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THE GROUP AREAS ACT AND COMMUNITY
DESTRUCTION IN SOUTH AFRICA

The Struggle for Cato Manor in Durban

i BRiy MAHARA]

The last decade has seen an emergence of new geographical literature on South
Africa’s history bylocaland overseas scholars (Crush and Rogerson 1983; Crush
1986; Scott 1986; Crush 1991; Robinson 1990). Crush contends (1992:10) that the
research output of this group, although small, ‘will contribute to historical
geography becoming one of the most vibrant and productive areas of inquiry
within the geographical discipline in South Africa’. One of the main aims of the
new historical geography has been to examnine the connection between the spatial,
social, and racial divisions within South African society. This literature was
profoundly influenced by the social historians (Rogerson and Browett 1986).
However, the questionarose as to whether geographers were making a distinctive
contribution to the study of social history (Mabin 1986). The challenge to
geographers, according to Rogerson and Browett (1986:234), was to break away
from their parasitic tendencies — ‘not merely to hang on to the coat-tails of the
social historians but to supplement and extend their work’.

There is evidence, however, that historians have been influenced by
geographers, especially with regard to the interaction between social relations
and space, as well as by aconsideration of specificlocalities. The historian Cooper
(1983:23) emphasised that ‘social relations existin space; even as society shapes
space, space shapes society’. Most recently, social historians Bonner and Lodge
(1989:1), cited the French geographer Paul Claval, who stated that ‘[s]ocial life
is inscribed in space and time’. According to Bonner and Lodge (1989:1) this
was especially evident in South Africa, where '

the policy of segregation has made the contestation of space one of
the central political struggles ... A central theme in the history of
black urban communities in South Africa was ... their attempts to
create and defend illegal space. A central thrust of state urban policy
was equally to close down such communities and to quarantine
them in localities selected by the state where they could be more
effectively regimented and controlled.
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