studying sources written by authors with 
diverse backgrounds I have gained a broader understanding of the urban landscape in 
Johannesburg. In my study I have refered to Katarina Landmans, in depth writings, on urban 
villages in Johannesburg. As mentioned before the concept of urban villages proved 
especially helpful in distinguishing between various neigborhoods.   
 
Moreover, I went to observe the open urban village of Parkhurst in closer detail. When 
studying this area I observed it by being involved at various levels. As Hesse-Biber (2011) 
states there are different levels of involvement in observation studies and these can be 
described as (S. Hesse-Biber 2011, 204): 
 

1. Complete Participant 
2. Participant as Observer 
3. Observer as Participant 
4. Complete Observer 

 
As an observer in field studies one can alternate between the above-mentioned levels. In 
Parkhurst I started out as a “Complete Observer” during my field works; walking through the 
area, watching the neighbourhood and the people. A drawback with this level is that this level 
of observation studies doesn’t allow one to ask questions; one is only supposed to observe the 
surroundings. I therefore moved on to the level “Observer as Participant” and started speaking 
briefly with people in the neighbourhood and in the shops. Having done this, however, I still 
felt the need to gather additional information to better my understanding of what it was like to 
live in this neighbourhood and if the residents actually used the public streets and spaces, 
whether they moved freely and could communicated with each other.  
 
I then got in contact with the residence organization and was invited to join some activities in 
the public park. I have therefore proceeded to the level of “Participant as Observer”. I 
introduced myself and revealed the purpose of my studies to the people I met and joined the 
activities. I didn’t move up to the last level of “Complete Participant” as it would require me 
to anonymously get involved in the activities. I didn’t feel comfortable with this level and I 
believe it is more ethical to let the people know who I am and my purpose of involvement(S. 
Hesse-Biber 2011, 204). 
 
 

2.3 Field work 

 
I received a scholarship from SIDA (Swedish International Development Agency) to do a 
minor field study in South Africa.   
 
Field studies are particularly effective when studying attitudes and behaviours and the main 
strength lies in the depth of understanding that this method allows. Another benefit is that the 
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method allows flexibility in the sense that the researcher is able to modify their field research 
when needed (Babbie 2013, 161). I utilized the flexibility as I had an idea of what I intended 
to do my study about when I arrived in Johannesburg but I was not sure how the process of 
collecting empirics would be like. I was able to stay just a few blocks away from the 
neighbourhood I wanted to study. I could therefore easily visit the area and get to know it 
well. During the initial stages of the study I would visit the neighbourhood, walk the streets 
and observe. 
 
At a later stage I made contact with the chairperson, Cheryl, in the residential organization. 
She invited me to come and join a Pétanque club and other public events. By attending these 
events I got to know a few people that had lived in the area for a long time and have been role 
players in the community. This deeper insight gained by observing and attending activities 
proved essential in aiding my decision on how the study would be conducted.  
 
I proceeded with interviewing a few key people. My first thought was to do focus group 
interviews but after a few cancelations and difficulty with getting together many people at the 
same time I finally chose to do in-depth semi-structured interviews with one interviewee at a 
time. The focus group interviews would have been and interesting way of collecting 
information, as I would have been able to observe the interaction between interviewees.  
 
I interviewed both professional urban planners and people who lived and worked in the area 
to get an understanding of the area. Firstly I interviewed an urban planner who lives in 
Parkhurst. She could inform me with both professional perspectives and from a residential 
point of view. Later I interviewed shop-owners and employees at the main street of Parkhurst. 
Some only worked in the area and some both worked and lived in the area. These people gave 
me inside information about the area and all of them were very easy to speak to. In fact, all 
the people I have met during my field study have been very open minded and helpful. The 
people I have met have also been very interested of my subject and it seems like they have a 
need to speak about this, many have been very talkative and eager to tell me about their 
thoughts and experiences.  
 
After I interviewed a few shop owners and employees I asked two people from the resident 
organization if I could interview them, they welcomed me and I met them one by one. Lastly I 
wanted to interview someone that did not live in the area but still had some experience of the 
area and of urban planning. I then went to Pretoria (the capital of South Africa and only about 
45 min away from Johannesburg) to interview Karina Landman. She is a professor at the 
University of Pretoria and has done a lot of research about the urban landscape and urban 
villages in Johannesburg. I met her for the first time in Sweden about a year before I travelled 
to South Africa when she had a presentation of her research of gated communities. I then 
spoke to her briefly and she agreed on meeting me if I came to South Africa. She was very 
helpful and easy to speak to and made me feel like I was on the right track.  
 
Once I had conducting all the interviews (8 in depth-interviews) I spent a lot of time 
transcribing the interviews and then summarizing them into categories for each question. I 
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found that the number of interviews were sufficient to fit the thesis time frame and also as 
they were supported by my extensive observations and literature studies. The interviews  
 
 

2.4 In- depth semi-structured interviews 

 
As in observation studies there are various levels of structure in doing interviews. In highly 
structured interviews the same questions are being asked to each interviewed person. If the 
person starts widening the subject the interviewer shouldn’t really take much notice of the 
things being said outside the frame of the questions (S. Hesse-Biber 2011, 102).  
 
In-depth interviews allow less structured methods when doing interviews and I found this 
method to be suitable to be able answer the research question, in particular the last two 
questions as they intend to gain knowledge of how it is to live in Parkhurst (S. Hesse-Biber 
2011, 102) 
 
Another reason to do semi-structured in-depth interviews was to allow the participants to talk 
more freely and become more relaxed about things that are important to them. As Hesse-
Biber (2011) state, semi-structured interviews rely on a few questions and this is to guide the 
conversation to remain within the chosen subject (S. Hesse-Biber 2011, 102). I therefore 
choose to have eight main questions, which resulted in a relaxed conversation about the 
subject. Among the people I interviewed were shop-owners, employees, residents, part of the 
residential organization and professional urban planners. The age, class, ethnicity and gender 
varied among the people. Key-persons, except the residents who worked and lived in 
Parkhurst were; Katarina Landman; professor in urban planning at Pretoria University and 
researcher at CSIR, Tim Truluck who is highly involved in the community of Parkhurst and 
works as a “link” between the residents and various authorities (like the police) and an 
anonymous urban planner who also lives in Parkhurst and works, amongst others, with the 
new development plan for the City of Johannesburg.   
 
 

2.5 Research ethics  

 
According to Atkinson open interviews create a close relationship with the interviewee. There 
is a moral responsibility to nurture this relationship and to be fair, honest, clear and concrete 
(Atkinson 1998, 36). In the literature there are tangible examples of the ethical principles that 
are good to follow. These are (Atkinson 1998, 37):  
 

• Allow the interviewee to be in the centre.  
• Protect the interviewee's story, do not let others see the notes from the interview.  
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• Be clear about your purpose with the interview.  
• The interviewee has the right to remain anonymous and it is important to respect this  

 
The aspects mentioned above are important factors that I had in mind when I did the 
interviews. I began with introducing myself and gave a brief introduction of the study. I then 
asked the person if they would like to answer a few questions about the subject. The 
interviewee was asked where he/she would be comfortable to answer these question, all 
interviews was done in the interviewees home or workplace. I didn’t want the interviewee to 
move away from their space to a new space where they might feel uncomfortable. 
 
In the case of ethical problems in the form of my group identity (gender, age, ethnicity, class) 
I believe all people make some kind of impact on the interview, it is not possible to be 
completely neutral. In this method, the focus has been to try to listen and let the interviewee 
be in the centre, which allowed me to be relatively neutral. Although the focus should be on 
the interviewee, the person will get some kind of impression of the interviewer. Esaiasson 
(2007) also explains that one might get different allegiances with different attitudes: 
 

• "A middle-aged professor might get more reassuring answers than a 
younger student" (Esaiasson 2007, 293).  

 
In some cases this may be true, but surely not in all cases. Perhaps it is easier to initially make 
a serious and professional image of the study if I was a professor, while I can very well be 
better at creating a good and close relationship on the whole. It is clear that group 
membership and power is something important to consider (even though it is not a goal to be 
completely neutral) and take notice on.  
 
 

2.6 Challenges and criticism of the sources 

2.6.1 Interviews, observations and other sources  

 
Literature, observations and interviews have been the main sources of this study. The 
literature includes books, research articles and rapports. When choosing the literature the 
purpose was to find books and articles that had different perspectives. As mentioned before, 
many books and articles have been written about social exclusion and closed urban villages in 
Johannesburg, however, not many have shed light on open urban villages as an alternative. 
The interviews and observations are therefore important material in this study. It must also be 
highlighted that the interviews doesn’t tell the story of what all people think and it can’t be 
seen as a general view. The interviewees perspective and stories tells, as Riessman describe it 
(Riessman 1993): 
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“…”Truths” rather than “the truth”…” 
 
In other words it must be seen as the study reveals a few selected peoples truths rather than 
one generalized single truth that represent all the people that live in Parkhurst. 
 

2.6.2 Field work 

 
During the minor field study education in Uppsala I got information about what kind of 
challenges one might be faced with. One of these challenges was that the first intention of the 
field studies might change significantly upon closer inspection. I was faced with this, as I had 
to make some changes to the research questions once I arrived.  
 
Another challenge was to conduct focus group interviews. The first idea was to do one focus 
group interview with about five people and also two in-depth interviews. Due to cancellations 
of planned participants and troubles with getting five different people together at the same 
time I had to change the method. The benefits of doing focus group studies would have been 
to see and listen to the interaction between the attendances. I then decided to do more in-depth 
interviews and observation studies which worked out better time-wise for the interviewees.  
 
Also, a challenge was that the interviewee reviewed me before he/she would dare to open up 
and tell their point of view. During the first interview I noticed that the interviewee answered 
the questions to me as a foreigner, explaining over and over again that things in South Africa 
are not as it is in Europe where I come from. In that sense I do realize that the people I 
interviewed in Johannesburg might have seen me as an outsider from a developed country and 
therefore I could not be completely neutral to these people. It was therefore important to be 
professional, gentle and easygoing when I thereafter introduced the study and myself. It might 
also be an advantage to be seen as an outsider in the sense that the participants don’t get the 
impression that you belong to any specific group. The interviewee might therefore feel more 
comfortable with charring information. Another advantage of being an outsider is that one 
may ask questions that in the community already are seen as “common knowledge” and might 
also gain different views on issues that are taken for granted(S. Hesse-Biber 2011, 119). Due 
to that I have been to Johannesburg many times before and know the city well put me in a 
position of being somewhere between an outsider and an insider. It is also likely that this 
position has an advantage; I was spoken to with respect due to that I have been living in 
Johannesburg before but I was also excused to ask the questions that otherwise are seen as 
common knowledge. 
 
A further challenge during the field study has been to stay focused on finding the positive 
characteristics of the chosen field area. I found it more challenging to analyze “what works” 
compare to, like in most previous studies, issues that does “not work”. 
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3. Theoretical approach 

In this chapter I describe the theories and concepts that makes up the foundation for analysis 
and discussion in relation to the empirics. The theories will be described in a broad 
perspective to get an understanding of where the concepts come from and how they have been 
both cherished and criticized.  
 

3.1 Space and place 

3.1.1 Public and democratic space  

 
As long back as to the Greek agora tracks of public space can be found. The place of public 
space was meant to encourage citizenship, and also function as a space where public affairs 
and legal disputes were conducted. The public space of those times was further more a 
marketplace, a place for pleasure where citizens expressed themselves with words, bodies, 
action, decisions and so on (Valentine 2001, 170).  
 
The Greek agora was also a place for exclusion in the sense that only citizens with power and 
respect were free to express themselves. Slaves, women and foreigners where denied 
citizenships. In other countries public space has also been a space for meetings, display and 
politics and also one of exclusion and struggle. Historically, several groups (women, non-
white men, homosexuals etc.) of people have been denied access to the public street. These 
groups of people have had to fight for their right into the public sphere and to win respect 
politically. In this process these excluded groups used the streets in order to press their claims 
for their rights. The street has therefore become an important space where different causes can 
be seen and heard by others (Valentine 2001, 170).  
 
Not the least in the city, public space plays an important role as a place of meeting other 
people, expressing yourself or simply move from one place to another (streets, pavements 
etc.). If the open and unpredictable spaces of the city are lost, the potential for sociality in the 
city are lost, the potential for sociality are also lost(Watson 2006, 17). Furthermore, Watson 
mean that public space have been a subject to darker narratives in recent years. Public space is 
often seen as dangerous, dead and a site of exclusion. Watson argues that it is important to 
emphasize public spaces as exciting, safe and inclusive as this makes us think in the right 
direction in turn makes it easier to also create these types of spaces (Watson 2006, 7). 
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3.1.2 Community and communities within cities 

 
Community is a positive social relationship with a sense of shared identity and dates back to 
the Latin term “communitatem” (fellowship) and have been a term since the sixteenth 
century. Further on, geographers have added a spatial dimension to this definition. 
Community is often used interchangeably with the term neighbourhood. This stress on 
neighbourhood is in part due to Robert Parks’s theory of (Valentine 2001, 194):  
 
“Natural areas in cities, in which solidarity is regarded as a function of 
living in the same place, a product of a given social-ecological 
system”(Valentine 2001, 194).  
 
The term is used in a wide range of different academic contexts and has a number of separate 
definitions. As a consequence, there has been a dispute over the meaning of the concept itself 
for a longer time than its relation to space and place. For example, in some places ethnic 
groups are referred to as communities even though these people are not staying in the same 
place (Johnston 2000, 115).  
 
Further, if one follows Schmalenbachs (as sited in Johnston, 2000) definition there is a 
difference between community and communion. The term communion is more based on 
traditions, shared modes and thought of expressions, while people in communions has 
emotional ties; which characterize the communion. According to this way of looking at it, 
belonging to a community does not necessary meaning that you are in a communion 
(Johnston 2000, 115).  
 
Moreover, interests in communities in social geography developed from the Chicago School, 
this mainly due to the evaluation of the social and behavioural consequences of urbanization. 
Tönnies original concept of “gemeinschaft” (fellowship) also identifies communities as 
particular types of social networks. He was not interested of either community as a local 
social system or a finite, bounded physical location. Later these different ways of looking at 
the term was brought together and stimulating the terms wide range of usages. The 
sociologists and their followers enhanced that rural areas where the norm for a community 
whiles urban areas where more of a disorganized environment. (Johnston 2000, 115).  
 
Jane Jacobs (1960) is a well-known author on the topic, living communities within cities. 
Jacobs highlights the importance of “eyes on the street” and argues that a neighbourhood with 
residents, and other members of the public, walking the streets are more safe and/or at least 
creates a feeling of safety (Jacobs 2011):  
 

“A city street equipped to handle strangers, and to make a safety asset, in 
itself, our of the presence of strangers, as the streets of successful city 
neighborhoods always do, must have three main qualities: 
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First, there must be a clear demarcation between what is public space and 
what is private space. Public and private spaces cannot ooze into each 
other as they do typically in suburban settings or in projects. 
 
Second, there must be eyes upon the street, eyes belonging to those we 
might call the natural proprietors of the street. The buildings on a street 
equipped to handle strangers and to insure the safety of both residents and 
strangers, must be oriented to the street. They cannot turn their backs or 
blank sides on it and leave it blind. 
 
And third, the sidewalk must have users on it fairly continuously, both to 
add to the number of effective eyes on the street and to induce the people 
in buildings along the street to watch the sidewalks in sufficient numbers. 
Nobody enjoys sitting on a stoop or looking out a window at an empty 
street. Almost nobody does such a thing. Large numbers of people 
entertain themselves, off and on, by watching street activity.”  
 
In their book “Communities within cities: An urban social geography”, Davies and Herbert 
write the following: 
 
“most definitions of community refer to the important integrative role 
played by the variety and frequency of interaction between people living in 
a local community and those outside” (Davies 1993, 63).  
 
They mean that social interaction can be categorized into two types: informal interaction and 
mutual co-operation. The authors also highlight the neighbourhood effects on behaviour, 
which is a hypothesis that: 
 
“suggests that individual behaviour or attitudes will be influenced by the 
local environment, especially the typical values and role models present 
within any neighbourhood” (Davies 1993, 80).  
 
This effect can be strengthened by a variety of factors, for example if the residents have lived 
in the neighbourhood for a long time, and gone through the different life cycle stages together 
with other residents. They also write about “the epidemic theory of social problems”, which is 
about how social problems are contagious. For example they mean that if a neighbourhood 
looses quality, the problems of the residents will increase, and then spread to the whole 
neighbourhood (Davies 1993, 80). 
 
Davies and Herbert also argue that different people view the community, being a social 
construction, differently. They mean that: 
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“our understanding of the differentiation of places really is a product of 
the way individuals or social groups interpret or construct their character, 
a result of our perception of these places and the meanings that we assign 
them” (Davies 1993, 85). 

 

3.2 The concept of Urban Villages 

 
The classic sociological theory argued that communities do not (and should not) exist in the 
urban environment; at best the communities only exist in a weakened form in the city. 
Ferdinand Tönnies established this view in the sociological theory in the nineteenth century, 
claiming that there were two ways of “communities” in all cultural systems. One of these was 
“gemeinschaft” (fellowship) which refers to the earlier times with strong and deep bonds to 
the family. The second form was “gesellschaft” (society, cooperation, companionship) which 
was seen as a result of the urbanisation and industrialization; this meant that the social and 
economic relationships were based on rationality and efficiency. Further on sociologists such 
as Durkheim, Simmel, Sumner among others reinforced this perspective, and the view has 
been termed as the “community lost” argument. This argument has been criticised by other 
writers though, that claim that there is evidence that socially cohesive communities exist in 
the city (Knox and Pinch 2006, 188). 
 
Herbert Gans is one of the writers that claims that there is no need to mourn about the “lost 
community” in the city, he means that there is a sort of village life that exists in the city, and 
he calls these locations “Urban Villages”. This perspective has in contrast to the “community 
lost” argument been called “community saved”(Knox and Pinch 2006, 188).  
 
Jane Jacob’s work has had great influence on the concept of urban village and has changed 
the way most people saw cities during the 1960´s. Instead of looking at the city as a problem 
she emphasised the strength of cities. She saw the city as a living organism and recognized 
the positive aspects of a living neighbourhood. One of the first to draw on her principals was 
the Urban Village Forum (Natal 2003, 28). 
 
Even though it is somewhat difficult to define an urban village, there are some features that 
tend to be similar in these kinds of neighbourhoods. The Urban Village Forum later 
established (during the 1990´s) the main principles of the concept as follows(Natal 2003, 28): 
 

- a development of adequate size 
- a walk-able and pedestrian-friendly environment 
- a good mix of uses and good opportunities for employment 
- a varied architecture and a sustainable urban form 
- mixed tenure for both housing and employment uses 
- provision of basic shopping, health and educational needs 
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- a degree of self-sufficiency 
 
The concept of urban villages is not a new idea, creating urban neighbourhoods has been a 
focal point in urban design already during the early twentieth century, as advocated by 
protagonists such as Ebenezer Howard, with the design of the “Garden City” among many 
others.  The concept of an urban village eventually faded away due to criticism, the critics 
accused the idea for being essentially anti-urban, for idealizing the form of a village life and 
that this would be a failure in a modern urban environment. Despite this critique, the quest for 
promoting small-scale communities and urban villages is regaining growing support; the 
support comes from political and social debates as well as different design proposals for 
sustainable urban neighbourhoods. As a reaction to the “bland and monotonous development” 
the aim is to create a mixed-use urban development. Furthermore the urban villages are meant 
to create qualities like (K. Landman 2003, 2): 
 

• A variety of uses, such as shopping, leisure and community facilities alongside 
housing a choice of tenures, both residential and commercial. 
 

• A density of development which can help encourage the use of non-housing activities 
 

• A strong sense of place, with basic amenities within easy walking distance of all 
residents. 
 

• A high level of involvement by local residents in the planning and onward 
management of the new development. 

 
Others also support a return to sustainable urban villages as an answer to unsustainable 
suburban sprawl. Some also argue that it is a response to the separation of development of the 
modern and postmodern eras, like the new Urbanisms in USA. The ideal urban village design 
would have a centre and an edge, a perfect size of about a quarter mile from centre to edge, a 
variety of activities, a network of streets and a careful attention to public space and position of 
public buildings (K. Landman 2003, 3). 
 

3.3 The concept of Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design 

 
Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design (CPTED) is a relatively new and 
multidisciplinary concept of reducing crime through environmental design. What is similar to 
the urban village concept is the idea to create community-based neighbourhoods in cities.  
 
The idea of protecting yourself by using physical materials is however not new, as we in some 
way have been doing that since we were cavemen. However, to combine the physical 
environment with psychological aspects at the same time is somewhat new.  
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The goal of the concept is to reduce opportunities for crime to occur. To be able to achieve 
this goal CPTED encourage physical design while at the same time legitimate use of the 
environment. The concept aims to create a safe space without resorting to the prison camp 
approach and without building fortress-type constructions (Gardner 1981, 8): 
 
“CPTED strategies rely upon the ability to influence offender decisions that 
precede criminal acts by affecting the built, social and administrative 
environment.”(ICA 2011) 
 
There are five basic principles that the CPTED follows (CSIR Bulding and Construction 
Technology 2002, 7-8): 
 

• Surveillance and visibility; 
• Territoriality; 
• Access and escape routes; 
• Image and aesthetics; and 
• Target hardening. 

 
 
Surveillance and Visibility 
 
Passive surveillance is commonly known as the presence of “protective eyes” or “eyes-on-
the-street”:  
 
“The extent of visual contact that people have with a space, together with 
the degree of them being visible to others, determines the extent to which 
they can intervene and whether the users feel safe” (CSIR Bulding and 
Construction Technology 2002, 8). 
 
The above quote depends on a range of factors like for example windows, doors and other 
openings, distances between buildings, the sizes of the public spaces, vacancy rates as well as 
the extent, degree and type of use that the space is put to. Surveillance is also improved if 
there is good visibility. Shady or winding streets, alleys, entrances and doorways can act as 
ideal places for potential offenders and also increase resident’s and visitor’s fear of crime. 
The way in which lighting is designed and placed out, and the way roads and paths are laid 
out can prevent potential crime to occur and make both the physical space and users visible to 
others using the environment (CSIR Bulding and Construction Technology 2002, 8). 
 
 
Territoriality 
 
A second important principle is the sense of ownership and responsibility. This can improve 
the chance of passive observers intervening. Moreover, places should be designed and 
managed in ways that encourage residents and users to take responsibility over their use, 
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upkeep and maintenance. It is possible to increase territoriality by clearly defining public and 
private spaces, utilising the human scale, limiting unused open space. (CSIR Bulding and 
Construction Technology 2002, 8). 
 
 
Access and Escape Routes 
 
Some types of criminal events are often purposefully chosen due to their access to escape 
routes. In the same way, the availability of access and escape routes also add to the safety of 
potential victims. Spaces like vacant land, where people can hide and which have clear routes 
of escape could be ideal places for offenders to use. Houses or neighbourhoods near open land 
are, for example, often the targets of repeated burglaries. Car hijackings are also often 
planned to allow quick escape. How the transport routes are designed and the combination of 
different types of space influence the ease of access and escape. Obvious and clear 
signposting of streets, buildings and exit routes are important ways of assisting potential 
victims (CSIR Bulding and Construction Technology 2002, 9).  
 
 
Image and Aesthetics 
 
“The image projected by a building or a public area in the city has been 
clearly linked to levels of crime and particularly to the fear of crime. This 
link is often referred to as ‘crime and grime’” (CSIR Bulding and 
Construction Technology 2002, 10).  
 
Urban decay often makes people feel unsafe when using these areas. This often reduces the 
number of users, which could exacerbate the crime problem. Thoughtful design and effective 
management of spaces in the city are essential factors that could prevent places from 
becoming ‘hot spots’ for crime. Vacant land that is not maintained or unoccupied buildings 
can both contribute to decay as do litter and the breakdown of services. The image of spaces 
can be improved by ensuring human scale in design, using attractive colours or materials, 
providing adequate lighting, and designing for high levels of activity (CSIR Bulding and 
Construction Technology 2002, 10). 
 
Target Hardening 
 
High walls around houses and safety bars on windows are the most used examples of this 
strategy. It is also often the first solution as it physically separates the target from the crime. 
In doing so though, other principles are violated (for example the principle of visibility) 
(CSIR Bulding and Construction Technology 2002, 11). Another form of target hardening 
that is becoming more prevalent in South Africa is the closing off of streets and 
neighbourhoods. However, this form of control has many adverse consequences that need to 
be considered and weighed up against possible benefits (CSIR Bulding and Construction 
Technology 2002, 11). 
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In conclusion the above-mentioned strategies aim to together create an space were people feel 
both welcome to use the space and also feel safe.  
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4. Empirical data 

The chapter begins with an analysis of the urban landscape in Johannesburg. I will discuss 
how the structures and communities have changed in post-apartheid Johannesburg and how 
the concept of urban village has become a growing trend. The first part of this chapter is 
important to be able to understand the complex situation in Johannesburg and also to be able 
to answer the first research question. Second last, the studies of the field area of Parkhurst will 
be presented. Finally, at the end of this chapter I will present the interviews. I chose to 
subdivide the answers, from all the interviews, into relevant categories as opposed to present 
each interview one by one.  
 

4.1 City Marketing - Spatial development Goals and Visions  

 
Cities, rather than countries, are branding themselves more and more as the competition 
between them are tough; cities have become “products” to be marketed in order to attract 
tourists, residents, students, commercial activities and investors. Successful campaigns and 
positive images of cities are important for authorities to consider and can these days not be 
ignored (Dinnie 2011, 3). 
 
After the transformation to democracy in 1994, the South African Government (as described 
in the Urban Development Framework, the Development Facilitation Act and the Green Paper 
on Planning and Development in 1999), called for a policy of integrated planning and 
development. Further on, urban sprawl is not only a South African problem, but also a 
worldwide phenomenon that causes many problems. In response, the Habitat Agenda and 
most international thinkers on urban sustainability have advocated the so-called “compact 
city”. This can be achieved through measures such as delimiting growth boundaries and 
increasing residential densities (K. Landman 2000, 8-9).  
 
However, despite this vision of compaction, South African cities are increasingly sprawling, 
with the poor continuing to locate on the periphery. This leads to many arguments that 
apartheid urban patterns still exists regardless of the new dispensation, and to a questioning of 
the viability of a compact city for South African cities in the near future. In many cases in 
South Africa integration is a more practical approach than compaction. Integration 
acknowledges the principles of compaction, but simultaneously accepts the reality of urban 
sprawl. The current state in South Africa, however, is that there is still fragmentation and 
separation in our cities, despite the aim of integration (K. Landman 2000, 8-9, Blunt 2002). 
 
After apartheid, the municipal council tried to strike a balance between meeting basic needs 
of the poorest and simultaneously promote a better image of the city. This is not an easy task, 
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as these two visions are in strong conflict with each other. When the budget, to improve the 
city and address the social injustices, was not sufficient, the goal of changing the image of 
Johannesburg became a stronger focus point. Slogans such as "One City, One Future" have 
been used to create a better image of the city. To live up to that image, the City of 
Johannesburg has developed various strategic programs (iGoli 2010, for example), which 
unfortunately has not been particularly successful (Murray 2008, 85).  
 
The latest visions of Urban Management regarding integration are presented in the 
“2011/2012 Integrated Development Plan”. The broad vision is to (The City Of Johannesburg 
2011, 28):  
 
“…Embrace the principals of integration, efficiency and sustainability, and 
realises tangible increases in accessibility, amenity, opportunities and 
quality of life for all communities and citizens”.  
 
The long-term goals are (The City Of Johannesburg 2011, 28):  
 

• A city with an urban form that is efficient, sustainable and accessible; 
• A city with quality urban environments, providing for integrated and sustainable 

settlements and well-designed urban spaces; 
• An appropriate and efficient land use management system that facilitates investment 

and continuous regeneration; 
• Effective urban management to ensure maintenance of appropriate standards of safety, 

cleanliness and orderliness across the city; and 
• An efficient and effective spatial information service that meets the standards of a 

World-Class African City. 
 

Despite high ambitions and promises of a united city, the municipal decision-makers rather 
became involved in creating a fantasy world of Johannesburg as a "world-class, globally 
competitive city" than focus on social injustice (Murray 2008, 85).  
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4.2 The spatial development situation in post-apartheid Johannesburg 

4.2.1 Post-apartheid Johannesburg: ethnic and economic divisions. 

 
Some argue that post-apartheid Johannesburg is very similar to Los Angeles. Similar to Los 
Angeles there is a great fear of crime in Johannesburg. In Los Angeles there are also large 
differences between different social classes with a minority of rich people that are concerned 
about their assets and afraid of strangers of a different social class. But what differentiates the 
two cities is that not only the wealthy are trying to protect themselves by building high walls 
and putting up electric fences in Johannesburg. Rather this paranoia has spread to all social 
classes in post-apartheid Johannesburg and different types of physical barriers can be found 
even in poorer areas. An empirical study of two different areas in Johannesburg shows that 
many residents in the gated communities did not have a problem with now living with people 
from different backgrounds and cultures. Rather they seemed more scared of "poor" people 
and people outside walls (Beall 2002, 183): 
 
”Thus, for the predominantly white woman living in this affluent townhouse 
complex, class replaced race as the badge of inclusive membership. It 
allowed them to erect physical and symbolic walls in order to reduce 
interaction and mixing in shared spaces. Furthermore, an architecture of 
fear legitimized a deepening segregation that was based not upon an 
apartheid of race, but upon new articulations of social difference.”  
 
Answers from the study questioning who the people living in gated communities are afraid of 
outside (Beall 2002, 182): 
 
”All the unknown people outside”.  
 
"People you don't recognize- not actually strangers, but threatening 
strangers- one that’s standing sizing you up or watching".  
 
Many have the perception that racism is the biggest problem in Johannesburg while, as these 
authors put it, today is primarily about class segregation. According to the authors, there is 
great fear of crime and the people who live in closed urban villages as gated communities also 
feel a great fear for people who do not live in the same-gated community. 
 
 

4.2.2 Post-apartheid physical structures  

 
The crime is high in Johannesburg and this is one main reason why people are trying to 
protect themselves with all kinds of physical barriers. The incidence of the high crime rate can 
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be partly ascribed to the fact that the country is experiencing a kind of transit era after 
apartheid. This transition period has created an unstable situation in both political and social 
environments, which has resulted in increased crime. Further, this is not an isolated problem 
only for South Africa but also to other countries that have undergone similar challenges. Both 
informal crime and organized crime has grown stronger and at the same time the state lacks 
capacity to protect the residents. This is why the private sector and residents have taken this 
into their own hands resorting to various strategic ways and physical measures to protect 
themselves and their homes. Depending on how your finances look like, you can afford to 
install different types of sophisticated alarm systems, bars on windows and doors, electric 
fences on top of high walls, etc. Security has become a part of everyday life and neighbours 
influence each other (the snow ball effect): if one neighbour builds a higher wall around the 
house or put up electric fences there will soon be more and more neighbours doing the same. 
This is due to that everyone wants to do what they can to protect themselves, their homes and 
their families (Bremner 2010, 218-220).  
 
Many of he city's residential areas have been transformed into security enclaves where 
everything needed is within the walls. In these enclaves one can find shops, gyms, parks, 
offices and sometimes even schools. People who live in these security enclaves often come in 
conflict with local authorities as they try to shut down different paths for passage without 
permission. With these changing physical structures some authors believes that the public 
space is being lost and that it deepens the state of a divided city (Bremner 2010, 225). 

   
Furthermore, the strict "invisible" barriers that existed under apartheid, in the form of rules 
and sign boards etc. that black people where not allowed in some places, are now replaced by 
more visible barriers, in the form of walls, etc, that divide different social classes (instead of 
ethnically). Johannesburg is now having a condition of a "fortress mentality" that continues to 
grow. Also, the physical structures in the form of walls, etc., are clear signs of a growing 
paranoia in Johannesburg and that the city is now characterized by post-public space (Murray 
2008, 61): 
 
”The rapid proliferation of enclosed places signifies the expansion of post-
public space in the post-liberal city”.  
 
As Murray (2008) argues public space is being lost and instead replaced by barriers of walls 
around neighbourhoods etc. This leads to a situation of post-public space in the city. 
 

4.2.3 Post-apartheid planning and an “open window” 

 
Some believe that post-apartheid planning have been a great failure. This is, as mentioned 
before, partly because of a difficult transition era after apartheid. Apartheid left behind a great 
challenge for the planners to try to resolve issues such as integration, poverty and racism. But 
there was also an "open window" (opportunity) after apartheid to guide planning in the right 
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direction and create better conditions for the future. This was something that did not succeed. 
One of today's biggest challenges in the major cities in South Africa is crime and it is 
surprisingly how little influence this has had on public planning so far (Harrison, Todes and 
Watson 2010, 246): 
 
”It is surprising, however, how little impact the public concern for safety 
and security has had on the discourse and practise of planning” 
 
However, in recent planning discussions a debate about gated communities and public places 
have been raised (Harrison, Todes and Watson 2010, 246): 
 
”Planners and urban policy-makers have had to confront the contradiction 
posed by this particular response to urban fear – that is, the need for secure 
living environments versus the rights of movement and the desire to protect 
public space” 
 
In conclusion, the fact that the urban landscape has changed since apartheid is obvious and 
visible. Fear of falling victim to crime, the state's inability to combat crime and a failure to 
debate on the public fear in the planning department has meant that residents have taken 
matters into their own hands. In doing so, Johannesburg turned into a "fortress city" where the 
fear has spread to all social classes (in contrast to many other places where it is mainly the 
wealthier residents who try to protect themselves). Public space like parks and roads is under 
threat in that sense that more and more security enclaves are being built where only certain 
people may be present. Post-apartheid Johannesburg is still very much a divided city.  
 

4.2.4 Sense of community in Johannesburg 

 
A study on people living in closed urban villages as gated communities, how they experience 
their area, fear, crime and how they look at people outside their gated community, shows that 
there was no deeper community feeling in these areas. The study also highlights how closed 
urban villages is available in various forms, both in the poorer areas of Soweto, as in the 
northern parts of Johannesburg, where more wealthy people live (Murray, 2002: Chapter 10). 
Most people that were interviewed in the study felt that the environment of closed urban 
villages was monotonous and rigid. The more affluent, which could afford to create a more 
private place, was, however, less troubled of this. The respondents in the more affluent areas 
felt that they were not close friends with their neighbours but that they were satisfied with 
living in a closed urban village. In the less affluent areas, people were less satisfied with their 
neighbours and felt that they were just "staring" at each other. One of the interviewees said 
(Beall 2002, 184): 
 
”I think it takes away the community…People used to go to parks, drive-ins, 
drive in the streets. They don’t get out as much… But at the same time, I’d 
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rather stay here without that community and stay alive”. (Because of fear of 
being exposed to crime).  
 
 
The earlier challenge of exclusion of black people under apartheid, have been put to a 
challenge that is now about "insiders-outsiders" (Beall 2002, 195). Also the situation is, 
according to Bremner, as follows(Bremner 2010, 228): 
 
 
“To be inside is to be safe and someone and to be on the outside is to be 
nowhere”  
 
 
Further on the planned security enclaves decreases public places and the chance to move 
freely in the city and its suburbs (Bremner 2010, 228-229).  
 
The fragmented community is also due to that the city's inhabitants are divided into two main 
categories. During apartheid, the country consisted of basically two main nations, one white 
upper class and one black rural, poor population (note: within these broad categories there are 
many more groups as Indians, coloured people etc.). Today, these categories has changed in 
character, in the post apartheid Johannesburg there are two main categories of economic 
conditions among the inhabitants: one category similar to a developing country standards and 
one category similar to the first-world standard. Those who find themselves in the category of 
a developing country's standards are structurally isolated from the first-world category and 
policy makers often address the developing country category the same way as if it was an 
informal sector. In other words, the developing category are not really recognized by the state 
and to some extent ignored (Harrison, Todes and Watson 2010, 228).  
 
Also, the gap between these two categories is growing but the state does not recognize this 
enough. Referring to Leone Sandercocks (who is an Australian researcher) theory that society 
is structured according to different groups based on gender, ethnicity, sexuality and race, the 
difference between these groups should be valued instead of being oppressed.  
 
In conclusion; it is difficult to create a sense of community in Johannesburg, where residents 
are fragmented by the different identities which are also being oppressed, rather than valued 
and also separated by economic conditions and spatial structures (Harrison, Todes and 
Watson 2010, 219). 
 

4.2.5 The concept of Urban villages in Johannesburg 

 
Regardless some criticism regarding the use and meaning of the concept (if it is a part of New 
Urbanism or not), the idea of urban villages is a growing phenomenon in South Africa. As 
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mentioned before, Johannesburg was a highly segregated city during apartheid and the goal 
after the democratisation 1994 is to create an integrated and sustainable city. This is reflected 
in many post apartheid planning policies like the Development and Facilitation Act 1995 
(DFA), The White Paper on Spatial Land Use and Development 2001 and also the Draft Land 
Use Bill. The two last mentioned policies was influenced by the Agenda 21 and promotes(K. 
Landman 2003, 3) 
 
 
“…Provide the greatest sustainable benefits and to promote the transition 
to a sustainable and integrated management of land resources”.  
 
 
The planning policies also support the principles of the DFA, which are based on a notion that 
is concerned with promoting equity, efficiency, protecting the public good, ensuring the good 
use of scarce resources and protecting the environment. The focus is also on integration and 
sustainability. The DFA principals therefore do not support low-density, segregated, 
fragmented and mono-functional development (K. Landman 2003, 3). 
 
The private sector has also increased the support of the concept due to growing interest of 
international ideas and local needs of safety, security, privacy, efficiency, convenience, 
accessibility, stability, sense of community, etc. The private sector has employed urban 
designers to create a South African version that is influenced by this concept but also meet the 
local needs. This is also in line with the Competitive City Approach where the aim is to make 
an attractive, competitive city with places that have distinctive character and a unique identity 
(K. Landman 2003, 3).  
 
There are many various types of urban villages that can be found in South Africa. The two 
main ones are; closed urban communities as in some kind of gated community and open 
urban villages as in neighbourhoods with no wall, boom or gate surrounding the area.  
 
There are many various neighbourhoods in Johannesburg and the concept helps to distinguish 
them from each other. There are in particular two types of neighbourhood that can be found in 
Johannesburg: closed urban villages; as some kind of gated community and open urban 
villages; areas that are not closed off, where one can still drive through and not have to go 
through a entrance with booms, security guards. 
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Image 3: (Nenzen, Model of different types of Urban Villages 2011) 
 
 
Below follows a presentation of the various urban villages that are to be found in 
Johannesburg.  
 
Closed urban villages (gated communities):  
 
Mixed used urban villages:  
 

• Melrose Arch is a mixed-use closed off neighbourhood were the access is 
constantly controlled, all behaviours are being watched through CCTV cameras 
that are positioned in every street corner. Safety guards are also patrolling the 
public areas within the urban village. This is a new form of urban village, which is 
regarded as a successful place with mix uses and is described as an alternative to 
gated communities. Somewhat ironic though is that you must also go through 
certain entrances to access and you are being watched with security cameras 
everywhere you go. It is also an expensive urban village where you must pay more 
for food, parking etc. It is not a gated community but still a closed urban village 
(K. Landman 2003, 5). 

 
Large security estates:  
 

• There are large security estates that are developed by private developers. These 
areas are physically walled of or fenced off and often have a gate were security 
guards control who can access and not. An example of this kind of development is 
Dainfern Estate northwest of Johannesburg and one of the oldest estates. It is an 

Closed Urban Village Open Urban Village 

Urban Village  

- ”New” Mixed Urban Village  - Mixed Used Urban Village
   
- Existing neighbourhoods   -    Large security Estates (gated  
 
    -    Enclosed Neighbourhoods 
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area of 320 hectare with a high wall all around the area. On the security estates 
website one can read (K. Landman 2003, 6):  
 
”If you demand a lifestyle where harmony and security is not a 
request but a given, then demand a piece of heaven. If you 
demand that each breath you take will fill your soul with the fire 
of life, then demand a piece of heaven”(Dainefern Valley 
Managament 2011).  
 
To access this area one must be invited by someone who lives there, sign papers 
where your write your name, your friends name and house number, time and date 
and number plate of your car. When this is done the security guards open up the 
gate so you can drive through (sometimes there are long queues of cars to get in, 
standing still with their engines on). Inside this particular estate is a golf course, 
shops, post offices, estate agents, tennis quarts, parks etc. In some other similar 
estates there are also schools inside (K. Landman 2003, 6).  
 

      
Image 4: Large security estate (Nenzen 2011)     Image 5: Large security estate(Nenzen 2011) 
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Image 6: Large security estate (Nenzen 2011) 
 
 
Enclosed Neighbourhood: 
 

• Another type of closed urban villages are enclosed neighbourhoods. These are 
existing areas where the residents in the area have closed of many roads with 
fences. To access this area one must drive to certain entrances where there often is 
a boom and a security guard that checks who drives in and out. The roads that are 
being closed off are sometimes changed from public to private roads. There are 
also many cases where these roads are still public roads. This is the type of closed 
Urban Village that often is put up illegally and on public roads (K. Landman 2004, 
11).   

 
According to a survey by Katarina Landman (2003) it is confirmed that the cities 
of Johannesburg and Tshwane (former named Pretoria) have the highest numbers 
of enclosed neighbourhoods in the country. The City of Johannesburg indicated 
that there were 49 legal neighbourhood closures with a further 37 whose approval 
had expired. All together, there were an estimated 188 illegal closures and 265 
pending applications (K. Landman 2004, 11). 
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Image 7: Enclosed urban village (K. Landman 2000)    

 
Image 8: Enclosed urban village (K. Landman 2000) 
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Open urban villages: 

 
“New” mixed urban villages: 
 

• These areas are much influenced by the Urban Village Forum in the UK or the 
New Urbanisms in the USA. One example is the redevelopment of the former 
township Alexandra (north east of Johannesburg). The Urban Development 
Framework in this area is based on a number of activity corridors and nodes to 
integrate different places of Alexandra. The intension is to create a sustainable 
neighbourhood with identity based on improved public space, provision of public 
amenities, opportunities for economic activities, mixed use and various types of 
housing (K. Landman 2003, 7).  

•  

 
Image 9: (Achitects 2011) 
 
Existing residential neighbourhoods:  
 

• A slightly different type of an open urban village is an existing residential area, 
which has been transformed to operate as an urban village. These areas have a 
village square, well-defined streets (main streets), mixed uses and various types of 
housing. The field study of the neighbourhood Parkhurst (that will be discussed 
later on) fit in to this category. It is an older working class area that has been 
transformed into an upper class area with a village feeling and a resistance towards 
gated communities. The neighbourhood has a well defined main street were the 
centre of this works as a square, the area also has mix uses like shops, restaurants, 
food-shop, offices and there are various types of housing (K. Landman 2003, 7).  
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The numbers of especially closed urban villages are growing despite the negative impact as 
spatial fragmentation and despite that the City of Johannesburg having presented goals and 
visions of an integrated city. The latest visions of Urban Management regarded integration are 
presented in the “2011/2012 Integrated Development Plan”. The broad vision is to (The City 
Of Johannesburg 2011, 28, City of Johannesburg Metropolitan Municipality, p. 76 2012):  
 
“…Embrace the principals of integration, efficiency and sustainability, and 
realises tangible increases in accessibility, amenity, opportunities and 
quality of life for all communities and citizens”.  
 
The below quote captures the situation and concludes the discussion in this chapter:  
 
”Seeking to escape what they perceive as the miasmal city, affluent 
residents have partitioned the urban landscape into a patchwork 
assemblage of bunkered enclaves that provide the fanciful illusion of 
sanitized, first-world cosmopolitanism in the midst of third-world 
impoverishment."(Bremner 1999, 49)  
 
 

4.3 Parkhurst 

 
In contrast to the many closed urban villages, I also aimed to look more in detail at the 
opposite- an open urban village. I studied the neighborhood Parkhurst that is an up-market 
area (“existing open urban village” - as described in the empirics) that is not gated and not 
closed of to the public. The chapter begins with an introduction of the area, which is followed 
by a presentation of the observation studies and the interviews. The interviews have been 
summarized into a few main categories to get a better coherence of the responses. 
 

4.3.1 Parkhurst  

 
Tim Truluck is a part of the residential committee (Parkhurst Village Resident Association) in 
Parkhurst and acts like a link between residents and various authorities who run the city. He is 
also the leader of the ward council. Truluck has done some research about the area's history 
and he describes the area as an old neighbourhood in Johannesburg.  
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Image 10: (Nenzen, Map of Parkhurst 2011) 
 
Parkhurst is an area that was a working class neighbourhood for many years and is now an 
area with higher income residents (Truluck, Interview:7 2011). If one goes back a bit further 
one find that it was when the Anglo Boer War ended in May 1902 it all started. Before the 
war the city of Johannesburg used the old Boer method of ad hoc administration. After the 
war the British model replaced this where a city council was set up, bylaws and regulations 
drawn up and the city boundaries increased. To be able to take advantage of the new order, 
the developers rapidly started setting up new suburbs around the city centre. Parkhurst was 
the 67th suburb in Johannesburg and the 22nd after the war to be formed, being laid out in 
September 1903 and officially registered as a suburb in February 1904. This was right in the 
middle of the property boom and something was needed to make it stand out from the other 
suburbs and entice buyers.  
 
The developer of the area was a man who grew up in New York but later moved to South 
Africa due to work. His name was William Schlesinger and later he became a very influential 
businessman in Johannesburg. William started to develop the area and also launched a naming 
competition of the area. Almost 12 000 suggestions was collected and after one month of 
discussion a jury decided that the name would be Parkhurst (Truluck 2003).  
 
Geographically, Parkhurst is situated in the northern parts of Johannesburg (close to Sandton 
as shown on the map below), where residents nowadays are generally high-income earning:  

Green 
belt 

Parkhurst 
Public 
park 



 

 38 

 
Image 11: (Greater Johannesburg Metropolitan Council 2000) 
 
 
At present, Parkhurst consists of about 2,200 plots that are quite densely developed and each 
of these plots is about 500m2. According to Parkhurst Village Residents Association the area 
is today described as a vibrant and fun area where the neighbours know each other. Further on 
the area is describes as a place where the children are playing in the streets and in the park 
and that the residents of Parkhurst love their dogs - about 100 dogs are being walked in the 
evening every day and the residents like to stop and chat to each other while walking their 
dogs (Parkhurst Village Resident Association 2012).  
 

4.3.2 Observation study  

 
When walking down the main street of the neighbourhood you will find lots of small shops, 
cafés and restaurants. There is also a Hardware shop, a Pharmacy, a Tattoo parloor and a tiny 
supermarket. The main street is alive with strolling shoppers and restaurant patrons as well as 
people on their daily walk perhaps with their dog on route to the park.  
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Image 12: (Nenzen 2011)         Image 13: (Parkhurst Fourth Avenue 2011) 

    
Image 14: (Nenzen 2011)          Image 15: (Nenzen 2011) 
 

 
Image 16: (Parkhurst Fourth Avenue 2011) 
 
On the first floor lever above the shops are flats with balconies overlooking the main street 
and the buildings are not higher than three floors. Most of the buildings are renovated but 
with structures left from the old architecture. The cafés and restaurants are full of people who 
eat breakfast or brunch. I sit down to have a coffee at one of the cafés and at the same time 
take the opportunity to observe people that are walking down the street and sitting in the café.  
 
It is not a homogeneous group of people, referring to the variation of age, gender and 
ethnicity. I do notice though that it is not the poor people that are guests at this café or are 
strolling down the street. As I look out through the window and past the main street I see 
relatively small properties with small gardens. This is as Tim Truluck (Interview 2011) 
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describes it the typical style of the white working class during apartheid. Most of the houses 
have the same style and are structured neatly next to each other in long streets and avenues. 
The look of the houses have changed a bit since then though, today most of them are 
renovated and built on to and have fancy small gardens. The area is now an affluent area to 
live in.  
 
I take my attention away from the houses and order a coffee. As I do so, I take the chance to 
speak to the waiter. He tells me that he has been working there for more than ten years and 
has seen how the area has developed very little during these years. According to him people 
like it here because there is no shopping mall. It has been a huge number of new shopping 
malls built during the last 20 years and people like Parkhurst because of the old character of 
an open main street with shops. I ask him if he finds it safe here. He tells me that break-ins 
and car thefts are seldom a concern thanks to that private security patrols in cooperation with 
the residential organisation that patrol the area(Anonymous:8 2011).  
 
Further on, he tells me that he think it is unnecessary with gated communities but that he 
understands the concept of making it difficult for thieves to escape easily. He adds that the 
people who are inside these gated communities becomes strangers and continues with saying 
that you don’t feel like a stranger in Parkhurst due to the open streets(Anonymous:8 2011): 
 
“I feel like a stranger in gated communities. There is no strangers here in 
Parkhurst…no one is inside and no one is outside”. 
 

4.4 Interviews 

4.5  
The aim of this thesis is, partially, to have a closer look at the open urban village of Parkhust. 
In order to answer the final research question I interviewed a few randomly selected Parkhurst 
residents. In addition I interviewed shop owners and an urban planner who also are Parkhurst 
residents. A few estate agents where interviewed, as well as a ward councillor (who also lives 
in the area and is a key person for safety and security of the area). Lastly Katarina Landman 
was interviewed; she is a professor in urban planning at the University of Pretoria. The 
interviewees are anonymous as the focus is not to put the interviewees into a specific group 
(like gender, age, ethnicity etc.). The importance is that they have a connection to the area of 
Parkhurst and not whether they are a male/female or young/old etc. The interviews that follow 
have been summarized into a few main categories. A more in depth analyzes of these will be 
presented in the last chapter of the study.  

4.4.1. Reasons of living in Parkhurst 

 
All interviewed are quick on responding to the question regarding the reasons about the 
positive aspects of living in Parkhurst: 
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• “The proximity to the inner city. I think it has a bit of community 
feel, like a village feel. And we know all our neighbours; I don’t 
think you get that in a lot of areas. (Anonymous:1 2011)  

 
• “And I think the reason why Parkhurst it’s not a gated 

community is because of the river, there is no direct through 
access, so it’s not that easy for people to get in and out”. 
(Anonymous:1 2011) 

 
• “You will find here, this is my opinion, that either people will 

stay in what they think is safer as a gated, or people like us who 
have learned to live with the requirements of the country and we 
would like the better freedom of having our own property and 
knowing our neighbours. I know all my neighbours ”. 
(Anonymous:2 2011)) 

 
• “I think I like the safety the most ”. (Anonymous:3 2011) 

 
• “I like the village aspect of it, it is a kind of a village ”. 

(Anonymous:4 2011) 
 
 

4.4.2. Opinions on closed urban villages 

 
The second question was concerning the interviewee’s thoughts regarding closed urban 
villages. I found that most of the interviewees reacted very strongly to this question compared 
to other questions. Other questions made the interviewee more thoughtful compared to this 
question where there was no hesitation before answering:  
 

• “In an ideal world I would hate…I think it shouldn’t exist (gated 
communities) I think it is negative, I mean I don’t think, I mean it is 
taking up public space for people, it is limiting peoples access. It is 
almost like an infringement of people’s right I think, to walk down 
the road. But you also have the right to live somewhere peacefully 
and safe. I mean we got broken in to in December. Yeah, computers 
and stuff. Our response was putting up extra fencing and stuff but I 
wouldn’t chose to live in a gated community. Yeah, I wouldn’t chose 
to but if it would be incredible dangerous I would. Because of him 
(pointing at her child Mark)" (Anonymous:1 2011) 

 
• “First of all, with these gated communities, when people are in 

gated community they tend, it is not always true, but they tend to be 
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less careful which means that then you have trouble”. 
(Anonymous:2 2011) 

 
• “I have never lived in one. I hate them. I think the people who live in 

gated communities are bought in to the marketing of a false sense of 
security. I hate the idea of living in these areas where 40-100 people 
have keys to my front gate. I think the arguments for living in a 
gated community is absolutely rubbish. I think it is fabulous 
marketing but absolutely rubbish. I don’t think there is a better 
community feeling in there. I don’t have much good things to say, I 
think they are horrible. I really do.”(Anonymous:3 2011)  

 
• “The gated communities have become a way of life.” (Anonymous:4 

2011) 
 

• “No, I wouldn’t choose to live in one ever! I think the safety aspect 
is a perception rather than a proven fact. Often gated communities 
become very blasé about the security. They just say, oh well its fine, 
I have a guard at the gate and no one is going to come in. But the 
number of people I know who have lived in gated communities and 
suffered under crime is chocking.” (Anonymous:5 2011) 

 
• “The biggest reason is security. Following on from that in some of 

the estates it is a kind of lifestyle. It is also things like financial 
stability, people wanting to secure their property prices but this is 
linked to crime as well. There are issues around kind of 
privatization, for security. Because there are lot of people that have 
lost trust in the police, they say that the police are not fast enough if 
something happens. So usually it is a whole packet that people buy 
into, it’s not only an enclosed area it is also a private security 
management.” (K. Landman 2011) 

 

4.4.3. Security and feeling of safety in Parkhurst 

 
All the interviewed had some concern about security. Two of them had even recently been 
involved in a robbery, but still they preferred on staying in an open urban village:  
 

• “It has a lot to do with ones attitude, it really has. I think it has to do 
with people who have been involved in an attack and in this country 
it can be very bad, very violent. A lot of those people either they 
leave the country or they start living in this very, very secure 
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complexes because otherwise they are too scared. “(Anonymous:2 
2011)  

 
• “We have a lot of security driving around Parkhurst, that’s how we 

feel safe.” (Anonymous:3 2011) 
  

• “We live in an unsafe environment and if you are going to pretend 
that because you live in a gated community you are safer that's an 
illusion. I think that I feel safer not in a gated community than inside 
a gated community. My son lived in a gated community for a number 
of years and I felt that whenever I went there it was very difficult to 
get in so if you need help you are sort of problem reaching out for 
help.” (Anonymous:5 2011) 

 
 

• “If you look at the latest crime statistics there are many crimes that 
have went up and especially crimes like house robberies. Lots of 
people can cope with crime in other places but when it happens in 
your home it is quite serious… And it that sense one can not blame 
people for doing whatever they can to try to live in a secure 
place.”(K. Landman 2011)  

 
 

4.4.4 Public space and rights of movement  

 
The question regarding public space seems to be a sensitive subject, which awakes anger of 
the way things work today. Some of the interviewees questioned why they should pay taxes if 
they are not allowed to use the public spaces and roads anyway. It is also a feeling of 
frustration according to some of the interviews, to drive through a neighbourhood and then 
suddenly there is a fence put up to block you from driving further.  
 

• “There is definitely a need to protect public space. And people are 
also; we don’t have a culture of using public space in Joburg. It is 
very much like, we are always in our car or on the bus or on the 
train and then you go back home.” (Anonymous:1 2011)  

 
• “That is a huge argument in South Africa. They cut of streets and do 

it sort of according to the law but it is still public roads that all 
people pay taxes to. A large part of the population is against this 
and objects that we are not being able to move freely. Because you 
do have sections that are cut of. “ (Anonymous:2 2011) 
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• “It is absolutely a need to protect public space. Absolutely. I feel we 
shouldn’t have gated communities; they are not good for the public 
and the people. They are also giving a false sense of security to the 
community in there and also it obstructs people from their own 
spaces. The question I’m asking is why am I paying my taxes when I 
can’t access public space?”(Anonymous:5 2011)  

 
• “Public space should be public, it should be open, and it should be 

there for everybody to have access where people can enjoy, meet 
and mingle and all kind of things. The problem is that people don’t 
feel safe in public spaces in South Africa. So, it is almost like a catch 
22, you have to give them confident to use the spaces because the 
more they will use them the more they will be safe but hey don’t use 
the spaces so they don’t feel safe. A complete catch 22 and it is not 
working. “(K. Landman, Interview 6, Professor at Pretoria 
University 2011) 

 
 

4.4.5 Death or rebirth of public space 

 
The shop owners and employees that worked in the area didn’t comment much on the 
question. The urban planner and the professor at Pretoria University had some comments on 
this subject though. Both explained that there seem to be a rebirth of a new type of public 
space; a private space that work likes public space. 
 

• “The public sector doesn’t really care about if it is space and what it 
looks like and also they wont manage it. So if there is public space it 
is a disaster, so the private sector has started to create their own 
public space, and they manage it. It is like a normal public space 
like overseas, so we see a kind of rebirth of that.” (Anonymous:1 
2011) 

 
• “I would say it is a death of public space as in the public space as 

we are used to. There is a rebirth of privatized public space in 
bigger private areas like shopping centres and complexes. If I can 
call it that. They bring in lots of principles that are typical for a 
public space (like square where people can meet and speak to each 
other) but is not really actually public space. It is a private area that 
is controlled by private security companies. If someone would 
behave in a way that doesn’t suit the rules of the area the security 
would be there right away. It is like a serious big brother society.” 
(K. Landman 2011) 
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4.4.6 Other mechanisms that contribute to a feeling of safety 

 
The urban planner and the professor at Pretoria University both mentioned how 
environmental design can contribute to reduce crime. Parkhurst have a natural barrier in form 
of a park and a river that stops people from driving through the area often. Both interviewed 
mention this as to be an important factor of why Parkhurst can work as an open urban village 
without gates.  
 

• “And I think the reason why Parkhurst it’s not a gated community is 
because of the river, there is no direct through access, so it’s not 
that easy for people to get in and out.”(Anonymous:1 2011)  

 
• I have done lot of research around environmental design, how it can 

prevent crime. If you look at the natural barrier that you mention 
then it is interesting how the environment have contributed to the its 
physical characteristics to reduce crime.(K. Landman 2011)   

 
 
In conclusion, all the interviewees had made a conscious choice to live in Parkhurst. What 
surprised me the most was that some of the interviewees mentioned that they actually felt 
safer living in an open urban village as Parkhurst. My perception, before I did the interviews, 
was that they might have had sacrificed their safety in order to live in a more open 
environment, but instead some of them informed me that they actually felt less safe in a 
closed urban villages. In the next chapter I will make a more in depth analysis of the field area 
and refer back to this.  
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5. Analysis   

Part of the purpose of the thesis was to explore the urban landscape in post-apartheid 
Johannesburg and to investigate the concept of the growing numbers of a variety of urban 
villages. The fist research question to be answered is: How would the urban landscape be 
described in post-apartheid Johannesburg and which types of urban villages can be 
identified? Furthermore, the intention with the thesis was also to look into the open urban 
village of Parkhurst. The last research question to be answered is: What would the residents in 
Parkhurst explain to be the reasons for living in an open urban village and what are their 
opinions on safety, public space and closed urban villages? The analysis chapter begin with a 
discussion in relation to the first research question and is followed by a discussion regarding 
the last question. 
 
 

5.1 Urban landscape in post-apartheid Johannesburg 

 
There have been huge changes in South Africa in a relatively short time; less than twenty 
years ago the country had a very strict apartheid regime and today South Africa is a 
democratic country where everyone should have equal rights. After the transformation to 
democracy in 1994, the South African Government called for a policy of integrated planning 
and development. This policy included both an integrated society and an integrated and 
compact city.  
 
However, despite this vision of integration and compaction, South African cities are 
increasingly sprawling, with the poor continuing to locate on the periphery and with luxury 
gated communities popping up like mushrooms. As Landman (2000) argues this leads to 
many arguments that apartheid urban patterns still exists regardless of the new dispensation, 
and to a questioning of the viability of a compact and integrated city for South African cities 
in the near future. The current state in South Africa, however, is that there is still 
fragmentation and separation in the cities, despite the aim of integration after apartheid.   
 
As Harrison, Todes and Watson (2010) discuss; instead of using an “open window” 
(opportunity) after apartheid to guide the planning in the right direction enormous negative 
changes took part in the entire society. Not least the city’s structure has changed radically. 
Due to high immigration, high unemployment and severe economic inequality Johannesburg 
is a very polarized city. High crime rate partly became a response to the socio-economic 
inequality and fear of becoming a victim to crime is high. The structure of the city is now 
characterized of security measures like gated communities, higher walls, and heavily armed 
security guards.  
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Furthermore, Johannesburg is now having a condition of a "fortress mentality" that continues 
to grow. The physical structures in the form of walls, etc., are clear signs of a growing 
paranoia in Johannesburg and that the city is now characterized by post-public space. The 
earlier challenge of the exclusion of black people under apartheid, has been replaced by a 
mentality about "insiders-outsiders", and about rich and poor.  
 
Moreover, the planned security enclaves reduce public places and the chance to move freely 
in the city and its suburbs. As Bremner puts it (Bremner, Writing the city into being 2010, 
228): 
 

• ”I think it takes away the community…People used to go to parks, 
drive-ins, drive in the streets. They don’t get out as much… But at 
the same time, I’d rather stay here without that community and stay 
alive”.  (Because of fear of being exposed to crime).  

 
• “To be inside is to be safe and someone and to be on the outside is to 

be nowhere”  
 
 
The negative aspects of increased closed urban villages are that the crime is continuously 
displaced to other neighbourhoods; the residents of these neighbourhoods in turn feel 
vulnerable and subsequently apply for road closures (often illegal road closures in public 
streets in form of booms and private security) or move to a private security estate as well. 
This leads to a high number of increasing closed urban villages that creates spatial 
fragmentation, shrinking public space and social exclusion. It also infringes on peoples right 
to use public space and move freely on public roads. As argued in the theory, public space 
such as streets have been an important place for people to be able to express themselves and 
be heard by others. Historically, several groups of the society have also been denied access to 
the public space(Valentine 2001, 170). The growing number of closed urban villages in 
Johannesburg tends to threaten what many groups of the society have been fighting for 
historically – the right to access and express themselves in public spaces.  
 
In conclusion, the future goals and visions for Johannesburg are not in line with what the 
situation looks like currently in Johannesburg. There seem to be a paradox of what the visions 
are and where the situation is heading, instead of building integration there seem to be a 
situation of rather “building apart”.  
 

5.2 Urban villages and community in Johannesburg 

 
The concept of Urban Villages came about as an answer to urbanisation and fear of “lost 
community” in the rural areas. As Herbert Gans argued, there was no reason to mourn this 
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due to the fact that these kinds of communities exists in the city as well. He named these 
places Urban Villages and argued for replacing “the community lost” argument with 
“community saved”. He meant that there are still places in the cities that have a strong 
community and therefore the community is not lost. As this study has shown, there exist a 
variety of urban villages in Johannesburg that confirm his argument. 
 
However, the concept of urban villages might have a negative impact to the society. As 
discussed previously, closed urban villages as gated communities might have a community 
“inside” but they also exclude all people “outside”. The residential areas in Johannesburg 
have been transformed into security enclaves where everything needed is inside. In some of 
these closed urban villages one can find shops, gyms, parks, offices and sometimes even 
schools. With these changing physical structures public space is being lost in Johannesburg 
and that deepens the state of a divided city. Due to the negative impact that the closed urban 
villages create, it is debateable whether the closed urban villages fits into the principle; “a 
varied architecture and a sustainable urban form” that the Urban Village Forum established 
(Natal 2003, 28). However, to be able to answer this there is a need of a deeper discussion the 
term “sustainable” in relation to the urban village concept.  
 
The kind of closed urban village that appears to be the biggest direct threat to public access in 
Johannesburg are the two bold-type texts to the right in the model below: 
 

Image 17: (Nenzen, Model of different types of Urban Villages 2011) 
 
Moreover, public spaces and the streets are important spaces for people to be able to mingle, 
integrate and share opinions. As long back as to the Greek Angora public spaces have been of 
importance for being able to move freely and express one self. When residents live in closed 
urban villages this is only possible within the estate and people outside become strangers. 
This, in turn, leads to a situation of fear in the streets - as the public streets then feel 
dangerous and less controlled. As mentioned in the theory and as Watson (2006) argues; this 
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will lead to consequences of a negative spiral of further avoidance, decline and abandonment. 
This is the case in most high-income areas in Johannesburg - only the poor people who do not 
have a choice walk the streets. The middle class and the rich people stay inside their security 
complexes and when they go out they drive to where they like to go. To quote Sophie 
Watson; “when the open spaces are lost the possibilities to socialize is also lost” (Watson 
2006)  
 
In conclusion, many of the open spaces are lost in Johannesburg due to the many closed urban 
villages and therefore also much of the social interaction that would have occurred in the 
streets.  
 
 

5.3 Parkhurst: an up-market open urban village in a city with high 
crime 

 
Historically, the classic sociological theory argued that communities do not (and should not) 
exist in the urban environment; at best the communities only exist in a weakened form in the 
city (Knox and Pinch 2006, 188). Later Herbert Gans claimed that the villages do exist in 
cities, so there was no point of mourning the “lost community” (Knox and Pinch 2006, 188). 
When studying the neighbourhood of Parkhurst I found that it is very much clear that the 
community feel do exist in the cities.  
 
Also, as outlined in the theory, a feeling of safety can be achieved with "crime prevention 
through environmental design”. This method has not, intentionally, been implemented in 
Parkhurst, yet most of the principles of this concept can be related to the responses from the 
interviewees regarding safety. Thoughtful design and effective management of spaces in the 
city are essential factors, according to the CSIR´s report of Crime Prevention Through 
Environmental Design (2002), that could prevent places from becoming ‘hot spots’ for crime. 
In the observations that were done to gain knowledge about the area I found that the area is a 
clean and visually pleasing area. The Interviewees also resembled the area to being in a small 
village. They also mentioned that there is good communication between the police and the 
private community-security in the area, which probably means that there exists a functional 
residents management body or so called Home Owners Association (HOA). The arranged 
public events in the park also suggest that a good and effective management structure exists. 
High walls surrounding houses and burglar bars on windows are the most common examples 
of Crime prevention Through Environmental Design. It is also often the first solution to 
prevent crime as it physically separates the target from the crime. However, even though the 
last principle is violating the first principle of visibility it is commonly used. The residents of 
Parkhurst do tend to: “Have the right precautions”, as some of the interviewees pointed out. 
In closed urban villages this strategy is used to its extreme as those areas have a high wall 
around the whole neighbourhood. In the case of Parkhurst it is, as highlighted before, not a 
wall around the area that excludes of the rest of the cities residents.  
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Further, I found that the residents I spoke to had made a conscious choice to stay in Parkhurst. 
It was, with other words, not a coincidence that they lived there. The reasons are: 
 

• Proximity to the city. 
• Community feeling. 
• Village feeling. 
• Knowing their neighbours. 
• No direct through access due to the big river. 
• Freedom of having their own property and knowing neighbours. 
• Safety. 

 
I also asked the residents and shop owners about the safety in the neighbourhood. Due to the 
fact that the area is not gated (which is seen to be regarded as the safest way of living by the 
majority of people in Johannesburg) I wanted to determine whether they thought that it was 
possible to live in this area and still feel safe. I became aware that all the interviewees 
believed that it was possible. Even though two of the interviewees had recently fallen victim 
to a robbery they still thought that it was possible. The reasons for why this was possible are: 
 

• It has a lot to do with ones attitude. 
• The visual presence of the police as well as the private security in the neighbourhood 

(that drive or cycle through the neighbourhood).  
• This is the reality; being responsible for your own safety and not in an illusionary 

bubble such as the case in a closed urban villages.  
• Easy to get help from others as people are more open to communicate with fellow 

members of the public.  
• Community spirit. 
• Have the right precautions (for example being observant, communication with 

neighbours). 
• The river forming a physical barrier, preventing direct through access.  

 
As Jane Jacobs (1960) puts it, to have “more eyes on the streets” creates a feeling of safety. 
An open urban village with more people using the streets, as in the case of Parkhurst, creates 
a positive spiral of even more people using the streets and this in turn reflect in a greater 
feeling of safety. As the interviewees mention above, part of the reason of why they feel safe 
is due to their ability to “communicate with fellow members of the public” in Parkhurst. This 
argument might also be related to the more modern concept of CPTED. Passive surveillance 
is commonly known as the presence of “protective eyes”. This principle reflects what the 
interviewees mentioned to be one reason for why they feel safe in Parkhurst: "easy to get help 
by others". According to CSIR´s report “An introduction to: Crime Prevention Through 
Environmental Design” (2002)  “protective eyes” concretely means: 
 
“The extent of visual contact that people have with a space, together with 
the degree of them being visible to others, determines the extent to which 



 

 51 

they can intervene and whether the users feel safe” (CSIR Bulding and 
Construction Technology 2002, 8). 
 
Further, the interviewees were asked about their opinions on closed urban villages. I did not 
expect the answers to be so direct and it seem like the subjects brought up many upsetting 
emotions. The interviewees didn’t hesitate at all to this question. I picked up words as “hate 
it” and that’s quite a strong term to describe something. A summary of the negative as well as 
the positive opinions is as follows:  
 
Negative  
 

• Taking up space and public space. 
• Making people less careful of their own security.  
• False sense of security. 
• Not safe to let about 40-100 people have keys to the front gate.  
• Fabulous marketing but absolutely rubbish. 
• Horrible 
• Safety aspect is a perception rather than a proven fact. 
• “The number of people I know who has suffered crime in gated communities is 

chocking”.  
• No community feeling.  

 
Positive 
 

• A lifestyle 
• Package of security due to lost trust in the police. 
• Financial security;  the value of the property.  

 
 
I found that the common opinion among the interviewees where that they believed that closed 
urban villages actually was built up on a false sense of security, for example one of the 
interviewee mentioned it to be unsafe to “letting 40-100 people have the keys to your front 
gate” (as you do when handing over the responsibility to security companies in a closed urban 
village). I was somewhat surprised by these answers, as safety is supposed to be the main 
reason for living in a closed urban village and, as mentioned in the introduction, the common 
way for high-income people is to stay in a closed urban village(CSIR 2000, 7). Moreover, in 
the initial stages of the study I was of the opinion that people who lived and worked in the 
open urban village like Parkhurst might have chosen this way of life; that they sacrificed a 
better security to live in an open environment as this fits in better with their lifestyle. 
However, one of the main arguments was that they actually believed that they also were safer 
(not only felt safer) in an open urban village. Further, as mentioned in the theory, the second 
important principle to create a feeling of safety, according to the concept of CPTED, is the 
sense of ownership and responsibility for a particular environment. Some of the interviewees 
argued that closed urban villages takes away the sense of ownership and responsibility 
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(Anonymous:2 2011): "...they tend to be less careful which means that then you have 
trouble”.  
 
The subject of public space (like parks within an area, streets to walk and drive on) brought 
up lots of emotions and frustration. Some of the interviewees were questioning the reason for 
paying tax when they actually were not having access to many roads and public spaces (as 
there are so many closed urban villages that restricts the access of moving around in 
Johannesburg).  Some sections in Johannesburg is cut of and in that way it is not possible to 
move freely on public roads and get access to all the public spaces. Sometimes you need to 
take a huge detour to get from A to B as you must drive around a closed urban village to get 
where you want. The common opinion regarding public space among the interviewees is that 
there is a significant need to protect the public space in Johannesburg. To prevent more public 
space and roads from disappearing one can argue that open urban villages would be to prefer. 
However, as Katarina Landman (Inteview 6, 2011) mentions there is a situation of catch 22 in 
Johannesburg:  
 
Public space should be public, it should be open, and it should there for 
everybody to have access where people can enjoy, meet and mingle and all 
kind of things. The problem is that people don’t feel safe in public spaces in 
South Africa. So, it is almost like a catch 22, you have to give them 
confidence to use the spaces because the more they will use them the more 
they will be safe butt hey don’t use the spaces so they don’t feel safe. A 
complete catch 22 and it is not working. “(K. Landman, Interview 6, 
Professor at Pretoria University 2011) 
 
In the case of Parkhurst the “catch 22 dilemma” seem to have been defeated. As mentioned in 
the beginning of the thesis, Sophie Watson is of the opinion that: positive words of a space 
spread and contribute to more people visit and making use of the place which in turn has a 
positive outcome on the area(Watson 2006, 7). As there are a few key people working really 
hard on the reputation of Parhurst (such as Tim Truluck) positive words, in combination with 
other mechanisms, of the area have contributed to the perception that Parkhurst is somewhat 
safe. This in-turn, gives people the confident to use the streets and then, as Landman puts it: 
“the more they will use them the more they feel safe”. 
 
Below follows a summary of the interviewee’s opinions regarding why there is a need to 
protect public space and rights to movement are:  
 

• As a taxpayer you should have the right to access these areas. 
• It makes it easier to get around if you don’t have to take a huge detour to get where 

you want. 
• Public space should be public and open.  
• To mingle, meet and enjoy. 
• Encourage a culture of using public space  
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The interviewees were also asked whether they thought that it is a situation of  “death of 
public space” or “rebirth of public space” in Johannesburg. The residents and the shop owners 
didn’t know what to answer but the professional urban planner Katarina Landman and one of 
the residents that is also an urban planner had some comments. Both of them argued that there 
is a situation of both mentioned scenarios. This due to the growing number of areas that are 
privately owned but are designed to look and function as a “real” public space (semi-closed 
urban villages). However, the difference and the concern about these places are that they at 
first sight might appear to be open and welcoming to all people but in reality they are actually 
heavily controlled with cameras (as the example of Melrose Arch, mentioned in chapter 
4.1.5):  
 
If someone would behave in a way that doesn’t suit the rules of the area the 
security would be there right away. It is like a serious big brother society.” 
(K. Landman 2011) 
 
The area of Parkhurst has resisted becoming a closed urban village and is more of a 
“community saved” – area, as Herbert Gans would call it. It would be possible for the 
neighbourhood to apply to the municipality for allowance to become an enclosed 
neighbourhood (semi-closed urban village) with booms, and gates but as to what the 
interviewees have answered this is not something they strive for. According to the 
interviewees they are strongly against all types of closed urban villages as described and 
believe that they are just as safe (and some even said safer) in an open urban village. They 
argued that the closed urban villages take away the rights for people to use the streets and that 
it actually is possible to feel safe in Parkhurst.  

A breakdown of the reasons shows that the feeling of safety has a lot to do with the sense of 
community. These opinions is related to what Jane Jacobs highlights in the book “The Death 
and Life of Great American Cities”, that a “living” neighbourhood with people around makes 
the residents feel safer (Jacobs 2011). Below is a summary of what the interviewees mention 
as important to be able to feel safe. A few of the interviewees mentioned the river as a reason 
for why they could feel safe in Parkhurst. The river somewhat eliminates the possibility for 
criminals to drive through the area and quickly disappear (Anonymous:1 2011):  
 

• Easy to get help from others as people are more open to communicate with fellow 
members of the public.  

• Community spirit. 
• The communication between the police and the private security in the neighbourhood. 

 
In summary, the reason why people feel safe in Parkhurst is a combination of a living 
community, “eyes on the street” and principals similar to those that the concept of “Crime 
Prevention Through Environmental Design” highlights.  
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6. Conclusion 
 
As mentioned in the beginning of the thesis, the population in urban areas are growing and 
today more than half of the world’s population live in cities. Public space and the right of 
movement within the city are relevant and important issues to consider as more people reside 
in cities today. Watson (2006) argues it is also a need to emphasize positive stories on public 
spaces in cities, and especially highlight the not so common areas that are usually not 
mentioned in the research. In this thesis I have contributed with some knowledge growth on 
the challenges that exists in the urban landscape in post-apartheid Johannesburg and explored 
the rising number of urban villages. This thesis also draws attention to the more positive story 
of the open urban village of Parkhurst.  
 
The thesis has shown that a variety of urban villages exist in Johannesburg. These can mainly 
be categorized into “open” or “closed” urban villages. All closed urban villages are some kind 
of gated community. Further, the study has shown that the concept of urban villages can 
create both a negative spatial situation and a positive spatial situation – depending on the type 
of urban village. The closed urban villages, as in gated communities, are worsening the 
segregated situation in Johannesburg while the open urban village doesn’t.  
 
Moreover, the thesis highlights the paradox of the vision that the City of Johannesburg has 
presented, and where the situation is heading in reality. Instead of a growing integration and 
making use of the “open window” after apartheid there is a situation of rather “building 
apart”. This regarding the increase of various types of closed urban villages that are being 
built in Johannesburg. These closed urban villages create a fragmented society both 
physically and socially. To meet the challenge of a less “dual city” it is crucial not to allow 
private companies to develop huge security complexes built on people’s fear of crime.  
 
In the beginning of the field study I was contemplating whether living in a closed urban 
village was the only way to feel safe in Johannesburg. I found a neighbourhood where high-
income people live and where there are no walls surrounding the area. The thesis shows that 
some people in Johannesburg have made a conscious choice to live in a neighbourhood that is 
not gated and that it is possible to feel safe without being surrounded by high walls. What 
surprised me the most was that some of the interviewees even found themselves safer in an 
open urban village than in a closed urban village, this due to that “people who live in gated 
communities (closed urban village) have bought into the marketing of a false sense of 
security” (anonymous 3, 2011). Some of the interviewees also mentioned that they did not 
like to support closed urban villages as they have a negative impact on the physical structure 
in the city.  
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The thesis also sheds light on the concept of "crime prevention through environmental 
design”. This method has, not intentionally, been implemented in Parkhurst, yet most of the 
principles of this concept can be related to the responses from the interviewees regarding 
safety. The thesis shows that thoughtful design and the effective management of spaces in the 
city are essential factors that can prevent places from becoming ‘hot spots’ for crime.  
 
I found it interesting and positive that the thesis reveals that some people in Johannesburg 
actually choose to refuse the closed urban villages and find other ways to feel secure. The 
study shows that it is indeed possible to live in a neighbourhood that is not gated and still 
feels safe - sometimes even safer. It is therefore relevant to discuss whether the continuous 
building of closed urban villages is in fact justified. The thesis also highlights that it is 
debateable whether the closed urban villages fit into the principle; “a varied architecture and 
a sustainable urban form” that the Urban Village Forum established. To get an answer to this 
question it is necessary to further analyse the term “sustainability” in relation to the urban 
village concept. A further question that invites to further studies is to investigate whether 
closed urban villages actually are safer or whether they are built on a false sense of security. 
Moreover, it would be interesting to study what would happen if more people in the future 
chose to live in open urban village. What would the structure in the city look like should all 
the walls be removed and how would one connect (both socially and structurally) the various 
communities again?  
 
As a last thought: imagine how many houses for the less advantaged people could be built by 
re-using the bricks from the walls that stretch many kilometres around the closed urban 
villages.  
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8. Appendix 
 

Deep Interview questions:  
 
 

1. Where do you live? 
 
 

2. What do you like about this particular area (Parkhurst)? 
 

 
3. Have you lived in a gated community? 

 
 

4. Would do you prefer to live in a gated community instead?  
 

 
5. Which are the arguments for living in a gated community? 

  
• Do you believe they are justified arguments? 

 
6. Is it possible to feel safe in an open village like Parkhurst?  

 
• Why? 
• How? 

 
7. Would you say there is a need to protect public spaces? 
 
8. Do you believe there is a situation of ”death of public space” or a rebirth 
of public space in Johannesburg today? 

 
 
 
 
 
 


