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Towards the desired city of 
compromise: the politics 
of negotiating large-scale 
transformation across diversity 
in Johannesburg

Romain Dittgen , Allan Cochrane  and Jennifer Robinson 

How to reinvent Johannesburg, a metropolis whose geography of 
inequality has remained stubbornly entrenched since the end of 
apartheid? By launching the ‘Corridors of Freedom’ (CoF) initiative in 
2013, the municipal government decided to take bold and deliberate 
steps towards conceiving and promoting a more inclusive and people-
centred city. The goal was to disrupt the prevailing spatial and social 
pattern by connecting different parts of the city via a large public 
transit network and altering these same areas through increased levels 
of (affordable) accommodation, density, and mixed-use development. 
Cutting across the existing urban fabric and affecting a significant 
number of distinct neighbourhoods, both in terms of socio-economic 
and racial characteristics, this ambitious project, unsurprisingly, 
triggered a wide spectrum of reactions. To successfully embed this 
initiative required securing support (or countering opposition) from 
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both the majority poor and black electorate demanding accessible 
housing and jobs, and the highly mobilised middle-class groups on 
whom the City authorities were financially dependent. Taking the 
CoF public participation process as analytical entry point, we reflect 
on the diverse power relations of ‘building consensus’ across highly 
divided neighbourhoods and populations to take forward this large-
scale urban transformation. While there was widespread agreement on 
the broad vision outlining the need for transformation, interpretations 
of the ‘good’ or ‘desired’ city, views on priorities to be considered, 
and acceptance of required adjustments, varied greatly. Through this 
case, the paper offers insights into the uneven landscape of politics 
associated with large-scale urban developments which stretch across 
highly differentiated urban areas. We note the initial scope for building 
shared visions and a ‘consensual arena’ between state and society 
across such diversity, but as the project unfolded the varied challenges 
of implementation at scale saw a diversity of forms of power relations 
shaping the dynamic processes of urban development along the 
multifaceted landscape of the Corridors. Initially, a powerful vision, 
innovative technologies of planning and fast paced consultation sought 
to corral actors into a tight delivery schedule driven by electoral 
cycles. But over time actors engaged in persuasion, contestation and 
collaboration, as well as moments of violence and heated disruption 
as the development process unfolded. Drawing theoretical insights 
from the geographies of power and learning from analyses of the 
close entwining of state-citizen relations in South African urban 
politics, the paper suggests that in assessing the politics of large-
scale developments, an agile analytical lens is needed to reflect on the 
diversity of power relations associated with governance and decision-
making, as well as engagements and contestations, in the light of 
shifting political terrains, and diverse urban environments.

Introduction

T he Corridors of Freedom initiative in Johannesburg was launched in 
2013, during ANC (African National Congress) Mayor Parks Tau’s term 
in office (2011–16). It was aimed at breaking with the legacy of apartheid 

spatial planning and sought to challenge Johannesburg’s entrenched and sustained 
geography of social inequality and uneven development. The local administration 
decided to take bold and deliberate steps to change the trajectory of the city 
by seeking to (structurally) alter the ways in which people relate to the built 
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environment and to each other by encouraging densification and low-income 
housing in central parts of the city, along the route of a new Bus Rapid Transit 
system. Ambitious in scale and impact, and with a strong political branding 
associated with the then Mayor and the ANC, the underlying intention was to 
‘create a different future for [the] residents [of Johannesburg]’ by conceiving 
these ‘Corridors of Freedom’ as making ‘a people-centred city where the needs of 
communities, their safety, comfort and economic well-being are placed at the core 
of planning and delivery processes’ (City of Johannesburg n.d.(a), 1).

The proposed transformation of the built environment and associated visuals 
were not particularly spectacular, yet a highly ambitious societal metamorphosis 
was being promoted. From the outset, the CoF were underpinned by a strong 
moral and developmental agenda with the objective of bringing the poor and 
economically marginalised, thus far confined to living on the badly serviced 
urban peripheries, closer to the urban core in the belief that it would improve 
their access to economic opportunities and, subsequently, to a better life 
(Harrison et al. 2019). If the CoF initiative seemed morally indisputable, given 
its aspiration to producing an alternative vision of the ‘good city’ alongside 
a more integrated and just society, the actual support for and success of the 
implementation was always more uncertain. The City of Johannesburg as the 
instigator, engineer, and main driver of the Corridors, took responsibility for 
carrying out the necessary bulk infrastructure and maintenance work (the 
underlying engineering of the project) but relied heavily on the interest and 
involvement of the private sector to ensure the provision of affordable housing 
units and business spaces at scale. It also needed the support of local residents to 
adapt to, accommodate and also to drive densification of the built environment 
as well as the new social relations this implied.

Due to its extensive spatial footprint and insertion into an existing urban 
fabric, the project included a significant number of neighbourhoods with 
distinct socio-economic characteristics, sociabilities and ways of living (Ballard 
et al. 2017). An undertaking of this nature and scale unsurprisingly triggered 
numerous reactions and emotions: from degrees of resistance, anger, scrutiny, 
endorsement, disbelief, indifference to scepticism, noticeable in condensed form 
during the various official public engagement sessions. The process in itself not 
only uncovered a tension between different visions of what the city should be 
(and look like), and the multiple realities and contradictions of the existing city, 
but also posed a dilemma regarding whose voices and which priorities were 
to be considered in the (re)shaping of the urban and society at large, and more 
specifically in determining the pace and scope of the Corridors development. 
Against this background, achieving and maintaining a workable agreement 
amongst all parties involved was laborious and seldom guaranteed.

When pitted against a long-term timeframe, the visuals and aesthetics of the 
Corridors of Freedom seem subtle and almost unassuming. Futuristic mega-
projects tend to spark more flamboyant imaginaries. In several metropoles 
throughout Africa, new urban visions and development plans often ‘suggest 
a revived Corbusian modernism’ with ‘glass tower buildings and landscaped 
freeways reflecting images of Dubai, Singapore and Shanghai’ (Watson 2013, 215). 
The drive towards the coveted status of ‘world-class’ city is usually determined 
by a competitive positioning strategy rather than by focusing on the well-being 
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of (all) its citizens with, as a result, ‘major exclusionary effects on vulnerable 
income groups’ (Watson 2013, 225). If similar aspirations of worldliness have 
prominently featured as part of the Corridors of Freedom project—submitted 
for international policy awards before it had even begun (Robinson 2018)—
achieving ‘a more socially equitable and racially harmonious city [has also been] 
at the heart of city-building practices after the end of apartheid’ (Murray 2013, 
120) and strongly informed the Corridors project.

By 2023, ten years after its official launch, the Corridors initiative had lost its 
status as a core policy in the wake of political changes at municipal level but had 
left a tangible footprint in the form of both the existing bus routes and specific 
projects (including clinics, community centres and apartment blocks). In the 
Johannesburg context, the challenges of the apartheid spatial legacy remain of 
pressing concern for any government, as do the sustainability implications of this 
inherited sprawling urban form. These long-term agendas reinforce the need to 
look more closely at the experience of the Corridors of Freedom project, because 
it offers a means of considering the constraints and possibilities associated with 
attempts to develop radical initiatives to transform the city (Pieterse 2019). In 
other publications we have reflected on the lessons to be learnt from the financing 
of the development, the innovations in governance, and the model it offered 
for densification and developer-led low-income housing (Harrison and Rubin 
2020; Robinson et al. 2020; Todes and Robinson 2020). Here, we consider the 
initiative from the perspective of urban politics—the forms of power relations, 
from persuasion, negotiation and collaboration, to the contestations and violent 
confrontations, which shaped the compromises involved in implementing the 
vision of a large-scale intervention in the urban form in a divided and unequal 
city like Johannesburg. Our paper also builds on a rich body of literature on state-
citizen engagements which is aware of the varied dynamics of participation in 
different contexts (e.g. Brownill and Parker 2010; Bénit-Gbaffou 2012; Watson 
2014; Wolf and Van Dooren 2017; Sihlongonyane 2015). More generally, and in 
contributing to this Special Issue, we argue that attending to a wider variety of 
contexts, such as Johannesburg, and here specifically considering the complex 
nature of engagements across the spatial and social diversity of neighbourhoods 
affected by the Corridors development, a nuanced analysis of the power relations 
and politics of large-scale urban development is necessary (see Introduction to 
this Special Feature, Robinson, Wu, and Wang 2024, this issue).

The politics of large-scale urban developments: bringing 
power back in

In social and political terms, the landscape of the Corridors is multi-faceted 
and layered. The challenges of bringing a project to fruition across diverse and 
divided political constituencies, common to many large-scale projects (e.g. 
Flyvbjerg 2007; Shatkin 2011; Ballard and Harrison 2020) is starkly posed in 
the case of Johannesburg’s Corridors of Freedom because of the (apartheid) 
spatial form of social and political difference. We are, for the purposes of this 
paper, less concerned with identifying and critiquing the wielders of power 
than with exploring the complexity of power relations which emerged amongst 
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the variety of actors drawn into a large-scale urban development. These are 
manifested not only in the specific outcomes—for example, in the exclusion of 
very low-income housing from the project (Charlton 2024)—but also through 
the active practices of local statecraft in which, ‘the state is constantly being 
(re)made by actors attempting to cohere and stabilize its structures and devise, 
sustain, and implement its imaginaries, strategies and projects’ (Pike 2023, 32) in 
specific geographical and historical settings. South African scholars, along with 
those from a range of African contexts, have emphasised that the achievement 
of stateness (let alone state ambitions) is a negotiated outcome (Hagmann and 
Péclard 2010; Zack and Landau 2022; Fourchard 2023), in which close and often 
informal relations cultivated between officials and community leaders (Bénit-
Gbaffou and Katsaura 2014; Wafer and Oldfield 2015), electoral and financial 
calculations as well as legal challenges (Beall, Crankshaw, and Parnell 2002), 
engagements across dual authority structures (Sihlongonyane and Simelane 
2017; Sim et al. 2018) and violent confrontations (Landau 2021) are variously 
present (Brown 2015). Claire Bénit-Gbaffou describes the role played by local 
public officials as not ‘isolat[ed] from the rest of society[, but] built through 
conflict and compromises, adaptation and iteration—enmeshed as they are 
in various types of interactions with their own administration, City politics, 
and social dynamics’ (2024, 5). These ideas are closely related to this paper’s 
core focus, drawing attention to the need for a more layered analysis of power 
relations and the politics of urban development which shape the diverse and 
complex engagements along the Corridor initiative. To appreciate the politics 
of urban development in Johannesburg means, as Lipietz noted in relation to 
Johannesburg’s evolving experiments in participatory approaches to strategic 
planning, ‘to interrogate the complex political and institutional dynamics 
inevitably at play in the process of devising long-term strategies for cities’ 
futures’ (2008, 157).

It was Johannesburg’s long term strategic visioning process (Parnell and 
Robinson 2006; Robinson 2008) which was one of the pre-conditions for 
taking a project of the magnitude of the Corridors forward—offering a widely 
agreed vision and framework inside which it was hoped that a constructive 
dialogue would be possible and capable of leading to ‘dense, reliable 
networks of mutual expectations’ (Mead 1986; cited in Dean 2002, 39). In this 
context, as in others, ‘the ways in which actors construct and articulate the 
rationales and stories of what they are doing, where, with whom and why 
are critical to their self-justification as well as part of enrolling, persuading 
and undermining political-economic rivals’ (Pike et al. 2019, 92). However, 
marked by very different ambitions, attitudes, and reactions along its length, 
the implementation of the Corridors provides a counterpoint to the idea of a 
‘critical utopia’, with ‘the presumption that [an] agreement [would] be reached, 
[which] assumes agreement over the terms of the debate, the procedures of 
discussion, the frame of the argument’ (Levitas 2013, 112). Securing such 
consent in highly fractured contexts requires optimism—the hopefulness of 
the post-apartheid moment is relevant here—but also an agile pragmatism 
which reaches far beyond consent or pre-agreed terms for negotiation. In 
turning to the notion of radical incrementalism, Edgar Pieterse points to 
some of the tensions underlying any initiative of this sort, aiming to develop 
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and pursue a shared vision for urban development across deep differences. 
He identifies ‘the existential core of urbanism’ as being ‘the desire for radical 
change to bring all the good implied in the original utopian association of 
“the city”’. But he goes on to acknowledge that ‘this radical impulse stands 
in contrast to the necessary prudence and constraints of incremental change, 
which is the only way of intervening in conditions of profound complexity 
and entrenched power dynamics embedded in capitalist modernities’ (Pieterse 
2008, 6, emphasis in original; Wright 2019 raises similar points in his 
discussion of ways to be an anti-capitalist in the twenty-first century).

Learning from contextualised realities in China (as our wider research 
project was eager to do) where the limits of contestation have been more or 
less firmly set since the modernisation era (Lee and Zhang 2013), Luigi Tomba 
suggests that what matters is ‘the setting of boundaries of a ‘consensual arena’ 
of interaction between state and society’ to provide the ‘framing arguments’ 
around which ‘bargaining and contestation’ may take place. The aim is to obtain 
a ‘convergence between state-produced discourses of morality and social order, 
on the one hand, and discourses reproduced and elaborated by community 
[members or representatives]’ on the other (2014, 20–21). Creating a defined 
space for ‘bargaining’, Lee and Zhang (2013) suggest, has wider ramifications, 
notably a strong backdrop of state intention to contain destabilising critique 
and mobilisation in that context. Taking such an overarching view of the 
achievement or not of consensual grounds for governing urban developments, 
though, can lead to limited and singular interpretations of the political 
meaning of such developments (Swyngedouw 2009). Alternatively, Chantal 
Mouffe’s espousal of ‘agonism’ as a positive political process (in contrast to that 
of antagonism in which different actors simply set up in opposition to each 
other) postulates that the grounds for collective political outcomes are to be 
located in contestation itself. Agonism recognises the tensions and differences 
between political actors but presents the possibility of working across them, 
articulated around a we/they relation between conflicting parties, in which the 
unattainability of a rational solution to a conflict is acknowledged, while, at the 
same time, recognising the legitimacy of the ‘opponent’ (Mouffe 2005, 20).

Mouffe’s initial theorisation not only generated wider debates but also a 
gradual application to participatory planning practices. John Pløger (2004), for 
instance, advocates for embracing conflict in urban planning processes, arguing 
‘that ‘the art of strife’ is what is to be expected in public planning in a world of 
agonistic pluralism’ (2004, 72) and that disagreements should be approached 
as a democratic resource rather than as a problem. Indirectly, this aligns with 
Hillier’s focus on ‘provid[ing] channels of expression in which conflicts can 
be expressed while limiting the use of abusively confrontational antagonistic 
behaviour’ (2003, 43), and Huxley’s assessment that ‘understanding does not 
necessarily mean agreement, and conflict of some sort may be inevitable and, 
indeed, may be positively productive of change under conditions of inequality 
and oppression’ (2000, 373).

Specifically focused on Johannesburg, Li Pernegger’s work on state-
society strife explores ‘agonism’s practical possibilities for the state’s future 
engagements in processes of conflict’ (2022, 8), While there may sometimes 
be a danger of imagining agonism as a relatively unproblematic and more or 
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less unitary concept, in her discussion of what she calls ‘state-society strife 
in Johannesburg’ Pernegger (2022, 3) persuasively differentiates between 
‘hard’ and ‘soft’ agonism—between an approach that seeks a closure of debate 
following the achievement of an over-arching consensus and one that, although 
facilitating consensus around particular issues, allows continuing disagreement 
around others. In the case of the Corridors of Freedom as a project directed 
toward enabling extensive spatial change, it may be helpful to reflect on the 
extent to which, while presenting as enabling ‘soft’ agonism, seeking agreement 
on an issue-by-issue basis amongst conflicting interests, the local state’s initial 
approach came closer to ‘hard’ agonism. In Johannesburg, the CoF as vision 
coupled with transport infrastructure as material base were seen as a framework 
around which consensus and broadly shared agenda amongst a range of urban 
actors might be constructed. However, as the project unfolded, securing ‘buy-in’ 
and limiting conflict relied on a much wider array of tactics and negotiations—a 
‘soft’ agonism was evident across different neighbourhoods, and different issues, 
including officials working towards ‘brokering’ agreements across sharply 
divergent interests (Schiller et al. 2023).

To grasp the politics of large-scale urban developments more generally, we 
propose an analysis which can appreciate the fractured and fragmented form 
of negotiated governance, rather than offering an overarching assessment. Here 
we suggest that a focus on power relations is beneficial. Rather than searching 
for any overarching source of power ‘over’ others (by those who are set on 
implementing the project), exploring the power ‘to’ achieve particular ends, 
and the often uneasy ways in which power finds its material expression as an 
outcome of complex and overlapping sets of relationships could be useful (Allen 
2003, 5–6). John Allen’s work challenges the notion of power as an ‘embodied 
entity’ (Allen 2003, 4) necessarily flowing top-down from specific hierarchies, 
elites or socio-economic groups, and rather draws attention to a wide array of 
registers of power by stressing the need to ‘distinguish between the exercise of 
power and the resource capabilities mobilized to sustain that exercise’ (Allen 
2003, 4). Power cannot be taken for granted but relies on a continuing process 
of assembling the arrangements through which it can be exercised. Instead of 
simply associating power with those identified as powerful, Allen argues that 
power is expressed as a relational effect with different modalities—or ways of 
being brought into effect. He highlights those of domination, manipulation, 
seduction, negotiation and persuasion (Allen 2003, 5–6).

Power, he says, ‘is never power in general, but always of a particular kind’ 
with its ‘own relational peculiarities’ (Allen 2003, 2), so that ‘the many and 
varied modalities of power are themselves constituted differently in space and 
time’ (Allen 2003, 3, emphasis in original). In this context, we can also bear in 
mind John Allen’s warning that the frustrations of government mean it is all 
too easy to slip from a focus on ‘the power ‘to’ secure or influence outcomes 
[…] into one where the ‘power over’ others takes precedence, manipulating and 
[at times] closing down possibilities rather than enabling them’ (Allen 2020, 
2). In this paper, we take as our focal point the different modalities of power 
evident in the participatory process associated with establishing the planning 
frameworks for the CoF. In this way, we can open up the analysis of the politics 
of large-scale development beyond singular assessments to appreciate the 
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fragmented, uneven, and tenuous power relations which enable, sustain or lead 
to the stalling of these projects (Pinson 2009; Cochrane 2020, 527; Salet and 
Gualini 2017).

Sentiments towards public participation are generally divided. If, at one 
extreme, it can be perceived as a ‘compelling imaginative force’ tied to ‘a seductive 
appeal in the idea that people can co-create urban life for the better’ (Beebeejaun 
2016, 7), at the other, ‘participation is in practice often dismissed and considered 
as nuisance’ (Bénit-Gbaffou 2008, 27), or seen as serving the interests of post-
political quiescence (Swyngedouw 2009). In her discussion of the experience in 
Johannesburg, Bénit-Gbaffou points to on-going difficulties of measuring the 
actual influence of the general public on planning decisions and development 
outcomes. She argues that ‘the failure of institutional channels to incorporate 
meaningful participation’ has led to a ‘ruling by exception’, where ‘the inclusion of 
people’s concerns or demands into policy-making at the municipal level happens 
as an exception and as a response to (media—or judiciary-driven) urgency, much 
more than through the current management of daily affairs’ (Bénit-Gbaffou 
2008, 5). Indeed, although consultation over the CoF, articulated as ‘giving rise 
to a people-centred city’, was a statutory requirement, as this process unfolded 
it gave rise to new channels of engagement and invented spaces of negotiation. 
The objective of creating ‘integrated’ neighbourhoods required the initiative to 
deal with strong social difference as well as varying modalities of making claims 
on the city, ranging from indifference, to conflictual and violent interactions. 
(The related paper in this Special Feature, Makwela, Dittgen, and Rubin (2024) 
explores this in more detail).

If the City government’s vision was for an urban environment that allowed 
for greater accessibility, inclusivity and, ultimately, more freedom, the actual 
implementation required the imposition of a series of decisions and directions. 
How was that achieved? This paper focuses first on how the administration drew 
on and sought to inculcate a widely circulating version of what the ‘good’ city 
should be as a means of incorporating diverse constituencies into the process. 
But it also reflects on the contestations and compromises involved in such 
attempts at consensus building, as well as practical implementation. Overall, 
we assess that the processes of consultation, participation and negotiation 
significantly shaped the outcomes of the development. We highlight the various 
modalities of power that were in play through this process, which opens to a 
more general perspective on urban development as the compromised product 
of emergent configurations of different kinds of power relations.

The following two sections in turn explore the early processes of ‘hard’ 
agonism in which the local authorities and planners assumed a broad consensus, 
and sought to rapidly implement their ambitious plans. Power relations which 
relied on the infrastructure of government—technical innovations in financial 
planning, and forging a tight consensus across formal government structures—
worked alongside a broadly persuasive approach. In the second phase (and 
section of the paper), much tougher ‘bargaining and contestation’ unfolded 
within the broadly shared framework of the CoF, as processes of consultation 
and participation sought to incorporate communities and populations into a 
promised future. These broadly map onto two phases of planning, the broad-
brush planning of precincts around all the BRT stations through Spatial Area 
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Frameworks (SAFs); and the detailed planning of strategic nodes during the 
Corridors implementation phase, through Spatial Development Zones (SDZs). 
Our analysis therefore follows the timeline of the development, from the launch 
of the Corridors project in 2013 and the vision of the desired future city promoted 
by the then Mayor —which might be understood as Levitas’ ‘critical utopia’— 
through two heightened phases of consultation and contestation in 2013–14 and 
2016–17, to the low level of ongoing development and accompanying tensions 
sustained up until 2019, following a period of political uncertainty.

This study forms part of a two-year ESRC-funded research project (2016–
18), entitled ‘Governing the Future City: A comparative analysis of governance 
innovations in large-scale urban developments in Shanghai, London, 
Johannesburg’, jointly undertaken by scholars based in the U.K. China, and in 
South Africa. In Johannesburg, we worked in partnership with Planact, an NGO 
with a primary focus on community support and capacity building. Between 
February 2016 and November 2017, we conducted over 70 formal in-depth 
interviews (with government officials, property developers and financiers, as 
well as community members in specific segments of the Corridors), organised 
several focus group engagements, carried out transect walks and attended a 
wider range of community and official meetings. The collaboration between 
Planact and the team of scholars is further detailed in Makwela, Dittgen, and 
Rubin (2024).

A politics of persuasion: making the ‘good’ and ‘just’ city

The CoF’s initial blueprint aimed to engineer the connection of several areas 
of the city via long transport arteries and transform these (pre-existing) 
neighbourhoods by promoting mixed-use developments and increased levels 
of accommodation density (Harrison et al. 2019). A bus-rapid-transit system 
(BRT), known as Rea Vaya, was gradually rolled out along selected routes, after 
being initiated in response to the FIFA World Cup in 2010 (see Todes 2014; 
and Wood 2015 for a discussion of the origins of the BRT). The vision behind 
the Rea Vaya bus system was highly ambitious and, once the different phases 
would be completed, the network was expected to ‘include 330 km of bus routes 
across Johannesburg with 85 percent of [the city’s] population within 500 m of 
a Rea Vaya Trunk or feeder service’ (Wood 2022, 39). This formed the backbone 
of the Corridors project with the belief that an effective and interconnected 
public transport system would improve people’s access to amenities, work and 
leisure activities. All of this was driven by the ambition to generate an inclusive 
and socially just society, drawing on longstanding planning ideas about how 
to overcome the inherited segregated city, and generate a more compact urban 
form (Todes, Weakley, and Harrison 2018; Charlton 2024).

Despite a collective understanding that Johannesburg, with the inherited 
apartheid structure, is spatially highly dysfunctional, which changes—whether 
in terms of nature, intensity, speed or cost—are considered imperative, ‘good’ 
and ‘just’ depends on the rationalities and priorities of both implementing 
agents and the diverse recipients. Yet, state-citizen encounters in Johannesburg, 
across different income and racial groupings, have often been conflictual (Beall, 
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Crankshaw, and Parnell 2002; Bond 2010; Murray 2011; Pernegger 2022). The 
City’s initiatives, couched in a technical vocabulary, not always decipherable 
to the general public, alongside a panoply of well-intentioned and idealistic 
planning visions and documents, are often met with acts of defiance such as 
litigations or service delivery protests meaning that projects of a certain size 
and character get altered (not necessarily in a bad way), delayed, toned down 
or even shelved. The seasoned planners within the Department of Spatial 
Transformation, championing the CoF, were fully aware of this risk and the 
necessity to reach some sort of compromise in order to allow for this initiative 
to be implemented.1

The story of the Corridors of Freedom is, therefore, also the story of an 
attempt to build shared visions, and to create effective mechanisms for reaching 
consensus. At the outset, when the project was launched during the public 
‘State of the City’ address in 2013, Mayor Tau and the Department of Spatial 
Transformation sought to seduce other actors through visions of a quasi-
utopian future linking different areas in the city through initial investment in 
transport infrastructure. This, they argued, would challenge existing patterns 
of social inequality and generate opportunities for further development. These 
ideas had a long provenance within anti-apartheid activism and planning 
discourses in South Africa, and evoke considerable popular support (Todes 
2014). This is clearly not an example of top-down power through which a 
vision is manufactured independent of the ambitions of ordinary citizens. On 
the contrary the political vision of the Corridors was one in which progress 
was imagined to be achieved through an underpinning consensus and where 
conflicts would be managed through persuasion and negotiation.

The assumption of consensus was not misplaced, according to our 
interviewees. Those who ended up in protracted conflict with the council 
over the Corridor plans routinely prefaced their comments with their general 
support for the initiative. However, for the City of Johannesburg, one of the 
fundamental challenges was to move from an idea and planning stage towards 
actual implementation. Among a variety of prerequisites, this also required 
obtaining sufficient support and buy-in; both internally, across the different City 
and provincial departments, and externally, from various user groups. Aiming 
to transform the city at such an unprecedented scale, required the mobilisation 
of significant powers of persuasion as well as detailed practical negotiation to 
keep the project on track. When it came to implementation, the Corridors vision 
in practice had differential impacts in different areas. Also, an early mis-step by 
the authorities in presenting the most ambitious ideas for densification to the 
public, in the face of pressure from the Mayor to progress the project within 
a very tight timetable, was linked to the need to demonstrate achievements 
according to electoral timetables. As a result, this required the mobilisation of 
significant powers of persuasion as well as detailed practical negotiation to keep 
the project on track, as a planner on the project recalls below. The quote also 
gives a flavour of the issues which drew strong attention from some residents:

Because we were in such a hurry, we already had [prepared] a plan for the first 

participation [engagement] that we presented, and it was sort of testing the theoretical 

limits of densification. So, it upped an area that currently [in 2016] has around 7,000 
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people per square kilometre with an additional 400,000 units or people … I can’t 

remember exactly, but it was huge, just on Empire-Perth. […] Our analysis was really 

about looking [at] where we could densify and what would be an appropriate density. 

We still wanted to have some sort of human scale, yet at the same time we really 

wanted to push it. If we were really radical, where can it go to? And that’s what we 

were presenting to this poor community.2 […] They went ballistic. They could actually 

do density calculations and pretty much understood what we told them. They were 

ready to lynch us. So, it doesn’t matter how many times we said look this is just … , 

and then the timing also didn’t help, and it’s at that time we went back to the Mayor 

and said listen, this thing is going sideways if we don’t do this properly and we need 

time to do this. […]

At one stage we got the Mayor into one of the public meetings and he did the speech 

that we got on tape that was impromptu, off the cuff speech about what the Corridors 

mean, and I think it is still one of the best descriptions ever of what the intentions of 

the Corridors are. So that, sort of, got people to think slightly in a different way. And 

then from that process we said okay, this last forum is too big, let’s break it down, so 

we started to break it down in terms of different areas we had mini workshops with 

people, it is a bit easier to work with a round table of people rather than this mob 

(Interview with City Officials, 29 July 2016).

Initially, public participation did not receive a lot of attention from the 
administration and was intended to be brief. At first, stakeholder engagements 
were internal, limited to various City departments, with external stakeholders 
(e.g. resident associations, businesses) excluded from the preparation of the 
draft SAF document (interview with City Official, 16 August 2016). Once public 
participation was initiated, residents’ groups often felt that participation was 
reduced to a ‘tick-box’ exercise, with all the major decisions already made (this 
was repeatedly mentioned to us during community-based focus groups). The 
initiative was announced in May 2013, but public participation only kicked 
off in September that year and was expected to be over in time for a council 
decision on the project in November. Negotiations and conflicts with different 
resident groups saw this extended to April 2014.

In August 2013, the first external briefing meeting was held between City 
officials and Councillors whose wards were affected by the project. General 
public meetings presenting the strategic area frameworks (SAFs) which had 
been prepared by an external consultant based on secondary data, with no 
public input, were held in September and October 2013. Advertisements for 
these sessions were placed in local newspapers and on the consultant’s website, 
and in some township areas networking amongst community organisations 
and roving loudhailers encouraged attendance. Ward Councillors were also 
informed about the meetings and asked to notify their wards.

Levels of attendance were mixed across different areas, and some meetings in 
low-income areas were cancelled for lack of participants. In our interviews with 
community-based activists in these areas, there was almost no knowledge or 
recollection of CoF participatory processes. Moreover, there was a marked lack 
of diversity at the largest of these initial meetings which were mostly comprised 
of white property owners in middle-class neighbourhoods. Generally, these 
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meetings involved high level presentations given by technical experts who 
shared information in a lecture style. Opportunities to engage were brief due to 
issues of time and a high level of control by the project team. Participants were 
not able to influence the corridor routes because it had already been decided 
that they would be based on the existing and proposed BRT (Bus Rapid Transit) 
routes. Residents also were not invited to comment on where and how social 
housing would be located or on the design guidelines. In these initial meetings, 
then, there was little scope for the public to participate in the foundational 
aspects of the CoF.

In response to the time frame imposed by the Mayor, the City’s Planning 
Department, while remaining deeply involved and in control, had outsourced 
the whole policy development to external consultants. Furthermore, public 
participation was approached as a separate item of work from the broader 
policy process conducted within the City administration (Peens 2015, 77). The 
tender included a requirement for the appointed consultants to hold a minimum 
of eight focus groups with key stakeholders, to present the SAF on at least 
four occasions, and organise three half-day workshops with interested parties 
(Peens 2015, 74–75). While these figures presume genuine participation, both 
the targeted stakeholders and the nature of interactions were kept vague.

When significant objections were raised, especially by those challenging 
the key pillars of the initiative, such as densification and social mixing, City 
officials and consultants would argue that these points had been thoroughly 
discussed during previous rounds of consultation. From their perspective, the 
main features of the CoF were nested within several broader national and 
local policy directives, which were also tied to moments of public engagement. 
For instance, the city-wide ‘Joburg 2040 Growth and Development Strategy’ 
(GDS), centred on the promotion of a ‘sustainable city for all its citizens as the 
foundation for a resilient and adaptive society’ (City of Johannesburg 2011, 35), 
included an extensive and wide-ranging nine-week outreach process (Peens 
2015, 73; Planact 2018, 11).

If, overall, the City’s initial strategy can be read as an attempt to meet (or 
even go beyond) basic statutory requirements for consultation to achieve 
buy-in for a widely supported initiative, residents’ groups in some of the 
affected neighbourhoods used a range of means to try and shape the Corridors 
Initiative. More established middle-class suburbs were able to draw on the 
professional expertise of some of their residents to navigate the technicalities of 
the City’s planning vision (Interview with City Official, 26 October 2016). Along 
one of the corridors—the Empire-Perth corridor—the residents’ associations 
joined together to set up a task team, made up of residents with skills in urban 
planning, law, design or heritage, to ‘fight knowledge with knowledge’ (Peens 
2015, 112). The team reworked the original plans and managed to convince the 
City to reduce the density levels and maintain the character of the suburb.

In response to the highly negative reactions, mainly voiced by affected 
middle-class residents, the City held additional meetings to defuse the tension, 
primarily articulated around densification, and the location of anticipated high 
rise and social housing (Interview with City Official, 8 May 2017). These voices 
had to be considered, not only because the long-term success of this initiative 
partly depended on their level of acceptance, but also due to their non-negligible 
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role as taxpayers and voters (Beall, Crankshaw, and Parnell 2002; Rubin 2021; 
Pernegger 2022). Apart from remaining concerns about the urban management 
of higher densities, the interviewed senior City planners felt that, over time, 
they managed to gain some traction and support through several smaller focus 
groups, partially by referring to the need to create a more just and equal society 
relating back to the broader socio-spatial vision associated with the CoF.

We started to make headway in the more localised processes and what I realised that 

after the Mayor’s speech, everyone that started to talk said ‘we are not against the 

Corridors of Freedom idea’, so everyone started with ‘we are not against it, but … ’, 

until one evening we said, ‘here is a map and here are markers and given that you’re 

not against the Corridors, I want you to start the sentence with ‘we are in favour 

of the Corridors of Freedom and here is what we are not agreeing with, here are 

our density parameters. Here is the map. What part of this do you not agree with? 

Because you start this thing by saying, we are in support of it, so draw the line up 

to where you support it in terms of density and height and all of these things’. Once 

we did that in a smaller group format, we sort of exactly saw where the points of 

misalignment were. (Interview with City Officials, 29 July 2016)

With specific projects gradually beginning to emerge in a more material form 
(e.g. clinics, bus stations, pedestrian bridges, sports facilities), concerns were 
increasingly directed at some of these infrastructural interventions, notably in 
some of the poorer communities affected by the Corridors. Criticisms ranged 
from pointing towards a lack of consideration for the practical realities at the 
affected neighbourhood level, projects not responding to the most pressing 
needs, or not providing (sufficient) local employment opportunities [see 
Makwela, Dittgen, and Rubin (2024) in this issue for a more detailed discussion]. 
In parallel, public engagement and outreach were also increasingly focused 
on a more local scale, exemplified by the next and more detailed phase of the 
planning process, the Spatial Development Zone plan. At this stage, the City 
administration was confident enough that the initiative would not risk getting 
derailed, at least not at a recipient level, and that people’s reactions (whether of 
contestation, collaboration or laissez-faire) could be contained within the limits 
of a broader consensual arena.

Composing ‘power to’: managing tensions, finding ways to 
proceed

Once the SAFs were approved in 2014, the project’s general direction of travel 
seemed to be secure. City planning officials made significant progress in the 
technical capacities to implement the project. Financing had been secured 
from external donors (through the Agence Française de Développement), and 
a creative process of streamlining and coordination of financing across City 
departments aimed at securing the infrastructural investments needed to bring 
forward the proposed corridor development. This relied on a significant political 
initiative centring financial planning control in the Spatial Planning department 
(Pieterse 2019; Interview with City Official, 8 May 2017). Medium-term plans for 
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investment in bulk infrastructure were put in place in support of the intensified 
development (Harrison et al. 2019).

Given the nature of the public engagement for SDZs, implicitly understood 
as a continuation of the already completed SAF process, the City’s Planning 
Department had to think of creative ways to achieve buy-in from the affected 
population groups. A large proportion of these efforts focused on middle-
class neighbourhoods as residents in these areas perceived the on-going and 
projected changes as fundamentally altering their ways of life, impacting on 
property values and potentially security. But the Orange Grove area, for example, 
included many other residents whose views were more difficult to access, 
including a substantial migrant population and low-income residents in often 
highly sub-divided properties. Both formal and informal businesses would find 
their activities strongly affected by the BRT route itself, and plans for developing 
the corridor. A range of initiatives to reach out to these groups were also put 
in place and the city’s project management unit, the Johannesburg Development 
Agency, became involved (Appelbaum 2017; Mhkize and Mosselson 2019). In 
light of this complexity and criticisms of the earlier public participation process 
as perfunctory, the City planners and the appointed consultants used different 
techniques during engagements in this phase to facilitate the achievement of the 
City’s desired vision.

There were also concerns about how to increase the pace of implementation, 
and to ensure a return on the Council’s infrastructure investments. In practice, 
this led to a focus on two strategic precincts which showed the biggest potential 
in terms of development (the old suburb of Orange Grove along the Louis Botha 
Corridor, and the ‘Knowledge Precinct’—labelled as such due to the existence of 
two universities—along the Empire-Perth Corridor). The aim was to put in place 
new overall zoning schemes for these areas based on anticipated infrastructure 
investments (Interview with City Official, 8 May 2017). With these SDZs in 
place, planners would be able to fast-track the approval of development rights 
and speed up the processing of individual development applications conforming 
to the design codes generated in the previous round of plan development 
negotiations (Harrison 2017; Interview with City Official, 8 May 2017).

Indicative design codes which reflected the possibility for incremental 
densification of existing plots were prepared as a result and became a central 
element of the next detailed phase of planning (Interview with City official, 8 
May 2017). The drive to more in-depth negotiation and an extended period of 
public participation which followed represented an attempt to draw in a range 
of disparate communities behind the initiative. In parallel, it also meant keeping 
on board the private development actors who had indicated they were ready to 
invest in the opportunities promised by the delivery of transport infrastructure 
(Todes and Robinson 2020).

Given that these were precisely the areas where conflict had been most 
intense in 2013–14, the City opted for a more interactive approach to achieve 
buy-in from the middle-class owners. New consultants were appointed in 
February 2016 to organise public engagement meetings in each of these pilot 
areas along similar lines to previous events but focused on developing more 
fine-grained and detailed plans (from the neighbourhood scale all the way 
down to the level of the street and the dwelling unit). This would mark the 
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end of the official engagement process, as within the framework of the SDZs, 
consultations over individual developments would be restricted in scope. While 
City officials may have considered the public engagements tied to the Corridors 
to be a continuation of a longer participation process, in practice the temporal 
disjuncture between the different stages of planning, not always involving the 
same participants, triggered some frustration. This was especially the case in the 
time lag between the general development of SAFs and the SDZs, as a member 
of the team of consultants during this phase noted:

The problem with this project was this: it was the fact that it was a follow-on to a 

previous process, the previous process being the SAFs where there was more heavy 

public participation than the SDZ [Special Development Zone] over design; it didn’t 

deviate at all from the previous SAFs, it only developed it in more detail. So, in a 

sense it wasn’t public participation, it was more public information, dissemination, 

rather than public participation because the SAF on which everything is based was 

already done. I think this is the thing that was frustrating not only for the team, but 

also for the people attending because you have people that have moved into the area, 

after the SAF was done and now this is all new, and they go, ‘but hold on, pull the 

brakes, we don’t want this in our neighbourhood’, and you know, and then it’s kind of 

explaining to them, that it’s not about the brakes, there are no brakes. It’s also about, if 

you leave these neighbourhoods to themselves, in five years’ time you are going to sit 

with more and more illegal backyard shacks and dwellings, more and more blocked 

services because of that. Already the area [referring to Orange Grove] is over densified 

for the amount of people living in it. (Interview with consultants, 23 August 2017)

If the visualisation of the CoF Initiative (including 3D renderings, interactive 
story map and detailed plans) was used as an important tool to gain support in 
the early phase of the project (both within the various departments of the City 
administration and the recipient population), one of the core aspects of this phase 
of consultation was the presentation of detailed design plans indicating how 
densification of the neighbourhoods could take place incrementally, within the 
financial and technical constraints of private-led developments. To some extent 
these mirrored some of the informal processes of backyard infill developments 
and subdivisions of suburban houses which had been causing the rapid decline 
of these neighbourhoods (Interview with consultants, 23 August 2017). With 
the bulk of the land in private hands, and expropriation considered only a 
last resort, the City’s aim was to get (middle-class) owners to be more actively 
involved in the process of urban change. In each SDZ, public engagement was 
structured around a once-off presentation followed by a weeklong exhibition, 
which offered an opportunity for residents to grapple with the projected changes 
in a more personalised manner, and in a less intimidating setting:

 … the beauty of having the manned exhibition created an opportunity for people to 

come back, to have a discussion or a fight with me or my colleagues. The ones with 

the biggest mouths at the presentation, you could see how they turned, as they got 

to know and started talking to us and gaining a better understanding. Every night 

they would bring different people with them. The nice thing is that the reach was 

quite high. We enjoyed that. That first night, it’s a shock for people, the things you are 
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trying to do, but then they start getting used to it and they start looking at the detail 

and you are there to answer their questions. Some people won’t change their minds, 

but then you can start engaging them on a more practical level, what is it that’s good 

about this and then you guide them through the process. Or they come with their 

neighbours and they start making plans together; we would see little groups, you join 

them, then you realise, they are planning a joint development on two or four stands. 

(Interview with consultants, 23 August 2017).

Residents were invited to consider whether they wanted to develop their own 
plots. In parallel, they were also encouraged to leave comments in boxes set out 
at the exhibition, green for positive aspects, yellow for possible improvements, 
and red for points of disapproval. While temporarily uploaded onto the City’s 
dedicated Corridors of Freedom website (no longer active), comments would 
only be considered if dealing with pragmatic and design-related aspects. Wider 
views and social opinions (such as objections to inclusionary housing or 
correlations between densification and crime) were seen as not relevant given 
that the overarching plan had already been adopted by Council (Interview with 
consultants, 23 August 2017). At the same time, with the plan mainly aimed 
at attracting developers with an interest in low-income rental housing and 
new kinds of built form (Todes and Robinson 2020), only a few of the current 
residents would realistically have the necessary skills, capital and interest in 
getting involved in the process. But the planners hoped that the prospects of 
more formal models and procedures for densification would be welcome in a 
context where the extensive informal subdivision and rack-renting of properties 
was of concern to these residents.

Small scale developers, though, saw strong opportunities. One developer 
who had, since 2009, gradually been buying up or leasing stand-alone houses 
in Orange Grove and adjacent neighbourhoods to refurbish and subdivide them 
into smaller low rent and self-contained units for single occupants and couples, 
was initially quite excited about the prospect of advantageous development 
incentives offered by the SDZ. He referred to the main document, lying on his 
desk during our interview, as ‘paradise, front page to back page’, although he also 
noted the difficulties of investing in bigger developments along the Corridors, 
from terrible soil conditions to the onerous contribution requirements of the 
City Council (Interview with developer, 9 February 2017). A few years later, 
when the capital budgets for the CoF initiative had been reduced, the limited 
upgrade of electrical capacity caused severe challenges for the larger apartment 
blocks which had been built in anticipation of adequate bulk infrastructure and 
services provided by the City.

The City’s aim to develop sizeable numbers of social housing in these 
affected middle-class areas remained a major point of contention throughout. In 
Norwood, an upper middle-class neighbourhood, and Orange Grove, the bulk of 
this anger was directed at the Paterson Park development, initially projected to 
host 2,000 new social housing units and to be built on open space in-between 
those two adjacent neighbourhoods. The mostly white residents’ associations 
produced counter plans, lodged over a thousand formal objections, threatened 
litigation and insisted on having numerous and time-consuming meetings with 
City officials (Mhkize and Mosselson 2019, 26), already severely overstretched by 
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the gigantic task of handling the entire Corridors Initiative (Harrison and Rubin 
2020, 262). Consultants for this phase of participation reported that exchanges 
became, at times, heated and even threatening. In 2017, the project was taken to a 
municipal tribunal, which ruled in favour of the CoJ (Appelbaum 2019, 16).

By this time, the configuration of the project had undergone several 
alterations through extensive negotiations with different groups. The building 
heights were reduced and the total number of units limited to a maximum of 
1,457 or 837 (according to different sources),3 but with a projected minimum of 
20–30 per cent to be reserved for inclusionary (‘affordable’) housing. As Charlton 
(2024) notes, this kind of housing would still be out of reach for many employed 
individuals seeking housing in the area. An additional upgrading initiative was 
brought forward along Grant Avenue, Norwood’s busiest commercial artery, 
which was developed as a side-project seeking to pacify the area’s resident 
groups; but also to find ways (often via arduous exchanges with formal business 
owners) to facilitate the integration of informal traders and the neighbourhood’s 
homeless population into the area (Mhkize and Mosselson 2019; interview with 
City Official, 21 April 2017).

As Allen (2003) has argued, power can easily and mistakenly be conflated with 
resources and status (whether class privilege, wealth, social capital or knowledge), 
while other forms of power relations might be significant. As such, while diluted, 
the Paterson Park project is set to proceed (Appelbaum 2019, 21), realising a 
moderate (if incomplete) penetration of a more inclusive dimension into the 
realm of middle-class neighbourhoods in that area. By 2023, hard infrastructure 
enhancements have been undertaken, and social and fitness infrastructure has 
been constructed in Paterson Park as part of the social infrastructure for the 
already constructed and planned housing developments. Informal negotiations, 
conflict management, and as we saw in the planning consultation processes, the 
adoption of ‘more subtle and quieter registers of power’ (Allen 2020) directed 
towards engineering transformation at scale brought forward elements of an 
overall project whose capacity for embeddedness was fragile from the outset. 
Achievements unfolded in a context of competing visions and hopes about the 
ideal (future) city. In some cases this meant hindering, delaying or diluting the 
effects of projected transformation; in others the strategy was to take advantage 
of stakeholder interests, and encourage them to seize potential opportunities.

If middle-class suburbs can rely on resources, capital and the professional 
skillsets of individual residents, in less privileged neighbourhoods there is often 
a need to resort to a strength in numbers. For example, the Greater Sophiatown 
Development Forum, made up of different community organisations from lower-
income areas of Claremont, Westbury, Bosmont, Newclare and Coronationville, 
managed, due to a greater pull, to get the City’s JDA to attend a public meeting 
it had convened and to receive feedback on the project implementation in 
the area (Focus group with residents from the Greater Sophiatown area, 23 
September 2016; see also Planact 2018, 50). In lower-income neighbourhoods, 
the Corridors Initiative was predominantly associated with immediate work 
opportunities linked to various construction projects or, in the longer run, with 
a chance for improved living conditions.

More generally, a number of interviewees from different segments of the 
Corridors felt that the City had been forcing changes in mobility patterns by 
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discouraging people from using private cars and minibus taxis (Planact 2018, 
28). For the City, the taxi industry stood out as a crucial stakeholder, given that 
taxi users would also potentially be the primary target group for the Rea Vaya. 
However, while invited to BRT information meetings, it was only when the 
construction phase along Louis Botha Avenue (past Orange Grove and Paterson 
where middle-class reactions had been so contentious) became tangible that 
members of the Alexandra taxi association realised how mobility patterns 
would be altered. Representatives from this association met with a senior 
planner at CoJ, who showed them plans and admitted that relevant stakeholders 
had not been consulted adequately due to time and delivery pressures (Planact 
2018, 43). In 2017, news circulated that affected minibus taxi owners would 
receive compensation to give up their vehicles as way to make room for the 
City’s preferred mode of public transport. Upon completion, the 17 km BRT 
route was expected to be run by a bus operating company whose shareholders 
would mainly consist of minibus taxi owners (primarily the Alexandra Taxi 
Association, as well as the Alexandra, Randburg, Midrand and Sandton 
Taxi Association) active along Louis Botha Avenue (Cox 2017). Taxi owners 
complained that information did not trickle down from their own leadership to 
those actually running the taxis, and that the limited work prospects associated 
with the new bus company would not compensate for the loss of livelihoods.

However, in 2019, JDA announced the temporary suspension of construction 
work along Louis Botha Avenue. This followed an escalation of violent protests 
since July 2019, targeting Rea Vaya construction sites, reportedly related to angry 
taxi operators (City of Johannesburg n.d.(b)). As a result, it was reported to us that 
ANC youth activists in the (primarily) black and poor township of Alexandra 
sought to bring developments to a halt which did not offer employment or 
investment opportunities to local residents, necessitating time-consuming and 
irregular arrangements to keep the development on track (Interview with a local 
politician in Alexandra, 16 December 2016). In instances where projects failed 
to predominantly recruit among a local workforce, some of the construction 
sites were halted by community members until these employment requirements 
were considered.

At present, the BRT stations along Louis Botha remain unfinished and the 
route along Louis Botha inactive. It is unclear if and when this part of the 
network will be finalised.

Conclusion: the uneven politics of large-scale developments

The City government’s vision for the Corridors of Freedom, widely shared by 
residents, was for an urban environment that allowed for greater accessibility, 
inclusivity and, ultimately, more freedom; the actual implementation of the 
project required the imposition of a series of decisions and directions with 
strongly divergent implications for different individuals and neighbourhoods. 
Given the City’s aim to ‘destabilise the existing untransformed patterns’ 
(Interview with City Official, 8 August 2017), this counter-social engineering 
project—borrowing from James Scott’s (1998) vocabulary—to undo the social 
and spatial engineering plan of the apartheid era incited different responses: 
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from a lack of engagement, concerted social mobilisation to try to secure local 
benefits, an enthusiastic welcome or a patient search for common approach, 
to at times raised voices, legal proceedings and threats as well as the reality 
of violence. We have highlighted the various modalities of power that were in 
play throughout this process in order to propose a more general perspective on 
urban development as the product of emergent configurations of different kinds 
of power relations.

During one of the research-related focus groups, we asked participants to 
express their opinions regarding the existing or future physical transformation 
along the Corridors. One resident from Orange Grove felt that the majority 
of people in his area were ‘happy in an unhappy way’, displaying strong 
discomfort and resistance, voicing fears about planned alterations in their 
neighbourhood while also acknowledging the need for change. Diverging from 
this view, a representative from the dense black township of Alexandra started 
by reciting a poem on the metamorphosis of a butterfly, ‘fearless and aware of 
the necessity of change,’ before drawing a direct parallel to the intended urban 
alteration associated with the CoF (Focus group discussion, 27 October 2017). 
Whether change is perceived as an opportunity or an obstacle, in the course 
of its implementation people in different areas and from distinct backgrounds 
worked towards advancing their own standpoint, shaping the outcomes of the 
project in numerous ways.

The story of the Corridors of Freedom is therefore also the story of an 
attempt to create effective mechanisms for reaching consensus. At the outset, 
when the project was launched during the public ‘State of the City’ address in 
May 2013, Mayor Tau and the Department of Spatial Transformation sought to 
draw in other actors (in a process that echoes what Allen (2003) identifies as 
power as seduction) through visions of a quasi-utopian future, linking different 
areas in the city through initial investment in transport infrastructure. This, 
they argued, would challenge existing patterns of social inequality and generate 
opportunities for further development. These ideas have a long provenance 
within anti-apartheid activism and planning discourses in South Africa, and 
evoked considerable popular support (Todes 2014), at least in principle. This is 
therefore not simply an example of top-down power through which a vision is 
manufactured independent of the ambitions of ordinary citizens but rather one 
in which progress was to be achieved through the building of consensus and 
efforts at persuasion and negotiation where conflict arose—an active process of 
politics rather than an example of ‘post-politics’ (Swyngedouw 2009; Wilson 
and Swyngedouw 2014; see Robinson, Wu, and Wang 2024, this issue). The 
analysis presented here has resonance beyond the Johannesburg case. Pike 
et al. (2019, 91) note, for example, that ‘city infrastructure is a site for social 
and political contestation and accommodations between actors with differing 
interests. City statecraft acknowledges there is not necessarily a coherent or 
planned governance process nor one only ever guided by objective and rational 
utilisation of evidence to inform political-economic decision-making’.

Through the implementation process, then, state-citizen relations emerged as 
‘a complex and contentious terrain’ (Wafer and Oldfield 2015, 238), materialising 
in ‘spaces of contestation, but also of collaboration and co-operation’ (Piper and 
Navdi 2010, 214; cited in Wafer and Oldfield 2015, 233). The objective of creating 
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‘integrated’ neighbourhoods required the initiative to deal with difference, in 
its many forms and varying modalities of making claims on the city, including 
conflictual ones. Informal negotiations, conflict management, alongside the 
adoption of ‘more subtle and quieter registers of power’ (Allen 2020) during the 
public consultation process reveal the City’s cautious and yet calculated approach 
towards controlling the overall outcome of a project whose nature and level of 
embeddedness was highly contingent on a range of different actors. In some cases, 
this meant hindering, delaying or diluting the effects of projected transformation; 
in others the aim was to take advantage of stakeholder interests, and encourage 
them to seize potential opportunities. We observed how a general acceptance of 
the need for radical change was often combined with a reluctance regarding the 
material implementation in practice in middle class and poorer communities alike. 
The various community, private and real estate actors sought to defend their own 
interests and take advantage of specific opportunities or swerve the project and 
its impacts in different directions. State actors and their consultants attempted to 
bring them together around the planning vision of the Corridors of Freedom and 
to secure support for a technical process which could ensure its realisation.

In a nationally and locally shifting political landscape, the direction of this large-
scale project remains uncertain, highlighting the importance of ‘understanding 
long-term projects in conjunction with a volatile and uncertain environment in 
which they are shaped and implemented’ (Majoor 2018, 1). The grand visions of 
the Corridors of Freedom as a political project may not have been realised in the 
ways that its initial protagonists hoped, partly as a result of electoral transitions, 
and partly because the extant BRT is still only used by a small proportion of the 
city’s population (0.95 per cent in 2019) with the overwhelming majority still 
using mini bus taxis or private cars (Wood 2022, 145; Robinson et al. 2020; 2022). 
But their legacy in the urban environment is nevertheless tangible. Building the 
desired city was predicated on moving from a broader (and widely shared) vision 
to detailed implementation, initially drawing on that vision in order to try to 
build consensus through a process of ‘hard’ agonism, asserting one perspective 
as shared, in the collective interest. But, as that fragmented, the process rather 
brought forward the desired city of compromise through forms of participation 
and consultation, requiring a ‘soft’ agonism, open to negotiation of cross-cutting 
positions (Pernegger 2022). The process through which the Corridors were 
pursued highlights, then, the diversity of power relations which emerge in the 
course of implementing large scale urban developments across a complex and 
differentiation urban landscape, emphasising the need for analyses of urban 
development politics that can move beyond binary positions to account for the 
many different modalities of power at play.

Notes
1	 Series of interviews with senior planners 

at the City’s Spatial Transformation and 
Planning Department (Johannesburg, 
various dates between February 2016 and 
January 2018).

2	 ‘Poor’ is used here in a metaphorical sense. 
It refers to the magnitude of projected 
change coming to the neighbourhood, 

not to the socio-economic status of these 
community members.

3	 The first figure was mentioned in a tender 
advert by the Johannesburg Property 
Company for the Paterson Park Precinct 
in April 2019 (see also Appelbaum 2019, 
20); the second one refers to an online 
article in the Rosebank Killarney Gazette 
(18 June 2019) entitled: ‘Paterson Park 
redevelopment approved’.



996

City 28–5–6

Acknowledgments
We are grateful to all the research participants, 
from government officials, community 
representatives, developers, architects to 
residents of different neighbourhoods in 
Johannesburg, who generously offered time 
to engage with our project. Furthermore, 
we would like to thank three anonymous 
reviewers as well as the journal’s editorial 
board for constructive and detailed comments 
which helped us in our paper revisions.

Disclosure statement
No potential conflict of interest was reported 
by the authors.

Funding
This work was supported by the Economic and 
Social Research Council under grant number: 
ES/N006070/1.

ORCID
Romain Dittgen  http://orcid.org/0000-
0003-4246-2505

Allan Cochrane  http://orcid.org/0000-0003-
0320-4642

Jennifer Robinson  http://orcid.org/0000-
0002-7716-4770

References
Allen, John. 2003. Lost Geographies of Power. 

Oxford: Blackwell Publishing.
Allen, John. 2020. “Power’s Quiet Reach and 

why it Should Exercise us.” Space and Polity 
24 (3): 408–413. https://doi.org/10.1080/13
562576.2020.1759412

Appelbaum, Alexandra. 2017. “Contestation, 
Transformation and Competing Visions: 
A Study of Orange Grove and Norwood.” 
NRF Research Chair in Spatial Analysis 
and City Planning, Report 7, University of 
the Witwatersrand.

Appelbaum, Alexandra. 2019. “The Micro-
politics of State-led Spatial Transformation. 
The Suburban Middle-class in a Municipal 
Tribunal.” In Reversing Urban Inequality in 
Johannesburg, edited by Melissa T. Myambo, 
13–23. Abingdon: Routledge.

Ballard, Richard, Romain Dittgen, Philip 
Harrison, and Alison Todes. 2017. 
“Megaprojects and Urban Visions: 
Johannesburg’s Corridors of Freedom and 
Modderfontein.” Transformation 95:128–156.

Ballard, Richard, and Philip Harrison. 2020. 
“Transnational Urbanism Interrupted: A 
Chinese Developer’s Attempts to Secure 
Approval to Build the ‘New York of 

Africa’ at Modderfontein, Johannesburg.” 
Environment and Planning A 52 (2): 383–402. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0308518X19853277

Beall, Jo, Owen Crankshaw, and Susan Parnell. 
2002. Uniting a Divided City: Governance and 
Social Exclusion in Johannesburg. London: 
Routledge.

Beebeejaun, Yasminah, ed. 2016. The 
Participatory City. Berlin: Jovis Verlag.

Bénit-Gbaffou, Claire, ed. 2008. “Are Practices 
of Local Participation Sidelining the 
Institutional Participatory Channels? 
Reflections from Johannesburg.” 
Transformation 66/67:1–33.

Bénit-Gbaffou, Claire, ed. 2012. “Party Politics, 
Civil Society and Local Democracy – 
Reflections from Johannesburg.” Geoforum 
43 (2): 178–189. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
geoforum.2011.08.006

Bénit-Gbaffou, Claire, ed. 2024. Local Officials 
and the Struggle to Transform Cities. A View 
from Post-Apartheid South Africa. London: 
ULC Press.

Bénit-Gbaffou, Claire, and Obvious Katsaura. 
2014. “Community Leaders and The 
Construction of Political Legitimacy. 
Unpacking Bourdieu’s Political Capital in 
Post-Apartheid Johannesburg.” International 
Journal of Urban and Regional Research 38 (5): 
1807–1832. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-
2427.12166

Bond, Patrick. 2010. “South Africa’s Bubble 
Meets Boiling Urban Social Protest.” 
Monthly Review 62 (2): 17–28. https://doi.
org/10.14452/MR-062-02-2010-06_2

Brown, Julian. 2015. South Africa’s Insurgent 
Citizens. On Dissent and the Possibility of 
Politics. Exeter: Zed Books.

Brownill, Sue, and Gavin Parker. 2010. “Why 
Bother with Good Works? The Relevance 
of Public Participation(s) in Planning in a 
Post-Collaborative Era.” Planning Practice & 
Research 25 (3): 275–282. https://doi.org/10.
1080/02697459.2010.503407

Charlton, Sarah. 2024. “Seeing and Unseeing: 
Housing, Poverty and Privilege on 
Johannesburg’s Corridors of Freedom.” In 
Local Officials and the Struggle to Transform 
Cities, edited by Claire Bénit-Gbaffou, 
265–290. London: UCL Press.

City of Johannesburg. 2011. Joburg 2040: 
Growth and Development Strategy. https://
joburg.org.za/documents_/Documents/
Joburg%20GDS%202040/Joburg%202040​
%20GDS%20Low%20Res.pdf.

City of Johannesburg. n.d.(a). Corridors of 
Freedom: Re-stitching our City to Create a New 
Future. https://joburg.org.za/Campaigns/
Documents/2014%20Documents/corridors​
%20of%20freedom_s.pdf.

City of Johannesburg. n.d.(b). “Violence Forces 
JDA to Stop Construction of Louis Botha 

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4246-2505
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4246-2505
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0320-4642
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0320-4642
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7716-4770
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7716-4770
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562576.2020.175941﻿2
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562576.2020.175941﻿2
https://doi.org/10.1177/0308518X1985327﻿7
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2011.08.00﻿6
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2011.08.00﻿6
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2427.1216﻿﻿6
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2427.1216﻿﻿6
https://doi.org/10.14452/MR-062-02-2010-06_﻿2
https://doi.org/10.14452/MR-062-02-2010-06_﻿2
https://doi.org/10.1080/02697459.2010.50340﻿7
https://doi.org/10.1080/02697459.2010.50340﻿7
https://joburg.org.za/documents_/Documents/Joburg%20GDS%202040/Joburg%202040%20GDS%20Low%20Res.pdf
https://joburg.org.za/documents_/Documents/Joburg%20GDS%202040/Joburg%202040%20GDS%20Low%20Res.pdf
https://joburg.org.za/documents_/Documents/Joburg%20GDS%202040/Joburg%202040%20GDS%20Low%20Res.pdf
https://joburg.org.za/documents_/Documents/Joburg%20GDS%202040/Joburg%202040%20GDS%20Low%20Res.pdf
https://joburg.org.za/Campaigns/Documents/2014%20Documents/corridors%20of%20freedom_s.pdf
https://joburg.org.za/Campaigns/Documents/2014%20Documents/corridors%20of%20freedom_s.pdf
https://joburg.org.za/Campaigns/Documents/2014%20Documents/corridors%20of%20freedom_s.pdf


997

Dittgen et al.: Towards the desired city of compromise

Rea Vaya Route.” https://joburg.org.za/
media_/Newsroom/Pages/2019%20
Newsroom%20Articles/August%202019/
Violence-forces-JDA-to-stop-construction-
of-Louis-Botha-Rea-Vaya-route.aspx.

Cochrane, Allan. 2020. “In and Beyond Local 
Government: Making Up New Spaces of 
Governance.” Local Government Studies 46 
(4): 524–541. https://doi.org/10.1080/0300
3930.2019.1644321

Cox, Anna. 2017. “Taxi Owners Stand to Get 
R805 m, Shares in New BRT Operating 
Firm.” IOL, July 25, 2017. https://www.iol.​
co.za/news/taxi-owners-stand-to-get-
r805m-shares-in-new-brt-operating-firm-​
10450733.

Dean, Mitchell. 2002. “Liberal Government and 
Authoritarianism.” Economy and Society  
31 (1): 37–61. https://doi.org/10.1080/​
0308514​0120109240

Flyvbjerg, Bent. 2007. “Policy and Planning for 
Large-Infrastructure Projects: Problems, 
Causes, Cures.” Environment and Planning 
B 34 (4): 578–597. https://doi.org/10.1068/
b32111

Fourchard, Laurent. 2023. “In the Shadow of 
the State: The Making of Garage Laws 
in Lagos.” Swiss Journal of Sociocultural 
Anthropology / Revue Suisse d’Anthropologie 
Sociale et Culturelle 29:85–101. https://doi.
org/10.36950/sjsca.2023.29.8905

Hagmann, Tobias, and Didier Péclard. 2010. 
“Negotiating Statehood: Dynamics 
of Power and Domination in Africa.” 
Development and Change 41 (4): 539–562. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7660.2010​
.01656.x

Harrison, Kirsten. 2017. Transit Corridors and 
the Private Sector: Incentives, Regulations and 
the Property Market. Report, No 4, Spatial 
Transformation through Transit-oriented 
Development in Johannesburg, Research 
series. Johannesburg: University of the 
Witwatersrand.

Harrison, Philip, and Margot Rubin. 2020. “The 
Politics of TOD: The Case of Johannesburg’s 
Corridors of Freedom.” In Densifying the 
City? Global Cases and Johannesburg, edited 
by Margot Rubin, Alison Todes, Philip 
Harrison, and Alexandra Appelbaum, 
256–265. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar 
Publishing.

Harrison, Philip, Margot Rubin, Alexandra 
Appelbaum, and Romain Dittgen. 2019. 
“Corridors of Freedom: Analyzing 
Johannesburg’s Ambitious Inclusionary 
Transit-Oriented Development.” Journal 
of Planning Education and Research 39 (4): 
456–468. https://doi.org/10.1177/07394
56X19870312

Hillier, Jean. 2003. “Agon’izing over Consensus: 
Why Habermasian Ideals Cannot Be ‘Real’.” 

Planning Theory 2 (1): 37–59. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1473095203002001005

Huxley, Margo. 2000. “The Limits to 
Communicative Planning.” Journal of 
Planning Education and Research 19 (4): 
369–377. https://doi.org/10.1177/07394
56X0001900406

Landau, Loren B. 2021. “Asynchronous 
Mobilities: Hostility, Hospitality, and 
Possibilities of Justice.” Mobilities 16 (5): 
656–669. https://doi.org/10.1080/1745010
1.2021.1967092

Lee, Ching Kwan, and Yonghong Zhang. 2013. 
“The Power of Instability: Unraveling 
the Microfoundations of Bargained 
Authoritarianism in China.” American 
Journal of Sociology 118 (6): 1475–1508. 
https://doi.org/10.1086/670802

Levitas, Ruth. 2013. Utopia as Method. The 
Imaginary Reconstitution of Society. London: 
Palgrave Macmillan.

Lipietz, Barbara. 2008. “Building a Vision 
for the Post-Apartheid City: What Role 
for Participation in Johannesburg’s City 
Development Strategy?” International 
Journal of Urban and Regional Research 32 (1): 
135–163. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-
2427.2008.00767.x

Majoor, Stan J. H. 2018. “Coping with 
Ambiguity: An Urban Megaproject 
Ethnography.” Progress in Planning 
120:1–28. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
progress.2016.07.001

Makwela, Mike, Romain Dittgen, and Margot 
Rubin. 2024. “Planned Stitching, Practical 
Suturing. Assembling Community Voices 
and Mobilisation Across Difference in 
Johannesburg’s Corridors of Freedom.” 
Advance online publication. https://doi.org
/10.1080/13604813.2024.2414369

Mead, Lawrence M. 1986. Beyond Entitlement: 
The Social Obligations of Citizenship. New 
York: The Free Press.

Mhkize, Thembani, and Aidan Mosselson. 
2019. Conceiving, Producing and Managing 
Neighbourhoods. Comparing Urban Upgrading 
Initiatives in Johannesburg. GCRO, 
Occasional Paper, No. 14.

Mouffe, Chantal. 2005. On the Political. London 
and New York: Routledge.

Murray, Martin J. 2011. City of Extremes. The 
Spatial Politics of Johannesburg. Durham and 
London: Duke University Press.

Murray, Martin J. 2013. “The Quandary of Post-
public Space: New Urbanism, Melrose Arch 
and the Rebuilding of Johannesburg after 
Apartheid.” Journal of Urban Design 18 (1): 
119–144. https://doi.org/10.1080/1357480
9.2012.739544

Parnell, Susan, and Jennifer Robinson. 
2006. “Development and Urban Policy: 
Johannesburg’s City Development Strategy.” 

https://joburg.org.za/media_/Newsroom/Pages/2019%20Newsroom%20Articles/August%202019/Violence-forces-JDA-to-stop-construction-of-Louis-Botha-Rea-Vaya-route.aspx
https://joburg.org.za/media_/Newsroom/Pages/2019%20Newsroom%20Articles/August%202019/Violence-forces-JDA-to-stop-construction-of-Louis-Botha-Rea-Vaya-route.aspx
https://joburg.org.za/media_/Newsroom/Pages/2019%20Newsroom%20Articles/August%202019/Violence-forces-JDA-to-stop-construction-of-Louis-Botha-Rea-Vaya-route.aspx
https://joburg.org.za/media_/Newsroom/Pages/2019%20Newsroom%20Articles/August%202019/Violence-forces-JDA-to-stop-construction-of-Louis-Botha-Rea-Vaya-route.aspx
https://joburg.org.za/media_/Newsroom/Pages/2019%20Newsroom%20Articles/August%202019/Violence-forces-JDA-to-stop-construction-of-Louis-Botha-Rea-Vaya-route.aspx
https://doi.org/10.1080/03003930.2019.164432﻿1
https://doi.org/10.1080/03003930.2019.164432﻿1
https://www.iol.co.za/news/taxi-owners-stand-to-get-r805m-shares-in-new-brt-operating-firm-10450733
https://www.iol.co.za/news/taxi-owners-stand-to-get-r805m-shares-in-new-brt-operating-firm-10450733
https://www.iol.co.za/news/taxi-owners-stand-to-get-r805m-shares-in-new-brt-operating-firm-10450733
https://www.iol.co.za/news/taxi-owners-stand-to-get-r805m-shares-in-new-brt-operating-firm-10450733
https://doi.org/10.1080/​0308514​012010924﻿﻿0
https://doi.org/10.1080/​0308514​012010924﻿﻿0
https://doi.org/10.1068/b3211﻿1
https://doi.org/10.1068/b3211﻿1
https://doi.org/10.36950/sjsca.2023.29.890﻿5
https://doi.org/10.36950/sjsca.2023.29.890﻿5
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7660.2010​.01656.﻿x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7660.2010​.01656.﻿x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0739456X1987031﻿2
https://doi.org/10.1177/0739456X1987031﻿2
https://doi.org/10.1177/147309520300200100﻿5
https://doi.org/10.1177/147309520300200100﻿5
https://doi.org/10.1177/0739456X000190040﻿6
https://doi.org/10.1177/0739456X000190040﻿6
https://doi.org/10.1080/17450101.2021.196709﻿2
https://doi.org/10.1080/17450101.2021.196709﻿2
https://doi.org/10.1086/67080﻿2
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2427.2008.00767.﻿x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2427.2008.00767.﻿x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.progress.2016.07.00﻿1
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.progress.2016.07.00﻿1
https://doi.org/10.1080/13604813.2024.2414369
https://doi.org/10.1080/13604813.2024.2414369
https://doi.org/10.1080/13574809.2012.73954﻿4
https://doi.org/10.1080/13574809.2012.73954﻿4


998

City 28–5–6

Urban Studies 43 (2): 337–355. https://doi.
org/10.1080/00420980500406710

Peens, Bradley C. 2015. “The Influence of Public 
Participation on the Corridors of Freedom 
Policy-making Process and Project: The 
Case of Empire-Perth Development 
Corridor.” Research Report, Master 
of Science in Development Planning, 
University of the Witwatersrand.

Pernegger, Li. 2022. The Agonistic City? State-
Society Strife in Johannesburg. London and 
New York: Zed Books.

Pieterse, Edgar. 2008. City Futures: Confronting 
the Crisis of Urban Development. Lansdowne: 
UCT Press.

Pieterse, Edgar. 2019. “Urban Governance 
and Spatial Transformation Ambitions in 
Johannesburg.” Journal of Urban Affairs 41 
(1): 20–38. https://doi.org/10.1080/073521
66.2017.1305807

Pike, Andy. 2023. Financialization and Local 
Statecraft. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Pike, Andy, Peter O’Brien, Tom Strickland, 
Graham Thrower, and John Tomaney. 
2019. Financialising City Statecraft and 
Infrastructure. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar.

Pinson, Gilles. 2009. Gouverner la Ville par 
projet. Urbanisme et Gouvernance des Villes 
Européennes. Paris: Presses de Sciences Po.

Piper, Laurence, and Lubna Nadvi. 2010. 
“Popular Mobilization, Party Dominance 
and Participatory Governance in South 
Africa.” In Citizenship and Social Movements: 
Perspectives from the Global South, edited 
by Lisa Thompson and Chris Tapscott, 
212–238. London: Zed Books.

Planact. 2018. Planact’s Social Facilitation 
Role in the Research Project: ‘Governing 
the Future City - A Comparative Analysis 
of Governance Innovations in Large-scale 
Urban Developments in Shanghai, London, 
and Johannesburg’. https://planact.org.za/
wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Corridors-
of-Freedom-Report.pdf.

Pløger, John. 2004. “Strife: Urban Planning 
and Agonism.” Planning Theory 3 (1): 71–92. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1473095204042318

Robinson, Jennifer. 2008. “Developing 
Ordinary Cities: City Visioning Processes 
in Durban and Johannesburg.” Environment 
and Planning A: Economy and Space 40 (1): 
74–87. https://doi.org/10.1068/a39127

Robinson, Jennifer. 2018. “The Politics of the 
(Global) Urban: City Strategies as Repeated 
Instances 1.” In The City as a Global 
Actor, edited by Stijn Oosterlynck, Luce 
Beeckmans, David Bassens, Ben Derudder, 
Barbara Segaert, and Luc Braeckmans, 
100–131. London: Routledge.

Robinson, Jennifer, Philip Harrison, Jie Shen, 
and Fulong Wu. 2020. “Financing Urban 
Development, Three Business Models: 

Johannesburg, Shanghai and London.” 
Progress in Planning 154: 1–42. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.progress.2020.100513

Robinson, Jennifer, Fulong Wu, Philip 
Harrison, Zheng Wang, Alison Todes, 
Romain Dittgen, and Katia Attuyer. 2022. 
“Beyond Variegation: The Territorialisation 
of States, Communities and Developers 
in Large-scale Developments in 
Johannesburg.” Shanghai and London. 
Urban Studies 59 (8): 1715–1740. https://doi.
org/10.1177/00420980211064159

Robinson, Jennifer, Fulong Wu, and Zheng 
Wang. 2024. “Comparison and Community 
Engagement: Post-Politics meets Post-
Colony and State Entrepreneurialism: 
Introduction to the Special Feature.” City. 
Advance online publication. https://doi.org
/10.1080/13604813.2024.2430916.

Rubin, Margot. 2021. “Doing Boundary Work: 
Suburban Residents’ Associations in 
Johannesburg.” Journal of Asian and African 
Studies 56 (7): 1425–1440. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0021909620970567

Salet, Willem, and Enrico Gualini, eds. 2017. 
Framing Strategic Urban Projects: Learning 
from Current Experiences in European Urban 
Regions. Milton Park and New York: 
Routledge.

Schiller, Maria, Isabel Awad, Nikki Buijse, 
Marlyn Chantre, Yu-Cheng Huang, Elina 
Jonitz, Laura van den Brink, and Leonieke 
van Dordrecht. 2023. “Brokerage in Urban 
Networks on Diversity and Inclusion: The 
Case of Rotterdam.” Cities 135:1–11.

Scott, James C. 1998. Seeing Like a State: How 
Certain Schemes to Improve the Human 
Condition Have Failed. New Haven and 
London: Yale University Press.

Shatkin, Gavin. 2011. “Planning Privatopolis: 
Representation and Contestation in 
the Development of Urban Integrated 
Mega-Projects.” In Worlding Cities. Asian 
Experiments and the Art of Being Global, 
edited by Ananya Roy, and Aihwa Ong, 
77–97. Malden and Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell.

Sihlongonyane, Mfaniseni F. 2015. 
“Empty Signifiers of Transformation 
in Participatory Planning and the 
Marginalization of Black People in South 
Africa.” Planning Practice & Research 30 (1): 
83–100. https://doi.org/10.1080/02697459
.2015.1008803

Sihlongonyane, Mfaniseni F., and Hloniphile 
Simelane. 2017. “The Impact of Political 
Dualism on Urban Governance in 
Swaziland: A Case Study of Moneni in 
the City of Manzini.” African Studies 76 (4): 
508–529. https://doi.org/10.1080/0002018
4.2017.1351740

Sim, Vicky, Catherine Sutherland, Sibongile 
Buthelezi, and Duduzile Khumalo. 2018. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/0042098050040671﻿0
https://doi.org/10.1080/0042098050040671﻿0
https://doi.org/10.1080/07352166.2017.130580﻿7
https://doi.org/10.1080/07352166.2017.130580﻿7
https://planact.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Corridors-of-Freedom-Report.pdf
https://planact.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Corridors-of-Freedom-Report.pdf
https://planact.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Corridors-of-Freedom-Report.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/147309520404231﻿8
https://doi.org/10.1068/a3912﻿7
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.progress.2020.100513
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.progress.2020.100513
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098021106415﻿9
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098021106415﻿9
https://doi.org/10.1080/13604813.2024.2430916
https://doi.org/10.1080/13604813.2024.2430916
https://doi.org/10.1177/002190962097056﻿7
https://doi.org/10.1177/002190962097056﻿7
https://doi.org/10.1080/02697459.2015.1008803
https://doi.org/10.1080/02697459.2015.1008803
https://doi.org/10.1080/00020184.2017.135174﻿0
https://doi.org/10.1080/00020184.2017.135174﻿0


999

Dittgen et al.: Towards the desired city of compromise

“Possibilities of a Hybrid Approach to 
Planning and Governance at the Interface 
of the Administrative and Traditional 
Authority Systems in Durban.” Urban Forum 
29 (4): 351–368. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s12132-018-9355-2

Swyngedouw, Erik. 2009. “The Antinomies 
of the Postpolitical City: In Search of a 
Democratic Politics of Environmental 
Production.” International Journal of 
Urban and Regional Research 33 (3): 
601–620. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-
2427.2009.00859.x

Todes, Alison. 2014. “The Impact of Policy and 
Strategic Spatial Planning.” In Changing 
Space, Changing City. Johannesburg after 
Apartheid, edited by Philip Harrison, 
Graeme Gotz, Alison Todes, and Chris 
Wray, 83–100. Johannesburg: Wits 
University Press.

Todes, Alison, and Jennifer Robinson. 2020. 
“Re-directing Developers: New Models of 
Rental Housing Development to Re-shape 
the Post-apartheid City?” Environment 
and Planning A: Economy and Space 52 (2): 
297–317. https://doi.org/10.1177/03085
18X19871069

Todes, Alison, Dylan Weakley, and Philip 
Harrison. 2018. “Densifying Johannesburg: 
Context, Policy and Diversity.” Housing 
and the Built Environment 33 (2): 281–299. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10901-017-9561-6

Tomba, Luigi. 2014. The Government Next Door. 
Neighbourhood Politics in Urban China. New 
York: Cornell University Press.

Wafer, Alex, and Sophie Oldfield. 2015. 
“Contesting the Participatory Sphere: 
Encountering the State in Johannesburg 
and Cape Town.” In Popular Politics in 
South African Cities: Unpacking Community 
Participation, edited by Claire Bénit-
Gbaffou, 232–247. Cape Town: HSRC Press.

Watson, Vanessa. 2013. “African Urban 
Fantasies: Dreams or Nightmares?” 
Environment and Urbanization 
26 (1): 215–231. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0956247813513705

Watson, Vanessa. 2014. “Co-production 
and Collaboration in Planning – The 
Difference.” Planning Theory & Practice 15 (1): 
62–76. https://doi.org/10.1080/14649357.
2013.866266

Wilson, Japhy, and Erik Swyngedouw. 2014. 
The Post-political and its Discontents. Spaces 
of Depoliticization, Spectres of Radical Politics. 
Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press.

Wolf, Eva E.A., and Wouter Van Dooren. 2017. 
“How Policies Become Contested: A Spiral 
of Imagination and Evidence in a Large 
Infrastructure Project.” Policy Sciences 50 
(3): 449–468. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s11077-017-9275-3

Wood, Astrid. 2015. “The Politics of Policy 
Circulation: Unpacking the Relationship 
Between South African and South 
American Cities in the Adoption of Bus 
Rapid Transit.” Antipode 47 (4): 1062–1079. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/anti.12135

Wood, Astrid. 2022. How Cities Learn. Tracing 
Bus Rapid Transit in South Africa. Oxford: 
Wiley.

Wright, Erik O. 2019. How to Be an Anti-
Capitalist in the 21st Century. London: Verso.

Zack, Tanya, and Loren B. Landau. 2022. 
“An Enclave Entrepôt: The Informal 
Migration Industry and Johannesburg’s 
Socio-Spatial Transformation.” Urban 
Studies 59 (11): 2333–2351. https://doi.
org/10.1177/00420980211012632

Romain Dittgen is an Assistant Professor in 
Department of Human Geography and Spatial 
Planning at Utrecht University, and a Research 
Associate in the Department of Sociology at the 
University of Pretoria. Email: r.dittgen@uu.nl.

Allan Cochrane in an Emeritus Professor in 
the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences at the 
Open University. Email: allan.cochrane@
open.ac.uk.

Jennifer Robinson is a Professor in the 
Department of Geography at University College 
London. Email: jennifer.robinson@ucl.ac.uk.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12132-018-9355-﻿2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12132-018-9355-﻿2
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2427.2009.00859.﻿x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2427.2009.00859.﻿x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0308518X1987106﻿9
https://doi.org/10.1177/0308518X1987106﻿9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10901-017-9561-﻿6
https://doi.org/10.1177/095624781351370﻿5
https://doi.org/10.1177/095624781351370﻿5
https://doi.org/10.1080/14649357.2013.866266
https://doi.org/10.1080/14649357.2013.866266
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11077-017-9275-﻿3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11077-017-9275-﻿3
https://doi.org/10.1111/anti.1213﻿5
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098021101263﻿2
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098021101263﻿2
mailto:r.dittgen@uu.nl
mailto:allan.cochrane@open.ac.uk
mailto:allan.cochrane@open.ac.uk
mailto:jennifer.robinson@ucl.ac.uk

