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Abstract 

Over the past few decades political scholars from different school of thoughts have often 

dribbled with comprehending the dynamics between domination and acquiescence in local 

development processes. The overarching and perennial question asked by many is ‘who 

dominates who?’ thus evoking incessant and indomitable incongruent debates amongst 

scholars interested in power theorising. Using a critical examination of scholarly literature on 

power relationships amongst actors in urban local development praxis, supplemented by a 

South African empirical study, the paper gives a scholarly overview of the shifting nature of 

relations of domination and subservience as found in power discourses. With the aid of an 

empirical qualitative study it is argued that power relations can be highly fluid and volatile. 

This is in contrast to the community power discourse which to some extend emphasised 

domination and uni-directional power that produces acquiescence. The paper opens this 

debate by presenting a historical and empirical scholarly discussion of power shifts from 

asymmetric binaries to a nuanced view of fluid, volatile and multidirectional power plays 

amongst actors. Deviating from earlier scholarly preoccupations with uni-directional, binary 

and power asymmetries, the paper augments power discussions with a focus on actors’ ability 

to promote hegemonic mutations, thus altering power dynamics to fluidity and volatile 

relationships. 
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1. Introduction 

 

This article interprets actors’ agency through varying (re) interpretations, actions and 

inactions in one localised housing project in Khutsong, South Africa.  The article thus seeks 

to unveil the power shifts amongst different actors within the housing project and specifically 

how government and citizens in the South African urban space mobilised and rallied around 

the realisation of the right to housing. It argues that it is through their interpretations of the 

right to housing, that most poor urban citizenry have made the post-apartheid city an arena of 

manifest contestations, struggles and continual struggle towards access to the urban fora of 

services. The paper thus reveals that the right to the city and housing provision has become a 

highly politicised issue, which has endangered domination in localised development praxis. It 

demonstrates that through insurgent stratagems power configurations shift from being uni-

directional, zero-sum towards more fluid, volatile and multi-directional configurations 

                                                           
1  G. Mupambwa obtained his PhD in 2017 at the North-West University. Sections of this paper are 

based on his unpublished PhD thesis: Housing Provision Systems and Power Dynamics: The Case 

of Khutsong. The study was conducted under the supervision of J. Zaaiman at the North-West 

University. 
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2. Local power configurations – the setting  

 

This section describes briefly the setting of local power configurations to broadly 

contextualise the case study. Firstly the embeddedness of local power configurations in 

broader socio, economic and political contexts is explained and then the factor of continuous 

change is elucidated.  

 

Local power configurations are not independent and autonomous phenomena. They are 

connected to larger cultural, economic and political contexts. This relates to overlapping 

fields of functioning and objectives. The local is also in many instances dependent on the 

larger contexts (Savitch & Thomas, 1991:236-238). This has historical roots. This leads for 

instance to variance in the nature of decision-making structures at local level. Decision-

making power can be concentrated in council (the British system), but it can also be 

delegated by council to a smaller committee (the “Commission government” in the USA and 

“magistratsverfassung” in Germany), to an extended council (the “stadtratsverfassung” 

previously in Germany) or a person (city management forms in the USA and 

“Bürgermestrverfassung” in Germany) and the major can be ceremonial (as in the British 

system) or with executive power (as with the “strong-major” in the USA and the Bader-

Württemberg in Germany and in Japan. Officials can have a limited decision-making role (as 

in the British system) or can be part of the decision-making (as with the city management 

forms in the USA and the “stadtratsverfassung” earlier in Germany). In some instances 

central government is involved in local finance (as in Ireland) and in other cases not (as in 

Italy and Scandinavia). Local government can be viewed as subordinate to the central 

government (as in Britain and Australia) or fully autonomous (as with the “free commune” 

experiments in Scandinavia. In South Africa the Local Government’s Negotiation Forum 

(LGNF) decided in 1993 to transform the White controlled local government based on the 

British council controlled decision-making model to an executive major model answerable to 

council. This model has provincial oversight but is largely autonomous. This was 

implemented in 2000.  

 

In view of the different local government systems authors attempted to compile typologies of 

local governments. Some of the most comprehensive typologies were compiled by S. Humes 

and E. Martin (1969) in their book “The structure of Local Government”, J.J. Hesse and L.J. 

Sharpe (1991) in “Local Government and Urban Affairs in International Perspective”, M. 

Goldsmith (1996) in his chapter “Normative Theories of Local Government: A European 

Comparison” and W. Robson (1981) in his article “City Government”. These publications 

demonstrate the close linkage between local government forms and the political history and 

culture of countries and regions. The structuring of local government relates to its 

relationship with regional and national government and its dynamics resonate with the 

practices, beliefs, norms, values and traditions of the setting in which it finds itself. But 

because of these intricate and varied factors to identify typologies has limitations because 

they are described in vague and very general terms. This restricts their meaningfulness. 

 

But the most important factor that undermines efforts to distinguish between types of local 

government is the continuous changes they underwent. D. Rowat (1980) as editor of 

“International Handbook on Local Government Reorganisation” gives a very good 

description of the drastic changes local government underwent before the 1980’s. And that is 

before the far-reaching changes at the end of the 20
th

 century. These changes have different 

origins. It can be ascribed to local responsibilities that increased within a context of financial 
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constraints, (Hesse & Sharpe, 1991:612-614) novel technology and new ways of capital 

formulation and shifting constitutional groundings (Goldsmith, 1995:247). In addition the 

influence of globalisation on the local was also emphasised by S. Clarke and G.L. Gaile 

(1998) and R. Reich (1991) in view of the impact of international competition and changes in 

production that requires specialised skills on the local. T. Clark (2003) explains how new city 

politics developed in the USA far removed from the emphasis on heavy industry, production 

and growth to a focus on consumption and amenities. Public goods, aesthetic concerns, 

moderate spending, multi-culturalism became the political focus. But this changed drastically 

further in the 21
st
 century. Old definitions of urban, suburban and rural cannot anymore 

capture the new regions with polycentric and dispersed forms and landscapes. “The 

extraordinary global diffusion of public-private partnerships, specialised agencies, shadow 

governments, voluntary non-profits, micropolises, secessionary privatopias and localist 

homeowner associations provokes non-trivial questions about the precise manner in which 

political representation, democracy and substantive citizenship are being negotiated across 

metropolitan regions, from downtown streetscape to suburban doorstep” (MacLeod, 

2011:2632). Geographics altered postmodern urbanism. This redefined the meaning and 

practice of urban politics. Cities now extend beyond conventional political jurisdictions. 

Representative democracy becomes subordinated to plutocratic privatism (MacLeod, 

2011:2650) Privatopisas is secessionary mode of service and infrastructure provision. Linked 

to this are digital channels of communications which bring citizens into the space of urban 

agenda setting but build on the one hand onto digital divides and on the other hand contribute 

to intensive electronic surveillance of public spaces (Baldersheim & Kersting, 2012:591). 

Urban politics therefore becomes an increasing complex matter. As is evident in the chapters 

of the Oxford Handbook of Urban Politics (Mossberger et al., 2012) the question “Who 

governs?” became a very complex and difficult question to answer. 

 

In contrast, the setting of this study, the Khutsong township, was largely passed by these 

advanced urban processes. Khutsong is a township located on the far western peripheries of 

Greater Johannesburg and outside the mining centre of Carletonville in the Merafong City 

local municipality, which forms part of the Gauteng Province, South Africa. It is located 75 

km from Johannesburg and 50 km from Potchefstroom (Mazembo, 2011; Van Eeden & 

Brink, 2007:699). This township was established in 1958 to accommodate black mining 

workers (Kirshner & Phokela, 2010) and as such it has a heterogeneous demography. It is 

divided into Khutsong North and South (Anon, 2009; Nieuwoudt, 2013). Khutsong is marked 

by informal settlements, as of 2009 approximately 15 000 housing structures were informal 

(Anon, 2009). Different from most urban settings, Khutsong is a highly politicised space at 

grass roots level. It is characterised by protracted protests and a high level of community 

activism. Notably, during 2005-2009 there were severe community protests and struggles as a 

form of resistance against Government’s demarcation of provincial borders. This transpired 

as a result of the Merafong Demarcation Forum and Others losing its case against the 

President of the Republic of South Africa and Others in a Constitutional Court ruling during 

2002. In this case they resisted them being governed by the North-West Province after being 

part of the Gauteng Province. However, through violent activism and unrests, the government 

ultimately acceded to the demands of the Khutsong people and the Constitution of South 

Africa was amended accordingly in 2005. With this change the township retained its position 

in Gauteng province. This contestation and confrontation with the state in Khutsong is well 

documented and researched and not further discussed in this study (Kirshner & Phokela, 

2010; Matebesi & Botes, 2011). This study rather focussed on a housing project that extended 

over the timeframe of this dispute. 
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3. Local power configurations – perspectives  

 

In view of the focus on housing in this paper, the core question is who governs in housing? 

Many answers exist to this. Urban political theories refer to a number of perspectives in this 

regard. In this article we can briefly consider the applicability of the pluralist, elite, urban 

regime, Marxist, regulation and feminist theories on urban politics. 

 

The pluralist theory is anchored upon the Western liberal-democratic ethos which 

presupposes the participation of various groups in local development decision-making. There 

exist different explanations for the origins of the pluralist theory. Some refers to Arthur 

Bentley’s group theory and others to the USA debates in the 1950s and 1960s on power 

structures in communities. However, in this theory Robert Dahl’s study on city politics in 

New Haven, Connecticut stands central. Dahl’s (1961:103) decisional method examines 

decisions to ascertain which power processes (influences) were at work in developmental 

policy-making in New Haven. The political system of the city was stratified, as was the case 

with other political systems, meaning that a small group of individuals (elites) were highly 

involved in the political process (Dahl, 1961:60). The city’s political system was pluralistic, 

as interest groups and citizens exerted different levels of influence on the local policy 

processes. Notably, he remarked that should leaders take control, they themselves are also 

controlled (1961:102) and “… even if the policies of political associations are controlled by a 

tiny minority … decisions of political associations are themselves influenced … by their 

assumptions as to what the voting populace wants” (Dahl, 1957:101). Therefore, a group of 

elites on their own cannot influence all spheres of development. Dahl (1958:465) explains, 

“Neither logically nor empirically does it follow that a group with a high degree of influence 

over one scope will necessarily have a high degree of influence over another scope within the 

same system.” The most powerful actors or groups are the ones who clearly can be observed 

to have made the noticeable decisions on development. In such an arena, the groups seek to 

control the major urban political decision-making. Certain groups dominate specific issues 

whilst others have influence over other issues. In this study, it was thus important to examine 

how the different interest groups influence the decision-making process in Khutsong housing 

project. This is done by considering how in their distinct approaches they overtly shape the 

processes of the housing policy. Moreover, since the pluralist perspective argues that urban 

policy-making is informed by diverse group interests, the study seeks to understand how the 

different groups exercise power mutually, and how the groups or stakeholders make decisions 

on major developmental projects such as housing. Dahl’s formulation leave scope for a multi-

directional interpretation of power. 

 

The pluralist approach has undergone several modifications over time. Stratified pluralism is 

the form that was found in New Haven by Dahl’s decisional study. Hyper-pluralism involves 

diversity and an increased scope of organised interests, with reduced capacity by public 

officials to control policy processes. As Yates notes (1977:85 cited in Judge, 1995:24), in 

hyper-pluralism, the outcomes of policy-making are a product of “highly fragmented and 

unstable problem and policy contexts”. He adds that this is “an extreme pluralism of political, 

administrative, and community interests … producing a form of street fighting pluralism” 

(Yates, 1977:34). According to this model, power is shared amongst several actors and 

groups, which produces a more diverse, complex and unstable policy-making process. This 

relates to the Khutsong case study power dynamics which manifest this multi-directionality. 
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The pluralist perspective of power in local policy-making has been criticised from different 

angles; some have concentrated on the insufficiency of the methodological techniques, whilst 

others have focused on the setting of the agenda (decision-making process) and the results of 

Dahl’s study. Bachrach and Baratz (1970:10) refute Dahl claiming his results were 

predetermined as he “accepted as issues what are reputed to be issues”. According to 

Bachrach and Baratz, numerous community matters are not contested as public issues. In 

other words, certain important issues do not form the agenda of public policies as they are 

covertly maneuverered out of the decision-making process. Several scholars refute the 

pluralists for having an overly optimistic view of the diverse distribution of power (e.g., (e.g., 

Bachrach & Baratz, 1962; Lukes, 1974; Lukes, 2005). A limited chance exists for a perfect 

environment where equal power distribution takes place in a real political process. In 

addition, most policy outcomes are manipulated by a few powerful policy elites. Boogers 

(2014:4) points out that Dahl and the pluralists are criticised for paying little attention to the 

aims of agents wielding power. Booger (2014) maintains that should the pluralists have 

considered the motives behind possession of power, they would have managed to explain the 

growth and disintegration of interest groups. Despite the criticism, the pluralistic perspective 

does have valuable arguments to consider in this study especially because it leaves room for a 

multi-directional interpretation of power.  

 

The power-elite theory argues that it is the endowments in resources and the positions 

occupied by a few elites in the society that make them more influential in socio-economic 

and political processes. In this regard, Mills (1956:3-4) mentions that decisions in community 

or local governments are made by individuals “whose positions enable them to transcend the 

ordinary environments of ordinary men and women; they are in positions to make decisions 

having major consequences.” The elite theory’s origins are noticeable from the writings of 

theorists such as Gaetano Mosca (1858-1941), Vilfredo Pareto (1848-1923) and Robert 

Michels (1876-1936). Vergara (2013:35) points out that Pareto was one of the first classical 

sociologists who conducted an analysis of the role the elites held in the Italian aristocracy. 

The 1953 study of Hunter, Community Power Structure, applied this theory to a local setting, 

namely the city of Atlanta. Hunter found that most of the top structure of power or influential 

people in the city was senior executives in business.  The mayor was also part of this group. 

This implies that the policy makers, as the top level elites, are “stable, closed, and invisible” 

(Hunter, 1953:110), whilst the elected officials who implement policies are the ones who 

interact frequently with the other societal members. Hunter contends that the community 

“power structure is kept intact through shared interests, mutual obligations, money, life style 

and habit … as well as coercion and force” (Hunter, 1953:6). Hunter further observes that in 

Atlanta, policy-making processes were influenced largely by economic interests; this 

suggests that without the approval of the elite, development and other processes would be at a 

standstill. This does not exclude that the political systems in urban localities do not represent 

the interests of the masses.  

 

According to Harding (1995:39) the elite theory’s use of the reputational method can be 

refuted on grounds of predetermination and inadequacy. For his research, Hunter utilised a 

list of influential people, which may already suggest where the concentration of power lies, 

thereby making his study predetermined. Furthermore, Polsby (1963, cited in Stein, 

2003:224) repudiated the elite theory on the grounds that it is non-falsifiable. In other words, 

it assumes the existence of elites and argues that failure to identify them is a methodological 

issue, not a theoretical one. Still, this approach was useful in this study to determine who the 

influential stakeholders are and how their power is concentrated in the processes of urban 
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policy-making and implementation of the Khutsong housing project. However, this is largely 

a uni-directional perspective in power which was not a fitting description of the Khutsong 

project. 

 

Regime theory (followed up by Institutionalism (Davies & Trounstine, 2012)) has been 

utilised widely to examine policy processes and decision-making by numerous scholars in the 

field (Belligni & Ravazzi, 2013; Fainstein, 1995; Harding, 1994; Harding, 1995; Mossberger, 

2009; Stone, 1980; Stone, 1989; Stone, 2005; Zunino, 2006). Regime theory views power as 

fragmented and emphasises the collaboration between local governments and private business 

stakeholders in governing urban development projects constituting thereby regimes. 

Therefore Stone (1989:229) outlines a regime as an “informal arrangement by which public 

bodies and private interests function together in order to be able to make and carry out 

governing decisions.” In succinct terms he explains that a regime can be “relationships 

(informal as well as formal) by which a community is governed” (Stone, 1993:4). It can be 

argued that power in the regime theory is seen to be anchored in the notion of coalition. Stone 

elaborates on this notion: “Regime theory starts with the proposition that governing capacity 

is not easily captured through the electoral process. Governing capacity is created and 

maintained by bringing together coalition partners with appropriate resources, 

nongovernmental as well as governmental. If a governing coalition is to be viable, it must be 

able to mobilize resources commensurate with its main policy agenda” (Stone, 1993:1). 

According to Stone, the success of regimes in addressing agendas for urban development is 

predicated on trust and loyalty amongst the coalition actors.  

 

Regime theory has been critiqued for downplaying democratic mobilisation in urban 

development processes. Jones-Correa and Wong (2015:162) noted that the theory limits the 

role of other grassroot groups on influencing the urban political economy, since it gives 

credibility to the elites’ engagements. Brenner (2004) accuses the regime thesis of a 

“methodological trap of localism” in which he sees the theory viewing the urban context as a 

“pre-given, relatively discrete container of political-economic processes”. He argues further 

that the regime theory is excessively localistic, by assuming that cities are self-contained. 

Nevertheless, in light of the regime theory it would be important to establish whether in the 

Khutsong Housing Project certain interests blended, fused or gained capacities to act and to 

achieve common purposes. The question is therefore whether the control of power was not a 

group of elites and decision-makers in urban governance but rather by collaboration in 

governance. 

 

In Marxist urban theory Pickvance (1995:253) states that when investigating urban politics, 

scholars should understand that urban political institutions are part of the state apparatus. 

Thus, the urban is seen as a microcosm of the entire national politics, where also the 

dominant class contradictions of capitalism manifest itself. Marxists views urban politics as 

perpetuating the accumulation of capital (Pickvance, 1995:267). Domhoff (2005) elaborates 

by commenting that in urban political theorising, Marxism stresses issues of accumulation, 

class struggle and reproduction of labour power in the creation of urban development space. 

The core argument of the Marxist theory is that in urban areas a small group of ‘bourgeois’ 

accumulate capital at the expense of the working class, producing unequal relations in the 

accumulation of capital.  This is quite similar to the elite theory, which argues that power is 

in the hands of a few individuals who share similar interests. However, Castells (1983) 

believes social transformation in the city areas emanates from urban social movements, 

which he parallels to urban trade unionism. Fainstein (1986:257) echoes the same sentiment 
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and argues that social change that promotes the interest of the urban poor is possible through 

community conflicts, pressure-group activism and social movements, which she believes can 

help tilt metropolitan policies to be favourable to all interest groups. 

 

Understandably, the Marxist thesis on urban political dynamics has been criticised on several 

grounds. Pickvance (1995:271-272) attacks Marxist thought for viewing the state as mostly 

an instrument for capital accumulation and thus not taking into consideration the autonomy of 

the state in promoting responsive local development that addresses the needs of all residents. 

Linked to this, Gilbert and Ward (1985) suggest that the Marxists proponents fail to 

acknowledge that policy praxis are distinct in each locality, which causes certain local 

governments to act more bureaucratic and authoritarian, whilst others are more populist in 

character. Mollenkopf and Strom (2007) further argue that Marxists have ignored variations 

in policies and practices across various localities and time spaces. Even so the theory can be 

used in explaining the Khutsong housing politics, with a focus on how possible capitalistic 

accumulation amongst the various actors influenced the outcome of the housing project.  

 

The regulation theory entails a neo-Marxist approach (Geddes, 2009:62). It was developed in 

the mid-1970s by a group of French economists (Michael Aglietta, Robert Boyer and Alain 

Lipietz) to explain why and how the crisis in the capitalist system was not really developing 

into a major problem. The regulation theory argues that not only is the economy regulated by 

the market but also by other non-market forces (Jessop, 1997). It considers economic change 

to be the outcome of political, cultural and social forces (Painter, 1995:276). 

Correspondingly, Godwin (2001:72) contends that the regulation perspective examines the 

economy and suggests that continued capital accumulation is dependent on socio-cultural and 

political factors. Regulation argues for private-public partnerships in urban governance. It 

augments private accumulation whilst ensuring that the public as consumers are entitled to 

responsive provisioning of goods and services. The state and local governments are 

considered as the main regulators of local economic development. The approach views the 

power of the state in regulating socio-economic development as scaled and spatially 

dispersed in its application of regulation (Brenner, 2004). According to Kipfer and Keil 

(2002), the national government and municipalities presently have to focus on promoting 

capital accumulation since they compete with other global cities and towns in attracting 

investors. Therefore, the approach reduces state and local government control of development 

to that of promoting the creation of the ‘entrepreneurial city’. According to Franz (2000:36), 

the idea of an entrepreneurial city is best expressed in the state in its role of promulgating 

regulatory mechanisms that enhance its competitiveness within the global economy. It has to 

implement policies and development projects that give priority to private interests and 

accumulation. Similarly, local government promotes economic accumulation through private 

investors and in the process, seeks to provide the best social services. With regard to planning 

and decision-making in the urban development programmes, the regulation approach argues 

for a compromise to balance public and private interests.  

 

Painter (1995) notes that the approach has been critiqued for its functionalistic nature. The 

regulation approach is functionalistic as it explains the emergence of its new mode (Post-

Fordism) in terms of its effects on securing capital accumulation; this implies that Post-

Fordism is seen as a necessary development since the process of capital accumulation needed 

it. The approach has also been criticised for undermining social struggles during the period of 

a mode of regulation. This is because the approach assumes that a mode of regulation is 

coherent and that all the classes involved in it are willing to compromise, without any form of 
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conflict or social struggles. With this in mind, the regulation theory assists in evaluating the 

Khutsong housing project in revealing the existence of public-private partnerships. 

 

The public-choice thesis argues that politicians or government officials and public individuals 

are focusing on realising their own interest when making local policy decisions (Crow, 

2009:121). The theory contends that the political being is always seeking ways and 

stratagems to maximising his/her own utility (Brennan & Buchanan, 1984). Keating 

(1995:123) echoes the same sentiments by stating that the “central tenets of the public choice 

theory are based on individualistic premises and utilitarian philosophy.” Accordingly, the 

theory suggests that for individuals the public good is merely an aggregate of an individual’s 

interests. Self-interest is, therefore, “a strong motivating force in all human activity; and 

human action, if not bounded by ethical or moral restraints, is inclined more naturally to aim 

at the furtherance of individual or private interest” (Buchanan & Tullock, 1962:27). 

However, the municipality or government must be concerned with promoting the realisation 

of public interests because “The consumer-voter maybe viewed as picking that community 

which best satisfies his preference pattern for public goods … if the community fails to 

satisfy the preferences of the individual, he will move (the act of ‘voting with his feet’)” 

(Tiebout, 1956:418). Therefore efficiency from a public-choice perspective is based on the 

presence of competing service providers. In support of Tiebout et al. (1999:238) argue that 

the public-choice perspective suggests that the creation of market forces in the public and 

non-profit sectors will lead to improved efficiency and effectiveness due to competition 

amongst service providers.  

  

The public-choice approach has had its fair share of criticism as well. Keating (1995:124) 

argues that the notion of human beings as maximisers of rational utility is not clear. He 

explains that humans in some cases have portrayed altruistic behaviour and have 

subordinated their own preferences to moral impulses. The theory has failed to acknowledge 

that most social and political behaviour is collective, rather than individually orientated. 

Furthermore, Keating (1995:124) indicates that the notion of self-interest is problematic, 

since interests are embedded in structures; they are governed by the structures they find 

themselves in. This is noted by Stone (1993:10) who states that, “We radically alter our 

understanding of politics if we think about preferences as being formed not in the context of 

static social structures, but rather in a context of dynamic social interactions that sometimes 

reveal new possibilities and offer changing opportunities” (quoted in Keating, 1995:124-125). 

Yet, this theory can assist in uncovering self-interested actions by role players in the 

Khutsong housing project. 

 

Lastly the feminist perspective argued that urban theories do not incorporate a gendered lens 

when considering urban politics (Clarke et al., 1995:205-206). In addition, several feminist 

scholars argue that gender has been omitted frequently from urban planning and policy-

making (Bondi, 2005; Clarke et al., 1995; Fainstain & Servon, 2005; Garber, 2009). This is 

confirmed by Bondi (Bondi, 2005:1) who states that, “Gender is an integral, ubiquitous and 

taken-for-granted aspect of urban life. It is an influential dimension of urban identities, an 

axis of urban inequalities, and it animates the everyday practices that characterize and 

constitute cities and city life.” Feminism expresses issues of marginalisation and exclusion 

that face women in urban politics due to the patriarchal nature of urbanity. Feminist 

approaches are rooted in the critique of the androcentric or patriarchal nature of society and 

its economic system. They view urban politics as shaped by gendered social and economic 
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relations (Clarke et al., 1995:207), and that the patterning of gender is largely an urban issue. 

This perspective is also useful in evaluating the Khutsong housing project as male dominated. 

 

The present study’s focus was to develop a deeper understanding of power relationships 

between multiple actors within a housing project and how it may have enforced the 

outcomes. For this purpose, a qualitative case-study approach was followed centred on the 

Khutsong housing project which revealed a multi-directional power network which relativise 

a domination perspective on power. 

 

4. The Khutsong housing project - background 

Analogous to the demarcation debacle was an interesting housing project which was under-

studied. Following Kemeny (1992:20) scholars should focus on “fundamental prior questions 

concerning the grounds of knowledge of housing studies: questions which have rarely, if 

ever, been addressed by housing researchers”. This called for political theorising of housing 

discourses, thus power dynamics in housing receives attention as an area worth considering 

since there is a lack of knowledge in this respect.  The Khutsong case study offers a space of 

interrogating the impacts of actors’ power relationships on the outcome of such projects. The 

Khutsong housing project was not as obtrusively politicised as the demarcation matter, 

however power dynamics amongst varying actors contributed to the outcome of the entire 

project.  

Khutsong was established in 1958 as an Apartheid township to house mining labourers 

outside the ‘whites-only’ town of Carletonville. With the democratising of the national and 

provincial spheres of government in South Africa the Carletonville Transitional Local 

Council was established in 1994. This Council incorporated the Khutsong Township. The 

Council immediately commissioned geotechnical studies due to the increasing occurrence of 

doline and related sinkhole formation and damage to infrastructure especially in the Khutsong 

Township. The study was conducted by Intraconsult and they submitted in 1997 a geological 

report indicating 90% of the existing Khutsong is situated on high risk zones, which is 

unsuitable for human settlement. In 2000 local government was fully democratised in South 

Africa and in December the same year the Merafong City Local Municipality (MCLM) was 

established, the municipality prioritised the dolomitic crisis and numerous studies were 

conducted to determine its prevalence (Nieuwoudt, 2013). Councillors of the new 

democratically elected municipality informed Khutsong residents that many of them were in 

danger of having their houses collapse and that they would therefore be relocated (Johnston 

and Bernstein 2007). 

In 2002 a series of sinkhole formations in Khutsong drew new attention to the geological 

situation in Khutsong. A detailed report in this regard was submitted to the Municipal 

Council later that year and this resulted in Council freezing all further development on 

geological unsuitable land in Khutsong (Nieuwoudt, 2013). It was also decided to declare the 

high risk zones within Khutsong a disaster area to prevent loss of life and property. The West 

Rand District Municipality (WRDM) communicated the matter to the National Disaster 

Centre for evaluation and implementation, as well the Gauteng Provincial Government 

(Nieuwoudt, 2013). The community was informed accordingly by means of public meetings 

and leaflets that they live on dolomite and therefore that it is a risk area. The community was 

requested to be vigilant and report any signs of ground settlement, depressions and the 

leaking of public and private water infrastructure. Emergency services personnel were also 

orientated with regard to how sinkholes are formed and how to seal off an area around a 
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sinkhole and when houses should be evacuated. The WRDM informed the National Disaster 

Center who informed the Department of Provincial and Local Government (DPLG). The 

National Disaster Centre advised that the Khutsong area should not be declared a disaster 

area. This was due to negative connotations to disaster areas, and the negative impact it has 

on investment opportunities (Nieuwoudt, 2013). Although this seems to be a comprehensive 

dealing with the problem, messages were ambiguous.  On the one hand the dolomite issue 

was emphasised but on the other hand the municipality still allowed development in the area 

ignoring its own embargo. This prompted confusion and distrust as to the nature of the 

geological risk thus permeating as shall be argued later into varying and conflicting 

interpretations which transformed the power relationships in the project from uni-directional 

negative sum towards multi-directional positive-sum, and also permeated into a different 

enforceable outcome of the project. 

In view of the initial Interconsult report, further investigations and evidence of sinkhole 

formations the Municipality developed a business plan for the resettlement of Khutsong to 

the value of R 1 573 400 000 and submitted it to the WRDM, Provincial and National 

Government in 2003 for funding and implementation. This was a comprehensive plan 

including geotechnical investigations, township establishment, bulk services, internal 

services, environmental authorisation, bridge over railway line, pedestrian cross-overs, social 

infrastructure, etc. (Nieuwoudt, 2013). The national Department of Provincial and Local 

Government instructed Gauteng Department of Housing to be instrumental in the 

resettlement of Khutsong. 

The initial reaction of the Gauteng Department of Housing was to approve a project of 4 700 

subsidies but later extend it to 18 000 subsidies (Nieuwoudt, 2013). Due to the severe 

geological instability, the Merafong Municipality agreed to relocate the entire township 

(Nieuwoudt, 2013), which included 21 485 informal settlement households and 3 600 formal 

housing households (Nieuwoudt, 2013; PSCM, 2008-2016). This new Khutsong Housing 

project also known as Khutsong South Ext 1, 2 and 3 became a major presidential project in 

2003, when President Mbeki declared it a Presidential Project. A Regional Professional Team 

(RPT) was appointed to execute the project. In 2004 this team found that only 14 854 of the 

stands were suitable for township establishment. It can be argued from the high profile of this 

project that it was set up as a sweetener for Khutsong in view of the demarcation issue that 

started to gain momentum in 2005. Whereas the project had a high profile before 2005 during 

the protests of 2006-2009 it fell in importance on the agenda of local politicians, leaders and 

community members. This was due to the Constitution Twelfth Amendment bill signed by 

President Thabo Mbeki on 22 December 2005 for commencement 1 March 2006 and his 

signing of the Cross Boundary Municipalities Laws Repeal and Related Matters Act of 2005. 

This relocated Merafong City Municipality from Gauteng Province to the North-West 

Province. This angered the community members. As a result only 232 of 29 540 registered 

voters cast their ballots in the local government elections held on 1 March 2006. 

The demarcation decision of the national government to move Merafong City Municipality 

form the Gauteng Province to the North-West Province presented a major funding problem 

for the housing project. The North-West Province’s budget was much smaller than that of the 

wealthier Gauteng Province. North-West Province could only provide 5 500 subsidies for the 

2007/2008 and 2008/2009 financial years as the first two phases of the original 18 000 

project. This further annoyed the community members of Khutsong and contributed to the 

violent and continuous protests in the township up to 2009.  
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Eventually the Khutsong Township got its way with regard to the demarcation matter. The 

Constitution Sixteenth Amendment Act (B1 of 2009) that transferred Merafong City Local 

Municipality from North West Province to Gauteng Province was published on 15 January 

2009. With the demarcation matter settled the housing project immediately got underway. An 

agreement for the project was signed at a ceremony in Khutsong by the Gauteng Housing 

Member of the Executive Committee, the North West Developmental Local Government and 

Housing Member of the Executive Committee and the Merafong mayor. 

The Khutsong project became a “Priority Project” in 2009, in which the National Department 

of Human Settlements (NDoHS) started to monitor the project while the three spheres of 

government managed the housing process through cooperative governance (Tau 2009). By 

mid-2016 only 5 500 housing units had been completed as part of the first phase of the 

project (PSCM , 2016; PPCE, 2016). Nearly all the roads have been tarred and the houses 

provided electricity (PSCM, 2008-2016). Although there have been achievements, these 

slackened due to the prevailing power dynamics that were evident in the actions and inactions 

of various key stakeholders. Unfortunately, like all low-cost housing developments the 

project has been characterised by badly built housing units, poor drainage facilities, cracking 

structures, disintegrated infrastructure and the slow delivery of social amenities (bridges, 

schools, clinics, shops, electricity, and burial sites). 

In this project there were mainly four active groupings; town planners, contractors the 

politicians and the involved community members. All of these had varying interpretations of 

the project and through differential actions contributed to the final outcome of the housing 

project.  

5. The Khutsong housing project – Research methodology 

 

Assisted by trained field workers, structured in-depth interviews and focus-group discussions 

were held during 2013 (20 Aug.–10 Sept.) and 2015 (20 May–21 June). The aim was to grasp 

how power relationships and interpretations impacted the Khutsong housing project. In 

addition, structured in-depth interviews were conducted since it allowed the respondents to 

express clearly and as freely as possible their view of the power dynamics’ impact on the 

present outcome of the mentioned project. There were overlaps between the interview and 

focus group questions, making it easier to elicit focused and saturated responses. The focus 

groups helped the researchers elicit information that was difficult to acquire from individual 

interviews. The reason was that participants were more willing to discuss with others their 

personal interpretations and thoughts on the mentioned housing development. The 

interviewees’ responses provided a clear understanding of the stakeholders’ interpretations of 

the power plays and how it has led to the different outcomes of the project. In addition, 

government documents, newspaper articles, and legislation were reviewed about the housing 

provision as well as the accompanying power dynamics. For the Khutsong settlement project, 

the following documents were consulted: the Merafong Housing plan, Merafong IDP, 

Khutsong Resettlement Plan and implementation and the minutes and reports describing the 

settlement processes.  

 

In line with the case-study approach, the population of the study were the following: 

inhabitants of old Khutsong (informal and formal settlement); residents of new Khutsong 

resettlement; councillors; municipal officials; contractors (local and private); and 

construction workers of the Khutsong relocation project. The study involved councillors from 

the old Khutsong Township and those from the new resettlement area. The research 
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employed purposive, principally typical, and snowball sampling for the qualitative study. 

Furthermore, key informants from both the municipality and community helped assemble 55 

participants for individual interviews and 30 people for four focus-group discussions.  

 

6. The Khutsong housing project - Findings overview 

 

The findings of this study are discussed in detail by G. Mupambwa (2016). Here a brief 

overview is given thereof. The town and planning officials of Merafong City Local 

Municipality (MCLM) stated that their initial interpretation of the Khutsong housing project 

was based on a technical understanding of the acute need to provide safety to the residents 

(Nieuwoudt 2013; PSCM 2008-2016; PPEC 2008-2016; Interviews with officials 2013, 

2015). The magnitude of the project made it exciting for the town planners to be involved. 

Potentially it was the largest town resettlement project in South Africa at that stage. The 

motivation for the settlement was because of the dolomite situation in Khutsong. Due to their 

understanding of the uncontrollable geological instability caused by doline formation they 

adviced for a total resettlement of the township. Limited available funding and lack of 

political will led to the not realisation of the resettlement but rather to a building of a lower-

income settlement scheme.  

 

This relates to the fact that after the Khutsong demarcation debacle the political position of 

the local politicians declined. They therefore interpreted the project from the vantage point of 

mobilising the benefits of an external funded project. They did not buy into the MCLM 

officials’ idea of resettling the entire Khutsong. Furthermore the local politicians viewed the 

project as an opportunity to revitalise and transform Khutsong beyond the spatialised 

apartheid enclaves. This would be done by developing a new integrated black housing 

settlement that links Welverdiend and Carletonville, two predominantly white towns 

(Interviewees 13 and 24, 2015). The result was that the local politicians did not follow a 

process of resettlement, but merely allocated houses in the new area to community members 

on the housing waiting list but complaints of unfair patronage allocations by councillors were 

also made (Nieuwoudt, 2013; Interviews with officials 2013, 2015). The politicians did not 

have the political will for a structured resettlement project due to the community resistance 

they would encounter with this form of social and structural engineering. The politicians were 

also partisan in the allocation of contracting tenders as a way to dominate the town planners. 

The housing project remains a tug-of-war for dominance between the town planners and 

politicians. The politicians’ dominated this relationship by emphasising their representation 

of the community as well as the value of transformation and fair community politics.  

 

It was a difficult undertaking to interview the housing project contractors. They were 

reluctant to be questioned on their interpretation of the project due to their business focus and 

not lack of community interest. A number of local contractors valued the project as an 

opportunity to build a credible reputation for future business allocations. To this aim, they 

formed a group with private interests in the project, which pursued financial gains and future 

tender-preneurship prospects (Interview with officials 2015). It is thus evident that the 

community’s considerations of the settlement were secondary in the local contractors’ 

interpretation of the project. To accumulate capital the contractors implemented strategies 

which led to the sluggish nature of the project. Payment of contractors in the project was 

based on milestones reached (e.g. rafts, wall plates, roofing). Profiteering caused the 

contractors to manipulate the payment agreement. For example, contractors deliberately 

constructed several rafts in order to claim more (Interview with officials 2015). To illustrate 
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the prominence of profiteering further, officials mentioned that the contractors also delayed 

the construction of houses to benefit from the yearly increases in housing subsidies. The 

contractors thus used non-performance to prolong the completion of the project and ensured 

payment continued for a period. The findings indicated further that the main contractor in the 

project also exploited the subcontractors through inflated administration costs and by 

delaying payments. This led to cost-saving stratagems, which resulted in the construction of 

shoddy units since inferior materials were used.  

 

Community members were well informed about the fact that Khutsong was situated on a 

geological instable area and that, at places, dolomite sinkholes are visible.  However, they 

primarily viewed the project as a result of the housing need or waiting list since 1994. On 

how houses were allocated a significant number were confused about the way the waiting list 

worked. They found that people who applied for houses recently received new residences 

before those who applied previously. This resulted in discourses about corruption and 

incompetence with regard to the project. The fact that the housing project did not 

methodological moved inhabitants from the dolomite high-risk areas made the members 

doubt whether the sinkhole crisis was acute as pretended (Interviewees 15, 18 and 19, 2013; 

Interviewees 3, 8, 11, 15, 27 and 31, 2015). It is clear that the community members 

reinterpreted the originally intended resettlement project, thereby viewing it through an 

opportunistic lens. Vandalism became the norm as both community members and 

construction workers allegedly sought to earn a living from the building materials 

(Interviewees 10, 18 and 21, 2015; PSCM 2012, 2015). Furthermore, community members 

felt deceived into accepting housing that had already accrued debts, mainly due to high water 

bills as contractors used water from beneficiaries’ sites (Interviewees 11 and 12, 2013; 

Interviewees 9, 16 and 18, 2015). In this regard, the community members lamented the costly 

nature of what was deemed low-cost housing, the lack of coordinated infrastructure and 

social amenities, and thus saw entrepreneurialism as a viable solution. Some members opted 

to rent out their new houses, arguing that these were costly and poorly constructed units 

compared to their shacks (Interviewees 1, 5, 11, 25 and 27, 2015). Others rented out their 

shacks and moved to the new houses, which therefore did not reduce the housing backlog. In 

a way, this outcome shows how the community members queried the initial resettlement view 

and reinterpreted it in terms of entrepreneurism and housing provision. Evident therefore is 

the community members’ active engagements in and interpretation of the project. Through 

their active involvement, these members appropriated project spaces and changed it to their 

own advantage. The reason is that this interpretation gave them the options of owning two 

properties, acting as landlords, securing an income, being employed, and expanding family 

estates. This superimposed construct of investment and entrepreneurism signifies the 

significant interpreting role of the members within their context.  

7. Theoretical evaluation 

S. Lukes (Hayward & Lukes, 2008:6) emphasises the importance for moral reasons to know 

who is responsible for imposing an agenda on others against their interests by affecting and 

influencing them. He refers to the exercise of power in housing patterns in USA cities as 

example of this. He admits that it may be very difficult to determine the contributions of 

particular agents. In contrast C. Hayward (Hayward & Lukes, 2008:10-11) argues that power 

holders are constrained in the outcomes that they can realise. This is due to structural but also 

because outcomes are contributed to by multiple agents. Although Lukes and Hayward 

disagree on how responsibility can be identified and whether it is meaningful to do so, both 

agree that outcomes are the result of an interplay of multiple actors.  
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Figure 1 presents the different agents in the Khutsong case study who determined the nature 

of the housing outcome. They are the politicians, officials, contractors and community 

members. Although linkages and interplay between the role players were possible, the 

findings focussed on their interaction with the housing project. The role players each had a 

different interpretation and understanding of the project. The officials had relocation in mind, 

the contractors profit, the community members had socio-economic concerns and 

opportunities and the politicians public services and political opportunistic ideas. As the acted 

on their interpretations and it became successful it reinforced their interpretation and this 

contributed to the outcome which again confirmed or modified their interpretations. The 

outcome was not hegemonic but had multiple sides and differed depending from what actor’s 

perspective you look. 

 

Figure 1: The third dimension in the case study (Mupambwa, 2016:253) 

To interpret this housing project from a domination or uni-directional perspective is futile 

because it would not portray the reality of what happened correctly. This power dynamics 

with it fluidity and multiple directionality can now be theoretically evaluated.   

It is clear that as the pluralist theory presupposes various groups participated in the 

interpretation of the Khutsong housing scheme. However, only the town planners and 

councillors at local level were involved in the decision-making processes. Whereas the 

pluralist theory focuses on decision-making it is clear that it lacks the interpretive power to 

explain fully the housing politics in Khutsong. This theory states that the most powerful 

actors are the ones who can be observed to make the noticeable decisions. However, 

Khutsong demonstrates that decisions are only part of the outcome of a development. The 

way in which citizens and contractors manipulated the major project demonstrates that 

decisions cannot be absolutised in the local political arena. Sub-processes may determine 

Outcome 
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outcomes very unrelated to official decisions. This comes close to hyper-pluralism which 

involves diversity and an increased scope of organised interests, with a reduced capacity by 

public officials to control policy processes. Hyper-pluralism reveals correctly those policy-

making results from fragmented and unstable problem and policy contexts that are not pretty 

and underhand processes. Power is executed by several actors and groups and produces a 

unstable, complex and diverse and policy-making and execution processes. The political 

dynamics of the housing project in Khutsong represents this hyper-pluralism. 

The study clearly demonstrated that the power-elite theory is not applicable to describing city 

politics in Khutsong. The only elite who played a role in the housing project was the ANC 

with its interlinkages among local, provincial and national levels. The fact that the ANC 

controlled the decision-making mechanisms involved in the housing project on all three 

levels (even including the president) made it possible for the project to be realised on the 

scale it did. The broad ANC dominated structures were influential in socio-economic and 

political processes. However, even if this elite structure was instrumental in the planning and 

implementation of the housing project, the outcome was not fully in their control. Although 

the ANC could get esteem from the project, the manipulation thereof by the citizens and 

contractors added to very different interpretations and outcomes of the project as what was 

originally planned especially by the city planners. They were to a large extent side-tracked 

after the initial decisions on the project were made.  

Regime theory emphasises the collaboration between local governments and private business 

stakeholders in governing urban development projects. No active collaboration between 

private businesses and local government was revealed by this Khutsong study. The only way 

in which private business could play a role is that they passively resisted the idea of moving 

their properties from Khutsong. The local government did not even engage with them in this 

regard because resources were not available for such a movement and political will did not 

exist. The businesses also did not see any need for movement because they did not viewed 

the dolomite risks as dangerous enough for them to abandon their existing sites. The petrol 

and diesel tanks of a local filling station were for instance installed above ground to protect 

them from underground dolomite risks. The owner therefore viewed his property well 

protected from any risks in this regard. Due to the individualistic orientation of business 

owners and lack of forming alliances with local government, the regime theory is not viewed 

as useful for this study. The regime theory can rightfully be criticised for its lack of 

recognition on how grassroots groups like the citizens can influence urban political economy 

and that it focusses too much on the local level and do not recognise on the one hand the role 

of individualistic orientations and on the other hand the impact of provincial and national 

levels on the local politics. 

The point of departure of the Marxist theory that a small group accumulate capital at the 

expense of the working class was not salient in Khutsong. The project was planned and 

executed by government with contractors. Other than the contractors and citizens 

manipulating the project for general and limited capital gain, the study did not find the 

Marxist theory useful. This confirms Pickvance (1995:271-272) critique on Marxist thought 

that the state can autonomously promote local development. It does not need capitalists for 

this purpose. Again, due to the lack of a significant private-public partnership in the 

development of the housing project the regulation theory as a neo-Marxist approach was also 

found not useful.  

Surprisingly the public-choice perspective seems to explain the creative ways and stratagems 

that politicians, citizens and contractors use to maximising their own utility in the Khutsong 
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project as theorised by Brennan and Buchanan (1984). Individualistic and utilitarian 

initiatives for group or personal gain seem to overshadow the whole project. As stated in this 

theory, in Khutsong self-interest was a strong motivational force with ethical and moral 

principles secondary. Whereas the public-choice perspective argues that this means that the 

municipality must compete to deliver effective and efficient service delivery in a service 

delivery market place in which the best and cost-effective will succeed. In contrast the 

Khutsong project had more the character of looting due to the absence of a belief and 

hopefulness in sustainable socio-economic improvement. Due to this poor outlook on 

progress and possibilities a major government project is therefore used by parties to their self-

interest and not viewed primarily for the general social good.  

With regard to the feminist perspective it was clear that men and women suffer both but in 

many instances women were the most active in the community to make ends meets and the 

upkeep of the households. However, among the officials, councillors and citizens women 

played an important role in the interpretation of the community. It was not male dominated.  

From the above it can be concluded that the Khutsong housing project can be interpreted by 

hyper-pluralism, party hegemony and a negative public choice perspective. This housing 

project is therefore characterised a hegemonic intervention (ANC dominated and outcome 

specific) with a heterogenic outcome (self-interested action that transformed the hegemonic 

outcome to a diverse, unstable and pragmatic outcome). Although an uni-directional 

intervention may have a specific outcome in mind, the actions of the involved actors can 

change it to a multi-directional activity with a complex outcome incorporating shared, 

conflicting and restricted interests. 

8. Multi-directionality in the power debate 

The high tide of power as central topic in urban politics was from beginning of the 1950’s to 

the 1970’s. The focus was on determining choice-making agents and how they are 

responsible for place-shaping (Stone, 2012:12). The community power debate removed the 

idea that “the politics of place-shaping consists of anything so simple as elected officials 

translating the desires of citizens into policies that embody those desires. … business enjoy a 

special position because of its control of investment capital, but also its resources and 

position give it an inside post against which outsiders are little able to contend.” (Stone, 

2012:14) But in the 1980’s the debate fizzled away. It became clear that power is imbedded 

in a broader context and that outcomes can be the result of complicated processes. However, 

inequality, exclusion and the vulnerability of many city inhabitants kept the power debate 

simmering. This paper also contributes to this continuing debate. It evaluates the possibility 

of exclusion of people in the Khutsong housing project.  

 

Why should this be important and be studied? This is because power can negatively affects 

important moral values and people’s rights in a free society. C. Stone (2012:15) stated: 

“Durable relationships are the bedrock on which community power is exercised, and 

exclusion from those networks is a source of powerlessness. In bringing agency to light, I 

propose that such relationships, not particular individuals, be the main objects to keep in 

mind. Political agency does not mean action by disconnected individuals. Choices are made 

in a social context, and how relationships pervade the pursuit and foreclosing of choices is at 

the heart of the study of urban politics.” This is echoed by P. Ricoeur (1992:190) who argued: 

"Suffering is not defined solely by physical pain, nor even by mental pain, but by the 

reduction, even the destruction, of the capacity for acting, of being-able-to-act, experienced 

as a violation of self-integrity". And this is usually associated with the value of freedom 
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which is emphasised by the South African social contract, the Freedom Charter, which was 

adopted in 1955.  

In the power debate freedom is viewed as constrained by power: the more power A has the 

less freedom B is thought to possess and the less power A has the more freedom B has 

(Zimmerling, 2005:154). F. Oppenheim (2004) identified different kinds of constraints on 

social unfreedom and these differences are set out in Table 1. 

Table 1 Kinds of unfreedom and power 

Kinds of social unfreedom Types of power 

1. Factual action itself is banned. Power over factual action of agent. 

2. Action curtailed by motivational means. Power over agent’s mental situation. 

3. Action restricted by norms. Power as normative controller. 

 

The problem with this distinction by Oppenheim is that there seems to be a difference 

between the first and second kinds of social unfreedom and the third one. With the first two 

they clearly relates to power that can be understood as the capacity to make things happen 

that otherwise would not happen – the agent is controlled. But the third kind of unfreedom 

relates to the control of the normative environment and not directly of the agents. It is the 

normative environment that control the agents not power agents. And it is a debate whether 

the normative is not really making people free to act – it creates the room for free action. 

Without norms the space of freedom will be undefined.  

In view of this P. Pettit’s description of freedom makes more sense. He says that one agent 

interfere with another when the former intentionally acts in such a way as to either eliminate 

certain actions from the latter’s choice menu (prevention) or make them relatively less 

attractive (frustration). The latter can be realised by either disincentives, incentives, 

persuasion or by truthful information.(Zimmerling, 2005:200)  

In contrast K. Kristjánsson took moral responsibility as point of departure. He argues that an 

agent is free relative to another agent (and a certain action) if the latter is not morally 

responsible for any obstacle to the respective action (Zimmerling, 2005:215).  

The problem with these views is that it only views power as constraint and not power as 

building capacity and aiding groups. Morriss open this up by explaining that to be unfree is to 

be unable. This happens when the constraint on the ability is considered demeaning to the 

actor’s self-respect. Morris (2002:119) says that if one is unfree as well as unable it implies 

that one is insulted as well as injured. General agreement on what is a constraint that makes 

one unfree may be difficult because the idea stems a specific moral perspective on which 

people may differ (Morriss, 2002:122) 

In view of the above we can say that studying power in Khutsong from the perspective of all 

parties is a moral obligation and uni-directional zero-sum power must be critically evaluated 

if it exists. If not, then the freedom of affected parties must be revealed or their power to 

respond according to their own interests. C. Stone (2012:16-20) lists a number of elements 

that can be taken into account in a relational understanding of power and this is presented in 

Table 2. Although it is from a regime perspective, it is useful also for the Khutsong context. 

As Stone (2012:26) says: “Power is not an all-or-nothing phenomenon. Groups unable to 
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establish a priority agenda may nonetheless be able to negotiate significant concessions from 

those who can.”  

The intricacy of the urban situation and the resulting complexity of coalition formation may 

leave many categories of residents without the allies needed to have a voice in responding to 

change (Stone, 2012:20).  

Table 2 Elements to take into account in a relational understanding of power 

Elements Element description 

Policy direction Policy results from flow of decisions, actions and inactions. 

Scope of agency Policy scope impacted by unanticipated consequences.  

Decision processes Policy decisions determined by those with power to do so.  

Coalition-building, complexity 

and coalitions in place-shaping 
Policy result of conspiring.  

Choice in a multi-level setting Policy result of multilevel factors.  

Policies in complex bundles Policy is result of weighing complex choices.  

Relativising power Policy result of suppressing alternatives.  

Reaction to powerlessness  Policy formation excludes non-allies. 

 

The execution of the Khutsong housing project, in view of Table 2, was a result of a complex 

and multi-level policy decisions and implementation processes. The outcomes were quite 

unforeseen because alternatives were not strongly suppressed and strong allies were not 

formed. Because of this freedom to act existed for all parties and they had therefore room to 

influence the outcomes of the project within its implementation and administration. 

To explain this freedom two important factors can be highlighted namely the nature of its 

multilevel setting and the application of rules. Figure  2 presents Heinelt’s three worlds of 

democratic action (Heinelt, 2012:240).  
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Figure 2: The Three Worlds of Democratic Action (Heinelt, 2012:240) 

 

With regard to the Khutsong housing project the meta governing relates to the field which 

clarifies what problems are about and how they must be solved. In the context of Khutsong 

the Freedom Charter of 1955 stated: “all people shall have the right to live where they 

choose, be decently houses, and to bring up their families in comfort and security; unused 

housing space to be made available to the people, rent and prices shall be lowered …”. This 

social charter has an ideological character and thereby informs the expectation of people and 

specifically where a housing project presents itself as a possibility to realise these objectives. 

This social contract is not specific and motivates all role players to contribute to housing but 

leave room to the real interpretation thereof. In the second order governing is where policy 

and programmes is formulated. In many instances the public are not part of this governing 

which in the case of Khutsong led to the planning for relocation of Khutsong and the design 

of the new township without input by the local people. The result is that ownership of the 

project did not develop among the target group. This created room for them to manipulate to 

some extend the first order governing, the implementation, to their own interests. They forced 

contractors to use mainly local people as workers and blocked the relocation so that the 

project rather became an opportunistic housing expansion. Figure 2 also presents the 

interaction among these governing levels and it is their interaction that makes up an important 

part of power game in Khutsong.  

 

But E. Ostrom, R. Gardner and J. Walker (1994) make another point that is useful to take into 

account when evaluating multi-directionality in power as in the case of Khutsong. This has to 

do with the application of rules. If rules are strictly applied in the three levels of governing, as 

in authoritarian systems, then power tend to be uni-directional. But when rules are loosely 

applied the possibility of multi-directionality increases considerably. P. Peterson’s (1981) 

argues that power relations with regard to economic growth tends to be elitist and more 

closed than those concerning the allotment and delivery of city services. It can, therefore, be 

expected that in the redistribution of services rules may not be as strictly adhered to as with 

economic growth issues. Multi-directionality has therefore more scope in public service 

arenas. Ostrom, et al. (1994) identified a variety of conceptual rules that the holders of the 

rules can apply to get their will done. But already by describing the rules as conceptual 
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indicates the possibility of difference in interpretation. In addition the will to enforce the rules 

will determine how successful the rules will be in a power relationship and it is exactly this 

conceptualisation of rules and the will for enforcement that was in the Khutsong housing 

project the main area of powerplay. Table 3 presents the types of rules identified by Ostrom 

et al. (1994). 

 

Table 3 Types of rules 

Rules Description Khutsong setting 

Position rules  

 

The rules establish positions, responsibilities 

and formal power and assign them to 

participants.  

The positions and 

related responsibilities 

were not well-defined. 

Authority rules  

The rules determine the set of actions, 

rights, obligations, means and alternatives 

related to a particular position. 

Information rules  
The rules regulate which information should 

be available for which position holder. 

Boundary rules  
The rules regulate the entry and exit of 

actors. 

Aggregation rules  
The rules determine how decisions and 

contributions have to determine outcomes. 

The outcomes were not 

well-defined. 

Scope rules  
The rules stipulate possible outcomes and 

their relationships. 

Payoff rules  

The rules allocate benefits and costs of the 

interactions in the arena as well as of 

achieved outcomes. 

 

From Table 3 it is clear that rules can be powerful in the hands of power holders if they are 

clear and enforced. Then the freedom of subjects can be limited. But if the rules are not well-

defined and even ill-defined it limits the ability of those in power to exercise their power as in 

the case of Khutsong. From the planning of the project up to the allocation of houses the rules 

were not clear and rather political opportunistic. This led to the fact that the power exercise in 

the project cannot be described as uni-directional and acquiescing but rather as volatile, fluid 

and thereby multi-directional. 

 

The argument in this section is therefore that a study of how power impact on local people is 

necessary in a moral sense and it is important to understand the impact thereof at 

implementation level. In the Khutsong study it is clear that a simple uni-directional view of 

power is not useful to understand the power relationships. As a highly politicised community 

all parties involved in the housing project contribute to the nature of the complex outcomes 

thereof. Their choices and by implication freedom were extended by the housing project and 

each party actively contributed to it by attempting to incorporate its interests in the outcome. 

The relationship between freedom and power is therefore not so uni-directional as argued 

above. Within power relationships freedom can have different forms and normatively 
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speaking it does not necessarily have a direct negative relationship with power. However, the 

level of power exercise and the way in which rules are managed have direct implications for 

the scope of multi-directional power activity.  

  

9. Conclusion 

It is demonstrated in this article that the exercise of power is not necessarily uni-directional 

and a zero-sum. The eventual outcomes of a complex project with many stakeholders can 

differ widely from how the core role players in the project envisaged the outcomes of the 

project. Khutsong as a case study demonstrates this. The initial shaping of the members’ 

preference for the project was premised on the information of geological instability as well as 

the democratic promises for adequate housing for everyone. An expectation would be that the 

powerful will successfully obliterate any form of visible resistance through the internalisation 

of the risk aversion and sustainable settlements ideology, however, in Khutsong this was not 

the case as the constructions of varying interpretations and actions by different actors 

undermined the power positions of the core-role players. Eventually actors seized and 

directed the project outcomes towards differential group interests.  Actors do have the ability 

to alter power dynamics to multi-directional, fluid and volatile power relationships with 

complex outcomes when the level governing and rules management make it possible. 
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