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PREAMBLE 

The proposed project takes the form of a Women’s Empowerment 
Centre in the Bloemfontein CBD, situated in Harvey Road. The aim 
of this project is to establish a space with a sense of belonging for 
women in the masculine inner city. A space in which women’s 
(informal traders and urban dwellers) basic needs are catered for, 
while they conduct their trade and day-to-day activities.
My interest in this typology arose from observing the marginalised 
groups within the urban framework of the Bloemfontein CBD and 
contemplating the reason behind this marginalisation. Cities are 
places for opportunity, a receptacle for new social, cultural as 
well as economic strata.  Women journey daily from the rural to 
the urban area for better socio-economic opportunities,  in terms 
of their trade, and in order to provide for their families. However, 
women are more challenged in negotiating their place in the 
urban workplace purely because of their gender. This can be 
associated with the social identity of being male and female and 
the implications of superiority and inferiority relationships that exist 
between males and females in the South African urban context. 
Consequently, the research in this document focuses on gender 
and the city as well as thresholds in the city. Addressing these social 
and spatial theories will inform the proposed contribution to better 
urban place making.
The delimitation of the study is linked to the topology. To avoid being 
“another safe space” or women’s shelter but instead a space that 
celebrates the strength of these women, the proposal is aimed 
at  improving the existing spaces where the women conduct their 
trade, providing a space of safety for their children while they work 
and a space in which the essence of being a woman is uplifted 
and encouraged. 

		



Figure 1: Woman informal trader with baby (Moodley,P.2017: online ) - Graphics by: P. Mkhize 7
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INTRODUCTION

Over the years, the city has developed into a vessel, not only for 
palpable elements such as the building and the infrastructure, 
but also for abstract elements such as social and cultural strata. 
This layer advances the complexity to an urban environment 
that is constantly shuffling between various layers (including 
temporary and permanent activities) and scales which prevail 
within the context of the traditional structure of the city; 
modifying and adapting the urban context from within, on an 
everyday basis (Lootsma & Bots, 2003). This can be seen in the 
South African urban context through the layered complexities 
relating to the relationships between the informal traders, 
the taxis, the impromptu performers, the urban dwellers, the 
shop owners and the urban nomads.  These different social 
and cultural layers cultivate new tiers of meaning that range 
from ordinary to extraordinary, mutating the “ordinariness” 
of the city(Kelbaugh, 2005). In Bloemfontein particularily, this 
mutation of ordinariness, on a micro level,  can be seen in the 
phenomenon that is the way in which the women informal 
traders inhabit spaces that were never designed for them.

 Informal trading forms part of these layers. It is a transactional 
phenomenon which is made up of three main components; 
habits, creativity as well as context. It can be argued that 
informal trade links back to the very need for cities to exist in the 
first place - the exchange of goods that you cannot provide 
for yourself and therefore markets. The context component 
includes margins of power and politics in which informal traders 
function and disposition to act is restricted. These dispositions 
are referred to as habits. 

Dewey (2008) in (Sassen , S., Galvaan , R. & Duncan , M., 2018: 
28-33)  suggests that these habits are formed because of 
the context, influencing people’s everyday actions and their 
ability (or inability) to carry out those activities that identify with 
informal trading. Habits like the manner in which the traders set 
up, the methodology behind stocking up, negotiation of sale 
and the management of the trading logistics are creatively 
altered as to support agreeable transactions within the context 
(Cutchin, M., Aldrich, R., Baillard, A. & Coppola , S., 2008; 157 
-164). 

Obstructions that hinder successful engagement in informal 
trading includes informal traders’ limited skills set, the physical 
restraints that informal traders face daily, the saturated market 
resulting in high competition, the inadequacy of financial 
resources, the lack of structure in terms of their business 
infrastructure, crime and the inadequacy of political support. 
Due to the unfolding of the global Covid-19 pandemic and 
the strict lock down rules imposed in April, data suggests that 
31% of women informal traders were forbidden to conduct 
their trade thus resulting in loss of income for months on end 
(Rogan & Skinner , 2020).
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For women and black women specifically, this social structure 
develops a burden that has various angles. Having their employability 
status in the formal market confined increases the risk of occupational 
injustice for these women and lead to compromised well-being. 
They are forced into the informal economy due to their desperation 
for remuneration, the need  for survival, to take care or their families 
and their larger communities. These women operate in the survivalist 
market which includes the sales of food prepared on site, sweets, 
vegetables and services such as sewing, hairdressing and shoe 
repairs. This puts them at the risk of further marginalisation in terms 
of the options they have to generate an income as the competition 
grows in the informal market. Although they face all of these 
challenges. They are actively participating in the urban spaces as 
entrepreneurs  and  making the best of their circumstances, just 
based on the manner in which the inhibit space as shown ing figure 2.  

The proposed Women’s Empowerment Centre intends to offer  
women informal vendors ways of meeting their basic physical and 
mental needs and a platform for growth, where they can take 
ownership of space in the urban context. A building in which safety 
and security replaces the feelings of exclusion and marginalisation.
The proposed centre will include six main functions, namely; an 
informal trader’s business hub, a sewing development centre, a milk 
bank, self-defence workshops, temporary crisIs accommodation 
and a crèche. The building becomes a transitional space for the 
urban dweller (e.g. a woman who came to donate milk, woman 
who is need of accommodation or needs to be protected from 
an abusive situation, a woman who is keen to learn more business 
skills) and it is a dynamic space of belonging for the woman 
informal traders. The building also questions the notion that a 
building for women should have “gentle curves” and address 
femininity only in morphology as this building accommodates 
women whose circumstances and working conditions have forced 
them to be relentlessly tenacious in their pursuit, women who 
challenge the status quo daily in a system that is not in their favour. 



Figure 2: Empty women informal traders stalls (Mathobisa, K.2020) 13
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Figure 3 : Sibande , M.2009.  Sophie-Merica : Long live the dead queen 
series, mixed media installation. Photo by: H. Paton 15



16 Figure 4: Sibande , M.2009.  I put a spell on me : Long live the dead queen series, mixed media installation.
Photo by: H. Paton



Sophie

Mary Sibande, a South African artist, created a larger than 
life-size sculpture made in her likeness named Sophie. Sophie 
becomes a representation of the exploration of the female 
body in the post-apartheid era and the traumatic impact of 
these systems (Scheffer, A., du Preez, A. & Stevens , I., 2017: 
5-6) while rewriting the story of the legacy of the women who 
worked as domestic workers in Sibande’s lineage. Sibande 
makes use of the Black female body, a historically contested 
site to explore fantasies through Sophie’s closed eyes (Artsy.
net, 2013). By dressing Sophie in purple Victorian gowns and 
adorning her with delicate African beading work, Sibande 
questions the continued disempowerment of the female 
body and specifically domestic workers in the post-apartheid 
era. Sophie sheds new light on issues relating to injustice and 
ignorance that black women face (Guardian African networks, 
2014).

Through the hybridisation of the domestic clothing with the 
attire belonging to a Victorian lady, Sibande summons the 
mistress of the house, an authority which is inherently colonial, 
and the South African historical context from which the 
domestic servitude arises. According to Devereux (2014)  in 
(cited in Scheffer, et al., 2017: 15), Sibande makes use of the 
body as the main vehicle for articulating what could not be 
articulated properly otherwise.  The use of the colour purple is 
linked to the purple dye that was sprayed onto anti-apartheid 
protestors by police in Cape Town, in 1989. Taken directly from 
the Freedom Charter as a play on clause, the artwork “The 
people shall govern” by  Judy Ann Seidman (see figure 5) , 
Sibande uses the colour purple in the context of the protest 
and highlighting it as a colour of privilege – a connotation 
relating directly to the royalty of England who wore purple 
when meeting important guests. 

Sibande states that she is attempting to make use of 
the privilege that has been granted to her by those 
who fought for it. The ambiguity of the use of the colour 
purple, lies in its suggestion of governance on the one 
hand a “mark to be arrested” the other (Scheffer, et al., 
2017: 11).  

The ambiguity of Sophie is that she is this big woman 
who towers over the viewer with a sense authority, yet 
there is a vulnerability about her once the viewer gets 
up close. Sophie influenced the choice of topic in that 
when viewing the sculpture, it appears to be towering 
over the viewer and reclaiming power purely through 
posture and imagination, which the viewer can see 
outwardly. Power somewhat lies in posture and this 
artwork inspired the notion of not only questioning how 
the woman informal traders in the CBD are viewed 
or depicted but how empowerment can adjust their 
posture and positioning in their workplace.

Black women, from their bodies to their hair are politically 
contested in the same manner the built environment 
is not neutral or without reference to power, bodies or 
entrenched social norms. For centuries, architecture 
has been used as a medium to display authority and 
oppression, the proposal aims divert this ancient 
order and use architecture as a means to celebrate 
the oppressed. Recognizing the capabilities, existing 
hierarchies, fault lines and vulnerabilities in the context 
of the inner city, in the physical but also in the social 
environment.
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18 Figure 5: Seidman , JA.1982. The People Shall Govern !, screen print in black and brown on white wove paper. 
Photo by: Art Institute Chicago
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20 Figure 6: Informal Trader Women carrying babies 
on their backs (Alfers,, 2018:online)



PROBLEM STATEMENT 

The Bloemfontein CBD has become a receptacle 
of a diverse community due to rapid urbanisation. 
Bloemfontein’s first considerable urbanisation period 
resulted in the number of residents in the city to increase 
ten times the original number, between 1890 and 1904.  
The inflow was a result of the construction of the Cape-
Johannesburg railway, that goes through Bloemfontein 
and the Anglo-Boer war that thousands of labourers from 
white farms taking refuge in the refugee camps which 
were situated in Bloemfontein (Chobokoane & Horn, 2015 
:15-17). 

The continued disregard for the basic needs of the women 
informal traders call for a new urban typology. As more 
and more women are setting up informal enterprises, 
the built environment is fundamental to how they are 
economically and socially positioned in comparison to 
their male counterparts. The objective of the proposed 
space is to create an architecture of ownership and 
belonging for the women of the CBD.  A microcosm that 
reflects the assemblage of ever-evolving urban identity 
of the city. 

A transitional catalyst of self-improvement, inclusion and 
a space that celebrates women in the male-dominated 
CBD.  The progression of the Bloemfontein CBD requires 
the adaptation of the existing infrastructure. This building 
serves as a vehicle of awareness against Gender Based 
Violence and failure to account for these women will 
result in continued marginalization and disregard. Thus, 
this building aims to provide great visibility to the women in 
the informal trade market while considering the prevalent 
socio-economic context.

Figure 7: Woman adjusting her food items to sell (Mathobisa ,K.2020)21
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HYPOTHESIS

The urban environment is open to negotiation, contestation, 
resistance and change. Moreover, spaces are defined 
by the past, present and the future.   An architecture of 
empowerment calls for the amplification of the women’s 
voices. It is hypothesized that a new architectural type will be 
formulated for an urban space in which the multiple needs of 
everyday activities of women in the CBD are acknowledged 
and through that, they are empowered. A microcosm that 
relates back to the existing cultural norms of the city while 
amplifying women’s voices.  

Figure 8: Woman selling food items at local market (Penny, J.2020: 
online)
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24Figure 9: Railway sign showing miles between Bloemfontein and CapeTown adapted by author. 
(Pivnic, H.L.1969:online)



HISTORICAL PREMISE 
INTRODUCTION
 
Only recently, within the last three or four decades, has the role 
of women in the history of South Africa been acknowledged. 
The history relating to the political organizations led by women, 
fighting oppression through protests for their freedom, for 
their rights and critically, for gender equality was for the most 
part disregarded in the history texts. Clarification is necessary 
how women, in South Africa, have been rendered “invisible”. 
Considering all racial/cultural groups, South African society was 
largely patriarchal. Authority in society was carried by men and 
the women were considered to be adjuvant. Women’s primary 
responsibility was raising the children and taking care of the 
family. According to societal standards, matters outside of the 
home didn’t concern them as that was the male’s territory. 
Working beyond the confines of their homes was acceptable 
but it was not advised and it wasn’t considered “feminine”. 
Nonetheless, due to the development of the industrial economy, 
the expansion of the town and the progression of the labour 
system of migrants, these societal roles for women became 
irrelevant (South African History Online, 2020).

In 1898 women took a stand against these passes for the first 
time. However, after the Anglo-Boer war in 1902, the movement 
was taken over by all-male political organization. The Free State 
was considered the only province (in the newly formed Union 
of South Africa) that required female Africans and “coloureds”, 
from the township to carry an urban residential pass when 
accessing urban spaces.

For over 10 years, the Orange Free State Native Vigilance 
Association (and once established, South African Natives 
National Congress – SANNC) and the African Political 
Organization (APO) which was based in Cape Town ‘coloured’ 
community at the time, sent petitions regularly to the authorities 
varying from the mayor of Bloemfontein to the King of England 
requesting the abolition of women’s passes. In 1910, an Act of 
Union was declared, that stipulated that only the parliament 
in Cape Town could amend that law. With the establishment 
of the SANNC I 1912, came a new hope for the movement 
to abolish the women’s passes.   Having had a conference 
in Bloemfontein, African political leader from the different 
provinces of the country became familiar with this local issue in 
which some of the local women (who were fighting the cause) 
were mainly hostesses and caterers.  The motivation for the 
women to take the matters into their own hands was instigated 
by one of the people that was present at this meeting, 
Charlotte Manye Maxeke, who was the first black female South 
African University graduate and a SANNC executive member. 
Two months after the meeting in Bloemfontein, women had 
drafted a petition and had collected five thousand signatures   
protesting the women’s passes (Wells, 1983). A group of 6 
women ventured out to Cape Town where they were   hosted 
by Walter Rubusana, who was a black veteran political figure. 
There, they stated their case and   presented the petition to the 
Minister of Native Affairs, who at the time was H. Burton. Burton 
assured the women that the action would be taken regarding 
the elimination of the passes.
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‘Striijdom, you have tampered with the women, you 
have struck a rock, You will be crushed!’ (The Daily Vox 
Team, 2018).

Despite the assurance that the women received from Burton, a 
year later no changes had been in the manner that the pass 
laws were imposed, resulting in the women taking much stronger 
action in the protests. The passive resistance eventually escalated 
the pass arrests in May 1913. The women held a meeting on the 
29 May 1913 where the women pledged to stop carrying their 
passes and asserted their willingness to bear imprisonment. They 
set out on a clamorous march to the centre of town in which they 
tore up their passes in the face of the police and a week later, 
the mayor agreed to cease further arrests so that an investigation 
into the matter could take place. Two weeks after the mayor had 
addressed the women, the township police went against the 
mayor’s word and arrested a woman for not having her pass with 
her (South African History Online, 2020). 

A physical altercation broke out between the police men and 
groups of angry women. Thirty women were arrested that day and 
were served with two months’ imprisonment sentence and further 
punished with hard labour in astounding circumstances. Other 
women continued to disregard the pass laws for the remainder 
of the year and received considerably shorter sentences. These 
events led to the woman deciding to no longer rely on the SANND 
AND APO for assistance and created their own organizational 
support called Orange Free State Native and Coloured Women’s 
Association to raise funds to assist the accused and their families 
to campaign for the cause to the community. 

Figure 10: Women’s march against pass laws (Walker, T.1956: 
online)



Understanding that the preeminent authority that is 
able to make a change in the Free State was situated 
in Cape Town, they looked to concerned white women 
for support. In Winburg, white women supported through 
their own march standing in agreement with the black 
women (Wells, 1983).

Another prominent stimulus for the campaign came 
through the local newspaper coverage of the actions of 
the British suffragettes in 1912 and 1913, as their move-
ment had become particularly aggressive, resulting in 
cruel imprisonment and force feeding. This had a big 
impact on the black women in Bloemfontein who con-
tinuously articulated their willingness to be detained and 
even die for the cause if necessary. Amongst the wom-
en in the Orange Free State, supporters and activists of 
the movement, a blue ribbon came to signify their sup-
port of the movement. They were even nicknamed “our 
local black suffragettes’ by the white press”. In 1913, 
through the OFS Women’s Association, the women were 
able to gain significant media attention which persuad-
ed the Union government officials in Cape Town, thus 
resulting in their victory. The effect was the alleviation of 
firmness regarding the pass law enforcement and even-
tually, women were liberated from the pass law on a 
national basis in 1923 (Wells, 1983).

Figure 11: Twenty thousand brave women in 1956 protesting the apartheid 
pass laws. (Randburgsun, 1956: online)
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CONCLUSION

Although women had overcome the pass law act, 
they still faced significant trials in post-apartheid South 
Africa characterized by growing economic disparity. 
Presently, the economic conditions of South Africa 
have deteriorated resulting in growing unemployment, 
poverty and inequality. Acknowledgement of the 
contribution of women to the political freedoms 
that exist today, calls for the realization that their 
participation in the informal labour market equally 
holds much significance and as women, they need 
spaces where they do not fear the possibility of 
violence against them. (Mabilo, 2018)
Even though gender activism has taken deliberate 
action to achieve equality in the labour market, 
women have become progressively polarised on the 
socio-economic lines. According to Mabilo (Mabilo, 
2018), the feminisation of labour rhetoric has been 
greatly optimized through female empowerment as 
well as socio-economic development, resulting in 
more women than men infiltrating the labour market 
since the mid-1900s. Due to this rhetoric, belief that 
more women are entering the formal labour market, is 
obscuring the reality that an increased involvement of 
women in the informal labour market has corresponded 
with the depreciation of the informal market and 
activities. 

Mabilo believes that over the last two decades, gender 
activism in South African has led to the progression of 
equality in the formal labour market. However, amongst 
women, particularly black women, equal participation 
in terms of the paid labour force is still to be attained. 
In the Bloemfontein urban context, women informal 
traders are increasingly polarised, socio-economically.

This has been evident through the management of the pandemic with 
regards to these women who became even more vulnerable as they 
had barely enough support from the government in this global crisis.  
Though architecture cannot solve these inequalities and the global 
pandemic, the proposed Women’s Empowerment Centre provides a 
support structure for the women informal traders. A physical and emo-
tional envelope where the women can go and acquire assistance 
when they are vulnerable. 

 Figure 12:  Remembering the voices of the women in the pass laws 
march (Walker, T.1956: online)



THEORETICAL EXPLORATION AND GROUNDING 

Influences of the site, context and its parameters are explored 
by means of micro and macro site analysis. Investigation into 
suitable precedents and theoretical research to inform the 
design will be presented in this section.
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RATIONALISING MARGINALISATION OF WOMEN 
IN INFORMAL TRADE POST-APARTHEID (SITUATING 
THE INVESTIGATION) 
 
In 2003, South Africa’s formal work sector faced a 26.5% 
national unemployment rate (Devey , R., Skinner, C. & 
Valodia, I., 2003:21). In 2012 it was recorded that 2.1 
million South Africans were working in the informal 
trade industry(Statistics South Africa, 2013: online). 
1.2 million were men and 875 000 were women but 
given that there is unrecorded informal trade, the rate 
is estimated to be 28%(Devey, et al., 2003: online). 
By 2019/2020 it is recorded that the unemployment 
rate is  29,1% (Business Insider South Africa , 2020 ).  
Informal trade, also known as street trade, is a growing 
phenomenon that is said to be one of the biggest sub-
classification of informal work in South Africa. The act of 
informal trading includes, supplying goods and services 
for monetary gain in a public space. These informal 
traders are essentially being additionally displaced 
into marginal income-generating alternatives due to 
the growing competition within the informal economy 
(Roever & Skinner , 2016). Street trade takes place in 
spaces that are unguarded and exposed, making 
traders vulnerable to injury, 
theft and illness (Rolfe, R., Ligthelm, . A. & Guimarães, 
P., 2011: 65).   In Bloemfontein this is evident the manner 
in which the informal traders store their belongings as 
shown if figure 13 and the increase in the number of 
informal traders in comparison to before the lockdown, 
in March (The Conversation , 2020).

Figure 13: The manner in which women informal traders store their 
belongings (Mathobisa,2020)



Informal  traders  in the CBD generally face socio-economic, 
political and basic restriction that act as limitations to the 
growth of their businesses and providing sustenance for their 
families (Roever & Skinner, 2016).  In addition to experiencing 
maltreatment by law officials and vandalization of their 
property, informal traders also have limited communication with 
government, their rights are not protected, their voices are not 
considered when decisions regarding street trade regulations 
are made and they do not have the security of ownership in the 
space where the trade is conducted (Alfers, L., Xulu, P., Dobson, 
R. & Hariparsad, S., 2016: 271-288).  Socio-economic obstructions 
such as the poor growth and progression of the informal trade 
industry, the excessive competition amongst the traders and 
the formal business due to the saturated market and the lack 
of basic financial literacy are other factors that keep informal 
traders from progressing. Moreover, the working conditions of 
the informal traders are considered to be precarious because 
they are constantly relocated to spaces that are not beneficial 
in terms of trading (Roever & Skinner, 2016).
Gender issues in South Africa’s informal economy have been 
somewhat overlooked as gender is not often used as variable and 
the focus lies predominantly on the household (Magidimisha & 
Gordon, 2015 ). However, 42 % of street traders are black women 
who have been forced into the informal economy due to socio-
economic pressures. A considerable body of literature has taken 
into account the presence of women and an exploration into 
why women are likely to work in the informal trade (Statistics 
South Africa , 2018).  

Gender issues in South Africa’s informal economy have 
been somewhat overlooked as gender is not often used as 
variable and the focus lies predominantly on the household 
(Magidimisha & Gordon, 2015 ). However, 42 % of street traders 
are black women who have been forced into the informal 
economy due to socio-economic pressures. A considerable 
body of literature has taken into account the presence of 
women and an exploration into why women are likely to work 
in the informal trade (Statistics South Africa , 2018).  

Women face gender-specific barriers in the informal industry, 
specifically in Bloemfontein, absence of toilet facilities near 
the trading the areas, absence of baby changing areas, 
absence of pause spaces for resting, etc. which emphasises 
their disadvantaged position when being compared to 
men (Tsikata, 2009). The various dimensions of inequality 
experienced by women have not only exposed the deep-
rooted prejudice in authority and advantage between men 
and women but have situated women in additional under 
modern capitalism. Under this modern capitalism, the informal 
trade industry is seen as inferior in the market continuum. Thus 
women are situated at the intersection between production 
and reproduction which is a defective stand (Mabilo, 2018: 
online).
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Figure 16: Illustration showing the different townships the vendors 
come from and mode of transport (Mathobisa, 2020)

Figure 14: Urbanisation levels per province and for South Africa 
(Kok & Collinson, 2006: online)

Figure 15: South Africa’s historical urbanisation trends 
(1904-2001) (Kok & Collinson, 2006: online)



Figure 17: The story of Thandiswa, the woman informal trader (Moodley, P.2017: online) Graphics by: P. Mkhize
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GENDER AND SPACES IN THE CITY

Aromaa and Heiskaken(2002) have defined spaces 
as places of contact that are shaped by the past, 
present and future (Aromaa & Heiskanen, 2002). 
Constituted by embodied experience, Massey 
goes further to say space has an effect on social 
relations and vice versa, using the illustration of 
mobility in a space and the characteristics between 
private and public which have been gendered as 
customary identities for males and females (Massey, 
1994). In agreement, Löw (2006) adds that space is 
a projection of our deepest being (conscious and 
unconscious beliefs). Gender and space, in a similar 
manner, are a temporary product resulting from 
attribution and arrangement that creates forms and 
emulates structures. Gender and space echo the 
social customs of everyday lived experience. In the 
capitalist system, patriarchy is used to manipulate 
hierarchies of power. In this system, women are 
seen as the weakest social component as they 
are, to an extent, oppressed by the economy and 
social customs. The house and the city reflect this 
oppression. The house serving as reflection of where 
women belong and the city serves as a historical 
reflection of where they were prohibited from being, 
according to the patriarchal capitalist system (Löw, 
2006). Goffman (1979) adds that spaces mirror social 
networks and the moment that space is defined and 
shaped, it ceases to become impartial and applies 
its own influence (Goffman, 1979).

 



SOCIAL JUSTICE AND FEMINISM 
SOCIAL JUSTICE 

Social justice is a highly contested concept. There is barely 
any agreement with regards to solidarity, equality or liberty 
in the extensive literature that has spawned the concept of 
social justice. “common good” is the cornerstone upon which 
social justice is built. Some argue that social justice should be 
advocated for on the basis that society can improve common 
good without violating individual liberties. Others emphasise 
social justice as a reflection of fairness in terms of basic rights 
and responsibilities, economic opportunities and social state of 
affairs. Consequentially, three main ideas are generated: legal 
justice which speaks to what people owe society, commutative 
justice which relates to the scope of citizenry obligations citizens 
owe to one another and distributive justice which is concerned 
with what society owes citizens individually (Davis, 2020).

Amartya Sen (2009) argues that reasoning is the essential factor 
to grasping justice in a world that accommodates so much 
‘unreason’. Due to the amount of ‘unreason’ in our world, reason 
is particularly important. Sen goes further to state that reason 
can however not be used as a mechanism that diagnoses 
injustice. Injustice has proven to be complicated and insidious 
and in the same way, there are a variety of notions indicating 
that justice is anything but clear-cut. The evasion of justice with 
reason doesn’t come from the irate activists but rather from the 
placid authoritarians of justice and structure.

According to Rawl’s theory (cited in Sen 2009:54),” justice is 
fairness”, the basis of fairness can be defined in a variety of 
diverse ways but the main aspect is to bypass prejudice, through 
observing and taking the concern of others into consideration 
without considering personal interest or prejudices. Principally it 
can be considered as an appeal for impartiality (cited in Sen, 
2009: 54). Rawl (cited in Sen 2009) addresses the question of how 
people can comply with one another in a society regardless of 
having to contribute to dogmas that are opposed to thorough 
comprehension. This is achievable when the society shares the 
same beliefs regarding justice which becomes a foundation on 
which deliberations can take place. According to Sen (2009:60), 
justice can be achieved when decisions are made fairly and 
rationally, as soon as a decision is biased, partiality is generated. 
Justice can however not be addressed on an institutional level 
and people have their own ethical values and make their own 
decisions based on what they believe to be right and wrong (Sen, 
2009:63).

35



36

The Constitution of South Africa boldly presents a vision that can 
only be interpreted as a type of social-democratic governance 
for South Africa. The core component of the system of 
governance laid out in the Constitution is made up of the crucial 
duty of the state to provide citizens, particularly poor citizens, 
with social goods and services. It is certainly evident that the 
history of South Africa has put a strain on the construction of a 
democratic society. The modification of the mining and industrial 
revolutions by the colonial dispossession after 1910, resulted in 
rigid forms of marginalisation and exclusion being integrated 
into the law. In 1948, legislation and social control evolved into 
a more detrimental form, defining the South African society until 
1994. Hence the history capitalist advancement and the steep 
levels of inequality are inevitably related (Davis, 2020).

In present times in comparison to the ambition of the Constitution, 
South Africa is not nearly where it should be, relating to the 
Constitution. The Constitution was created to “heal the divisions 
of the past and, establish a society based on democratic 
values, social justice and fundamental human rights” (The 
Department of Justice and Constituional Development , 2017 
).  Section 9 of the equality clause states that equality is made 
up of full and equal advantage of the entirety of the rights and 
responsibilities. With this being said, the rights stipulated in the 
Constitution including the right to safe and healthy working 
conditions, water, food, social security, health care services as 
well as education have not been met for the women informal 
traders in the Bloemfontein CBD. After 26 years, it is safe to say 
that poverty, inequality and joblessness are still prevalent today. 
However, the lack of basic rights outlined above has gotten 
worse during this time (Davis, 2020).

The Bloemfontein CBD reflects an immeasurable failure of the 
Constitution to protect the rights of the woman informal traders. 
This can be observed in the limited skill sets, the lack of basic 
infrastructure for their businesses, the lack of basic resources 
such as water and the poor political support (Sassen , et al., 
2018) which has been reiterated throughout the COVID-19 
pandemic. The proposed building aims to unite these women 
despite their many differences relating to nationality, types of 
sales, background, etc. through focusing on the foundational 
belief that these women all have basic needs that are not 
currently being met, which will be accommodated within 
and around the building. This urban revolution will result in the 
beginning of social justice for the women of the Bloemfontein 
CBD.



FEMINISM

Social justice elements of feminism are not far removed 
therefore, according to Beasley (1999:8), the notion of 
feminism is complex and doesn’t have a singular definition. 
Thus for the purpose of this argument, the definition by 
Delmar will be used. Delmar (cited in Burn 2005:20) has 
defined feminism as “an active desire to change women’s 
position in society” through challenging and eliminating the 
systems that are used to keep women in the lower class in 
terms of authority and status. Thus feminists want women to 
be recognized as equal to their male counterparts.

Feminist theories relate to various systems relating to life 
experiences from women’s perspectives. Theories pertaining 
to feminism are aimed at re-establishing how women are 
perceived in society, from being perceived as objects 
to being perceived as subjects with particular emphasis 
on women’s lives. This includes the various relations and 
experiences within their diverse communities, portraying the 
“social world of women” (Lengerman & Niebrugge, 2007: 
454). For this argument, Liberal feminism and Post-modern 
feminism will be discussed. 

Figure 18: Illustration of woman (Bompadre, 2018: online)
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LIBERAL FEMINISM

Liberal feminism, as one of the core theories of 
feminism, addresses the prejudices that are evident 
between men and women. Women (especially in the 
rural areas where many informal traders reside), tend 
to be overlooked when it comes to accessing material 
resources, opporatunities and social status. Liberal 
feminism places emphasis on women’s rights and 
advocates for equal treatment for men and women. In 
the informal trader’s industry, these inequalities include 
women not always being able to pick the best spots for 
them to conduct their trade and having to settle for the 
“unwanted spots”, women’s basic sanitary needs not 
being met, men being able to urinate wherever they 
please and men having no regard for the pedestrians 
or some of the informal traders when driving the taxis, 
etc.  It is fundamental to note that these inequalities 
are instigated by the way society is built and are not 
determined by biological or personality differences 
between men and women. 

The South African government has enforced legislation 
that advocates equality between men and women 
but these policies have not been able to abolish the 
inequality adequately
 (Goetz, 1998: 242; McEwan, 2000:75).

Because informal trade, as a whole, has been criminalised, women 
who work in informal trade witness the worst of this development 
as opposed to their male counterparts as they render the women 
powerless and even more vulnerable in their circumstances. 
In addition, since most of these women have limited skills and 
education, they have often taken advantage of (Masenya, 2015).

The proposed Women’s Empowerment Centre aims to promote 
opportunities for women to have first preference for the spaces they 
choose to conduct their trade, offer spaces that cater to women’s 
basic sanitary needs, assist the women with financial literacy skills 
and funding, and offer the women emotional, physical and mental 
support on the case of gender-based violence cases. Additionally 
to provide, the women a space where their  children can be cared 
for while their mothers or grandmothers conduct their trade, and a 
space where women can learn to protect themselves physically. 



POST-MODERNISM FEMINISM

However, the argument that feminism presents, is that 
women all around the world do not share the exact 
same struggles as was referred to in previous approaches 
to feminism. Post-modernism feminism is opposed to 
unifying women with a singular voice because of the 
differences in race, class, sexual orientation and ethnicity 
(Braidotti, 2003:202-203). Thus the notion of “sisterhood” 
cannot be assumed on a gender basis because women 
don’t universally face the same challenges. Emphasis is 
placed on the fact that women are different, thus facing 
different challenges and responding to those challenges 
differently. (Lengerman & Niebrugge, 2007: 1678; Inglis, 
2012 : 246 -247; Burn, 2005: 4). Within the context of South 
Africa, poor “Black” women are faced with different 
challenges in comparison to middle and upper class 
black women. The informal trader women are unified by 
the fact that they work in the informal trade industry and 
therefore face similar struggles. Additionally, they share 
similar struggles linked to the Bloemfontein CBD. 

Informal trading women are forced to be fierce in their pursuit for 
their own and their family’s livelihood. They do not work in ideal 
circumstances and they are looked down upon by their male 
counterparts. They are therefore expected to put up a façade 
that conceals their femininity to conform to the standard of their 
work environment. This fact is used as a design methodology, the 
proposed building corresponds with the architectural industrial and 
heritage languages of the urban environment but the interior, the 
building is delicately designed to celebrate femininity. 

Figure 19-28 shows precedents and feel that is intended for the 
interior of the proposed building. 
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SOCIAL JUSTICE AND FEMINISM IN TERMS OF INFORMAL 
TRADERS 

In the South African context, across different cultural groups, society 
is still dominated by patriarchal ideologies, which consider men to 
have the highest level of authority. More often than not, women are 
demoted to an inferior position. Women who do business in informal 
trade are often exposed to various systems and various types of 
oppression (racial profiling, patriarchy, xenophobia relating to non-
South African women and exploitation that is class-based) while 
having to work in insecure conditions. 

The social functions of the city can be compartmentalized in two 
main principles. Namely, a system that is used to place informal 
traders’ occupations within a parameter of private vs public and 
order vs chaos dichotomy and the second principle is the notion 
of “commoning”; which relates to an emphasis being placed on 
how the users of the spaces in the city, being the informal traders, 
take control and appropriate the space in their day-to-day social 
interactions. The main aim of promoting and implementing social 
justice in the city is to further expose and challenge the deep-rooted 
patriarchal system.  The purpose of promoting and implementing 
social justice in the context of the Bloemfontein CBD Is to expose 
and question the ingrained patriarchal system (Coggin, 2018).

The purpose of the proposal is not to “cure” the Bloemfontein 
CBD of its informality through the introduction of a 
comprehensive, articulate order but rather to address the 
fundamental social issue at hand – inequality, which is the 
fact that women informal traders in the CBD experience social 
injustice by their male counterparts as the Bloemfontein CBD 
is notably masculine. Thus it is important to acknowledge and 
act on this inequality. 
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THEORIZING GENDER AND THE CITY

One of the clearest views regarding gender is when Bondi said 
“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 everyday practices 
that characterise and constitute cities and city life.” (Bondi, 2005: 
4) 
Gender doesn’t dwell exclusively in the human body, it is instead 
a crossing between the human body and the environment that 
it is surrounded by. Jacqueline Tivers (1985) argues cities are a 
hostile environment for women as they have been designed 
by men, for men to make use of (Tivers, 1985). When analysing 
everyday life realities of gender in the city, it has been observed 
that women are viewed as a homogenous category, in that there 
are commonalities in their experiences in different cities (Bondi, 
2005).

Although Bondi’s view is relevant, in my opinion, even though 
there are commonalities in the experiences of the women, 
women cannot be viewed as a homogenous category. The 
functions of the proposed Women’s Empowerment Centre were 
generated based on the commonalities of the experiences of the 
women however, it doesn’t mean that all the women will have 
the need to use all the functions (e.g women without children 
wouldn’t make use of the crèche and the milk bank but would 
perhaps need to make use of the temporary accommodation 
and the self defense workshops). Thus women cannot be viewed 
as a homogenous category. 

Cities offer an opportunity for the dominant norms to be 
confronted, amended and adapted as the embodied essence 
and experiences are not duplicated according to these norms. 
Cities offer complex, constantly changing and geographically 
patterned pressures as well as the potentiality for the 
embodiment of gender. They are not inherently oppressive or 
emancipating for women. The city is a scale onto which gender 
and gender disparities are constantly spatialized (Bondi, 2005). 

Gender is an aspect of embodied identity and can therefore 
be recognized as a system of organisation in societies, existing 
beyond the experiences and actions of individuals’. Addressed 
in this manner, gender becomes a social relation that forms 
the structure, functioning and governance of the city. Gender 
is then located in the spaces that men and women occupy, 
and these spaces develop in accordance with the system 
of organization. In this manner, gender is experienced as an 
external factor surpassing the identities and actions of individuals 
while structuring how urban societies function. Not by imposing 
a singular constant gender order but by way of a dynamic 
interaction between multiple social relations, influencing the 
embodied experiences of individuals (male and female) in the 
city (Bondi, 2005).
 



Emphasizing the experience that women have of the city, Rose 
(cited in Bondi 2005:6) illustrates an ambiguity in which women 
in the city are “prisoners and exiles” at the same time, confined 
in oppressive, dominating spaces but simultaneously being able 
to access legitimate positions in the same spaces. However, the 
acknowledgement is made that this ambiguous position can 
be used to the women’s advantage, as women are then given 
the opportunity to redefine femininity in the city. In other words, 
an alternative way of thinking can be adopted which could 
encourage new divergent social relations that gender could 
pick up on (Bondi, 2005). 

Gender is made up of various layers of complexity making 
it incomprehensible for  analysis given that it is constantly 
remodelled at various scales (e.g. marital laws of the government, 
personal life changing circumstances, gender binarism, etc.). 
There is a rising discrepancy regarding how everyday rights in 
the city are arranged and the actual lived experience of the 
marginalized urban dwellers (Amin, 2013: online). The gendered 
experience within spacial practices in the city can be exposed 
by focusing on the everyday life that is negotiated (de Carteau, 
1984). The act of negotiating space in the city can be traced 
back to the early industrial city in which the demand for the right 
to equality causes tension with individuals coexisting in the same 
space. Women and other minority groups have faced immense 
opposition when claiming space in cities (Wilson, 1991). This is 
evident in the pass laws protests, in 1913,  that were an major 
act of transgression.
 

However, through consciously practising boldness, women 
negotiate space for themselves and through this established 
practice, women encourage other women to claim space and 
establish rituals within the city. According to Maksudyan(2014), in 
this regard, women are both empowered and victimized in the 
urban environment (Maksudyan, 2014). One of the goals of the 
proposed Women’s Empowerment Centre is to assist women in 
claiming their space in the city and to establish these rituals and 
reinforce their belonging in the city.

The act of negotiating space in the city can be traced back to the 
early industrial city in which the demand for the right to equality 
causes tension with individuals coexisting in the same space.  
However, through consciously practising boldness, women 
negotiate space for themselves and through this established 
practice, women encourage other women to claim space and 
establish rituals within the city. According to Maksudyan(2014), in 
this regard, women are both empowered and victimized in the 
urban environment (Maksudyan, 2014). One of the goals of the 
proposed Women’s Empowerment Centre is to assist women in 
claiming their space in the city and to establish these rituals and 
reinforce their belonging in the city . 
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To expand on how hierarchies in the city are a challenge, 
Louikatou-Sideris and Ehrenfeucht (2009:86) analyse the 
sidewalk as a space for contestation and negotiation. 
Historically, suffragettes would use the sidewalk as a space 
to protest in efforts to get male attention for the. The sidewalk 
becomes a space in which social hierarchies are challenged 
and group acts overlap with individual acts of opposition, a 
complex and often-overlooked space where “hierarchies 
are both upheld and challenged”(Loukaitou-Sideris & 
Ehrenfeucht, 2009:86). These sidewalk politics are echoed in 
the way female and male informal traders occupy space, 
and specifically the sidewalk while conducting trade in the 
city. 
 

To expand on how hierarchies in the city are a challenge, 
Louikatou-Sideris and Ehrenfeucht (2009:86) analyse the 
sidewalk as a space for contestation and negotiation. 
Historically, suffragettes would use the sidewalk as a space 
to protest in efforts to get male attention for the. The sidewalk 
becomes a space in which social hierarchies are challenged 
and group acts overlap with individual acts of opposition, a 
complex and often-overlooked space where “hierarchies 
are both upheld and challenged”(Loukaitou-Sideris & 
Ehrenfeucht, 2009:86). These sidewalk politics are echoed in 
the way female and male informal traders occupy space, 
and specifically the sidewalk while conducting trade in the 
city. 
 

Figure 29: Suffragettes protesters on the sidewalk (Wikimedia 
commons, 1916: online)



CONCLUSION
 
Everyday rituals practised in the city as well as the rights to the 
city uncover the tensions that emerge from static perspectives 
of the city. Irigaray(1985) investigates the notions of diversity 
that is synonymous with equality, considering not only gender 
differences but also impartiality and logic. Irigaray goes further 
to state that Eurocentric culture and discourse is established on 
one notion of impartiality and gender is a traditional doctrine in 
which the male is favoured. Primarily, women are understood in 
terms of men, women’s differentiations are regarded as shortfall 
when being compared to the “completeness of man”. Dismissing 
the notion of equality and gender, similarity and equality and 
suggesting that these classifications depend on differences in 
sexuality and therefore women are continually regarded in an 
inferior stance, as though equality with men is achievable when 
women, as a matter of fact, are different (Irigaray, 1985:35).

Sylvia Plath conveyed a woman’s desire beautifully when 
she said “Yes my consuming desire is to mingle with the road 
crews, sailors and soldiers, barroom regulars – to be a part of 
a scene, anonymous, listening, recording – all this is spoiled by 
the fact that I am a girl, a female always supposedly in danger 
of assault and battery. My consuming interest in men and their 
lives is often misconstrued as a desire to seduce them, or as an 
invitation to intimacy. Yes, God I want to talk to everybody as 
deeply as I can. I want to sleep in an open field, to travel west, 
to walk freely at night” (goodreads, 2020: online). Even though 
Plath said this in a different time, the sentiments of this quote still 
ring true to women across different cultures today.

Contemporary perceptions of difference assume binary 
characteristics in which gender and additional forms of 
dissimilarity need to be positioned in resistance or in integral 
relations, one to the other. Therefore, the production of gendered 
space or needs, in the urban environment, is perceived as 
“special accommodation” instead of an acknowledgement of 
a narrow approach of difference. However, in an attempt at 
universal rights with regards to the gendered experience, the 
complexities of difference are often underestimated (Vaiou, 
2014:534). Space is a tool of power in the urban environment 
as it has the authority to constrict or sustain us, which has been 
deeply evident in South Africa where the built environment 
was used to enforce power of the apartheid state. Therefore, 
the design of the Women’s Empowerment Centre investigates 
ways to mediate space and how architecture can advocate 
for women and their needs in the city. 
 

45



46

EXPERIENCES OF WOMEN WORKING IN THE CITY - PAST 
AND PRESENT

Ilze Wolff interviewed a woman named Irene Murray who works 
at the Rex True Form Factory in Cape town and has been 
working there for over 50 years. When Irene started working as 
part of the labour force, the clothing industry was subjugated 
by women who identified under the ‘coloured’ classification. By 
the 1960’s the clothing industry was gendered and feminized 
in this manner, essentially by Coloured Labour Preference 
Area Policy along with the identification of coloured women 
as a considerable, yet marginalized part of society. The low 
probability of these women receiving job opportunities through 
education or any form upward mobility in terms of earning an 
income made the “coloured female group” appealing target 
for low wage industrial work. At the pinnacle of Apartheid, the 
most aggressive period, experience what Alegi (cited in Wolff, 
2014: online) 
 refers to as the “triple oppression” – being a person on colour, a 
worker and a female in the city. Irene also mentions an informal 
arrangement in which the employer, Rex Trueform, favoured 
women who had slim body shape, were light in complexion and 
had straight hair. Irene remembers her father’s astonishment 
when she was able to get the job despite the fact that she is 
dark skinned. (Wolff, 2014: online) 



Precedent 1: Women’s Centre 
Rufisque, Sengal 
 Hollmen-Reuter-Sandman Architects 
2001 
 
The Women’s Centre offers a facility for activities carried out 
by a women organisation, them of the project is to empower 
the women and female teenagers residing in city of Rufisque 
to gain skills that they could make use of in their own homes 
(Robertson, 2011) despite the poverty stricken circumstanc-
es that they are living in. Through the improving the women’s 
education, providing literacy and needle-work courses.  The 
women were involved in the conceptualisation and spatial 
decision-making of the project. The building is arranged an 
internal courtyard which speaks to the West African tradition of 
women establishing themselves in groups. The threshold be-
tween public and private are clear but flexible. The minimalism 
of the façade mimics it’s surrounding but has been painted 
a bright red to give it identity amongst the concrete grey of 
the city blocks surround it. The material used it local: concrete, 
corrugated iron, steel and thick woven straw mat for the insu-
lation. (Mtamu, 2015) 

The women informal traders of the Bloemfontein CBD agree that they are side-lined in their work environment, these are some of the 
responses received after conducting the interviews twelve women informal traders (Questions camn be found in appendix A) :
 
“I have been working here since 2010, in those10 years we have gotten moved I’m sure about 5 or 6 times. The government is always 
building something here but it is never for us “

“I had TB so sometimes when it is really cold, I cannot come and sell. Especially in winter, I send my daughter who does piece-jobs 3 
times a week but the she can only come here and sell for the other 3 days. Sometimes she comes home because she finds another 
man in our spot who doesn’t want to move when she comes. Sometimes these men like to take advantage.”

“It is tough now because before this Corona thing, everyone knows where they are selling and which spots belong to them but now, 
after lockdown, some women have lost their places because there is more of us sellers now. No one protects our rights, we have to 
stand up for ourselves which can be tough” 

“I struggle when I am here because there is no toilets for us close to where we sell, there is nowhere for us to put our valuable things 
and around month end it gets very busy here and there is a lot of theft”

“I like this building of yours because it will be a constant reminder that we as women are also allowed to be here and we have a place 
here. These taxi drivers can be so rude sometimes and they make me become someone I am not.”

“I think that the government needs to make more efforts in supporting us, some of the women here have told me that they didn’t even 
get that relief fund money during the lockdown period. How do they expect us to survive? We didn’t ask to be here!”

“This is nice! My daughter has young children that she leaves by the neighbours when we are both working. It would be so much better 
if there was a crèche that is close to me that I could leave them at.”

“This is convenient because it is so close to the people, it is across the road and it is very close to me.”

“I wish I could climb into the page to see what it is like inside”
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“I want this; this is good because then no one will tell me to move if I have a spot that belongs to me. This is the first year that I have sold 
here and with Covid, I have been struggling to find a permanent space where I can sell my things. Where I am selling now is someone 
else’s space that I am paying rent for. “

“The men here generally don’t give me much problems, it is only when they get drunk, then they want to start some fights with some 
of us for no reason. That is when the men here become a big problem.”

“Most of us are here at around 5:00 -5:30 to come and set up our stalls. On several occasions, I found a man peeing on my wall, where 
I sell. I was angry, you know? But what do I say to them? How do I make them understand that this is not right? We are not respected 
here.”

“These young school boys have stated this trend where they pretend to want to buy something and then they buy 1 thing but then 
they steal something else at the same time. I am tired of fighting; the police station is so far away.”

“I am from Zimbabwe and I came here is 2009. Most of us stick together because it feels like we are targeted. I work here to survive 
but I don’t feel safe. No.”

“Yes, there used to be people selling here on this space but they were chased away and this building was closed for a very long time. 
I think this is a good way that the space could be used.”

“With this whole gender based violence thing happening, I am often worried that these men will turn on us. I see couple walking to the 
tavern across the street holding hands and then when they come out a few hours later the man is beating the wife. Yes, it happens 
here too! So I think if there was someone in this new building who could help stop these situations, it would really help because we don’t 
know what to do when that happens, do you understand?”

“I hope that this building, if it ever happens, it helps us get jobs because with the way this economy is going, I don’t know what is going 
to happen to us, we have families to feed.”



Figure 30: Map showing where interviews were conducted 
(Google Maps, 2020;online -adapted by author
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50Figure 31: View of the site from the north (Mathobisa,K. 
2020)



A precedent will be used to back up the theoretical discourse 
above.

Precedent 1: Women’s Centre 
Rufisque, Senegal 
 Hollmen-Reuter-Sandman Architects 
2001 
 
The Women’s Centre in Senegal (figure 32-36) offers a facility for 
activities carried out by a women’s organisation, the aim of the 
project is to empower the women and female teenagers residing 
in the city of Rufisque to gain skills that they could make use of in 
their own homes (Robertson, 2011) despite the poverty-stricken 
circumstances that they are living in. This is done by improving the 
women’s education, providing literacy and needle-work courses.  
The women were involved in the conceptualisation and spatial 
decision-making of the project. The building is arranged around 
an internal courtyard (shown on figure 36) which speaks to the 
West African tradition of women establishing themselves in groups. 
The threshold between public and private are clear but flexible as 
illustrated in figure 32.  The minimalism of the façade mimics it’s 
surroundings but has been painted a bright red to give it identity 
amongst the grey concrete of the city blocks surrounding it. The 
material used is local: concrete, corrugated iron, steel and thick 
woven straw mat for the insulation (Mtamu, 2015).
 

The first aim of the project was to assist women to merge the 
community centre with the urban farming and to encourage 
their interaction with regards to the acknowledgement of 
the need and the eventual changes that were made to the 
building. Research was conducted on the relationships of 
men and women in the community and particular focus was 
placed on the condition of the women (Robertson, 2011). 
Feminist analyses of urban planning aimed to meet the needs 
of the women and to investigate the different gender roles 
(Mosser, 1993). Due to the transformation of the Senegalese 
habitat and the contemporary design of the Women’s’ Centre, 
the women use some of the functions differently to what was 
intended with the initial design. For example, the women 
prefer to use the designed kitchen storage unit and prepare 
meals in the inner courtyard according to their tradition, the 
out courtyards have become derelict and an annex was built 
for dyeing material (Robertson, 2011).

The second aim was to adjust and analyse methods of 
designing in partnership with the women and integrative 
cooperation in the Senegalese context by allowing the women 
to be part of the spatial and material design of the building, an 
exercise in which women are traditionally excluded which has 
also proven to be a deserted topic when addressing women 
(Viljoen , et al., 2005).
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Figure 32: Sketch showing thresholds between 
public and private  (Ilonen, J. 2018 - adapted 
by author)

Figure 33: Women’s centre in the city 
context (Ilonen, J. 2018: online)

Figure 34: Walkthrough corridor used as pause 
space view 1 (Ilonen, J. 2018: online)

Figure 35: Walkthrough space 
with shadows creating thresholds 
view 2 (Ilonen, J. 2018: online)

Figure 36: Women’s Centre courtyard 
(Ilonen, J. 2018: online)



THRESHOLDS IN THE CITY 
 
SITE EDGES – BOUNDARIES/LIMITS < IN-BETWEEN (TRANSITONAL /
THRESHOLD SPACES)>EDGES AS MARGINS (SITE)/FRAMES         	  	
 	  	  	 EDGES = ARCHITECTURE (Casey, 2008) 
 
Aldo van Eyck (1968) defines the in-between as “The 
architectural reciprocity between differences: the inside and 
the outside, one space and another” as well as the articulation 
between these spaces, which he refers to as transitional 
realms. In-between spaces are characterized as mediums that 
define spatial relations (Van Eyck , 1968:101). In architecture, 
the in-between is recognized through space-forms: a distinct 
realm that is attached to primary spaces to emphasize on 
the separateness, adjoining these spaces as an element of 
transition (Langer, 1967).
 In order for a place to be discernible, it has to preserve the 
boundary conditions. Edges and the in-between are mutually 
inclusive as edges provide “bounds” to the in-between, this 
pertains to porous edges (that give and take- encouraging 
positive exchange) as opposed borders which act to set the 
limits (Casey, 2008). Heidegger (1962) also suggests that a 
boundary doesn’t stop, instead the beginning of something 
being present, is from the boundary (Heidegger, 1962). This 
speaks to the complex transaction phenomenon that is street 
trading (Cutchin, et al., 2008) In the case of the proposed 
Empowerment Centre, the train station and the taxi rank (being 
nodes of transport) form these porous edges as people move 
through them as shown in figure 37. As the building ascends, 
impermeable edges are introduced as access is limited the 
higher the user goes. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 37: Porous edges on the site (Google 
Maps,2020 -adapted by author)
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Many informal traders come to the city and settle on the edges of spaces 
as it is unclaimed space. Due to the vendor bylaws and other city policies, 
informal traders are constantly displaced and disregarded. Casey (2008) 
explains it as occupying the margins and not being considered as “being 
a part” of the city.  
 
There are two rules that are focused on edges: (Casey, 2008) 
1.	 There is no “edge to edging” – There is no final edge where street 
traders are limited to in the city, the Women’s Empowerment Centre will 
act as an aid to informal traders and act as a catalyst for future traders’ 
architectural prospects, giving them a space of ownership but not as an 
act of limiting them to the site; 
 
2.	 The in-between is continuous and unending – Change is not bound 
to the Women’s Empowerment Centre, when the informal trader leaves 
the building to venture into the city, her evolution continues, the skills 
that she has acquired can be carried out beyond the building and even 
beyond the city of Bloemfontein. The informal trader is not diminished to 
the building but is instead encouraged to advance beyond the building. 
 
 
Frames (the building) catalyses elements (informal trader). They open up 
possibilities (Casey, 2008) for the informal trader. The frames are a defined 
space in which the transition or evolution begins. The Empowerment centre 
is characterised as the “in (you are here)- between (but not yet) – space 
(there).  Precedents will be used to back up the theoretical discourse 
above.

 
 
 



IMPLEMENTATION IN THE DESIGN

Bottom up planning is a fluid process in which the artistic 
and the scientific inputs are explored through multiple 
recurrences in the design. Aesthetics of the building 
are seen as a response to the context as opposed to 
contrived into the design. This type of process is client 
based and focuses on the project outcomes in terms of 
the client’s needs and contextual influences as opposed 
to the favoured architectural style or language of the 
time. Bottom up planning allows of adaptability of use 
of spaces over time. Top down planning is personality 
driven. With the use of this process, the designer is 
influenced by their personal taste and individual 
style.   Top down architecture is challenging balance 
between the aesthetics of the form and the client’s 
needs (Skipsey, 2015).
The proposed Women’s Empowerment Centre requires 
bottom up planning due to the different functions 
and different types and needs of the vendors. Thus 
the women informal vendors of the Bloemfontein CBD 
were heavily involved in the design process through 
interviews. One of the preeminent concepts that has 
driven the design process is negotiation of space. This 
concept has been integrated in the design on the 4 
different types of vendor pods through the use of space 
and the negotiation thereof as shown in figure 38-42. 
The design also makes space for  adaptability through 
open spaces that the vendors can occupy with thier 
preferred structures.

LESSONS LEARNT

- Proposed building must be adaptable
-Involvement of the opinions of the women informal 
traders who will be using the space is particualrily 
important
- The use of local material that is relevant to the 
context. 

Figure 38: Traditional method of trading (Mathobisa, K.2020)
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Precedent 2: Diepsloot Taxi No 2 Terminal 
Diepsloot, Johannesburg, South Africa 
26’10 South Architects  
2014 

Situated in the post-apartheid informal settlement of Diepsloot, 
the Diepsloot Taxi Rank No 2 is a site-specific urban response as it 
forms part of the existing taxi rank on site. Diepsloot is an gateway 
into Johannesburg, the Taxi rank acts as a threshold of welcome 
into the city. Its success lies in the sensibility of how it translates to 
the direct context and urban fabric. Context is translated into form 
through the consideration of the neighbouring informal settlement 
which is reinterpreted as an aesthetic approach. The taxi terminal is 
multifunctional as well as multidimensional for the user. The chimney 
(cooking areas) act as a datum for the intervention, acting as a 
marketing agent due to the height, with the name of the terminal 
painted on polycarbonate sheeting. The building materials used in 
this project is steel and concrete (Opperman, 2012). 
The trader’s pods, with their brightly coloured, welcoming doors, 
are spaces where one is neither here nor there, seeing and being 
seen and where one hinges on the interaction between the “inside” 
and “outside”.  There is a porous threshold between the vendor 
space and the pedestrian walkway which acts as a boundary 
space defined by edges, a space for a variety of infinite interaction 
(visual and verbal). Users can perceive and experience the city 
while being within the edge. The edges, in this case being the stairs, 
are merely demarcating the space, allowing for distinction and 
navigation for urban dwellers. 
 

Figure 39: Diepsloot Taxi No 2 Terminal (26’10 South Architects, 
2013: online)



LESSONS LEARNT 

-Threshold is publicly porous   
The concrete stoep is used as a mediator between the taxi rank market (informal trader) and the street (pedestrian) 
-The informal traders make use of fuel fire cooking station, allowing business to commence even in the case of power cuts 
-The existing active trade edge has been formalised along the main road (not entirely changed) 
-The intertwining of various functions on site without over formalisation  

Figure 46: Sectional analysis of thresholds (26’10 South 
Architects- adapted by Mathobisa,K. 2020)  

Figure 47: Users are given the chance to interpret the space for 
themselves (26’10 South Architects, 2013: online)Lessons Learnt: 

-Threshold is publicly porous   
The concrete stoep is used as a mediator between the taxi rank market (informal trader) and the street (pedestrian) 
-The informal traders make use of fuel fire cooking station, allowing business to commence even in the case of power  		
cuts 
-The existing active trade edge has been formalised along the main road (not entirely changed) 
-The intertwining of various functions on site without over formalisation  
 
 

Figure 40: Analytical sketch of thresholds (26’10 South Architects,2013 - 
adapted by author,2020)

Figure 41:  Space gives the user the opportunity 
to interpret for themselves (26’10 South Architects, 
2019:online)
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Precedent 3: Kwamashu Trading Station  
Kwamashu, Durban, Kwazulu-Natal  
Architecture Department, eThikwini municipality in 
association with Angela Baker and Associates  
2012
 
The eThekwini Municipality’s Economic Development & Investment 
Promotion Unit’s feasibility study in KwaMashu’s town centre was 
mainly based on two factors. The first was that the public space 
around the intermodal transport hub consisting of taxi, bus and 
rail, required maintenance and support to eradicate public health 
and safety issues due to the substantial amount of trade in the area 
and not to hinder private sector investment. The second, was that 
due to the high unemployment and low economic growth rate the 
environment had to be improved in such a way as to allow small 
businesses to grow into the formal business sector.  
The area required the provision of facilities for small traders who cannot 
afford the conventional commercial rentals and this area is one that 
would not generally be appealing to private sector developers. The 
eThekwini Municipality’s Business Support Tourism and Market Unit will 
continuously offer support and regulate and management activities 
while funding is sought from National Treasury. Traders that will utilise 
the facility were broadly engaged, and a trader’s forum established 
to help with making decisions and ensuring continuity from planning 
through to construction. Trade activities that require high foot traffic 
volumes were designed into two trading pods together with the 
pedestrian walkways. The pods are designed in such a way that 
they provide self-containment. The pod consists of an outer ring 
for trading which can be closed upon close of business and in the 
middle ablution and storage facilities as shown in yellow in figure 49. 

Fully-fledged food outlets containing the required standard 
infrastructure for preparation are located on the outer edges 
of the high foot traffic pedestrian walkways. Destination 
trading activities such as hair salons, driving schools and 
traditional healing co-operatives are accommodated on the 
first floor. All trades have access to water and electricity and 
a philosophy for payment for services rendered all of which 
are regarded as the basis for business development (South 
African Institute of Architects, 2016).

Figure 42: Kwa Mashu Trading Pods (Digest of South African 
Architects, 2012:23)



LESSONS LEARNT:

-Thresholds between the different types of traders (poultry, 
sheep heads, etc ) 
-Trading pods with porous edges (can walk through) 
-Self-contained trader’s pods (multiple storage units  
-Food preparation infrastructure (NB!)  
-Thresholds between “outer ring trading” and “inner ring 
trading 

Figure 43: Kwa Mashu Floor plan showing different vendors and pass through spaces (Digest of South African Architects, 2012: 23- 
adapted by author, 2020)

59



60

CONCLUSION

Harvey Road is a dynamic spine of activity that is a platform for taxis, 
pedestrians and formal and informal trade (social interaction), a 
threshold of opportunity within the Bloemfontein CBD streetscape. 
It is the “…connective tissue that binds the seemingly oppositional 
daily lives and functions together…” (Comins, 2013:7-8) creating an 
opportunity for a new typology. 
 
There have been debates regarding belonging in the city and 
ways to revive and reclaim urban spaces from the grips of political 
exclusion. This points towards how spaces in the city are developing 
as well as how traders move and settle within these spaces.  This can 
be achieved by giving immense consideration to everyday actions 
of urban dwellers and thoroughly understanding the experiences 
of inequality and the tensions that urban dwellers are faced with 
(Fenster, 2005). These concerns are complex and versatile, however, 
architecture has an important contribution to make to support 
women in the city. Through the direct experiences of women and 
accommodating spatial strategies, a better understanding can 
be achieved to support gendered and grounded perceptions of 
everyday, urban dwellers’ rights. 
 
 The chronic neglect of gendered and embodied rights of urban 
dwellers exposes the lack of advancement in the city’s post-
apartheid progression. Through these considerations, constructive 
ways of consolidating different experiences can be achieved. The 
Women’s Empowerment Centre can be seen a site that reclaims 
the city from the dominant patriarchal systems, not just for the 
street traders but for women who commute to, through and from 
the Bloemfontein CBD, giving them a voice. 



In this section, the main challenges of the architectural problem are dissected to expose the elemental obstacles. 
From this investigation, a formalised action plan can be derived and implemented. The inner city’s obstacles are 
abstract, the aim is to simplify these issues through compartmentalization under the different groups of typology, 
topology, morphology and tectonics. This investigation will serve as a means to inform the topic further. 
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USE- THE FUNCTION

Typology pertains to the type of building and the type of user who 
will interact with the building. The typology of this building is atypical, 
therefore the inclination of the design is more theoretical. To fully 
understand this typology, research was conducted to identify the 
needs of the women and existing facilities that offer similar functions 
(such as community centres, women’s safe spaces, market spaces, 
blood banks). As there is no identified building type for milk banks, 
blood banks serve as the closest type.) These typologies are analysed 
to determine area layouts and sizes.

PROBLEM STATEMENT RELATING TO TYPOLOGY 
Due to the function that would be accommodated in the building, a 
hybrid typology is suitable; encompassing safety spaces (temporary 
residency and the crèche), counselling spaces, skills development 
training, entrepreneurial spaces and empowerment spaces (market, 
training, milk band and self-defence). This building aims is to support, 
give a sense of entitlement and acknowledgement to, particularly, 
the women in the CBD.

AIMS RELATING TO TYPOLOGY 
The building aims to reimagine a “safe space” in the city typology and 
this investigation should be used to shape the urban environment.  To 
avoid becoming a desolate building, it should address the abstract 
issues regarding women while establishing a connection between 
dead zones within the city (The Train station and the MITF building). 
Further, investigating how a building can be exclusive but still cater 
to a larger community in the urban environment without creating 
societal tension.
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DELIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

This proposed design is not meant to turn into another “safe 
space” for women that is a response to a problem (e.g. for 
women that have already been hurt) but rather a place that 
counters the problem before it grows even more than it already 
has, through equipping the women to protect themselves, 
become more independent and providing a safety net for 
them in the case of violence or crime (which is currently not 
existing) – taking into consideration the Gender Based Violence 
rate in South Africa. 
Challenges with the current safe spaces for women include:
1.	 Women are rehabilitated mentally and emotionally 
but are not equipped with the physical resources to protect 
themselves.
2.	 Accessibility – Safe Spaces are located far from township 
areas.  
3.	 Infrastructure has not been developed to support the 
women financially once they leave the safe space. Therefore, 
they go back to their abusive partners because they are 
financially dependent on the partner. 
4.	 Despite the safe spaces that do exist, the gender-based 
violence statistics are still going up. What is it about these 
centres that don’t make women feel safe?
5.	 Women face the challenge of survival when it’s time to 
leave the safe space as they can only be there for a limited 
time and safe spaces have limited capacity.
6.	 Unavailability of realistic, useful programmes that support 
women after they have left the safe space.
7.	 Shortfalls in the implementation of policies and legislation, 
due to insensitive law enforcement agencies (e.g. police often 
return women back to the abuser and not to a shelter when 
they are in need because “they are part of a patriarchal society 
that has normalised violence against women” (POWA, 2017).

8.	 The limited-time at the safe space becomes a “break” 
from the abuse and the cycle of abuse is not necessarily 
broken. 
9.	 Most programmes in the safe spaces only 
accommodated soft skills, channelling women into traditional 
stereotypes. (POWA, 2017:4)



PROJECT AIMS 

•	 To encourage the women to develop skills (soft and 
hard skills , e.g self-defence) to gain independence
•	 To create a space that allows women to see themselves 
as strong, even in their weakness (e.g. someone who came 
for the temporary accommodation)
•	 To create a space where women are acknowledged 
and celebrated 
•	 To design a space where a community of women 
can be created therefore encouraging support within the 
informal trader community 
•	 Investigating the possibility of being able to adapt the 
programmes and the building (internally – to some extent) 
so that the building is constantly relevant to the needs of the 
users. 

DESIGN CHALLENGES 

One of the main challenges is to accommodate a diverse 
range of functions in the same building that can function in 
isolation and conjoined. Additionally, mediating permeable 
and impermeable thresholds and critically analysing the 
rituals of each user so that the users of the space can find 
and access the conveniently, while still securing the building 
in terms of safety. The self-defence workshops and the milk 
bank require acoustic separation as these functions are on 
the same floor. Another challenge is linked to creating visual 
access to the market which is situated on ground floor and 
a datum through the site, making the building accessible to 
the MITF building adjacent to the proposed design.

	   MAIN AIMS 
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2.1.2 THE CLIENTS 

SEWA – Self Employed Women’s Association 
The main aim of SEWA is to empower women who are self-
employed and assist them in being acknowledged and 
supported in the work they are involved in. Representing 
women who are involved in the survivalist economy, SEWA is 
co-ordinated around the basis of direct democracy with the 
focus on empowerment of the members. Making sure that 
the women have a place to trade (within the constraints of 
the bylaws), and negotiating with local authorities regarding 
infrastructure such as suitable toilers, water and shelter on site, 
are some of the services they offer (STREETNET , 2004).

SETA – Sector Education & Training Authority 
SETA assists in the facilitation and financing of learning 
programmes to create a link between formal education, 
training and the workplace through working with accredited 
private and public institutions who offer the training on SETA’S 
part (SETA, 2014).

POWA – People Opposing Women Abuse 
POWA offers women who are victims of domestic violence 
shelter and referral services, advocates for women’s rights, 
legal, psycho-social support and improving the overall well-
being of women and children (SethConsulting , 2016).

HMBASA -  Human Milk Banking Association of South Africa 
HMBASA collects breastmilk from donors for orphaned/ 
premature babies. Donors are reached through outreach 
while raising awareness about the importance of breastmilk 
and breast feeding. HMBASA is also involved in fundraising 
initiatives. (HMBASA, 2015)



2.2.2 THE USER PROFILE
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TOPOLOGY -INTRODUCTION OF THE SITE AND CONTEXT

Topology pertains to the location of the site and 
the factors of the surrounding context that might 
inform the design. This includes analysis into the 
cognitive and qualitative data such as pedestrian 
movement, placement of the informal traders in 
relation to the existing building and the surrounding 
built   environment.

PROBLEMS RELATING TO TOPOLOGY
 
The site is situated between two important transportation 
nodes and is currently for sale, making it highly valued land. 
Given that the client profile of the project is predominantly 
female and orientated around non-profit organisations. The 
challenge is how to make use of an exclusive architectural 
programme to establish social integration without the 
building gaining negative attention. Additionally, how to 
fit the design within a complex existing context and how 
to address the site’s west facing orientation as well as taxi 
and pedestrian traffic.

AIMS RELATING TO TOPOLOGY 

AIMS RELATING TO TOPOLOGY 
An in-depth investigation into the site and the context and 
a thorough exploration of the functions will assist in the 
development of a suitable architectural solution for the 
building. While optimizing the site as a celebratory space 
and a space of opportunity for the users and the visitors 
simultaneously. The objective of the building is to welcome 
any woman (visitor) to pause or retreat from the busy city 
for a while and to create a sense of community between 
the women who conduct trade in the Bloemfontein CBD. 

Figure 53+ 54 : Arterial 
roads in the inner city 
(Google maps – adjusted 
by Mathobisa, K: 2020)

St Andrews Street and 
Harvey road are arterial 
roads leading on to the 
site. The site is situated 
in heavily congested 
vehicular area; 
therefore, it is beneficial 
for the creation of a 
pedestrian centred 
building.



Figure 55 : Taxis infront of the site (Mathobist,K.2020) 69
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Figure 56: Red highlights historical buildings around site 
(Mathobisa,K. 2020).

Figure 57: Red highlights informal markets (Mathobisa,K. 
2020).

Figure 59: Taxi waiting areas (Mathobisa, K. 
2020)

Figure 58: roads of the inner city (Google 
Maps,2020 -adapted by author)



The ability of the historical buildings, adjacent 
to the site, to withstand the test of time is signifi 
cant. They possess the ability to change their
functions and re-adapt to an ever-changing 
context, which allows these structures to 
be timeless/eternal. The Bloemfontein train 
station has a big influence on the proposed 
Women’s Empowerment Centre.

Peet Avenue, Floreat Avenue and the Fichardt 
muthi-market are well established informal 
markets that have situated themselves aound 
the busiest part of the Bloemfontein innercity. 
The placement of these markets influenced the 
choice of site . 

The taxi waiting areas in relation to 
the proposed site , marks the site 
as a node due to the pedestrian 
movement. 

Figure 60: Bloemfontein train station Building (van Vuuren, D. 
2019:online)

Figure 61: Old train station bureau building (Google Maps, 
2020: online)

Figure 62: New taxi rank building (Blomefontein 
Courant, 2018: online) 71
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MESO SITE ANALYSIS

Figure 63: Allocation of building according to use 
(Mathobisa, K. 2020)



P e d e s t r i a n 
m o v e m e n t 
occurs in a grid 
pattern, given 
the substantial  
in f rast ructural 
c o n g e s t i o n . 
Red represents 
the pedstrian 
movement .

The vehicular 
movement also 
occurs in a grid 
pattern however 
it is more complex 
due to the number 
of one-ways in the 
city. 

I n f o r m a l 
traders place 
t h e m s e l v e s 
near transport 
and activity 
nodes. Yellow 
represents the 
informal traders. 

Women informal 
traders tend to 
place themselves 
in groups where 
ther is alot of ac-
tivities happening, 
mainly for safety 
reason but also for 
sales. 

Hoffman 
Square, Peet 
avenue and the 
Fichardt street 
muthi market 
are semi for-
malised market 
spaces indicat-
ed in red circles.

The immediad cntext 
is densely built up  as 
shown with the red 
dots .

Figure 64:Meso site analysis 
1-6 (Mathobisa, K. 2020)

Figure 65: Site view from St Andrews street 
(Google Maps,2020: online)

Figure 66: Site view from Harvey road (Google Maps, 
2020: online)

Figure 67: 
texture 1-4 
(Mathobisa, 
K. 2020)
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QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS OF INFORMAL 
TRADERS

Figure 68: Informal trader pods in Bloemfontein CBD 
(Mathobisa, K. 2020)

Figure 69: Peaches sold 
at the back of a car 
(Mathobisa, K. 2020)

Figure 70: Wigs Exhibition on the 
side of the street (Mathobisa, K. 
2020)

Figure 71: Hair braiders braiding 
hair (Mathobisa, K. 2020)

Figure 75: 
Site section 
(Mathobisa, K. 
2020)



Figure 72: People washing taxi exterior 
(Mathobisa, K. 2020)

Figure 73: Man selling mielies 
(Mathobisa, K. 2020) Figure 74: Performance at the 

entrance of Waltloo meat store 
(Mathobisa, K. 2020)

Figure 76: Food women informal trader’s tents 
(Mathobisa, K. 2020)
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76Figure 77: Site shown in context (Aurecor, 2019: online)



DESIGN CHALLENGES
 
Addressing the full integration of women informal traders 
in the Bloemfontein CBD is much more complicated than 
a mere building in honour of women. Thus the suggestion 
is by no means that an empowerment space for women 
will solve all gender inequalities in the inner city. However, 
an Empowerment Centre for women is the appropriate 
catalyst of change to address some of the struggles faced 
by women on a daily basis. Due to the deep-rooted systems 
that weren’t designed to accommodate women in the 
CBD, the Empowerment Centre seems like a logical starting 
point when women are considered.

Given that the building acts as a microcosm, the challenges 
lie in how the building stitches into the urban fabric and 
contributes to the improvement thereof. A functional 
structure that promotes a cohesive relationship between the 
heritage train station building and the contemporary, yet 
neglected taxi rank building. The building should therefore 
enter into a symbiotic relationship with the existing urban 
fabric while keeping the main focus on the women informal  
traders and women urban dwellers. 

Figure 78: Main roads in 
Bloemfontein CBD (Mathobisa, K. 
2020) 77
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CHOICE OF SITE:

An investigation into the urban streets which experience 
high levels of pedestrian movement, informal trader’s 
placements, links to transportation hubs and accessibility 
to macro commercial areas close to the site situated the 
project. The accessibility of the users was also to be taken 
into consideration, given that informal traders reside in the 
townships of Bloemfontein, it seemed sensible to pick the 
periphery of the city. On this edge, the informal traders transition 
from rural inhabitants to city dwellers, becoming the “middle-
class society of the city” by working to liberate themselves from 
lack.  The site is situated on the margin between a township 
called Buitesig and the Bloemfontein CBD, separated by train 
tracks. It is adjacent to the Bloemfontein train station, towards 
the north east and the the MITF building (new taxi rank) 
toward the south. Bell Hooks (1989:146) speak of the margin 
as a space of revolutionary openness, “a profound edge” 
because it is a space that contains radical possibilities and 
it can be considered as a space of opposition.  The margin 
becomes a pivotal location for the development of counter-
hegemonic customs of everyday life. The site is currently 
not occupied, thus having the potential to explore informal 
integration on the margin. (Hooks, 1989) 

Figure 79: Site shown in context from the back (Aurecor, 2019: online)

Figure 80: Perspective of site 1 
(Aurecor, 2019: online)

Figure 81: Perspective of site 2 
(Aurecor, 2019: online)



MORPHOLOGY – THE FORM

Generally speaking, the morphology relates to the form-giving 
of the building. The morphology of the building is derived from 
the perceptible influences of the topological and typological 
restrictions of the project. In addition, all the external factors of the 
design considered influences and determines the structure and 
the form of the building. The use of the red brick and concrete 
was influenced by the MITF building and the sandstone details 
on the informal traders’ pods was influenced by the train station 
building. The composition of the circular circulation element on 
the corner of Harvey road and St Andrews street was influenced 
façades of the Old Railway Bureau building which is opposite 
the proposed Women’s Empowerment Centre. The proposed 
building also picks up on the height of the existing substation 
which is the lowest floor-to-floor height and the highest part of 
the building, on the south, is the same height as the MITF building. 

PROBLEM STATEMENT

Societal norms shape our perception of the world and our 
surrounding, distorting and continuously re-shaping our 
perspectives. To free ourselves from this constraint, the norm 
needs to be challenged and redefined allowing for a dynamic, 
diverse and multi-layered perspective that allows for constant 
change in perception and a personal interpretation. Relating to 
the city, this pertains to our perception of a space for women 
empowerment and what basis of this concept can develop into 
overtime. The challenge lies in thinking about the boundaries 
between public, semi-public and private as well as to question 
what a space for women means in a 21st century South African 
context.

PROJECT AIM

Addressing the issue of a women’s space in the inner city and 
what it pertains through introducing radical thinking that chal-
lenges the status quo. As a result, a new cultural layer of the 
urban identity will be produced, reshaping the city’s historic 
perspectives and altering the perception of women in the 
inner city. The proposed Women’s Empowerment Centre aims 
to challenge the notion that a feminine building should have 
curves like a woman’s body, highlighting the fragility of the said 
woman. The proposed Women’s Empowerment centre is a 
building for women who work in a space that demands them 
to conform. In the same way, the proposed building follows the 
languages in the surrounding context.
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RESEARCH QUESTION:

How can the introduction of a new architectural typology 
establish a voice for marginalized women through 
accommodating a network of multiplicities in the Bloemfontein 
CBD?  

SUB-QUESTIONS:
1.	 Can architecture assist in creating a shift in status 
of these marginalized women and uplift them to a more 
prominent position (economically and socially) within the 
urban environment which they occupy? 
 
2.	 How can the different levels of marginalisation which 
are identified in Bloemfontein informal trading sector (informal 
traders - women informal traders – children of informal 
traders) be addressed architecturally with a specific focus on 
thresholds? 
 
3.	 How can an architectural intervention add value to 
the existing unique, organic and incremental economies 
which would create an environment for economic and skills 
empowerment? 



SUMMARY

TYPOLOGICAL PROJECT AIM 

The aims linked to typology are to create a programme and 
spatial solution that incorporates different existing spatial types to 
create a new solution.
•	 Encourage  the women to develop skills (soft and hard skills 
– e.g self-defence and sewing studio) to gain independence in 
appropriately designed spaces 
•	 Create spaces that allow women to see themselves as 
strong, even in their weakness (e.g. someone who came for the 
temporary accommodation)
•	 Create a space where women are acknowledged and 
celebrated 
•	 A space where a community of women can be created 
therefore encouraging support within the informal trader 
community 
•	 The possibility of being able to adapt the programmes and 
the building (internally – to some extent) so that the building is 
constantly relevant to the needs of the users. 

TOPOLOGICAL PROJECT AIM 
An in-depth investigation into the site and the context and a 
thorough exploration of the functions will assist in the development 
of a suitable architectural solution for the building. While Optimizing 
the site as a celebratory space and a space of opportunity for the 
users and the visitors simultaneously. The objective of the building 
is to welcome any woman (visitor) to pause or retreat from the 
busy city for a while and to create a sense of community between 
the woman who conduct trade in the Bloemfontein CBD. 

MORPHOLOGICAL PROJECT AIM

The main aim in terms of the form of the building is the issue of 
a women’s space in the inner city and what it pertains through 
introducing radical thinking that challenges the status quo. As a 
result, a new cultural layer of the urban identity will be produced, 
reshaping the city’s historic perspectives and altering the manner 
in which women are perceived in the inner city. 

TECTONIC PROJECT AIM

Identifying a structural philosophy using stereotomic and tectonic 
structural aesthetics to translate the concepts negotiation of 
space as well as protection and nurturing and illustrating the 
concepts in the main structure as well as in the finer details of the 
design. Additionally, showing how the building weaves into the 
urban fabric and how the different elements connect to form the 
building. 
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TOUCHSTONE 

Gender predominantly comes into play when a system of power 
relations is placed against other power relations. For centuries, space 
has been used as an instrument in the brawl for power between 
genders. It is important to note that space within itself does not have 
power. Power in space lies in the political emphasis placed on that 
particular space(Rashid, 2017). In the Bloemfontein CBD, there is 
an undeniable patriarchal framing of architectural space which is 
represented through hierarchical social order within the users of this 
enforced social construct today.
Therefore, to further explore what the proposed building aims to 
change in the Bloemfontein CBD, the design process begins with the 
hanging touchstone, made of wire, resin, concrete, mirror, grit and 
rocks. The concrete was cast with the grit and rocks, leaving a gap 
in the middle. A wire tree like structure was constructed, that has the 
tree on the top side and two triangles symbol facing opposite sides 
on the bottom side. 

The touchstone consists of the opposing triangles symbol which is 
cast in resin, representing the critical union between masculine and 
feminine. In the touchstone, the masculine triangle has been made 
to be slightly bigger than the feminine triangle to address the issue 
of inequality between the masculine and feminine. 
The concrete block stemming from a foundation of rocks which 
becomes a depiction of the city at the top, a representation. This 
concrete block represents the city, today and how it is founded 
upon masculinity. The mirror that frames the concrete block 
represents the imposed social construct of masculinity which is still 
being reflected today shown in fig?. The wire structure which runs 
through the concrete, represents the building which will act as a 
vehicle of empowerment. As the wire structure turns, it releases 
power paint onto the city, staining it permanently, shown in fig? to 
represent change and inclusivity. 
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84Figure 82 - 85: Touchstone (Mathobisa, K. 2020)



DESIGN CONCEPT 1: A NETWORK OF 
INTERCONNECTIVITY

The concept was influenced by the layered systems of 
the Bloemfontein CDB which work together in a chaotic 
interconnectedness, despite the existing restricting 
urban reality. A change in one system changes how 
the whole operates. The systems relate to the transport 
system, the placement and exchange between the 
vendor and the passer-by, the architectural systems 
relating to the old and new, the relationship between 
the pedestrians and the buildings, the pedestrians and 
the taxis. This concept seeks to investigate these systems 
individually and all together and how the proposed 
intervention will tie in with them.

Figure 87: Concept 1 - Network of interconnectivity 
sketch (Mathobisa, K. 2020)

Figure 86:  Concept 1 - Network of interconnectivity (Matho-
bisa, K. 2020) 85
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DESIGN CONCEPT 2: NEGOTIATION OF SPACE

This concept questions the system that exist between the informal 
trader, the pedestrian (consumer) and the formal shop owner. 
How can the built form accommodate both users of the space? 
This concept speaks to form and adjustable elements in design 
that can accommodate the informal trader, the pedestrian and 
the shop owner in a dynamic way.   

Figure 89: Concept 2 – Negotiation of space sketch 
(Mathobisa, K. 2020)

Figure 88: Concept 2 – Negotiation of space (Mathobisa, 
K. 2020)



DESIGN CONCEPT 3: POWER 

This site-specific concept refers to the power station that is right 
next to the site, towards the north-eastern direction. This concept 
promotes the creation of a new typology that represents the 
women taking their power back. According to the concept, a 
new morphology (that is not yet existing) would be generated for 
this purpose.It was however decided that this concept should be 
reinterpreted more subtly in the design. The morphology of the 
building should pick up on the existing morphological systems as 
it would not be a sustainable design if it challenged all of the pre-
existing systems so radically.

Figure 92: Concept 3 – Power sketch (Mathobisa, K. 2020) Figure 91: Concept 3 – Power (Mathobisa, K. 2020) 87
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Figure 93: Woman and the sun (Callahan, 2010; online) 89
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Location: Khayelitsha, Cape Town 
Architect: Meyer + Vorster Architects 
Completed: 2010 

This precedent is relevant in relation to the proposed Women’s Empowerment 
Centre in that, the Kuyasa Transport Interchange is a response to the urban 
study that was carried out in Khayelitsha, the identified urban node. This 
project sought to be a community investment as opposed to just facilitating 
the transportation needs of the community. In the same way, the proposed 
building is a community investment to the women informal traders as 
opposed to just another trading space.

The geometric shape of the floor plan that projects uniform sections 
generates interesting threshold spaces within the interchange. The identity 
of the place is emphasised through the use of textures and unique details. 
The building emerges from an arcade space at the outset of one wing 
dividing into various social spaces with seating areas. The transition between 
the informal seating spaces and the formalised trading spaces is resolved 
on plan and in section as shown in fig?. 

There are two main links from existing buildings as illustrated in yellow and 
the red indicates the taxi rank and the trading facilities that weave into the 
links as illustrated in fig?

This mixed-use building consists of the station, formal and informal trading 
space, public ablutions, a butchery, a satellite police station, offices, medical 
doctor’s rooms and a bicycle lock-up facility. The precinct was designed 
with the community in mind as the local high school and the community 
centre is integrated into the design as illustrated in fig?. (Archdaily, 2014)

Figure 94: Kuyasa Transport Interchange (Archdaily, 
2013: online)



Figure 95: Trader’s stalls (Archdaily, 2013: online – 
adapted by author)

Figure 96: Kuyasa Transport Interchange Plan (Archdaily, 2013: online)

Figure 98: Kuyasa Transport Interchange Perspective 2 (Archdaily, 
2013: online)

Figure 97: Kuyasa Transport Interchange Perspective 1 
(Archdaily, 2013: online) 91
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BILLI SORRO COMMUNITY CENTRE 
Location: Howard, Street San Francisco 
Architect: Kennerly Architecture & Planning 
Completed: 2017 

The multifunctional Billi Sorro Community Centre building is a sanctuary 
for people of low socio-economic standing. This precedent is relevant 
because the the proposed Women’s Empowerment Centre aims to be 
a sanctuary for the marginalised informal trader women.  The building 
consists of 14 flats that are design for the developmentally disabled, 
retail on ground floor as well as community spaces.  Surrounded 
by significant historical buildings (like the proposed Women’s 
Empowerment Centre), the building’s brick volumes deep –punched 
windows following the cues of the historic masonry buildings. The 
brickwork is designed in different brick courses to articulate shadow 
lines and offer texture back to Howard Street. Soldier course is used 
to articulate the across the windows and the balconies and exposed 
concrete “fin-walls” act as brackets for the brickwork as shown in fig?
The building is nine stories high and is divided into two volumes that 
mimic the building profiles along the street as illustrated in fig . 
The permeated , stereotomic ground floor contrasts the tectonic 
masonry on the upper floors while maintaining the identity and the 
privacy of the residents (Archdaily , 2017)

Figure 99: Billi Sorro Community Centre 
Front Façade (Archdaily, 2015: online)

Figure 100: Billi Sorro Community Centre Back Façade 
(Archdaily, 2015: online)



Figure 101: 6th Street west facing elevation (Archdaily, 2015: online)

Figure 103: Diagram illustrating existing and 
new (Archdaily, 2015: online)Figure 102: Hugo hotel in conjunction with Billi Sorro 

Community Centre (Archdaily, 2015: online)

Figure 104: 6th Street east facing elevation (Archdaily, 2015: online)
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Figure 105: Billi Sorro Community 
Centre section (Archdaily, 2015: 
online)

Figure 106: Billi Sorro Community Cen-
tre detail (Archdaily, 2015: online – 
adapted by author)

Figure 107: Billi Sorro Community Centre perspective sketch 
(Archdaily, 2015: online adapted by author)



MUTUAL SERVICES BLOOD BANK (BANCO DE SANGRE)
Location: Rooseveldt, San Juan  
Architect: Alvarez-Diaz |Architecture & Interior Design  
 Completed: 2016 

The Alavrez- Diaz team aimed to reinterpret the negative 
connotation associated with blood bank facilities in the past 
through the Mutual Service Blood Bank. The aesthetics of the 
interior of the building was inspired by the hospitality industry, 
resembling a contemporary and an uplifting feel opposing that 
of a typical blood bank. 

The iconic heart symbol has been off centred to the left to 
resemble the hum physiology and dynamism of the design as 
shown in fig?. The aim was to create a warm, relaxing environment 
for the local donors who sacrifice a part of themselves to save 
thousands of lives. The Blood Bank consists of a reception and 
foyer space, an interview space, medical laboratories, storage 
facilities, conference rooms, a library and training rooms as 
shown in fig?. 

Given that there isn’t any architectural reference to milk banks 
as they are normally associated and are within hospitals, a blood 
bank precedent has been used to inform the programme as 
well as the look and feel of the interior spaces of the milk bank. 
(ArchitectMagazine, 2017)

Figure 108: Mutual Services Blood Bank (Banco de Sangre) 
Perspective (Archdaily, 2015: online)

Figure 108: Mutual Services Blood Bank (Banco de Sangre) Per-
spective (Archdaily, 2015: online) 95
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“make Apart”
Location: Concepts for post-pandemic cities - Baltimore  
Architect: Quin Evans   
Completed: 2020 

Due to the recent global novel Corona virus, Covid-19 outbreak, 
there is an essential need to reimagine the public space 
and accommodate social distancing within social spaces to 
navigate the urban environment long term as it seems we will 
have to live with the virus. 

Often, the urban landscape favours cars over pedestrian 
movement. However, due to recent events, it is becoming clear 
that outdoor spaces will have to accommodate more activities 
such as performance spaces, hosting stores, etc. 

Ten plans were collected for a competition in which the 
brief called for temporary, low-cost spaces that would allow 
interactions while social distancing in the urban environment. 
These designs could be based in the following spaces; alleyways, 
vacant land and parking lots. These designs were produced 
with Baltimore in mind but could be adapted to suit any city  
(Wittenberg, 2020).

Figure 110: make Apart conceptual design (Wittenberg, A. 
2020: online)



THE SECOND KINDERGARTEN OF GUANGXI GOVERNMENT 
Location: Nanning, China 
Architect: Guangxi Zhongsheng Architectural Design 
Completed: 2019 

The Kindergarten is situated in a predominantly high-density 
residential area. Due to the non-compliance (based on 
governmental standards) of the scale and durability of the original 
building, it was demolished. The kindergarten’s long elevations 
are east/west facing. The building accommodates 18 classrooms 
on the small site. The design of the building was based on the daily 
routine of children, the main aim was to create spaces that are 
rich and diverse; indoors and outdoors where they can run and 
play. 

The site characteristics were also a driving force of the design. 
Taking into consideration the sunlight and ventilation, the building 
responds to the local conditions. Additionally, the sub-tropical 
climate is considered with a skin of vertical visors that have been 
fixed onto the building façade as well as sliding shutters as shown 
in fig?

To make space for children’s movement, two crossed steel structure 
bridges have been incorporated into the design as shown in fig?. 
The trapezoidal roof accommodates a play space and skylights 
which have been designed in such a way as to become play 
objects for the children as shown in fig? (ArchDaily, 2019 ).

Figure 111: The Second Kindergarten of Guangxi Government 
Perspective

Figure 112: Bridges crossing in the Second Kindergarten of 
Guangxi Government courtyard (Huang, 2018: online) 97
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BUBBLE DIAGRAM DEVELOPMENT 

Figure 113 - 117 Bubble diagram 
development 
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PLAN DEVELOPMENT 

Figure 118:  PHASE 1- Plan 1 Ground 
floor Figure 119 : Plan 2 First floor 



 Figure 120: Plan 3 Second floor 105



106Figure 121:  PHASE 2 -Plan 
4 Ground floor  in context Figure 122: Plan 5 Ground floor 



Figure 123: Plan 6 First floor Figure 124: Plan 7 107
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Figure 125: PHASE 3 - Plan 8 Ground floor Figure 126: Plan 9 First floor 



Figure 127: Perspective 1 109
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Figure 128: PHASE 3 -Plan 10 in context



Figure 129: Plan 11 Ground floor Figure 130:  Plan 12 First Floor 111



112 Figure 131:  Plan 13 Second Floor Figure 132:  Plan 14 Third Floor



Figure 133:  Concept model 1 113
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SECTIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

Figure 134:  Perspective 2

Figure 135:  Section 1

Figure 136:  Section 2



ROOF , SKIN AND CIRCULATION TOWER INVESTIGATION 

Figure 137: Sectional model 1

Figure 138: Sectional model 2

Figure 139:  Sectional model 3
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Figure 140:  Mass Model 1



Figure 141:  Mass Model 2
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118 Figure 142:  Mass Model 3



Figure 143:  Mass Model 4 119
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Figure 144:  Perspective 3



Figure 145: Concept model 2
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DESIGN OF THE CIRCULAR CIRCULATION TOWER 

Figure 149:  Perspective of the site 

Figure 146 : New Taxi Rank building 
(Bloemfontein Courant, 2018: online)

Figure 147:  Old train station bureau building 
(Google Maps, 2020: online )

Figure 148: Bloemfontein train station Build-
ing (van Vuuren, D. 2019: online)

Figure 151: Circulation tower investigation 

Figure 150: Circulation tower 
investigation sketches



INTRODUCTION OF THE INFORMATION CENTRE AND PLAY SPACE 

Figure 152: Persepective 4
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STRUCTURAL TOUCHSTONE

The SECOND touchstone commented on the two main concepts 
“protection and nurturing” as well as “negotiation of space” but 
linked to structural resolution.
The negotiation of space speaks to the relationship between the 
intervention and the informal traders as well as the relationship 
between the heritage and the contemporary buildings surrounding 
the site. The static, stereotomic part of the touchstone as shown 
on the next page, symbolises the existing fixed complex systems 
within the CBD that have been challenged but could not be 
changed (e.g. the existing taxi system was not changed by the 
introduction of the new taxi rank building.  The dynamic, tectonic 
part of the touchstone symbolises the opportunity of change and 
progression (e.g. the outspread and increase of informal vendors 
over the years; the patterns in which the vendors occupy space 
of the years and  the proposed intervention).

The “protection and nurturing” aspect speaks to the different 
skins incorporated in the touchstone. The static, stereotomic skin 
symbolises the protection characteristic of the building relating to 
the fact that the women in the CBD are involved in the informal 
trade to survive. These women are willing to face the harsh 
conditions of the inner city to protect themselves and their families 
financially. The skin is situated between the structure to emphasis 
the notion of fixed exclusivity. The dynamic, tectonic skin symbolises 
the nurture aspect of the building relating to the fact that even 
though these women are strong and determined to provide for 
themselves and their loved ones, they are still women who need 
to be nurtured and take care of. The skeletal skin protrudes out of 
the structure to emphasise that behind the strong-willed façade 
that the women informal traders have to put up when going to 
work, is a woman who has personal needs that have to be met. 

The touchstone insinuates that the intervention is necessary, 
but only in the form of a symbiotic relationship with the existing. 
The building shouldn’t be independent; its functionality should 
depend on its relationship with the existing context. Despite the 
fragmented, irrevocable nature of the infrastructure in place, 
the proposed building should amplify what the successful 
systems while promoting the integration of women informal 
traders within these systems. 



Figure 153: Structural touchstone perspective 
1

Figure 155: Structural touchstone 
perspective 3

Figure 154: Structural 
touchstone perspective 
2
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Introduction:

In this sub-chapter, a relevant precedent will be In this sub-chapter, a relevant precedent will be 
discussed in depth as it forms part of the techni-
cal investigation into similar typological scheme. 
The analysis will focus on structural, environ-
ment, functional and materiality aspects of  the 
building as well as on the theoretical approach 
to the tectonic resolution. This investigation will 
inform the tectonic resolution of the proposed 
Womens Empoowerment centre and form part 
of the structural design. 

This chapter will aslo include the construction 
touchstone, an investigation into how the con-
ceptual can become structural and how the 
precedent can  influence the touchstone 

The chaper will be subdivded according  to 
figure 156.

location 
climate 
environment 

building programme 
accomodation list
building requirements 

user accessibility 
landscaping 
form & function 
stuctural implications 

wheelchair acessibility 

parking requirements 
location and access 

horizontal circulation
vertical circulation
water 
fire 
cooling 

primary structure 
secondary structure
substructure
facade system
materiality + space 
enhancement   
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landscape detailing 
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and detailing 

services and 
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universal 
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parking 
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touchstone 

Figure 156: Layout of the tectonics  chapter (Mathobisa,K. 2020)



Figure 159: Ubuntu centre perspective  (Riordan, 2014: 
online)

Figure 160: Ubuntu centre aerial view (Google Maps, 
2020: online)

Figure 157: Average minimum and maximum temperature over the year 
(weather-and-climate,2016: online)

Figure 158: Average monthly precipitation over the year 
(weather-and-climate,2016; online)

UBUNTU CENTRE 
Field Architecture
Zwide Township Headquarters, 5 Qe Qe Street, 
Zwide, Ibhayi, 6201
Port Elizabeth 
South Africa 

P R E C E D E N T  : 
_location:
The Ubuntu Centre is situated at the corner of Qeqe street and Ngqungwana The Ubuntu Centre is situated at the corner of Qeqe street and Ngqungwana 
Street in Port Elizabeth. It is centrally located in the Zwide township, 7km from the 
Port Elizabeth central building district. There was post office that occupied the 
site which burnt down due to political unrest. The initial building for the Ubuntu 
Centre, was a community hall that was is positioned between a public school 
and a library but has been preserved and is currently being used for solar energy 
production on site (Field & Field, 2012: online).

_climate:_climate:
The climate in Port Elizabeth is humid subtropical. The highest and lowest temThe climate in Port Elizabeth is humid subtropical. The highest and lowest tem-
peratures in summer, are experience in February and the highest and lowest 
temperatures in winter are experienced in July.  The rainfall is on average more 
than 600mm in August and September and the least amount during December. 
The wind speed in Port Elizabeth goes up to 18km/h in the months of October, 
November and December and the least amount of wind speed is in June at 
roughly 7,2km/h (IBIS WIND ENERGY FACILITY, 2017: online). 

Environment and Micro climate:
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_environment

TheThe birth of Apartheid left no black South African unaffected. 
Adjustments made within this period including segregation of people in 
to categories of suburbs according to race: White, Coloured, Bantu and 
Asian communities. The Apartheid law stipulated that these areas 
should be separated by a buffer of a minimum of 100m wide. The Bantu 
community was situated on the outskirt of the city in which small 
business development and retail were permitted to operate in order to 
limitlimit unnecessary movement, these communities were referred to as 
“Townships”. The appropriation of Apartheid, caused an increased 
population in New Brighton- a racially segregated suburb founded in 
1902 (from 35 000 people in 1951 to 97 000 at the end of 1960).

 KwaZakele was established in 1950, after Salsbury was demolished, 
South End and Fairview were established in the late 1960’s, Zwide 
emerged in 1968 and Motherwell in 1982. (South African History Online , 
2019: online) Zwide township today is a typical township with a 
landscape consisting of single story houses as shown in figure 8, a few 
industrial buildings, living quarters for transient workers and institutional 
buildings (schools). The housing permanent in nature, although there 
areare a few corrugated iron structures (Stoffberg, 2015: online). Fields are 
“no man’s land”, there aren’t any parks and tall street lights planted at 
every interval that fills the streets with a yellow-orange glare after the 
sun has gone down. There are a few roads that have been paved and 
the unpaved streets are filled with potholes and unkempt edges with no 
sidewalks. 

The arrangement of the footpaths and the vehicular circulation that 
hadn’t been developed since the Apartheid planning of the town 
acted as a guide for the design process, to the informal paths referred 
to as a “living diagram”. The building aims to “harness the enduring 
vitality of the manifestations of urban life” in the township. The Ubuntu 
centre is part of a process of transforming the township into a town as it 
abandons the “ship”(Field & Field, 2012: online). The footprint of the 
centrecentre is dense compared to the units around it. However, the building 
has been designed as fragments on the site which assist in minimizing 
the scale in relation with the context (Stoffberg, 2015: online).

Figure 6:  View of context from Ubuntu Centre roof (Field, 2014,online)

Figure 7: Nolly diagram of Ubuntu Centre in context (Field, 2014: online)

Figure 8: Typical housing typology in Zwide(Field, 2014: online)



User behaviour and requirements 
_building programme 
HealthHealth and education facilities are main functions of the centre. A 
central corridor is used to access the different functions in the 
building. A clinic that has an open waiting area (11) flows swiftly into 
the consultation (12) and counselling rooms (9). There are other 
healthcare services such as a pharmacy and a blood testing area. 
The educational facilities include multifunctional spaces used for 
educational, health and community gatherings (on ground floor) 
(7),(7), a computer lab, adaptable meeting spaces (2) and another 
adaptable multifunctional spaces on first floor (18). The building has 
a rooftop garden (22), vegetables in planter boxes for educational 
purposes and to supply the kitchen (8). A lounge (4) and offices (20) 
are provided for staff on ground floor level as well as a boardroom 
but not enough office space was designed so parts of the 
multifunctional spaces (18) is used for office space (20) as shown in 
figure 8 and 9.figure 8 and 9.
Since the occupation of the building in 2010, considerable 
functional adjustments have been made which are shown on the 
plan in grey. A need for a second crèche (6) was identified and 
general meeting rooms in the resource centre was included. Sound 
booths have been installed for the theatrical performances in the 
multifunctional hall on ground level and a gate was installed at the 
entrance of the clinic, underneath the stairs (24), creating a safe, 
enclosedenclosed space for children to play while their parents are in the 
clinic. The courtyard (16) is now being used as an additional waiting 
area for the clinic as the original one became too small.

_accommodation list: acts as legend for plans 

24 adapted 
to childrens 
waiting area 

Figure 164 : Ubuntu Centre ground floor plan (Field 
architect – adapted by author, 2020)

Figure 165 : Ubuntu Centre first floor plan (Field 
architect – adapted by author, 2020)

16 couryard 
adapted to 
clinic waiting 
area
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_building requirements:
Based on the needs of the Ubuntu Education Fund, the building had to have HIV testing 
and treatment facilities, child healthcare, counselling facilities as well as a community hall 
in which educational programs could be implemented. Field architects noted the needs 
and aspirations of the community through interviews and pedestrian footpaths through the 
site that informed the program and influenced the design. (Wood, 2012) The building 
requirments are illustrated in figures 166-171. 

Figure 166: Ubuntu hall ( Field, 2011: online)

Figure 169 :Empowerment centre ( Field, 2011: online) Figure 170: Ubuntu staff offices(Field, 2011: online) Figure 171: Walkways& roof garden 
(Field, 2011: online)

Figure 167: Pedestrian circulation ( Field, 2011: online)

Figure 168: HIV/TB clinic ( Field, 2011: online)

-accomodates 250 people 
-used for training, NGO’s, community camps 
& perfomances 
-cafeteria with catering space 

-computer lab
-multimeda halls
-group study spaces (secondary 
& tertiary learners)
-counselling facilities 

- handicap accessibilty 
-acommodates 250 staff members
- adequate parking 
- conference rooms and worshops 

-rooftop vegetable gardens 
- shaded pedestrain walkways 

- non congestive walkways 
-connects major functions 
- based on existing walkways on site 
- walkways are accebile 24 hours

- HIV & TB testing rooms and laboratory
-mangaement and support facilities 
-family-friendly counselling rooms 

UBUNTU HALL PEDESTRIAN CIRCULATION 

EMPOWERMENT CENTRE UBUNTU STAFF OFFICES PUBLIC & ROOFTOP GARDENS 

HIV/TB CLINIC



Structural system and detailing 
The primary structure of the Ubuntu Centre is constructed 
from a reinforced concrete columns  and beams structure 
and off shutter concrete walls, cast in situ as shown in figure 
15.  The in situ concrete frames, which the secondary 
structure,  creates a uniform structure where joints are built 
to be rigid connections. In this case, concrete shear walls 
were constructed as bracing for further stiffness support. 
(Watts, 2019)(Watts, 2019)
Adjacent buttresses are used as a substructure to support 
the slanted walls as illustrated in figure 175. There two types 
of facade systems used. The first one cosists of a steel 
column and beam system with a moveable steel framed 
louvres system placed in the openings as shown in figure 
174 and local material, gum poles were used for the 
building skin shading the glazing. These louvre elements 
provideprovide a tectonic elelment to the stereotomic structure. 
Steel trusses are used for the glazing support as shown in 
figure 173 as well as for the roof structure as illustrated in 
figure 172.  

1. concrete frame structure                4. glazing 
2. steel truss glazing structural support       5. gumpole screen
3. vertical steel mullions 

Figure 172: axonometric of Ubuntu structural system (Field 2011: 
online) 

Figure 174: steel louvre stystem at the en-
trance  (Field 2011: online) 

Figure 173 : Primary column and beam structure and trusses  
(Field 2011: online) 

Figure 175 : Adjacent 
butresess providing 
support between slanted 
walls  (Field 2011: online) 

5 4 3 2

1
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132 Figure 180: Section of the Ubuntu Centre(Field, 2014: online)

Figure 179: gum pole wall detail (Field, 
2011: online) Figure 178: detail 

3 
(Mathobisa,2020)

Figure 183: gum pole to 
t-section stainless steel 
(Field, 2011: online)

Figure 182: gum poles split 
with saw to be fixed to t-sec-
tion (Field, 2011: online)

Zimbabwe teak flooring 
Concrete sub floor 

galvanized steel support 
Figure 177: detail 2(Matho-
bisa,2020)

Figure 176: detail 1(Mathobisa, 
2020)

_facade system : gum pole wall 

Aluminium window section 

Glass

Gum pole 

Galvanized lightweight 
tubular steel truss mem-
bers 

Figure 181: designed brackets that gumpoles are fixed on  (Field, 
2011: online)



_materiality
The material used for the houses in Zwide is mostly 
improvised and recycled. Although this echoes the 
repressive effects of poverty and the long-lasting 
effect of apartheid, here is also a suggestion of a 
resource efficient approached. Concrete was 
suitable for the Ubuntu centre construction due to 
its robust nature, representing permanence and 
commitmentcommitment to the Zwide community. The steel 
facade system was reinterpreted from the 
“architecture of necessity”(Field & Field, 2012) The 
use of the gum poles is an interpretation of the local 
thatch craft. Zimbabwe teak flooring was used for 
its durability and aesthetic. The mahogany wood , 
which is a loacl material, which was used for the 
doorsdoors and some of the furniture  which were hand 
carved with a spoon chisel. A local artistic designed 
the textured mosaic 

_space enhancement 

Figure 185: local 
thatch craft (Field, 
2011: online)

Figure 186: sketch from design process (Field, 
2011: online)

Figure 187: thatch craft reinter-
preted as building skin (Field, 
2011: online)

Figure 188: Mahogany door detail (Field, 2011: 
online)

Figure 189: Mahogany reception desks and 
mosaic work by local artist (Field, 2011: online)

Figure 200: “architecture of necessity”(Field, 
2011: online)

Figure 184: concrete wall and gumpole skin assem-
bly (Field, 2011: online)

Figure 201: “architecture of necessity” reinter-
preted as building skin (Field, 2011: online)

“The development of social relationships in urban scale 
should begin with careful attention to specific spaces 
by implementing and using interaction design 
approaches, specific spaces used to effectively 
address the sociocultural relationships of the people.” 
(Alsaadi & Ismail, 2017: online)The use of local and 
familiar material assists the people in associating  the 
Ubuntu Centre with a  second home(Field & Field, 2012).Ubuntu Centre with a  second home(Field & Field, 2012).

KEY:
green- gum pole skin 
grey/white -concrete
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 Services and circulation 
_horizontal circulation 

_vertical circulation

_services 

The informal pedestrian pathways, overlaid with the vehicular patterns of 
the street have been referred to as a “living diagram” which has informed 
the design of the Ubuntu Centre as this walkway define the township life 
(Field & Field,2012: online) as illustrated in figures 202 and 203. For security 
purposes, the building has central entrance that can be accessed from 
service and gathering spaces on the north western side. The services are 
used as a buffer to separate the clinic form multifunctional and 
educationaleducational spaces illustrated in blue on figure . The second entrance can 
be accessed from the parking side . Circulation in the building has been 
enhanced by the skylit path that has been with the same stone as the one 
used at the main entrance (Figure 206).

TheThe building has three staircases and an elevator leading to first floor 
shown in green in figures 204 and 205. The fire escape stair is indicated 
in red. The staircases are constructed from concrete which has been 
cast insitu and the Zimbabwean teak flooring has been used as a 
finish. As mentioned before, the space below staircase closest to the 
reception has been a dapted to a childrens waiting space as shown in 
figure 208.

The services are situated in a central core as illustrated in blue in 
figure 37 . An exterior tap has been installed infront of the main en-
trance which is used bythe community in the case of water short-
ages (Figure 206). The refuse yard is situated in front of the building 
as shown in figure 207 .

Figure 203: Informal footpaths shown 
in zoomed in context(Field,2011:on-

Figure 204: Ground floor circulation 
(Field,2011:online)

Figure 205: First floor circulation (Field,2011:online)
Figure 206: Community 
Tap (Field,2011:online)

Figure 207: Refuse area 
(Field,2011:online)

Figure 208: Adapted staircase 
(Field,2011:online)

Figure 202: Informal footpaths shown 
in bigger in context(Field,2011:online)



_fire 

_heating and cooling 

Concrete is non-combustible and therefore the rate at which 
heat is transferred is relatively low, it is fire resistant (Watts, 
2019:50). However a a fire escape staircase has been 
constucted and is shown in red in figure 210 and 211.

Figure 209: skylit pathways (Field, 2011: online)

Figure 210: large openings maximising sun heat  
(Field, 2011: online)

Figure 211: large openings maximising sun heat  
(Field, 2011: online)

The building relies on mechanical systems for heating and cooling.  
The concrete walls emnate heat back into the building and the 
thermal mass allows for night time cooling. (Watts  2019: 30) The 
large openings maximise the solar penetration for heat gain into the 
building(Figure 43). Photovoltaic panels that collect and conver 
solar evergy have also been used in the building. The placement of 
windows has created a convection effect in which the low 
ventilatedventilated windows circulate cool air and the hot air is released 
through the high windows.The irrigated grey water from the roof 
garden is addional insulation for the building.  (Laylin, 2011)
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Site planning and landscape detailing 
__site planning  and user accessibility 
TheThe Ubuntu Centre is considered as an inclusive space that has an alternative 
realtionship with it immediate context. The building is addjacent to an existing 
structure that was the original location of the Ubuntu community fund. Therefore 
the site isreatively small within the condensed residential area. Exterior spaces have 
been designed to form part of the streets ,making them publicly accessible. There 
are no boundary walls around the site as one of the design requiremnet was the 
existing and the new structure should be inclusive.  

TheThe spaces surrounding the site was designed to progressively erode the site 
boundary. Boundaries that were existing on site were demolished to create more 
accessibility.

When designing the building, the formalistic grid of Zwide was taken into account. 
The grid wa juxtaposed formalistically inorder to bring about change.  The 
morphological change  didnt make any changes to the grid itself, one can 
wuestion whethet the fragmented nature is transformed(Stoffberg, 2015)

__landscaping detailing
TheThe rooftop garden space of the Ubuntu Centre forms part of a bigger system of 
community gardens in Zwide, in which people grow their own produce. (Field & 
Field, 2012: online). Following suite, smaller courtyards in which new trees have 
been planted, have been designed alongside the paths that the design is based 
upon. These spaces act as spill out spaces between the different buildings, they are 
minimalistic and hardly constitute as ‘landscape architecture’ but were designed 
considerate manner. 

Figure 215: Landscaping infront of the building (Field, 2014: online)

Figure 212-214: Site planning and accessibility design process 
sketches 



_form  and function
“Thick concrete walls grow for the ground and leap accross 
before returning to the ground. Their roofs are sloping, their 
walls angled toward one anothe. The sides are open- with no 
walls there- just expansive windows, draped with screens of 
wooden gum poles. Each one of these structures an 
independent building that belongs to a family of buildings 
which rely on one another for support. As the light changes 
throughoutthroughout the day, the shape seems to move. Light which 
enters between the structures drawing people into the deep, 
luminous spaces. This is a living building...” (Field & Field, 2012

The trapezoidal concrete volumes which lean on each other 
are emphasizng the meaning of Ubuntu: “I am because you 
are”. The masses being fragmented and distributed on site 
allowing for pedestrian movement between the buildings , 
becoming a continuous part of the township. This centre 
promotes community ownership and the minimization of the 
stigmitization of the user.  (Bell, 2010) 

_form  and function

Figure 216: Trapezoidal forms of the Ubuntu Centre (Field, 2014: online)
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_universal accessibility 
TheThe building has 2 toilets on ground floor as well as an elevator for the   that 
goes all the way up to the rooftop gardenf for the physically disabled. The 
doors also comply with the SANS 10400 regulations part which states that 
“the leaf of any single door and atleast one leaf of a double door when in 
the 90 degrees positiion shall provide a clear opening not less that 750mm 
wide at right angles to the direction of travel.   

_parking 
1414 parking spaces and one for disabled persons  have been accounted for 
on site as per regulations. This parking is mainly used by admin 
 
 

Universal accessibility and parking 
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REFLECTION:

…I am still reflecting on the MOVIE that was 2020

Nothing could’ve prepared me for how this year worked out. The Corona Virus (COVID-19), an unprecedented storm which questioned 
everything I thought I knew about life, people and the world; coming equipped with its own lessons to teach me in what was already 
a challenging year. Perseverance, discipline and trusting my gut instinct being at the top of the list.  Having to focus on a thesis when 
while the rest of the world was focused on staying alive was strange to say the least but it got me thinking… 

In an evidently constantly changing world, how do we as architects, accommodate the dynamism the world has to offer? What does 
the pandemic mean for architecture school curriculum and the way in which we are taught to design? How do we navigate the curve 
balls that challenge the way we perceive the built environment? … I don’t have the answers either but hold that thought… 

Amongst other social ills our country is facing, Gender-Based violence is at an all-time high and ironically, numbers increased drastically 
during the hard lockdown period. With this being said, I think that the proposed Women’s Empowerment Centre is relevant and 
necessary. I also believe that the design of the Women’s Empowerment Centre would’ve have turned out a lot different if we had 
had a “normal” thesis year. For the best or the worst? I guess I’ll never know. In my humble opinion, I believe that it was a successful 
proposal in the way that it responds to the urban context and speaks to the rituals of the city. The biggest challenge was designing a 
contextually inclusive building (heritage and contemporary) without the building becoming too busy as simplicity is always key.



The “new-normal” left me (and millions of other people of course) exposed, outside my comfort zone, not being able to have a 
quick crit with a lecturer or a fellow cubicle mate, having limited access to books, not being able to visit case studies or go for a 
walk. Not knowing whether I would be able to adjust to working remotely or even if I would come out of this year alive. COVID-19 has 
re-iterated the importance of counting my blessings within the currents of uncertainty and anxiety. Without being insensitive to the 
millions of people who lost their lives, untimely to this disease, I am grateful that I made it to the end of the year and the hard lessons 
that I have learnt this year, I will use for a life time.
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PERSONAL INFORMATION:
1.Name and Surname (Optional)     		
         Lebitso le Sefane (Boikhetelo)

2.Age 				  
Lilemo

3.Highest grade passed

LOCATION OF TRADE:

4.Did you choose your current location of trade?
Na u khethile sebaka sa hau sa khoebo hona joale?

5.If yes, why? If no, who allocated it to you?
Haeba ho joalo, hobaneng? Haeba ho se joalo, ke mang ea u fileng sona?

6.How long have you been working here?
U qetile nako e kae u sebetsa moo?

7.How often do you work per week?
U sebetsa hakae ka beke?

OPERATING THE BUSINESS IN THE CBD:

8.What are some of the challenges that you face as a woman while working here in the CBD? 
Mathata ao u tobanang le ona u le mosali ha u ntse u sebetsa mona CBD ya Bloemfontein ke a feng?

9.	 Do you encounter problems with the male informal traders?
Na u kopana le mathat le barekisi ba banna?

10.Given that you had a place where you could conduct your trade, get educated and have your basic need (for example a crèche 
for your children) met would you make use of it?
Ha u ka ba nale sebaka seo u ka etsa khoebo ea hau ho sona, o rutehe ka tsebediso ya dichelete mme ditlhoko tsa hau di fumanehe 
(mohlala, crèche ea ban aba hau) U ka e sebelisa?
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11.	  Do you think that the women working informal trade need to be supported? How?
Na u nahna hore basali ba sebetsa ka mokhoa on aba hloka ho tsheetsao? Joang?
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