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“Build Your Own House”: Betty Spence’s Design-Research
in 1950s South Africa

Rixt Woudstraa and Hannah le Rouxb

aUniversity of Amsterdam; bUniversity of the Witwatersrand

ABSTRACT

This article examines the design-research of the white, South
African, left-wing, liberal architect Elizabeth “Betty” Spence (1919–
84) during early spatial apartheid. Building on Spence’s frag-
mented archive of publications and interviews, we explore how
she worked for and with disenfranchised Black township inhabi-
tants on materializing alternative housing options. Spence’s
approach included careful observation of how different inhabi-
tants—particularly women—used interior spaces. While her work
responded pragmatically to distinct South African social, eco-
nomic, and racial challenges, this article shows that her design-
research was indebted to both European design thinking on the
optimization of domestic space and American-South African
debates on “race relations.” Her concern with incremental hous-
ing, self-construction, and the process of building and homemak-
ing in the townships, we argue, should be understood as a form
of political action that enabled self-determination within the
framework of modern urban life.
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Introduction

In 1952, at the start of spatial apartheid, the white, South African, left-leaning, liberal

architect Elizabeth “Betty” Spence (1919–84) completed Build Your Own House: An

Owner Builder Guide (1953), a practical instruction guide intended for Black town-

ship inhabitants who could not wait for the state to build them houses.1 Consisting

of a series of simple, yet technically informative black-and-white drawings to support

the self-construction of incremental houses, the booklet was one of several design-

research projects undertaken by Spence during the 1940s and ’50s that share a

concern for people’s own ability to build and the possibilities to improve their living

situation. This article examines several of Spence’s written works, including Build

Your Own House, as well as her articles for the South African Architectural Record,

and her design for her family’s own home in Johannesburg’s suburbs to show how
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she worked for and with disenfranchised Black township inhabitants on materialising

alternative housing options. Spence’s novel and collaborative approach included care-

ful observation of how different inhabitants—particularly women—used interior

spaces. As an active member of the Liberal Party, Spence opposed the government’s

increasingly cruel and stringent enforcement of apartheid policies during the 1950s

and was eventually forced to leave for the United Kingdom in 1959. Yet Spence, like

other liberals, did not dispute the existence of segregated townships for

Johannesburg’s Black urban residents, effectively reinforcing their presence. Rather,

her projects focused on enabling their access to better housing. She supported incre-

mental changes in the quality and size of township housing and lent technical sup-

port to the movements resisting forced removals from rezoned “group areas.”

While Spence’s work responded pragmatically to the distinct social, economic, and

racial challenges of Johannesburg, we show that her design-research should also be

understood in relation to European design thinking on the optimisation of domestic

space, as well as concurrent American debates on “race relations.” In 1948, as recipi-

ent of a British Council fellowship, she spent four months studying prefabricated

housing in London, a city still recovering from World War Two yet awash with novel

architectural ideas to facilitate efficient post-war reconstruction. On her return, she

became a part-time researcher for South Africa’s National Housing Commission and

the National Building Research Institute (NBRI). These were organisations influenced

by European modernism as well as by ideas about the improvement of African educa-

tion and housing promoted by American groups active in South Africa, like the

Phelps-Stokes Fund. Combining these transnational influences with observational

fieldwork in and around Johannesburg, Spence’s work was uniquely rich in its contri-

bution to the intense discussions on housing for urban Black South Africans.

Figure 1. Betty Spence, ca. 1950. Pinfold family archive.
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As one of few female South African architects in her time (fig. 1), Spence was a

relatively marginalised figure whose work has remained unstudied. Her nuanced ideas

about architectural design never received as much attention as her white, male col-

leagues, such as Norman Hanson (1909–91), another graduate from the University of

Witwatersrand (Wits), who had been influential in forming the modernist National

Housing and Planning Commission (NHPC).2 Nor is she seen as a political figure,

like the South African architect Rusty Bernstein (1920–2002), who split his time

between running a commercial architecture practice and doing underground work for

the South African Communist Party, including the drafting of the Freedom Charter

in 1955 from a collective set of demands that imagined social rights in a future, non-

racial South Africa.3 Spence’s liberal politics and her exposure to a progressive, mod-

ernist architectural culture would guide her in her work, much of which took place

as a researcher and collaborator. As such, it foresaw the now common role of the

“design researcher,” and would imbue all her projects with political insight that rec-

ognised the agency of others, aside from the professional architect, in the completion

of built form.

Like many other women architects, Spence’s archive is fragmented.4 Between 1945

and 1958, she divided her time between a part-time teaching position at Wits and a

variety of different, presumably freelance research and design projects.5 Along with

her husband, the architect Carl Pinfold and their children, she fled to the United

Kingdom in 1959 as a political exile, losing her personal archives in the process.6 As

a result, what has survived, aside from her publications, are traces and suggestions of

her activities in other archives. As a member of an oppositional political milieu, she

was kept on the margins of the official discourse of apartheid spatial planning,

appearing only sporadically in minutes of meetings, and anonymously contributing to

at least one report. Yet her work, supported by various liberal and even communist

figures, would play a significant role in developing alternative approaches to Black

housing.

Spence, who grew up in one of Johannesburg’s wealthiest suburbs in a family of

British origins, trained as an architect at Wits in the late 1930s. After graduating in

1941, she worked in the office of the Johannesburg architect Duncan Sinclair, as well

as in the Housing Office in Newlands in Cape Town.7 During the same time, she

became known in South Africa’s architectural circles for publishing an article titled

“Native Architecture”—one of the first essays printed in the South African

Architectural Record devoted to indigenous South African architecture—as well as

other pieces on subjects such as design in the small Afrikaner town of Reddersburg,

and European architecture in the Congolese mining town Elizabethville (fig. 2).8

All these articles featured her own photographs and some also included her draw-

ings. In the process of observing houses, she came to see homemakers as both spatial

agents and users of given spaces. This attitude is visible in her concern with spatial

flexibility and incremental growth, in the architecture she documented as well as the

design of her own home. The house, from her perspective, was a space to “grow”: a

space that could be adjusted over time. Spence’s work examined the house from an

architectural and technical, but also social perspective. She proposed multiple routes

to its construction and imagined different ways of living in it over time. Well in
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advance of British architect John Turner’s famous definition of “housing as a verb,”

Spence learned from disenfranchised Black homemakers who had no choice but to be

self-reliant.9 Building on Spence’s fragmented archive of publications and on inter-

views, we consider her concern with the process of building and homemaking in the

townships as a form of political action, albeit one that was focused on creating small-

scale improvements within a fundamentally racist and segregated system.

Like other white liberal South African architects at that time, Spence’s work is

characterised by a patronising attitude to Black newcomers to the city. For her, “good

housing” was instrumental in supporting a transition from rural to urban life for

Black South Africans—a process in which many intellectuals, including white academ-

ics and Black politicians, took interest.10 In Spence’s view, urban Black South

Africans were “in development”: on their way to a European, modern lifestyle. In

prejudiced terms that associated rural life with simplicity, and the urban with cor-

rupting influences for youth, she proposed the house as a mediating influence that

allowed for the consolidation of new identities: “Good housing would go a long way

towards counteracting these evil effects. Not only should the housing be good but the

inhabitants should be given a sense of ‘belonging’.”11 Moreover, Spence’s work ech-

oed and reinforced a sense of paternalism, spelled out, for example, in the title of a

research article of 1950, “How Our Urban Natives Live” (our emphasis).12 Spence,

like other white architects, considered Black South Africans, despite having been cap-

able of building their own homes for centuries, as in need of institutional guidance to

do the same in an urban situation.

Figure 2. Ndebele homesteads outside of Johannesburg photographed by Betty Spence. Betty
Spence, “Native Architecture,” South African Architectural Record (November 1940): 387–91.
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South African Liberalisms and the Institute for Race Relations

Spence was a liberal, both officially and conceptually.13 In 1954, she even stood as a

local candidate for the South African Liberal Party, a short-lived alliance of left-wing

individuals.14 Liberalism, as an Anglo-American political project with global influence,

has been described as ambivalent, yet essential to modernity.15 South African liberalism

was located in various loosely affiliated political circles from the 1920s onwards, but

became focused in response to the rise of Afrikaner nationalism during World War

Two. Officially established in 1953 as an opposition party to reject the government’s

apartheid policies, it began as an umbrella group of around five hundred individuals,

many with expertise in education, business, law, and medicine. Firmly opposing totali-

tarian doctrines, liberals attempted to give organisational support to increasingly disen-

franchised Black communities. Among its influences were British Fabianism, Christian

thought—channelled specifically through Quakers and American mission societies—and

African liberation discourses.16 It developed in parallel, and sometimes antagonistically,

in relation to the growth of the anti-apartheid, African Nationalist Congress Alliance,

which divided its organisation along racial lines and included communists. South

African liberals did not stand together for giving Black South Africans the right to vote

until the late 1950s, at which stage several of its members went into exile. Nonetheless,

their opposition to apartheid’s impact on Black South Africans is reflected in their

development of pragmatic proposals for education, housing, and health care, all of

which were constrained by the post-1948 state. The fundamental difference was that

liberals stood for access to “civilising” structures for urbanising Blacks, while the

National Party withheld Black welfare funding to the most basic levels, constructing

instead a mythical paradigm of “separate development” in ethnically separate, rural

areas that would lead to enormous poverty.

With the rapid growth of the Black population in towns during and after World

War Two, the provision of housing would be used by all political groups, including

liberals, to define housing rights and typologies. The apartheid state’s policies would

differentiate between those Black urban-born residents with the right to stay in urban

areas due to formal work positions, and those without it: tenants in yards or back

rooms, as well as people living in temporary shelters. This led to a number of posi-

tions in response. The most radical was the 1944 “Sofasonke squatter” movement of

the Black township resident James Mpanza who led thousands of inhabitants to build

their homes from jute and wood on the outskirts of the severely overcrowded

Orlando townships.17 The position of the communists, who advised the African

National Congress (ANC), was that “the Party demands the abolition of all residential

segregation and the provision of adequate housing for all, with special attention to

the needs of those living in slums.”18 The liberal approach, however, did not contest

the growing segregation of residential areas and was tied to class. As David Everatt

has put it, liberals “developed a programme that did not demand an end to segrega-

tion but rather its gradual modification, aimed at separating a black urban bour-

geoisie from the bulk of the black population.”19 In the two cases where Spence was

directly involved in housing policy—the formation of the housing standards docu-

ment in the late 1940s, and in a scheme opposing the forced removal of Black resi-

dents from the Western Areas of Johannesburg to segregated townships—she leaned
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towards support for more established Black urban citizens.20 This position would

limit itself to improving people’s living circumstances within a segregated system,

instead of challenging the apartheid regime’s racist policies.

The most significant of Spence’s working relationships was with John D. Rheinallt

Jones (1884–1953), a Welsh liberal who had immigrated to South Africa in 1905 and

worked as a senator, and in education and social welfare organisations. In 1929, he

became the founding director of the South African Institute of Race Relations

(SAIRR), eventually located at the Wits campus.21 The white, mostly English-speaking

liberals and Jewish �emigr�es who led the Institute believed that through gathering and

disseminating knowledge, “race relations” could be improved. The SAIRR was estab-

lished by the liberal Edgar Brookes, former headmaster of Adams College which was

run by the American Mission Board. The SAIRR was funded in part through the

Carnegie Corporation as well as the Phelps-Stokes Fund, an American philanthropic

effort which promoted African American educational initiatives, mostly revolving

around vocational training such as at the Tuskegee Institute in Alabama.22 The insti-

tute’s overall aim was to “work for the establishment of goodwill and practical co-

operation between the various racial groups in the population.”23 To do so, the

SAIRR was involved in several social welfare, educational initiatives, such as the

development of libraries in townships and “Joint Councils” with mixed-race member-

ship, directly modelled after interracial councils established in the American South in

the early twentieth century.24 For example, Alfred Bitini Xuma, a Tuskegee alumnus,

medical doctor and anti-apartheid leader of the ANC during the 1940s, was a mem-

ber of the Johannesburg Joint Council.25 The SAIRR saw the promotion of dialogue

as a way to prevent civil unrest, racial tensions and the spread of communist

ideologies.26

World War Two had led to mass industrialisation and the inclusion of some Black

workers in blue-collar jobs, albeit at lower wage levels than their white counterparts.

Yet there were insufficient houses in proximity to industry, many dilapidated urban

“yards” with rented rooms, and only nominal shelters or unserviced stands provided

for the unhoused in Black locations. According to an official waiting list for Black

housing after the war there was a deficit of 15,546 units, but estimates were much

higher, at 57,000.27 The state, industry, and municipalities were commissioning

researchers to find solutions to this exponential demand for living space, spurred by

urban unrest and the Sofasonke squatter movement.28 Moreover, up until the mid-

1950s this growth was seen as necessary for the economic growth of the country, in

contrast to the later apartheid practices of influx control and “homelands” to stem

rural–urban migration. As Grace Davie reminds us, township housing “needed to be

rationalised so as to produce the cheapest possible homes for the largest number of

black Africans already living in the city.”29

By the late 1940s, the state formed the National Housing and Planning

Commission (NHPC) to codify a standardised approach to Black housing through

the development of a Minimum Standards of Accommodation Research Committee.30

The Commission had technical support from the newly formed National Building

Research Institute (NBRI) where Spence was employed as a part-time researcher.31

The Research Committee was initially convened by two liberal architects, Norman
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Hanson and Paul Connell, who had been a few years ahead of her at Wits. The com-

mittee was operating in the shadow of the apartheid state in formation.32 Although it

was undertaking an ostensibly technical survey related to housing minima, one of the

eight sub-committees, on “Survey of Attitudes of Occupants to Housing,” included

other liberal figures such as Ellen Hellman, a sociologist employed by the SAIRR. To

expand the number of Black figures involved, the SAIRR also convened confidential

meetings—in parallel to the survey sub-committee—at their offices: the so-called

“Joint Committee of European and African Opinion to Discuss Urban Native

Housing.”33 This group also included Ray Phillips, an American missionary who,

along with his wife Dora, had founded the Jan Hofmeyr School for Social Work in

1941: the first South African institution to train Black social workers.34

Together, these figures brought a specific set of liberal values to Spence’s housing

research, particularly in relation to gender. Her work extended the notion of self-help

that had been taught at Tuskegee, where African American labour—normally male—

was deployed to build durable housing. By pooling labour and using soil-cement

blocks, these descendants of freedmen and emancipated enslaved persons could

become self-reliant and avoid the need to earn wages in the white-dominated econ-

omy.35 In Spence’s work, we also see the notion of Black women—trained within sin-

gle-sex missionary schools such as Inanda Seminary and social clubs like the

Wayfarers, and monitored in their homes by social workers—being expected to per-

form as modern homemakers, supportive wives and mothers of “civilised” Black

South Africans (to use the patronising language of the time).36 The township homes

built in the early 1950s would reinforce these gendered roles by using training proj-

ects to develop a cohort of male builders for the pilot housing projects in Dube in

Soweto and KwaThema. Once complete, female homemakers would manage order in

the house with the support of internal furniture and fittings such as coal-fired stoves

that facilitated heat, cooking, and ironing.

Homemaking in the Townships

In 1950, Spence published an extensive report in the South African Architectural

Record entitled, “How Our Urban Natives Live,” conveying the results of her research

for the National Building Research Institute on minimum standards for township

housing.37 The report documented the dwelling conditions of Black South Africans

living in the township of Orlando East, located on the flat, windy plains southwest of

Johannesburg. The motivation for the research was to get “a clearer picture of urban

Native life,” as a prelude to the design of more appropriate housing models.38 Prior

to 1948, urban housing for Black South Africans in so-called “locations” (segregated,

fenced plots outside of towns) was designed and constructed by local authorities, and

funded by central government loans that were repaid by tenants through rents, or

from proceeds from the sale of beer. The Research Committee addressed the diversity

in housing standards over its two-year existence, redrawing several existing schemes

as it worked towards the formulation of minimum housing standards and the design

of standardised, minimal units.
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Spence justified the township of Orlando East—located approximately fifteen kilo-

metres from Johannesburg’s centre, an area that today is part of Soweto, short for

South Western Townships—as the location of her survey because it represented a

“fairly well established community of poorer urbanised Native families.”39 Orlando

East, a township planned using garden city geometries by the architecture firm

Kallenbach, Kennedy & Furner, was conceived as a low-density, orderly neighbour-

hood, connected to Johannesburg by train and by bus (fig. 3).40 Most residents were

factory workers and domestic servants. The project was situated, as Jeremy Foster has

written, behind the city’s “unsightly mine dumps” and in the “veld,” the open and

uncultivated grasslands surrounding Johannesburg.41 While presented as a garden city

surrounded by a green belt—firmly separating the township from Johannesburg’s

white and wealthy suburban areas—the reality was a reservoir of cheap, Black labour

Figure 3. The Orlando East Township in 1949, planned by Kallenbach, Kennedy & Furner in 1931
and subsequently further developed. Jacqueline Eberhardt, “Survey of Housing and Family
Conditions: Orlando Township (with Special Reference to Housing Needs)” (MA diss., University of
the Witwatersrand, 1949).
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for work in Johannesburg’s gold mines and factories, and in the city’s service

industry.

Orlando East also had the advantage of the data from an existing survey conducted

a year earlier by the anthropologist Jacqueline Eberhardt under the supervision of

Haskel Sonnabend, a Wits professor of statistics who sat on the Research Committee

on Minimum Standards.42 Eberhardt had visited two per cent of the area’s houses,

including emergency shelters, as an assignment for the Non-European Affairs

Department of the City Council of Johannesburg. Working with a Black fieldworker,

Miss U. Dzivane, she surveyed residents’ family composition, histories, and views on

their homes. Underlying Eberhardt’s work was the question of how residents adapted

to township housing.

Typologically, the housing built in 1937, 1942, and 1945 consisted of relentless

rows of single-story red brick houses (fig. 4). These nearly six thousand bungalow-

type rentals—dwellings that were, like most township houses, leased but not owned

by their Black tenants—were simple and plain, located on individual lots.43 The

houses with one or two bedrooms and a small stoep (verandah), did not have internal

bathrooms (fig. 5). To keep costs down, they were left un-plastered on the inside,

lacking interior doors, floors, or ceilings, as well as storage spaces. There was also no

electricity, no streetlights, and only a few communal water taps. Roads were left

unpaved, which made them dusty in the summer and muddy during the rains. The

anti-apartheid activist Lilian Ngoyi, who lived in a township house not far from

Orlando East, described them as “match-boxes.” “In winter these houses are a fridge,

in summer an oven. No white in this country can ever be accommodated in them.”44

While Eberhardt’s survey offered clear value to the Research Committee, the

National Building Research Institute delegated Spence to conduct a further “furniture

survey” with the help of Anna Mokhetle, a Black woman trained at the Jan Hofmeyr

School of Social Work. Mokhetle, instructed by Spence, interviewed Orlando East’s

inhabitants to find out what types of furniture residents owned and to what extent

the cramped and overcrowded two- and three-room houses were furnished, but also

how and at what time of day the furniture was used. Spence’s drawings represented

the kind of adaptations that homeowners had made to deal with their given spaces—

already captured in Eberhardt’s questionnaires—three dimensionally. Alongside the

numbers and tables in “How Our Urban Natives Live” were several drawings of some

of the houses’ interiors, giving insight into how tenants had positioned the different

pieces of furniture. While the South African Architectural Record had previously pub-

lished articles on designs for the townships to promote the work of architects affili-

ated with the National Housing Commission, in the face of the government’s

imminent defunding of Black housing, information of this kind—detailing how peo-

ple in townships made these austere brick houses their homes—had never appeared

on its pages.45

Like many of Spence’s design-research projects, the Orlando survey was a collab-

orative project. Mokhetle was not named co-author of the article, although Spence

did acknowledge her contribution in the text. The article also included a short appen-

dix written by Mokhetle herself, which captured the harsh living circumstances in

Orlando East—the only time the magazine printed a piece by a Black author during
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the 1950s. Compared to Spence’s slightly dry, straightforward analysis, Mokhetle’s

section provided a more intimate account of daily life in the township. She portrayed

Orlando East as a community defined by scarcity, a neighbourhood where people

Figure 4. Red brick housing in Orlando East, 1949. Jacqueline Eberhardt, “Survey of Housing and
Family Conditions: Orlando Township (with Special Reference to Housing Needs)” (MA diss.,
University of the Witwatersrand, 1949).
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struggled to provide for their families, despite long hours of work, and where chil-

dren grew up without much supervision.46

The third part of the report, with a focus on furniture and interior organisation of

township housing, was entirely novel. In this respect, it was more detailed than the

groundbreaking work of the social anthropologist and SAIRR-member Ellen

Hellmann who had been party to discussions on the nature of the survey.47 In the

1930s, Hellmann had completed a detailed sociological survey of Rooiyard, an inner-

city slum in New Doornfontein, Johannesburg, which offered insight into the physical

and social conditions of recently migrated Black families attempting to make a living

in the city.48 Like Spence, Hellmann used photographic material to substantiate her

arguments. Moreover, Hellmann also paid specific attention to the activities of

Rooiyard’s female inhabitants, who also proved to be her main informants. Yet des-

pite visiting Rooiyard for nearly a year, Hellmann wrote that, as a white, middle-class

woman, residents never accepted her and regarderd her with suspicion.49 This was

possibly the reason why Spence sought Mokhetle’s help in Orlando East, perhaps on

Hellmann’s recommendation.

In Orlando East, over a period of two months, Mokhetle questioned families in

sixty-three randomly selected houses—a little over one per cent of the total number

of dwellings. Mokhetle inquired where people slept, where and when they ate, and

where children did their homework. But Mokhetle also gathered information about

how the separate rooms were furnished, how many pieces of furniture people owned,

and what type of furniture it was: “European-style” or based on local styles and man-

ufactured in the township. In some of the houses, Mokhetle observed complete dining

sets, including large wooden tables and chairs, and sometimes even Chesterfield

couches.50 Tenants in Orlando East bought their furniture in shopping centres closer

to Johannesburg’s centre, but also in small workshops in the townships, which were

illegal yet whose existence was condoned by the authorities.51 Based on the data,

Figure 5. Different housing plans in Orlando East, drawn by Betty Spence. Betty Spence, “How Our
Urban Natives Live,” South African Architectural Record 35, no. 10 (October 1950): 221–36.
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Spence, adopting a patronising tone, described the two- or three-roomed houses in

Orlando as crowded:

The general impression given by an average Native house is crowded and dark, rather
like a poor imitation of a Victorian interior … The walls are covered with pictures,
mostly family portraits … Windows are curtained, floors are often covered with
linoleum and bits of carpet, and sundry flower vases and other ornaments stand on
table tops which are protected by cloths and doilies.52

Most rooms were used for sleeping, including the living room, and sometimes even

the small verandah. Spaces were used in a flexible way, and tenants folded out mattresses

at night. On average, the survey pointed out, three people slept in each room, and in

many cases, even four or six. Spence illustrated this point through several detailed draw-

ings of furnished interiors, in the same clear-cut yet distinguishable style that marked

most of her work, combining images with concise text. Spence’s drawing of one of the

three-roomed houses, belonging to the family of a municipal clerk who worked in

Johannesburg, demonstrated how crowded the dwellings were (fig. 6). The drawing indi-

cated, for example, that the tiny living room simultaneously functioned as a bedroom.

Spence’s and Mokhetle’s project drew attention to what the British sociologist Dennis

Chapman had termed “homemaking” in the 1940s and ’50s.53 Chapman, whose work

Spence relied on and referred to, considered “homemaking,” or the process through

which inhabitants created a home, as an unofficial yet distinct form of design.54 In

Orlando East, homemaking involved furnishing the houses and also small alterations,

like covering the stoep or building interior partitions. Homemaking altered the harsh,

austere spaces intentionally designed based on a cruelly reductive understanding of peo-

ple’s spatial needs. As Rebecca Ginsburg and Rebekah Lee have pointed out in their

studies of home renovations in the townships of Soweto and Gugulethu in the Western

Cape in the 1960s and ’70s, this work was mostly conducted by women.55 Spence’s and

Mokhetle’s survey, although not specifically noting gendered roles in the layouts, pointed

to domestic design agency as a counter to the constructed fabric of the provided homes.

Spence’s data also helped make a case for small-scale change within the interior

domain at an institutional level. Spence and Mokhetle used the gathered data to show

Figure 6. Interior of two furnished three-room houses in Orlando East, drawn by Betty Spence.
Betty Spence, “How Our Urban Natives Live,” South African Architectural Record 35, no. 10 (October
1950): 221–36.
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the obvious incongruities between designers’ visions and tenants needs, pointing to

residents’ frustrations with the layout of the standardised houses in the township, and

suggesting improvements in the future houses carried into the Minimum Standards

of Accommodation. The survey underlined the overall lack of space, the absence of

proper flooring and interior ceilings, and the absence of any storage spaces.

Moreover, many women had indicated their frustration with the layout of the houses,

specifically the location of the kitchen in the front near the entrance, allowing for less

privacy. One tangible outcome of Spence’s and Mokhetle’s work was the adjustment of

the floorplan to incorporate a separate kitchen and living room in the “Non-European

1951” (NE/51) series of plans that emerged from the NBRI offices in 1951.56

In addition, borrowing from European pre-war and war-time ideas regarding the

optimisation and rationalisation of space and female labour, Spence concluded with a

variety of space-saving solutions, including built-in fittings such as bunk beds, fold-

able furniture, storage spaces, and fitted kitchens. Spence considered the heavy, bulky,

wooden furniture as inefficient and too expensive. Two years before, Spence had

spent four months studying prefabricated housing through a scholarship from the

British Council in London—a city still devastated by war, but full of new ideas about

the optimisation of housing construction and design. In Prefabricated Houses for

Africans (1948), the unpublished report based on her research, she paid close atten-

tion to the layout of these small houses and their built-in furniture, constructed to

remedy England’s housing crisis after World War Two.57 These influences also

extended to her visual representations in the Orlando East survey: her isometric illus-

trations of interiors closely resemble the axonometric drawings of small, optimised

interior spaces with fitted kitchens in the United Kingdom’s Housing Manual (1944),

published as a blueprint for post-war housing reconstruction, or the architect Ern}o

Goldfinger’s depictions of efficiently organised kitchens made for the “Planning Your

Kitchen Exhibition” in the same year (fig. 7).58

Spence’s work also reveals the impact of circulation studies. She stated that

European research into residents’ circulation in the house “revolutionized the shape

of rooms and has had a consequent effect on house planning.”59 Here, she most likely

referred to work by the British housing expert Elizabeth Denby, or the architect Jane

Drew, who had published a well-received analysis of kitchen design based on circula-

tion studies—work that, in turn, was rooted in the radical studies of the Austrian

architect Margarete Sch€utte-Lihotzky in the 1920s.60 Drew’s manual for West African

town planning also included proposals for the improvement of kitchens.61 Like these

women architects, Spence believed that furniture was directly related to housing

design: well-designed mass-produced housing started with an assessment of how peo-

ple used and furnished interior spaces.62

Yet these ideas also show that, ultimately, Spence did not just aim to optimise and

improve the small indoor spaces of township houses but also seized the project as an

opportunity to impose a modern, European way of life. Like Chapman, Spence

understood the way houses were furnished as a reflection of people’s social and cul-

tural status. Inhabitants expressed themselves through the material culture of the

home. In Orlando East, she interpreted the mixture of European furniture and locally

made craft objects as an indication of tenants’ gradual transition towards a European,
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urbanised lifestyle. Despite the persistence of what she understood as certain

“tribal” customs—eating on the floor, or women and children eating separately from

men—inhabitants were “well on the way to adopting a European mode of living in

their houses.”63 In Spence’s view, built-in fittings, even if not necessarily wanted by

residents, would further modernise the township house.

Figure 7. Axonometric depictions of interiors. Great Britain, Ministry of Public Works and Buildings,
Ministry of Health, Housing Manual (London: H.M. Stationary Office, 1944).
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Build Your Own House and the “Spence Scheme”

Although the National Housing and Planning Commission had worked at a relatively

rapid pace between 1948 and 1949 to develop new standards, the overcrowding and

squatting in and around Black locations had reached such a level that the

Johannesburg City Council was compelled to address them (fig. 8).64 As a short-term

solution, the Moroka Emergency Camp, a site and service scheme to the west of

Figure 8. Overcrowded living conditions in Orlando. Jacqueline Eberhardt, “Survey of Housing and
Family Conditions: Orlando Township (with Special Reference to Housing Needs)” (MA diss.,
University of the Witwatersrand, 1949).
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Orlando, was laid out in 1947. The settlement had ten thousand twenty-by-twenty

feet (six-by-six metre) plots and communal pit latrines and standpipes. By August, it

accommodated over sixty thousand people, many removed from other urban areas

designated as slums. With shortages of building materials, including cement and steel,

and no tenure on their stands, housing in the Emergency Camp did not materially

improve their lives, and its location meant inhabitants were much further away from

employment opportunities.

The decision to extend the idea of owner-built housing to construct permanent

homes emerged around 1949 as a largely consensual one, including inputs from Black

representatives, as well as the Johannesburg Chamber of Commerce. The

Johannesburg City Council then undertook the design of a new site and service

scheme called Vukuzenzele (“stand up and help yourself”) with 2,500 square feet (232

square metre) sites on twenty-year leaseholds, that would take several years to materi-

alise.65 In another South Western township, Dube, more substantial plots were made

available on thirty-year leaseholds.66

Although published by the CSIR, Spence’s guidebook on self-help housing, Build

Your Own House, seems to have begun as a personal project that she proposed to

Rheinallt Jones in 1949 (fig. 9).67 On his recommendation, it was translated into “easy

English” by her communist acquaintance, the biologist Dr Eddie Roux, who had pio-

neered a method to simplify the English vocabularies of African American and left-

Figure 9. The cover of Build Your Own House. Betty Spence, Build Your Own House: The Owner-

Builder Guide (Pretoria: Government Printer, 1952).
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wing books for the adult education of Blacks.68 The book assumed a similar role as

support for “people who want to build their own houses … in sizes to suit different

families and people earning different wages.”69

The idea of self-built incremental housing was a solution Spence had originally

proposed in an article in 1943, as part of a study of housing in ten small-town loca-

tions in the Transvaal, one of South Africa’s provinces.70 Most of the sites she visited,

some near farms, others near mines or other industry, consisted of self-built housing.

But Spence—who based her opinions in a variety of informal interviews with inhabi-

tants and white South Africans who controlled the locations—also observed that

because of limited financial means and a lack of experience, the houses were built

using a “primitive method of construction.”71 Made of locally burnt bricks, thatch,

and corrugated iron, they lacked appropriate ventilation, were hard to keep clean,

and quickly fell into disrepair. Instead, she proposed plans for houses that consisted

of a core—a kitchen and a bedroom—which tenants could expand over time.

Contrary to the rectangular, monotonous layouts of state- or municipal-sponsored

housing, Spence’s 1943 designs consisted of a variety of irregularly ordered spaces

bordering a courtyard (fig. 10).72

For Build Your Own House, Spence devised five different house types that residents

could expand over time, reproduced in plans folded into a pocket in the back of the

booklet. House One began as a single room that could be expanded over four stages

to a six-room house of 781 square feet (fig. 11).73 The document was firmly designed

to offer technical support to novice builders, including detailed tables for purchasing

materials, and an explanation of basic building tools (fig. 12). Using the booklet to

guide their own labour or local builders, aspiring Black homemakers could be liber-

ated from dependence on white or commercial contractors, or the waiting lists for

council-built rental homes. Nonetheless, the book begins with a “Note to Local

Authorities” that stipulates that “Owner-Builder schemes must be approved by the

appropriate government departments and must be operated by efficient and sympa-

thetic supervisors,” suggesting a collaborative relationship in the solution of housing

needs.74 One clear reason for this continued dependence on local authorities lay in

the lack of bathrooms in any of the houses, requiring them to be augmented with

outhouses serviced by the municipality.

The turn to self-help housing during the post-war period presents an ambivalent

attitude to Black agency on the part of the state, and Spence’s scheme seemed to fit

into that thinking. At a small scale, Build Your Own House gave future households

tools to select, price, and even construct nominally solid dwellings. At an urban scale,

however, it further enfolded these homebuilders into an oppressive system. In effect,

self-building unburdened the new National Party-led government of the need to

extend subsidised loans for Black housing while allowing them to dictate the location

of land for development far from white group areas. It also took away the obligation

for white capitalists to pay their Black workers living wages that would allow them to

rent or buy decent accommodation. For this reason, while it has been framed as a

practical, cheap, and also less controlling alternative to the limited township rental

stock, even this form of housing delivery should be seen as a state-led “instrument of

social engineering,” as Susan Parnell and Deborah Hart have argued.75
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The shortage of housing in Soweto was eventually resolved, albeit temporarily, by

a significant loan from the Anglo-American Corporation’s chairman to the

Johannesburg City Council.76 The new capacity of the Council to provide rental

Figure 10. Two proposals for incremental housing in an agricultural and industrial location. Betty
Spence, “The Problem of the Location: A Report on Housing Conditions in Ten Transvaal
Locations,” South African Architectural Record 28, no. 2 (February 1943): 25–38.
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houses would in turn neutralise the fundamental demand for land tenure for Blacks

who already owned or built their own houses. Without access to new serviced lands,

and with an expanded supply of houses based on the NE51/6 and NE51/9 plans, the

site and service approach came to an end in the late 1950s. Build Your Own House

went out of print until the mid-1970s, when the National Building Research Institute,

with a renewed interest in supporting owner-building, reissued it as a metric

edition.77

In the interim, a new crisis had been precipitated by the application of the Group

Areas Act to segregate mixed-race areas, often through the expropriation and demoli-

tion of housing under the pretext of slum clearance. Residents of the so-called

Western Areas, low-income freehold suburbs on the edge of the city of Johannesburg,

were targeted for removal to Black, coloured, or Indian group areas. The Liberal

Party became one of the opponents against the removals, which met strong resistance

from residents such as Dr Alfred Bitini Xuma, who petitioned the Council on behalf

of ratepayers, the journalists Can Themba and Bloke Modisane, as well as the parish

priest, Trevor Huddlestone.78

Figure 11. Plans, sections, and elevations for House I, the “cheapest and easiest house to build.”
Betty Spence, Build Your Own House: The Owner-Builder Guide (Pretoria: Government Printer, 1952).
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In a pamphlet named The “Western Areas”—Mass Removal? that was published by

the SAIRR in 1953 without Spence’s or the Liberal Party’s name, Spence put forward

an alternative to the removals and the political alternative of total resistance to

removals.79 The so-called “Spence Scheme” had three elements: a map of the Western

Areas in relation to the municipal locations at least four miles away from the city, a

photographic classification of housing types in the Western Areas in relation to their

material qualities and ownership, and a plan for the renewal of the area and its isola-

tion from adjacent white neighbourhoods with light industrial workshops (fig. 13).80

The planner A. J. Cutten explained this alternative plan in a short text that out-

lined its economic rationale. Set against the cost of rehousing individuals in single-

sex hostels—the new status quo for workers in the lowest income bracket—and rental

houses, it proposed only partial demolition of the structures. In captions to the pho-

tos, which showed people making use of outdoor space, the project differentiated

between four classes of dwellings as “Major Slums” (either to be demolished, or to be

rebuilt), “Minor Slums,” and “In Order.” The scheme determined that the yard-facing

shacks should be demolished, while retaining the main houses, as should the old

wood and iron houses that were uneconomical to restore. Additionally, it noted that

brick housing should be restored and well maintained, and owner-occupied houses

should be retained. The scheme would respect the existing title deeds of Black own-

ers, while removing half of the low-income tenants to the new locations. There was

no mention made of the rent earnings of the homeowners that their scheme would

Figure 12. Building instructions for House II. Betty Spence, Build Your Own House: The Owner-

Builder Guide (Pretoria: Government Printer, 1952).
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undermine. Rather, it argued for the value of the existing institutions, which would

include buildings of Reverend Huddlestone’s parish.

The approach in The “Western Areas” was typical of the SAIRR’s differential treat-

ment of Black South Africans along class lines, and their maintenance of parochial

institutions. These were reasons for friction with the Congress Alliance that stressed

solidarity and would belatedly campaign, without success, against removals.81 By

aligning herself with the SAIRR’s thinking, Spence was revealing her liberal position

as one that was grounded in economic and material rationality, supportive of the

development of landed, self-sufficient Blacks, while blind to the lives and collective

rights of a subaltern class that lived alongside them.

Building a Home in Pine Park

In 1953, in parallel to the Western Areas removals project, Spence was working on

the design of her family house with her husband, the British-born architect Carl

Pinfold, located in Pine Park, a new leafy northern suburb of Johannesburg. Like

Figure 13. Map explaining the relationship between Johannesburg, the Western Areas like
Sophiatown and the municipal locations. The “Western Areas”—Mass Removal? (Johannesburg:
South African Institute of Race Relations, 1953).
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Spence, he also taught at the University of Witwatersrand on a part-time basis while

maintaining a solo practice. The one-storey brick house with its slightly overhanging

flat roof was, most likely, the first design project they undertook together. Named

“House Pinfold” in a feature in the South African Architectural Record, the H-shaped

house plan combined open plan living areas flanked by bedrooms, opening to closed

or semi-enclosed courtyards, surrounded by a garden (fig. 14).82

The article positioned the house within an international, cosmopolitan lineage,

comparing it to Philip Johnson’s Glass House, completed in 1949, noting that both

designs attempted to “dematerialise” solid architectural elements, such as the walls,

unifying the house and its surrounding space. Despite this, the modernism that

Spence’s and Pinfold’s project espoused was also firmly rooted in local, South

African, conceptions of architecture. It revisited Spence’s exposure as a student of

Ndebele architecture, coinciding with a more extensive article co-written with the

architect Barrie Biermann published in The Architectural Review in 1954. In this

romanticised reading, Ndebele architecture was seen as minimal, flexible, and eco-

nomical in the use of outdoor seating in yards between single room structures.83

Although modernised, this influence was fused with international design ideas in the

Pine Park house.

Spence’s and Pinfold’s limited budget impacted the design and choice of materials

in different ways. The structure used the same limewashed clay bricks as the

NBRI test scheme in KwaThema. Floors were granolithic screed, cork, or brick.84

Figure 14. “House Pinfold,” South African Architectural Record 39, no. 4 (April 1954): 33–38.
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Cheap plywood was used for the doors. They reduced the involvement of external

contractors to a minimum and completed the finishes themselves over an extended

period.85 This prolonged contracting process was arguably similar to what Spence

had proposed in Build Your Own House. Spence and Pinfold were also assisted by

several architecture students from Wits.86 The Pine Park house’s economy extended

into the design of several outside spaces that would usually be enclosed. The carport,

for example, located at the entrance of the house, replaced garages and provided a

rain cover for guests (fig. 15). Beyond it, a courtyard opened, quite radically, to the

view from the kitchen and allowed two entrances, a direct one for a domestic worker

and the front door to the main house.87 Further semi-enclosed yards, inspired by

Ndebele homesteads, were laid out beyond the kitchen, playroom, and main bedroom

respectively. The house, which further optimised the use of interior spaces through

sliding doors, opened up towards the garden. In the layout of the house, Spence

firmly positioned herself at a visual core (fig. 16). She worked from a counter that

separated the playroom (that would become a dining room at night), and the living

room, which alternately worked as drawing and sewing surfaces. From this position,

she overlooked the children at play and her husband’s desk in the room beyond.

Turning to her right, she commanded the view down the passage to the bedrooms,

or out the front door to the carport and street.

Moving from Johannesburg to Liverpool

In the late 1950s, not long after completing the house in Pine Park, Spence and her

family decided to leave South Africa. They were likely to have been targeted for

Figure 15. Carport and entrance to the Pine Park house, designed by Betty Spence and Carl
Pinfold in 1954. Pinfold family archive.
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investigation due to their involvement in the Liberal Party, which was becoming asso-

ciated with communism in the minds of the apartheid security establishment.

Although little is known about their activities, the inclusion of a tall radio mast in

the model for their house in Pine Park and the use from 1956 by John Lang of the

former Spence family home, Kopjes End, for clandestine Liberal Party radio broad-

casts may have caused concern.88 Their departure was hasty, leaving the house and

most of their belongings behind.89 Various of their acquaintances—both Black and

white South Africans—had already been rounded up because of their involvement in

the anti-apartheid movement. In 1956, 156 people were arrested, including Nelson

Mandela, Lilian Ngoyi, as well as the architect Rusty Bernstein, and put on trial for

Figure 16. Plan of Betty Spence and Carl Pinfold’s House in Pine Park, 1954. Pinfold, Carl and
Betty. 1953. “Proposed new residence for Mrs B Pinfold on Stand No 27 Windeena Ave Pine Park
JHB. Johannesburg.” Municipal submission drawings, City of Johannesburg development planning
department. Colour annotations by authors.
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treason. Others, including Eddie Roux, would receive banning orders that prohibited

them from meeting others, teaching, or publishing.90 The Liberal Party of South

Africa was disbanded in 1968 in response to the Prohibition of Political Interference

Act that made it illegal to join a mixed-race party, or to assist a person of another

race.91

In England, Spence and Pinfold were amongst a growing group of left-leaning

South African expatriate architects including Theo Crosby and Alan Lipman, as well

as Roy Kantorowich and Norman Hanson, who both taught at the University of

Manchester in the 1960s and ’70s. Following a brief period in London, the family

resettled in Liverpool. While Pinfold pursued a doctorate in architectural acoustics at

the university, Spence continued to write about architecture and spatial planning,

though only sporadically and mostly avoiding subjects related to South Africa.92

Meanwhile, she worked for the Liverpool Council as an architect.93 During the 1970s,

Spence contributed several reviews to British magazines such as the Town Planning

Review, often using her husband’s last name, Pinfold.94 One of her final projects,

sponsored by a RIBA award, was a comparative exploration of contemporary urban

parks and leisure facilities for adolescents across Europe.95 While different in terms

of subject compared to her earlier publications, the article shows a similar attentive-

ness to the needs of a particular group of people, whose social development and sense

of belonging could be improved through relatively minor design interventions in the

public space. Although they never returned to South Africa, Spence and Pinfold spent

one year at the University of Nairobi in the mid-1970s.96

Uncovering the transnational dimensions in Spence’s work in this essay has

revealed different levels of sophistication in her design-research that borrowed from

transatlantic discourses on race relations, and European thinking about the optimisa-

tion and rationalisation of interior spaces. She combined and contested these influen-

ces with observational fieldwork in locations, townships, and settlements such as

Sophiatown. Spence’s mobility, enabled by her privileged background, allowed her to

shift between roles—from designer to researcher, from practitioner to teacher, from

observer to participant, and from mother to worker—as well as to move, with relative

ease, between different parts of Johannesburg, and between South Africa and the UK.

In examining the complex negotiations for urban Black housing construction that

formed the context of Spence’s design-research, it has become clear that her role was

to present a liberal, and by definition, cosmopolitan perspective on the conditions she

documented. Moreover, the focus on domestic space in her work gave material for

critique based on these liberal ideas, including education and emancipation from

drudge labour for women.

Yet, beyond her contributions to urban Black housing—such as basic standards,

self-built options, and the retention of Black-owned housing in the Western

Areas—her projects reflect a capacity to read and articulate the “phenomenal” qual-

ity of space that she first observed in the Ndebele homestead she visited as a stu-

dent.97 This plays out in her reading of spaces as mutable, lived-in, sometimes

ephemeral, and supported by minimal surfaces and objects. In this respect, Spence’s

work suggests the transcendental potential of architecture across national and racial

borders.
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