


2RPP

The Homeowner Ideology



2RPP Revised Pages

African Perspectives
Kelly Askew, Laura Fair, and Pamila Gupta

Series Editors

The Homeowner Ideology:  
Economic (F)Utility of Real Property Rights in Four African Cities

Singumbe Muyeba

Typologies of Humor in African Literatures
Adwoa A. Opoku-Agyemang

Between HIV Prevention and LGBTI Rights: 
The Political Economy of Queer Activism in Ghana

Ellie Gore

Protest Arts, Gender, and Social Change: Fiction, Popular Songs,  
and the Media in Hausa Society across Borders

Ousseina D. Alidou

The Imaginative Vision of Abdilatif Abdalla’s Voice of Agony
Abdilatif Abdalla, edited by Annmarie Drury

Congo Style: From Belgian Art Nouveau to African Independence
Ruth Sacks 

Lagos Never Spoils: Nollywood and Nigerian City Life
Connor Ryan

Continuous Pasts: Frictions of Memory in Postcolonial Africa
Sakiru Adebayo

Writing on the Soil: Land and Landscape in Literature  
from Eastern and Southern Africa

Ng’ang’a Wahu-Mũchiri

In Search of Tunga: Prosperity, Almighty God,  
and Lives in Motion in a Malian Provincial Town

André Chappatte

A complete list of titles in the series can be found at www.press.umich.edu



2RPP

The Homeowner Ideology

Economic (F)Utility 
 of Real Property Rights  

in Four African Cities

Singumbe Muyeba

University of Michigan Press
Ann Arbor

Revised Pages

African Perspectives
Kelly Askew, Laura Fair, and Pamila Gupta

Series Editors

The Homeowner Ideology:  
Economic (F)Utility of Real Property Rights in Four African Cities

Singumbe Muyeba

Typologies of Humor in African Literatures
Adwoa A. Opoku-Agyemang

Between HIV Prevention and LGBTI Rights: 
The Political Economy of Queer Activism in Ghana

Ellie Gore

Protest Arts, Gender, and Social Change: Fiction, Popular Songs,  
and the Media in Hausa Society across Borders

Ousseina D. Alidou

The Imaginative Vision of Abdilatif Abdalla’s Voice of Agony
Abdilatif Abdalla, edited by Annmarie Drury

Congo Style: From Belgian Art Nouveau to African Independence
Ruth Sacks 

Lagos Never Spoils: Nollywood and Nigerian City Life
Connor Ryan

Continuous Pasts: Frictions of Memory in Postcolonial Africa
Sakiru Adebayo

Writing on the Soil: Land and Landscape in Literature  
from Eastern and Southern Africa

Ng’ang’a Wahu-Mũchiri

In Search of Tunga: Prosperity, Almighty God,  
and Lives in Motion in a Malian Provincial Town

André Chappatte

A complete list of titles in the series can be found at www.press.umich.edu



2RPP

Copyright © 2025 by Singumbe Muyeba
Some rights reserved

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 Interna-
tional License. Note to users: A Creative Commons license is only valid when it is applied by 
the person or entity that holds rights to the licensed work. Works may contain components 
(e.g., photographs, illustrations, or quotations) to which the rightsholder in the work cannot 
apply the license. It is ultimately your responsibility to independently evaluate the copyright 
status of any work or component part of a work you use, in light of your intended use. To view 
a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/

For questions or permissions, please contact um.press.perms@umich.edu

Published in the United States of America by the
University of Michigan Press
First published March 2025

A CIP catalog record for this book is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication data has been applied for.

ISBN 978-0-472-07732-8 (hardcover : alk. paper)
ISBN 978-0-472-05732-0 (paper : alk. paper)
ISBN 978-0-472-90493-8 (open access ebook)

DOI: https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.14418455

Publication of this volume has been partially funded by the African Studies Center,  
University of Michigan.

The University of Michigan Press’s open access publishing program is made possible thanks 
to additional funding from the University of Michigan Office of the Provost and the generous 
support of contributing libraries.

Cover image: Kibera neighborhood in Nairobi, Kenya (2019).  
Photograph by Singumbe Muyeba.



2RPP

For the Late Professor Ambassador Mwelwa C. Musambachime,  
beloved uncle and mentor



2RPP



2RPP

Contents

List of Figures� ix
List of Tables� xi
Preface� xiii
Acknowledgments� xv

Chapter 1
Poverty, Slum Conditions, and Homeownership� 1

Chapter 2
Conceptualizing and Theorizing the Homeowner Ideology� 25

Chapter 3
Pervasiveness of the Homeowner Ideology in Three of  
Four Sub-Saharan African Cities� 40

Chapter 4
Kibera, Khayelitsha, Matero, and Zango� 62

Chapter 5
The Homeowner Ideology and Freehold through Mortgages  
in Nairobi� 97

Chapter 6
The Homeowner Ideology and Freehold through Subsidized  
Housing in Cape Town� 120

Chapter 7
The Homeowner Ideology and Privatization of Council  
Housing in Lusaka� 142

Chapter 8
The Antitheses of the Homeowner Ideology through Usufruct  
Rights to Social Housing in Luanda� 165



2RPP

viii	 •	 Contents

Chapter 9
Conclusion: Persistence of the Homeowner Ideology in Africa� 181

Appendix A: Understanding Property Rights and Tenure Security� 197

Appendix B: Summary of Claims about the Effects of Freehold  
and Lessons from the Developing World� 201

Appendix C: Variable Descriptions for Chapter 8� 203

Appendix D: Comparison of Paraiso and Zango 1 Households  
on Key Variables� 209

References� 211

Index� 229

Digital materials related to this title can be found on  
the Fulcrum platform via the following citable URL: 
https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.14418455



2RPP

Figures

3.1	 Population Growth in Nairobi, 1900–2021� 47
3.2	 Population Growth in Cape Town, 1731–2011� 51
3.3	 Population Growth in Lusaka, 1963–2000� 55
3.4	 Population Growth in Luanda, 1930–2020� 59
4.1	 Location of Kibera in Nairobi� 64
4.2	 Zones A and B in Kibera’s Soweto East Neighborhood 2001� 66
4.3	 Zones A and B and Canaan Estate in Kibera’s Soweto East 

Neighborhood in 2019� 67
4.4	 Housing Conditions in Zone B� 70
4.5	 Housing Conditions in Langata Decanting Site� 71
4.6	 Housing Conditions in Canaan Estate� 73
4.7	 Khayelitsha in Cape Town, Western Cape� 80
4.8	 Location of George and Matero in Lusaka City� 83
4.9	 Location of Boa Vista, Zango, and Paraiso in Luanda, Angola� 89
4.10	 Boa Vista in January 2000 Following the Floods� 90
4.11	 Zango in May 2008� 91
4.12	 Boa Vista in 2019� 92
4.13	 Shacks Where Former Residents of Hazardous Musseques  

Live While Awaiting Housing in Zango� 93
4.14	 New Housing in Zango� 94
4.15	 Paraiso in 2019� 95
5.1	 The Region of Common Support in the Propensity Score Model  

for Zone B vs. Canaan� 106
5.2	 The Region of Common Support in the Propensity Score  

Model for Langata vs. Canaan� 106
7.1	 Balance of Propensity Scores across Treated (Leasehold Tenure  

Rights) and Untreated (Occupancy Tenure Rights) Groups� 148
7.2	 Original House in Matero� 157
7.3	 Extended House in Matero� 157



2RPP

x	 •	 Figures

7.4	 Extended Houses in George with Regular Houses in  
the Background� 159

8.1	 Balance of Propensity Scores across Treated (Usufruct Rights)  
and Untreated (Untitled) Groups� 170

8.2	 Northwest Section of Zango in 2008� 172
8.3	 Northwest Section of Zango in March 2020� 173



2RPP

Tables

1.1	 Percentage of Residences Under Ownership Tenure in 2021� 7
4.1	 Timeline of Events: Residents’ Access to Housing in Khayelitsha� 82
4.2	 Timeline of Events in Matero� 85
4.3	 Timeline of Events in George� 85
5.1	 Variable Descriptions� 100
5.2	 Average Treatment Effect on the Treated (ATT) for Tenure  

Security Using Nearest Neighbor, Radius, Kernel, and Stratification 
Matching: Zone B (Untitled) vs. Canaan (Freehold)� 107

5.3	 Average Treatment Effect on the Treated for Tenure Security:  
Langata (Usufruct) vs. Canaan (Freehold)� 108

5.4	 Average Treatment Effect on the Treated for Household Economic 
Indicators: Zone B (Untitled) vs. Canaan (Freehold)� 109

5.5	 Average Treatment Effect on the Treated for Household Economic 
Indicators: Langata (Usufruct) vs. Canaan (Freehold)� 110

5.6	 Average Treatment Effect on the Treated for Health Indicators:  
Zone B (Untitled) vs. Canaan (Freehold)� 112

5.7	 Average Treatment Effect on the Treated for Health Indicators:  
Langata (Usufruct) vs. Canaan (Freehold)� 112

5.8	 Average Treatment Effect on the Treated for Social Capital  
Indicators: Zone B (Untitled) vs. Canaan (Freehold)� 114

5.9	 Average Treatment Effect on the Treated for Social Capital  
Indicators: Langata (Usufruct) vs. Canaan (Freehold)� 114

5.10	 Average Treatment Effect on the Treated for Self-Esteem,  
Satisfaction with House and Neighborhood, and Sense of  
Belonging: Zone B (Untitled) vs. Canaan (Freehold)� 116

5.11	 Average Treatment Effect on the Treated for Self-Esteem,  
Satisfaction with House and Neighborhood, and Sense of  
Belonging: Langata (Usufruct) vs. Canaan (Freehold)� 117

6.1	 Variable Descriptions� 122



2RPP

xii	 •	 Tables

6.2	 Effects of a Housing Subsidy on Labor Participation,  
Household per Capita Income, Household Durables,  
Physical Health, and Membership in Voluntary Associations: 
Difference-in-Differences Estimation� 126

6.3	 Effects of the Housing Subsidy on Teenage Pregnancy,  
Proportion of School Dropouts, and Neighborhood Stability: 
Difference-in-Differences Estimation� 127

6.4	 OLS Regression of Civic Participation against Housing Subsidy� 136
6.5	 Housing Subsidy and Community Cohesion: OLS Outcomes� 138
7.1	 Variable Descriptions� 145
7.2	 t-tests of Equality of the Means of Propensity Scores between  

Treated and Untreated Groups in Each Block� 148
7.3	 Average Treatment Effect on the Treated (ATT) Using Nearest 

Neighbor, Radius, Kernel, and Stratification Matching� 151
8.1	 Variable Descriptions for Matching Variables� 168
8.2	 t-tests of Equality of the Means of Propensity Scores between  

Treated and Untreated Groups in Each Block� 170
8.3	 Average Treatment Effect on the Treated for Perceived Tenure  

Security Variables� 171
8.4	 Average Treatment Effect on the Treated for Dwelling Area and 

Number of Rooms� 174
8.5	 Average Treatment Effect on the Treated for Labor Market 

Participation and Home Business Activities� 175
8.6	 Average Treatment Effect on the Treated for Household Income,  

Log of Household Income, and Households Durables� 176
8.7	 Average Treatment Effect on the Treated for Health Indicators� 177
8.8	 Average Treatment Effect on the Treated for Social  

Capital Indicators� 178
8.9	 Average Treatment Effect on the Treated for Self-Esteem,  

Satisfaction with House and Neighborhood, and Sense  
of Belonging� 179



2RPP

Preface

During a July 2009 walkthrough of some of Cape Town’s new racially mixed 
housing projects, I was astonished by the poverty. At the time, I had just com-
pleted my MPhil in development studies with a thesis on the effects of for-
eign aid on poverty reduction in Zambia. As a newly minted graduate still 
figuring out what was next, I joined the Center for Social Science Research 
at the University of Cape Town as a research associate. My first assignment 
was a study commissioned by the provincial government of the Western 
Cape Province led by Professor Jeremy Seekings. The research was concerned 
with the critical national question of whether the new housing projects had 
achieved racial desegregation among these new homeowners. Poverty would 
emerge as a widespread issue among our research participants. At the time, I 
had peripheral awareness of the conventional thinking that homeownership 
reduced income poverty. So, there was something strange in the familiar—
our participants were homeowners, but they were poor. They had a place to 
lay their heads at night, but little food in their stomachs. I wondered how it 
was that these homeowners remained poor to the extent that a token shop-
ping voucher would represent their only meal that day. My experience in 
Cape Town became an obsession, a quest, and ultimately the present book.

My wonderings and wanderings brought me into my PhD program and 
postdoctoral research. It drew me to summer schools at Brown University, 
where I sought to understand development and inequality, and the University 
of Amsterdam, where I was taught about urban sociology. It took me to Yale 
University as a Fox International Fellow, where I sought to understand urban 
poverty, policy, and social problems; economic thought and analysis; and sta-
tistical methods. I sought knowledge at Harvard’s Joint Center for Housing 
Studies, which produced seminars and papers on homeownership theory. I 
even took a job as a research specialist at a Boston nonprofit on homelessness 
shortly after earning my PhD. Finally, as a professor at the University of Den-
ver in the United States, my quest took me on research trips back to Zambia—
the land of my birth—and to Kenya and Angola. I continue to obsess and to 
ask questions born from my early obsession with poverty.
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In these pages, the reader will find what I learned on my quest as I exam-
ined the economic, social, and ideological significance of real property rights 
for poverty in four African cities. The story that unfolds explains why decades 
of development studies on the subject are inconsistent with the realities of 
the urban poor in African cities, and why the use of homeownership as an 
intervention persists despite evidence that it is ineffective. The conventional 
view advanced by market fundamentalist neoclassical economists is that real 
property rights, where the poor have ownership rights to land and housing, 
improve the economic chances of the urban poor and can eradicate poverty 
in cities of developing countries. While homeownership has clear benefits 
among the poor—including important measures of human welfare—the 
book shows that the utility of real property rights as an economic resource 
is severely limited. Yet the idea persists because of the social production and 
reproduction of a preference for homeownership tenure driven by the home-
owner ideology, family intergenerational production, transmission of home-
ownership culture, and the state’s support for homeownership tenure.

A major contribution of the book is that it interrogates long-held, ideo-
logically based assumptions about real property rights using causal analysis 
methods not previously utilized in studying property rights among the urban 
poor in the African context. Drawing on 11 years of study, fieldwork involving 
four large-scale housing surveys, and in-depth semistructured interviews in 
Cape Town, Lusaka, Nairobi, and Luanda, The Homeowner Ideology fills an 
important gap by illustrating the significance of real property rights among 
the poor in sub-Saharan Africa. These cities used different means to deliver 
property rights to the poor, thereby providing an opportunity to comprehen-
sively examine the effects of homeownership.

The book thus expands knowledge in the field by showing that causal 
analysis in combination with qualitative research reveals a richer story of how 
taken-for-granted claims about homeownership work differently in the Afri-
can context.
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Chapter 1

Poverty, Slum Conditions,  
and Homeownership

Zawadi’s Story

On a warm and dry August evening in 2019, we arrive at Canaan Estate. The 
compound contains 20 new high-rise towers built for the poor by the govern-
ment of Kenya in Kibera, Nairobi. It is sunset. Zawadi sits outside the walls of 
her store. She is a beneficiary of a government-backed mortgage through the 
Kenya Slum Upgrading Program (KENSUP). A former member of the Sec-
toral Executive Committee warned Zawadi not to talk to us, but she invites us 
in anyway and closes the door. She wants to tell her story.

Zawadi grew up in the slum conditions of Kibera. It was not until she was 
in her thirties that she moved to a temporary settlement in Langata Decant-
ing Site, where she waited for her new house to be built. Zawadi moved into 
her house in 2016. She tells us it has been three years since she was selected for 
ownership. Although she cannot borrow against her property, she reflects, “It 
was good I moved to a good house. I feel proud, but sometimes I’m worried 
because I am not affording to pay for that house. I was not paying rent [in 
the slum].” Although she feels more secure with her mortgage, she is afraid 
the government might one day take her house away. “I am afraid,” she says, 
“sometimes they come, and they put our names on the wall where everyone 
can see.” She is referring to a publicly displayed list of homeowners who are 
behind on their mortgage payments. Even so, Zawadi worries less about evic-
tions than she used to in the slum. Since her move, she feels less stress, and 
her physical health has improved.

While Zawadi struggles to keep up with her mortgage payments, she 
notices that some of her neighbors can pay easily, and she does not recog-
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nize them from the old slum. She suspects that they circumvented the regular 
process of housing selection. Perhaps this is why the former SEC member 
warned her against talking to us.

Zawadi’s story challenges the economic utility of freehold ownership of 
real property in urban areas among the poor. She struggles with the mortgage 
payment, and she cannot secure a loan using her property as leverage. At the 
same time, she worries less about potential eviction, and her health is better. 
In a context that values collective forms of tenure, the government of Kenya 
chose to provide Zawadi housing through individual ownership rights. In 
so doing, the government of Kenya contributed to the social production of 
tenure and reproduced the homeowner ideology.

Mpho’s Story

Meanwhile, in Khayelitsha, it is gusty and cold. Mpho lives in a township in 
Cape Town’s Cape Flats at the southern tip of Africa. The post-apartheid gov-
ernment in Cape Town built new houses for disenfranchised Black Africans. 
It is 2011, and Mpho is a housing subsidy beneficiary. With an air of confi-
dence, she tells us that owning her house allowed her to become a “madam,” 
suggesting a social status that commands respect. Black women housekeepers 
used “madam” to refer to white South African women for whom they worked 
in Cape Town’s affluent southern suburbs. Mpho lived in a shack in Site C 
after moving to Cape Town from Eastern Cape Province in 1983. She labored 
as a domestic worker for the same madam for many years. “I used to look 
at my madam and never knew I could be like her,” she recounts. “I used to 
watch her eating her breakfast, wearing her gown. I didn’t know that I can be 
a madam. But today I do everything; I am happy.”

Like Zawadi, Mpho cannot borrow against her house, but her housing 
subsidy came with a dwelling, ownership of the land, and housing under 
freehold tenure. With ownership, Mpho reports being treated with greater 
respect, decency, and dignity—especially compared to the dehumanizing 
experiences she faced as a Black woman in apartheid South Africa. She has 
pride in her house and neighborhood, and she reports greater life satisfac-
tion and improved physical health. Her main concern is no longer survival. 
Instead, she worries about her family. Her teenage daughter got pregnant 
shortly after they moved into their new house.

Like Zawadi’s, Mpho’s story challenges the focus on economic benefits 
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of freehold ownership, while shedding light on both the unintended conse-
quences of property ownership and the non-economic dimensions of human 
welfare. Her story likewise reveals the government’s role in the social pro-
duction of tenure. Mpho became a homeowner through active and deliberate 
policy by the government of South Africa and the City of Cape Town. The 
purpose was to promote homeownership tenure through subsidizing urban 
areas in a context where 80 percent of the population lived in collective own-
ership. Mpho is proud of her house, and she is glad she is the owner.

Mary’s Story

On a windy and dusty day in Matero in August 2011, we visit Mary. She ben-
efited from the privatization of low-cost public rental housing in Lusaka. The 
initiative was part of Zambia’s structural adjustment program (SAP), funded 
under the auspices of the IMF and World Bank in the mid-1990s. She likes her 
home, but she understands that it does not confer all the economic benefits 
she might have hoped for. She reflects that, in her life before homeownership, 
she thought that if she had “A house, I would be happy . . . that’s what I would 
want.” She now owns a house in Matero—a poor neighborhood in Lusaka. 
Understanding the role of property in wealth building, Mary wants a loan to 
purchase another house. However, the banks will not lend her money. She 
reports, “even when you have a house, we suffer.” She considers the banker’s 
question: “Where will you get the money to pay for another house?” Shaking 
her head, Mary questions, “How can I manage? There is no one who can help 
me find a way to get a loan. And if I [did] get a loan, I don’t work, so how 
will I return it?” Working as a nurse, Mary’s daughter supports her mother 
financially.

Mary used to run a small business selling Coca-Cola and other small 
items on her premises, but it collapsed. Although she is unable to obtain a 
loan or otherwise lift herself out of poverty, she says she is happy she has a 
house. She reflects, “As long as we manage to pay for electricity, we manage to 
pay for water, we manage to pay land [property taxes], as long as we manage, 
our hearts are at peace. We are seated at our home. It’s different from when 
we were being forced [evicted]; now they are giving us papers respectably. . . . 
I am happy. I am free because the house is mine.”

Mary’s story challenges the conventional wisdom that ownership rights 
improve the economic chances of the urban poor, and that freedom comes 
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from the economic utility of ownership title. Her story reveals the role of 
neoliberal ideology through privatization policy that influences the social 
production of homeownership tenure in a country context that maintains 
communal values. She is supported by her daughter, which reveals the role of 
family in the social production of tenure through intergenerational transfer 
of values about homeownership.

Rosana’s Story

On a hot and humid Saturday afternoon in mid-December 2019, Rosana is 
merrymaking and dancing to Kizomba music in Zango 1, a barrio of 3,000 
houses built by the government of Angola to house people from a slum that 
was susceptible to natural disasters. Rosana grew up in Boa Vista, a musseque 
(informal settlement with slum conditions) located on a hill near the center 
of Luanda city. Her parents, along with millions of other Angolans, fled from 
rural areas to the city as a violent civil war was waged in the countryside 
from 1975 to 2002. Shortly before the end of the war, tragedy struck. In 2000 
and again in 2001, mudslides destroyed houses and killed several people in 
the musseque. The government of Angola evicted residents and promised 
new and safer houses in Zango. Some residents of Boa Vista refused to move 
to Zango, moving instead to a musseque called Paraiso, which had accom-
modated returning civil war veterans since the early 1990s. Rosana and her 
family moved to Zango on the promise of a new house. Instead, they were 
housed in a shack in a temporary government relocation area for five long 
years. In 2006, Rosana finally received her new house. The house came with 
a document called a guia de entrega, explaining that the house was only to be 
used for habitation. She was prohibited from modifying the home, taking on 
additional tenants, or operating an at-home business. She could live there, 
but the land and house remained the property of the Angolan government.

Despite government restrictions, Rosana and her family converted the 
structure into a two-story home, painted it a new color, and built a wall 
around it. Indeed, few community members have kept the houses in their 
original form. Many opened businesses on the premises and rented out 
rooms. Rosana filled her house with durable goods, and she and her neigh-
bors enjoy a higher income than those who moved to Paraiso. Although she 
does not own her house, Rosana is satisfied with her home and with her 
neighborhood, and she has a stronger sense of belonging and no intention to 
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move. She has little fear of eviction, and her health is much improved since 
moving from Boa Vista.

Rosana’s story teaches us that even without freehold or leasehold own-
ership, the poor can maximize economic and other forms of utility of low-
income public housing under usufruct rights. What matters is that they think 
and believe they have security of tenure, which also solidifies the understand-
ing that in a context where the ideological context leans left, the social pro-
duction of urban tenure takes the form of social housing, which aligns with 
traditionally collective African societies.

Although the four stories challenge the economic utility of homeown-
ership in African cities, they also show that homeownership emerges and 
remains the tenure of preference through social production processes involv-
ing the state, neoliberalism, and the family. Social production is driven by 
the pervasiveness of neoliberalism’s homeowner ideology, the state’s active 
support for homeownership, and the family’s intergenerational transfer of a 
culture of homeownership.

In this book, I argue that claims about the economic utility of real prop-
erty rights in African urban spaces are unsupported by the evidence, yet these 
claims persist due to social production processes that drive the homeowner 
ideology. Four secondary arguments support my claim. First, contrary to 
claims by market fundamentalist neoclassical economists, real property rights 
function as structured idle capital on the formal market in African cities. Next, 
the scholarly focus of market fundamentalist neoclassical economists on the 
economic effects of real property rights has obscured the evidence that own-
ership rights are associated with improvement in non-economic dimensions 
of human well-being. Third, the focus on the utility of real property rights 
obscures the evidence about the utility of usufruct forms of property rights. 
And, finally, the persistence of homeownership as the intervention of choice 
is explained by the social production of neoliberal ideology, the production 
and intergenerational transfer of homeownership culture within the family, 
and the state’s deliberate and active support for homeownership tenure.

1.1. Urban Poverty and the Crisis of Slums in Africa

While global poverty has declined since 1990, it remains widespread in sub-
Saharan Africa. In a population of 1.2 billion, 35 percent (414 million peo-
ple) saw extreme poverty in 2019 (World Bank 2022a)—a higher proportion 
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than South Asia’s 8.5 percent (161.5 million) and East Asia and the Pacific’s 1.1 
percent (26 million). In recent years, following decades-long declines in the 
poverty rate in sub-Saharan Africa, the COVID-19 pandemic threw almost 
100 million people into extreme poverty (United Nations 2022b, 26). In 2022, 
over 750 million people lived in extreme poverty, existing on less than $2.15 
a day (World Bank 2022b). Indeed, the World Bank (2022b) predicts that 
extreme poverty will continue to be concentrated within sub-Saharan Africa, 
and the region will not meet the Sustainable Development Goal of less than 
3 percent by 2030 (United Nations 2022b). In addition, 70 percent of people 
in African cities earn their living hand-to-mouth in the informal sector. Sub-
Saharan Africa faces extreme and rising income and wealth inequality, where 
the top-earning 10 percent receive over 50 percent of all income (Chancel et 
al. 2022). In terms of wealth inequality, the poorest 50 percent of Africans 
own just 2 percent of the wealth, with the top 10 percent owning 72 to 86 
percent (Chancel et al. 2022, 37–40). Where inequality is high, those at the 
bottom experience extreme poverty even more severely (Ray 1998, 279–88).

Africa is the region with the highest proportion of the population living 
in slums. About a quarter of the 1 billion people living in slum conditions 
globally live in Africa (United Nations 2022b). Fifty-seven percent of the con-
tinent’s city populations live in slums (United Nations 2022b, 48). The region 
has a housing backlog of 51 million houses (Bah, Faye, and Geh 2018, 7). Con-
sidering that average household sizes are between six and nine (UNDESA 
Population Division 2017), between 300 and 460 million people live in inhu-
man and undignified conditions. More than 234 million people who live in 
urban slums hope to someday own homes like Zawadi, Mpho, Mary, and 
Rosana (United Nations 2022b; World Bank 2018).

The housing crisis means indignity on a massive scale. Without formal 
services, scores of residents live near piles of garbage and have poor sanita-
tion, without running water and adequate toilets and sewerage (Neuwirth 
2006, 67–69). Dwellings are built from mud, cardboard, or steel or zinc sheets 
(Neuwirth 2006, 70). Slum conditions are frequent sites of city epidemics of 
cholera, dysentery, and diarrheal diseases such as norovirus, sapovirus, and 
astrovirus (Shioda et al. 2016). These diseases are a manifestation of condi-
tions that are hazardous to physical health. In addition, living with the stress 
induced by fear of eviction via bulldozer leads to high stress and poor psy-
chological health.

The crisis of slums is projected to worsen following population increases 
and the approaching urban tipping point. The urban tipping point is the point 



2RPP

Table 1.1. Percentage of Residences Under Ownership Tenure in 2021

Country

Total Residential 
Properties with a 

Title Deed Households

Properties Under 
Ownership  
Tenure (%)

Angola 475,000 7,074,583 6.71
Benin 47,000 2,465,192 1.91
Burkina Faso 5,192 3,697,179 0.14
CAR 9,000 966,788 0.93
Chad 9,454 2,818,370 0.34
Egypt 3,450,000 26,436,963 13.05
Eswatini 315 289,534 0.11
Ethiopia 2,800,000 25,264,566 11.08
Gabon 23,307 565,159 4.12
Ghana 2,625,411 8,555,673 30.69
Guinea 557,504 2,088,862 26.69
Kenya 4,060,000 13,818,776 29.38
Lesotho 73,960 613,134 12.06
Madagascar 600,000 6,349,160 9.45
Malawi 241 4,565,870 0.01
Mali 250,000 3,717,465 6.73
Mauritania 27,000 785,564 3.44
Morocco 1,800,000 8,019,283 22.45
Mozambique 477,786 7,030,161 6.80
Namibia 274,897 597,885 45.98
Niger 2,419,116 4,200,947 57.59
Senegal 152,000 1,914,572 7.94
Seychelles 25,931 27,909 92.91
South Africa 6,738,520 18,480,534 36.46
South Sudan 10,000 1,777,836 0.56
Sudan 185,000 7,636,085 2.42
Tanzania 722,346 12,783,076 5.65
Togo 47,326 1,941,574 2.44
Tunisia 480,079 3,132,614 15.33
Zambia 200,000 3,840,102 5.21
Zimbabwe 256,780 3,958,527 6.49

Source: Data for residential properties with a title deed from Centre for Affordable Housing Finance in 
Africa (2022); data for households from United Nations (2022a).
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at which 50 percent or more of a society’s population lives in urban areas. 
By the year 2030, the majority of Africans will live in cities. Looking further 
ahead, by 2050 the region’s population is projected to grow to 2.5 billion (see 
Bloom and Khanna 2007). A 1 percent increase in the urban population is 
associated with a 5 percent increase in the number of people living in African 
slum conditions (United Nations 2022b, 48). At the root of the urban crisis 
is that housing demand far surpasses housing supply (Potts 2020). Each year, 
4.5 million people move into the slums of African cities (World Bank 2015), 
a rate of urbanization that far outpaces the capacity of governments to build 
houses. It can take up to nine years to supply housing for the annual increase 
in demand (Bah, Faye, and Geh 2018). It is also more affordable for the urban 
poor to access slum housing (Potts 2020). Of the 2.5 billion people who will 
be living in Africa in 2050, 1.2 billion of them will live in urban areas—most 
of them in slum conditions (World Bank 2015).

Moreover, Africa has the lowest homeownership rates by region, although 
data is hard to find. If we use the number of residential properties with the 
title deed complete and in hand, homeownership rates range from less than 
1 percent in countries such as Burkina Faso, CAR, Chad, Eswatini, Malawi, 
and South Sudan, to those with high rates, such as Seychelles with 93 percent 
and Niger with 58 percent; the rest fall below 50 percent. Of 32 countries for 
which data is available, 19 have less than 10 percent ownership rates (see table 
1.1). These data only provide a rough indication, however, as many title deed 
processes are incomplete (Albertus 2020) and the cadastral systems are out of 
date in most countries (Kohli et al. 2017).

1.2. Real Property Rights and the Homeowner Ideology

In the field of development studies, mainstream thinking is dominated by 
market fundamentalist neoclassical economics. This economic school of 
thought posits that real property rights deliver enough economic utility to 
eradicate poverty in developing countries. Real property rights are defined 
legally as ownership of immovable property (land) and permanent devel-
opments on and under it, falling under a standardized set of rights, usually 
held in perpetuity (freehold) or tenancy (leasehold) for long periods of time, 
usually 99 years (Burn and Cartwright 2011, 5–6; Durand-Lasserve and Selod 
2009, 106). Freehold entails formal documented private ownership with 
unrestricted and exclusive control and freedom to dispose or use as collateral 
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(Kalabamu 2019). Leasehold is practically lifetime ownership, with the power 
to bequeath to succeeding generations.

Ownership is a social fact and an idea agreed on by society (Bromley 
2008). It is the evidence that a particular object or land belongs to a specific 
individual or group. The literature makes a distinction between possession 
and ownership (Bromley 1991, 2006, 2008). Ownership entails possession, but 
possession does not always entail ownership. Possession entails an empirical 
phenomenon involving regular use of property but does not always provide 
that the user is the owner (Bromley 2008). The tangible empirical evidence 
distinguishing ownership from possession is the title. Within a democratic 
context, title provides the possessor with protection from the state against 
eviction from other claimants (Bromley 1991, 21). Title provides real property 
rights (Durand-Lasserve and Selod 2009, 106). In slum conditions in infor-
mal settlements, slum dwellers are possessors, not owners, of real property.

Market fundamentalist neoclassical economists advance the libertarian 
philosophical idea that total and permanent ownership of real property gives 
the individual economic freedom to maximize economic utility (Anderson 
and Huggins 2009). They justify ownership as a natural human instinct and 
suggest that ownership reflects the utility of real property as a commodity 
(Robinson 2010; World Bank 2015). In general, market fundamentalist neo-
classical economists proclaim that real property ownership increases security 
of tenure and property values; allows access to the capital market in general 
and the credit market in particular; leads the owner to make investments to 
maximize value; allows for accumulation of household wealth through dura-
ble goods; and leads to more household participation in the labor market. 
All this is postulated to translate into higher income, improvements in slum 
conditions, and overall poverty reduction (Buckley and Kalarickal 2006; 
Durand-Lasserve and Selod 2009; World Bank 2002, 2015). By extension, 
scholarship from institutional economics likewise asserts that poor property 
rights contribute to the failure of nations (see Acemoglu and Robinson, 2012). 
In short, market fundamentalist neoclassical thought focuses on economic 
utilitarian aspects of ownership of real property (Abrams 1966; Alchian and 
Demsetz 1973; Barzel 1997; de Soto 2003; Robinson 2010; World Bank 2002, 
2015).

A belief in real property rights as an effective intervention against slum 
conditions in informal human settlements across the developing world is 
pervasive. Indeed, it is held up as the ideal in economic development, par-
ticularly through promotion by the most influential international develop-
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ment institution: the World Bank. Since the late 1970s, the World Bank has 
instituted ownership-based property rights as a sine qua non of their shelter 
lending to developing countries for interventions against slum conditions 
and housing poverty (Alexander 2012; Buckley and Kalarickal 2006; World 
Bank 1980, 1993, 2002, 2015). In the late 1970s, socialist ideologies were wide-
spread, debts were high, and slum conditions proliferated across the develop-
ing world. Market fundamentalist neoclassical economists helped the World 
Bank craft structural adjustment programs (SAPs)—later known as Wash-
ington Consensus policies—to condition development financing. In 1980, 
the World Bank (1980) issued the influential report, Shelter, which advocated 
for slum-upgrading programs that involved transfer of ownership rights. In 
the 1990s, their publication Enabling Markets to Work (World Bank 1993) 
advocated that developing countries strengthen private ownership rights to 
achieve economic growth. Thereafter, the 2002 World Development Report 
emphasized strengthening of property rights institutions, with an emphasis 
on ownership rights to reduce poverty (World Bank 2002). Property rights 
were noted 87 times in this report, noting, “Without land-titling institutions 
that ensure property rights, poor people are unable to use valuable assets for 
investment and income growth” (World Bank 2002, III). Elevating real prop-
erty rights as a central strategy for ending poverty persists in later publica-
tions, such as Buckley and Kalarickal (2006) and the World Bank (2015).

Development scholars know that the World Bank strongly favors pri-
vate property ownership, and strongly discourages public ownership and the 
state’s involvement in providing brick-and-mortar housing—even for the 
poorest of the poor. Instead, it promotes the strengthening of markets and 
private-sector firms. The World Bank advises governments to scale down the 
role of the state and establish the primacy of the market, which cannot exist 
without ownership. It has promoted the provision of real property rights and 
homeownership schemes by funding slum-upgrading programs and self-help 
housing schemes alike (Alexander 2012; Buckley and Kalarickal 2006). Even 
the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) promoted ownership 
rights as a means to eradicate poverty in its Legal Empowerment of the Poor 
program (United Nations 2009).

For decades, studies have challenged mainstream thinking about the eco-
nomic superiority of real property ownership (Bromley 1991, 2008; Doebele 
1978; Gilbert 2012; Jacobs 1992; Kemeny 1981, 2015; Konadu-Agyemang 2001; 
Obeng-Odoom 2020, 2021; Ronald 2008; Turner 1976; Turner and Fich-
ter 1972). Such studies decry the mythology around ownership in Europe, 
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United States, and Australia (Kemeny 1981, 2015; Ronald 2008); challenge 
the standardization of evictions and bulldozing of slums; promote support 
for self-help housing across the developing world (Turner 1976; Turner and 
Fichter 1972); rebut the commodification of customary land through capi-
talist conversion to ownership under private property (Bromley 1991, 2008; 
Obeng-Odoom 2020, 2021); show how formal ownership titles introduce 
new forms of vulnerability (Choplin and Dessie 2017); and show that legal 
ownership title under a private property regime was neither a necessary nor 
a sufficient condition for tenure security and investments (Angel 1983, 136, as 
cited in Varley 1987). This vast body of literature also challenges the Wash-
ington Consensus policies that reinforce ownership policies as the right 
institutions (Chang 2002). De Soto’s (2003) libertarian claims that a lack of 
legal ownership title has locked up trillions of dollars’ worth of property that 
can be released through real property rights has been thoroughly debunked 
(Davies, Narsoo, and Tomlinson 2007; Gilbert 2012; Kingwill et al. 2006; 
Tomlinson 2007).

Particularly in Africa, claims about the effects of ownership rights on 
access to credit, land, housing investments, and poverty in general are unsup-
ported by the evidence (Choplin and Dessie 2017; Davies, Narsoo, and Tom-
linson 2007; Kingwill et al. 2006; Payne, Durand-Lasserve, and Rakodi 2009; 
Tomlinson 2007). Indeed, market fundamentalist neoclassical economists 
do recognize that formalization of land rights in Africa has often failed, but 
rather than considering more significant ideological flaws, they attribute the 
failure to tactical issues, such as incomplete land registries, derailed land reg-
istration processes, and costly land formalization approaches used by African 
governments (Ali, Deininger, and Goldstein 2014, 266). In their view, once 
the land registration system is modernized and structural transformation is 
complete, the regularized system will allow access to credit and investments 
and reduce poverty. Despite the complexity of the argument, it is overly sim-
plistic when viewed as part of the modernization school of thought. Prob-
lematically, the view ignores the vast decolonization literature and the need 
to understand that African land tenure systems have their own unique forma-
tion that should be understood independently and not in analogy to the West 
(see Ayittey 2006; Mamdani 2018).

Two issues merit consideration with regard to the debate and the state of 
knowledge. The first issue pertains to the persistence of ownership models, 
despite the proliferation of contrarian voices. It is indeed puzzling that despite 
a long history of decrying, challenging, debunking, rebutting, and demysti-
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fying the apparent mysteries of real property ownership, the scholarly idea 
and accompanying policy practices of property rights as a panacea to poverty 
persist in urban Africa. While the concept has been interrogated by scholars 
with a focus on the nonpoor in industrialized countries, the urban poor in 
the African context have received less scholarly attention.

Several theories have been advanced to explain the persistence of real 
property rights as a means of eradicating poverty. One theory is the economic 
expansion thesis, which suggests that home ownership emerges as the dom-
inant tenure preference as economies grow. The emphasis on owner occupa-
tion is explained as a function of the expansion of economic growth under 
globalization. A second theory is the cultural disposition thesis, which sug-
gests that some societies are predisposed toward a particular housing tenure. 
For example, societies that highly value individualism are more likely to veer 
toward homeownership, while collectivist societies are oriented more toward 
social housing. A third theory is Kemeny’s “homeownership ideology” the-
sis, which suggests that the persistence and push for homeownership can be 
explained by the classical Gramscian theories of hegemony and dominance 
by the political elite (Kemeny 1981, 2015). This thesis suggests that dominance 
by hegemonic elites who hold an ideology that favors a particular tenure type 
occurs through state control and political power. Thus, the push for home-
ownership tenure occurs when bourgeois elites who hold a libertarian ide-
ology that favors homeownership gain political power and control coercive 
state apparatus. Note the subtle, but important, distinction made between 
“the homeownership ideology,” which is about a structural determination 
of tenure, and “the homeowner ideology,” which engages claims about the 
effects of homeownership (Ronald 2004, 49). A fourth theory pertains to the 
restructuring of the welfare state through a one-off transfer of an economic 
asset to the poor. In industrialized societies, the argument is made that home-
ownership has expanded due to restructuring of the welfare state by direct 
state provision of one-time assets—particularly housing—to poorer house-
holds (Ronald 2008). The restructuring is explained as a convenient policy 
for addressing the fiscal difficulties encountered by the shrinking state. A final 
theory is the social production of tenure thesis advanced by Poggio (2006) 
and further developed by Ronald (2007). This theory suggests that tenure is 
socially produced. Any emphasis on a particular tenure must be explained by 
the process of social production. Social production can take place through a 
combination of sources, including intergenerational production and trans-
mission of ideas through family relationships, liberal market channels, and 
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state support for homeownership. Ronald (2007) adds that the process of 
social production involves economic, cultural, and ideological elements.

These theories have not been empirically evaluated within developing 
countries, especially in the context of Africa. Thus, their applicability to 
developing country contexts is questionable.

The points of departure in both Kemeny (1981, 2015) and Ronald (2008) 
are already problematic for application in the African context. For example, 
political parties fall much more neatly into ideological orientations in indus-
trialized countries. Ronald’s point of departure is the welfare state, which 
exists in industrialized countries but has only shown recent incremental 
development in Africa (Seekings 2017). Nevertheless, the intriguing question 
for the present debate is whether these theories about the exercise of state 
powers—underpinned by dominant ideologies that intertwine with the social 
structure—can explain the persistence of ownership as interventions against 
poverty in cities in Africa.

The second issue pertains to the sources of evidence used by schol-
ars from the two sides of the debate in the study of African contexts. The 
nature of the existing evidence and the absence of other forms of evidence 
may offer some insight into the debate and persistence of ownership-based 
policy interventions. Although evidence challenging mainstream thought 
within the context of Africa is rich and convincing, it is dominated by in-
depth, qualitative, urban literature. These rich discursive works, such as those 
by Choplin and Dessie (2017), Konadu-Agyemang (1990), Neimark et al. 
(2018), Obeng-Odoom (2020, 2021), Parnell and Pieterse (2014), and Pieterse 
(2011), have advanced scholarship on ownership and the urban formation 
in Africa remarkably, but do not lend themselves easily to evidence-based 
policymaking in global development institutions. At the same time, there is 
a remarkable scarcity of quantitative scholarly works examining the causal 
effects of ownership rights to land and housing in urban Africa. Meanwhile, 
the market fundamentalist neoclassical literature is dominated by quantita-
tive literature employing econometric modelling in conjunction with natural 
experiments, observational surveys, and other forms of control group designs 
that lend themselves well to evidence-based policymaking. These scholarly 
works speak directly to policy, from seminal works by Alchian and Demsetz 
(see Alchian 1965; Alchian and Demsetz 1973; Demsetz 1966) to the ground-
breaking and Nobel prize–winning Cambridge series featuring works by 
Libecap (1989), Barzel (1997), North (1990), and Weimer (1997), to more 
recent works by Hailu et al. (2017) and Hailu and Rooks (2016), and World 
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Bank economists such as Deininger and Ali (2022; Ali, Deininger, and Gold-
stein 2014; Deininger 2003). Indeed, many of these scholars work at or have 
worked as research staff or consultants for the World Bank.

This book challenges mainstream scholarly thought and international 
development practice about real property rights and interrogates the per-
sistence of claims about ownership tenure in Africa. Using advanced quan-
titative methods not used before in the study of real property rights in the 
African context, along with time-tested quantitative methods, I interrogate 
long-held beliefs, values, assumptions, and claims about permanent owner-
ship rights in a new way.

1.3. The (F)Utility of Real Property Rights

While claims about ownership rights hold some truth among the nonpoor, I 
demonstrate that real property rights constitute structured idle capital among 
the urban poor. Idle capital is private property from which owners decide 
not to extract maximum value or to maximize returns (Weil 2013). Private 
owners can decide to utilize their capital for maximum gain, low-capacity 
gain, or no gain at all (Weil 2013, 283). The present book contributes to this 
idea through the addition of structured idle capital—that is, the structural 
constraints such as legal and lending conditions that constrain the agency of 
the poor in their use of their capital asset for gain.

Ownership rights add little economic value in the formal market among 
the poor living in slum conditions. Markets disincentivize capital investment 
by developers in low-cost or low-value property, such as land located near 
slums or former slums. Ownership rights fail to fulfil their promise of pros-
perity and freedom by way of increased access to credit, increased property 
values, labor market participation, investments, greater household wealth 
and income, and overall reduction in income poverty. In some cases, they 
even fail to secure tenure security. Ownership rights fail to overcome the 
potential perils of low returns for banks, other lending organizations, and 
property developers—given the conditions of low savings rates, poor credit, 
insufficient insurance markets, and widespread informal employment among 
the poor in former settlements and slums. In line with this thinking, some 
scholars have agreed that claims about the effects of real property are exag-
gerated (Reerink and van Gelder 2010, 84).

The second supporting argument suggests that the scholarly focus of 
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neoclassical economics on the economic effects of real property rights has 
obscured evidence that ownership rights are associated with improvement in 
non-economic dimensions of human welfare. A single-minded focus on the 
economic utility of ownership rights has obscured the social reality of sev-
eral non-economic effects of ownership. In focusing on the economy, market 
fundamentalists miss equally valuable benefits of ownership rights to human 
welfare—including social, human capital, and subjective well-being benefits. 
Often, market fundamentalists focus the research agenda on researching the 
social reality that aligns with market fundamentalism and the neoliberal ide-
ology; this limits our understanding of objective social reality. In this way, 
market fundamentalist neoclassical economics ideas and the obsession with 
the economic utility of ownership rights pervade the scholarly research and 
policy, at the expense of objective reality. The full examination of claims in 
this book shows that real property rights improve physical and psychological 
health and engender subjective well-being in terms of sense of belonging, 
self-esteem, and pride in one’s housing and neighborhood. In addition to 
empowering the poor with ownership and security of tenure, however, real 
property rights can lead to unintended outcomes for the poor such as teenage 
pregnancies and threats to tenure security.

The third supporting argument suggests that the focus on ownership 
obscures evidence on the utility of usufruct property rights. Contrary to 
dominant assumptions, where there is state recognition and administration 
of usufruct rights, the urban poor have tenure security, engage in trading, 
invest in their land and housing, and conduct informal businesses. Indeed, 
the focus on the utility of ownership obscures the social reality that docu-
mented ownership is neither a necessary nor sufficient condition for eco-
nomic utility. What matters is perceived tenure security. With over 70 percent 
of countries lacking sufficiently developed cadastral systems, formal owner-
ship documents are seldom used in property transactions (Kohli et al. 2017). 
What is more, the literature shows that in developing countries, those with 
usufruct rights, like Rosana, and even those living with untitled, de facto ten-
ure rights engage in the informal market.

Finally, the persistence of theories and development policies about the 
economic paramountcy of ownership in the eradication of poverty can be 
explained through processes of social production of homeownership tenure. 
The social production of homeownership takes place through a combination 
of sources, including the family’s intergenerational production and transmis-
sion of homeownership culture, liberal market channels, and state support 
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for homeownership. The main social production element is the liberal mar-
ket channel, which is informed by the homeowner ideology perpetuated by 
market fundamentalist neoclassical economists. The homeowner ideology 
is pervasive in urban Africa. Globally, the homeowner ideology developed 
over time through libertarian philosophers and market fundamentalists, and 
became a pervasive set of ideas in the late twentieth century with the pro-
motion of private ownership in economic development through economists 
such as Milton Friedman, Harry Johnson, Bela Balassa, Lord Peter Bauer, 
Jagdish Bhagwati, Deepak Lal, Ian Little, and Anne Krueger, some of whom 
held influential positions at the World Bank, the IMF, and in leadership in 
developing countries (Todaro and Smith 2020). These scholars helped the 
World Bank and IMF develop SAPs at the end of the 1970s, with private 
property ownership being an essential part. Privatization of state-owned 
property, an essential part of the conditions for accessing World Bank and 
IMF aid, forced the dominance of these policies on the continent. Finally, 
the fall of the Soviet Union and the triumph of neoliberalism ensured the 
dominance of ownership and libertarian thinking. Thus, freehold and lease-
hold tenure were internalized and localized by developing countries as the 
tenure of preference for economic development. Importantly, the values of 
homeownership existed alongside usufruct, renting, and customary tenure 
during colonialism, the early post-independence years, and even during the 
adoption of socialist-oriented ideals in Africa, yet they became pervasive 
under ideological claims that emerged following the fall of the Soviet Union. 
At that point, it became the aspirational tenure among African families and 
urban policymakers alike.

In essence, the homeowner ideology refers to the libertarian philosophi-
cal system of beliefs, values, assumptions, and claims about the effects of per-
manent ownership of real property. While partially unsubstantiated and built 
on neoclassical assumptions about leasehold and freehold ownership titles in 
other contexts, the system remains pervasive in Africa.

1.4. Assessing the Effects of Real Property Rights  
in African Cities

The book utilizes over a decade of accumulated research and evidence about 
ownership and usufruct property rights in four Southern and East African 
cities. It examines about 20 hypotheses in each city. In three of the cities, gov-
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ernments provided freehold and leasehold property rights along with formal 
housing. Eight neighborhoods were researched. Altogether 2,418 data points 
were utilized—with 2,068 data points from original questionnaire survey 
research, and 350 data points from existing surveys. Ninety-three qualitative 
interviews were conducted. The study took advantage of a natural experiment 
in one case study and utilized control-group designs in the others. It applied 
propensity score matching models in three case studies—a recent applica-
tion to urban studies on Africa—and difference-in-differences in another to 
address concerns about the difficulty in establishing causal inference in stud-
ies of the effect of real property rights (Rafael Di Tella, Galiani, and Schar-
grodsky 2012). The nuance from these methods provides a fresh perspective 
on the effects of real property rights.

The four cities were selected because of the different value they bring in 
interrogating homeowner ideologies in Africa: Nairobi and Cape Town are 
freehold ownership cases, Lusaka is a leasehold case, and Luanda is a city 
that transferred social housing under usufruct rights, thereby playing the role 
of a comparison case. In each of the three freehold and leasehold cities, the 
government employed a different way of delivering ownership rights to the 
poor and used implementation mechanisms that provided an opportunity 
for rigorous interrogation of the claims of the homeowner ideology. Nairobi 
was selected because the state used no-interest mortgages with the end goal 
of transferring freehold property rights to provide low-income housing to 
the poor in Kibera, a large slum. The Nairobi case used a phased-in approach 
such that there were three coexisting groups in the project: beneficiaries, 
potential beneficiaries in a temporary housing site, and nonbeneficiaries. 
These allowed for group comparisons using a natural experimental design. 
I selected Cape Town because, at the time of the study, the state was in the 
process of providing low-income housing subsidies accompanied by free-
hold property rights. The state used a phased-in approach to housing subsidy 
delivery, meaning that housing was delivered to groups of people in phases. 
At any one time, beneficiaries and nonbeneficiaries coexisted, allowing the 
study to make comparisons between them. Lusaka represents the privatiza-
tion of publicly owned housing at low cost to poor beneficiaries, with the 
state’s goal of delivering housing with leasehold ownership rights. Study of an 
upgraded slum where residents possessed usufruct rights, next to a neighbor-
hood that received leasehold property rights, allowed comparison of freehold 
rights and usufruct rights. Finally, Luanda provided a contrast to freehold and 
leasehold rights. The government provided social housing under occupancy 
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or usufruct rights to the poor who had been evacuated from Boa Vista—a 
slum destroyed by mudslides in 2000 and 2001. While many capitulated and 
moved to Zango, some residents moved to another slum, Paraiso, to remain 
close to economic opportunities. The case study is one of self-selection into 
usufruct rights and informal/untitled or no land and housing tenure rights.

Evidence supporting arguments in this book combines household sur-
veys and in-depth interviews with beneficiaries, nonbeneficiaries, and key 
informants. In Nairobi, our team of nine researchers conducted a household 
survey in Kibera—one of the largest slums on the continent—from July to 
August of 2019. The sample comprised 815 households. Additionally, we con-
ducted 18 in-depth, one-on-one qualitative interviews with key informants 
and residents from different beneficiary groups. In Cape Town, we analyzed 
existing panel survey data on 330 households that benefitted from the South 
African housing subsidy program. Complementary to survey data analysis, 
the research team conducted 37 in-depth interviews with heads of households 
(28 beneficiaries and 9 nonbeneficiaries) from June to August 2011. In Lusaka, 
from July to August of 2011, a team of 7 researchers and data collectors con-
ducted a survey of 623 households. In addition, we conducted 35 qualitative 
interviews in Matero, a neighborhood that benefitted from the privatization 
of council housing, and George, a neighborhood that was part of the World 
Bank–funded slum-upgrading program where people held occupancy rights, 
providing a comparison case study. In Luanda, a study team of 22 researchers 
and data collectors conducted a household survey of 640 households during 
December 2019. Household heads were surveyed from two neighborhoods: 
Zango, where beneficiaries of social housing were settled by the government, 
and Paraiso, a musseque populated by nonbeneficiaries.

The analysis employed both experimental and non-experimental causal 
analysis methods, some of which are employed for the first time in the urban 
African context. The analysis in Kenya takes advantage of a phased-in natural 
experiment to housing delivery under the Kenya Slum Upgrading Program 
(KENSUP). At any one time, there were potential beneficiaries living in Kibera, 
potential beneficiaries living in a decanting site without freehold rights, and 
beneficiaries living in newly constructed housing. Quantitative data analysis 
methods were employed, including propensity score analysis (PSA) matching 
methods and logistic and ordinary least squares regression, analysis of vari-
ance (ANOVA), Kruskal-Wallis H-test, and thematic analysis for the quali-
tative data. In the analysis on Cape Town, the study employed quantitative 
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analysis methods (multiple regression and difference-in-differences) and the-
matic analysis of qualitative evidence. In the case of Lusaka, multiple regres-
sion analysis and propensity score matching methods were used to overcome 
selection bias. A thematic analysis of qualitative evidence was also employed. 
In the case of Luanda, we employed propensity score matching methods.

The book has both theoretical and policy implications. It challenges 
decades of market fundamentalist development economics on the effect of 
freehold and leasehold property rights among the urban poor. The book 
demonstrates through both quantitative and qualitative approaches that the 
mainstream understanding that property ownership rights include powers to 
consume and obtain income from these assets through market exchange is 
more complex among the poor in urban sub-Saharan Africa. Since freehold 
and leasehold tenure fail to live up to the economic claims of the homeowner 
economic ideology, even engendering tenure insecurity for some, there is no 
justification for taxation and market-rate bills in the freehold and leasehold 
cities examined. Through evidence from the four cities, the book challenges 
ideological claims about the economic story of freehold and leasehold prop-
erty rights, illustrates a richer narrative of the effects of property rights on 
non-economic dimensions of human welfare, and highlights the story of usu-
fruct property rights. It is also an exploration of how property rights advance 
non-economic dimensions of human welfare, when we expand beyond a 
narrow economic and ideologically informed paradigm. Finally, it is a story 
of how freehold and leasehold rights are neither necessary nor sufficient to 
maximize utility.

The book does not suggest that freehold and leasehold ownership should 
be denied to the poor. Rather, it suggests a need to break from an ideolog-
ically informed view that ownership of real property among the poor is an 
economic capital asset. It proposes a paradigm shift from ideologically based 
claims in policymaking to greater awareness of the social production of ten-
ure processes. Therefore, there is need to understand the process of social 
production of homeownership tenure—not simply focusing on the neoliberal 
ideology and policies informed by neoclassical economics, but on the role of 
intergenerational transfer of culture about homeownership in families, and 
the role of the state in re/producing a preference for homeownership through 
policy. Such a shift should involve not only recognizing the role of neoliberal 
ideology, the family, and the state in social production processes, but also 
developing an appreciation of social reality through empirical evidence.
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1.5. Organization of the Book

Following this introduction, chapter 2 introduces the conceptual and the-
oretical framework for understanding the homeowner ideology among the 
poor in African cities. The framework consists of the homeowner ideology 
and four main theses that support it. I introduce the homeowner economic 
ideology and further propose that the idea of economic utility of freehold 
and leasehold tenure is unsupported, explaining it through the idea of struc-
tured idle capital. The second thesis demonstrates that the economic utility 
of ownership rights is a pervasive concept in the scholarly and policy field 
of property rights. Furthermore, the concept obscures the social reality of 
several effects of real property rights on non-economic dimensions of human 
welfare, such as human capital and subjective well-being, among other unin-
tended consequences. The third thesis advances that the pervasiveness of the 
homeowner ideology obscures the utility of usufruct property rights. Finally, 
the fourth thesis argues that the social production of tenure driven by the 
homeowner ideology explains the persistence of homeownership as the 
intervention of choice. Further, chapter 2 locates the knowledge gaps created 
by the homeowner economic ideology, highlighting the dearth of empirical 
studies investigating claims about the effects of real property rights for the 
urban poor in African cities.

Chapter 3 shows that the homeowner ideology is pervasive in Nairobi, 
Cape Town, and Lusaka, which can be contrasted with the case of Luanda 
where usufruct rights are more pervasive. The chapter introduces the coun-
try and city contexts where the women homeowners are from, and provides 
justification for the use of their cities in the interrogation of the homeowner 
ideology. The chapter provides an account of how the homeowner ideology 
became a pervasive idea in African countries, specifically through the neo-
liberal economic reforms of the late 1980s and through the 1990s. In this way, 
it introduces case studies of the cities of Nairobi, Cape Town, Lusaka, and 
Luanda, justifying their use in the interrogation of the homeowner ideology.

In Nairobi, liberalization in the 1990s entrenched owner ideologies that 
provided the basis for delivery of houses to the poor using freehold tenure. In 
Cape Town, the post-apartheid government’s adoption of Washington Con-
sensus policies laid the foundation for correcting apartheid injustices in the 
housing sector through delivery of subsidized housing using freehold tenure. 
In Lusaka, privatization and liberalization of the economy under SAPs pro-
vided the structural conditions for the sale of public rental housing to sitting 
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tenants and for the transfer of derelict housing under leasehold tenure to the 
poor for free. In Luanda, the prevalence of state ownership and delivery of 
housing under usufruct rights provides a useful comparison case for exam-
ining ideological claims.

Chapter 4 narrows to the specific neighborhood contexts introduced in 
chapter 3. The chapter shows how in the case of Nairobi, freehold property 
rights for the poor were transferred through low-interest mortgages under 
the Kenya Slum Upgrading Program to residents from two sections with 
slum conditions, making the case that this constituted a natural experiment. 
In Cape Town, the government delivered freehold rights through subsidized 
housing to people in Khayelitsha who had been marginalized during apart-
heid. The phased delivery of real property rights provided conditions where 
both beneficiaries and nonbeneficiaries existed simultaneously, making the 
case for a control group design. Lusaka also makes a case for a control group 
design, where the government transferred ownership of leasehold property 
rights to the poor in Matero through privatization of derelict public rental 
housing, and adjacent to Matero is George Compound, where the govern-
ment granted usufruct rights. This allowed the study of the effects of property 
rights based on differences in bundles of rights possessed—that is, between 
ownership and use rights. Finally, a case is made for a control group design 
in Luanda, where residents of Boa Vista moved to Zango and Paraiso after 
mudslides. The comparison case is for Zango residents, who possessed usu-
fruct rights, and Paraiso residents, who were in an informal settlement with 
no documented rights, allowing observation of the effects of usufruct rights 
with informal condition as the control condition.

Building on the stage set in chapters 3 and 4, chapter 5 delves deeper 
into the Nairobi case. The chapter describes the novel methods employed 
to examine the provision of freehold property rights to the urban poor in 
Kibera through low-interest mortgages. The chapter shows that freehold real 
property rights are bundles of rights to structured idle capital, but they are 
also associated with other improvements in non-economic dimensions of 
human welfare. Property rights are not associated with access to credit, labor-
market participation, income-generating activities, or income. However, they 
are associated with stronger tenure security, better physical and psycholog-
ical health, and a sense of pride, self-esteem, and belonging. Differences in 
household income are attributed to corruption. Thus, ownership rights are 
not associated with economic well-being but with psychological, human cap-
ital, and subjective well-being.
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Chapter 6 goes further into the case of Khayelitsha, arguing that free-
hold property rights delivered through housing subsidy programs produce 
structured idle capital among the poor, even as they are associated with 
improvements to non-economic dimensions of human welfare. There are 
no economic benefits. Housing subsidies are associated with better physi-
cal health and (counterintuitively) higher occurrence of teenage pregnancy, 
and potentially help with accumulation of household durable goods, attain-
ment of higher status, and neighborhood satisfaction. These improvements 
are attributed to better housing quality and environment rather than directly 
to real property rights for the poor. This means that the effects of housing 
extend to human capital, which has been obscured by the focus on economic 
benefits. The chapter also shows that poverty is driven so strongly by factors 
such as unemployment that property rights make little overall difference to 
income poverty.

Using the case of privatization of low-cost low-income housing located in 
Matero Lusaka and self-built housing in a slum-upgraded neighborhood of 
George also in Lusaka, chapter 7 examines claims that leasehold tenure rights 
improve property values, credit access, employment, household income, and 
participation in income-generating activities among the poor. The chap-
ter shows that residents of Matero living under leasehold rights are associ-
ated with significantly higher property values and with less participation in 
income-generating activities. However, these property values are not high 
enough to allow access to credit. There are also no significant differences in 
tenure security. In fact, those with stronger rights reported fears of losing 
their property because of difficulty paying taxes. However, those in George 
also engage in investments and businesses, even though they only have 
usufruct rights. This case shows that property rights are bundles of rights 
to structured idle capital and usufruct rights are just as strong as ownership 
rights among the poor.

Using the case of Luanda, chapter 8 shows that ownership rights are nei-
ther necessary nor sufficient for the poor to pursue the claimed benefits made 
in favor of ownership forms of tenure. Although beneficiaries are officially 
allocated usufruct bundles of rights to land and housing in Zango, they invest 
in the land and housing, and they engage in property transactions. Usufruct 
rights are just as strong as ownership rights in providing tenure security and 
other economic and non-economic benefits for human well-being.

Chapter 9 concludes the book. The chapter highlights that an emphasis 
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on real property rights reflects the pervasiveness of the homeowner ideology 
in development thought and in international development policymaking. 
More research on other dimensions of effects of real property rights in Africa 
is needed to effectuate the paradigm shift from ideologically based claims in 
policymaking to the development of an awareness of the social production 
of tenure processes. Therefore, there is a need to understand the process of 
social production of homeownership tenure—not focusing just on the role 
of neoliberal ideology and policies informed by neoclassical economics, but 
also on the role of the intergenerational transfer of culture about homeown-
ership and the role of the state in producing and reproducing preference for 
homeownership through policy support. Such a shift should involve rec-
ognizing the role of neoliberal ideology, the family, and the state in social 
production processes, but also developing an appreciation of social reality 
through empirical evidence.

The final chapter summarizes the findings, argument, and implications 
of the book. These findings include that (1) real property rights for the urban 
poor in sub-Saharan Africa are bundles of rights to idle capital and are not 
of sufficient economic utility to the poor; (2) empirical evidence examining 
the utility of ownership rights beyond economic dimensions demonstrates 
that there are benefits to human welfare that have been obscured by the focus 
on economic utility; (3) there are benefits to usufruct tenures; and (4) social 
production processes that take into account homeowner ideology explain the 
persistence of the preference for this intervention.

The implication is that real property rights matter less for eradication of 
slum conditions and poverty among the urban poor in the cities examined. 
Clearly, ownership rights have failed to eradicate poverty among the urban 
poor. The evidence for the current large and growing scale of slum condi-
tions in sub-Saharan African cities is a powerful argument against the current 
focus on private ownership property rights. Several governments have trans-
ferred property rights to slum dwellers, yet slum conditions and poverty per-
sist. This approach literally transfers of responsibility for building adequate 
housing from the state to the urban poor, who lack the financial resources to 
build adequate housing, let alone withstand the power of distress sales and 
gentrification, and in many cases are unable to withstand other new forms of 
vulnerability.

The alternative is to understand the social production of tenure processes 
in each city or country context through empirical and not ideological pol-
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icy justifications. The solution to the low-cost, low-income housing crisis has 
always been and will always be low-cost, low-income housing with the type 
of tenure that suits the local context.

1.6. Delimitation

This book focuses on real property rights among the poor in urban areas. It 
does not focus on intellectual property rights, nor does it focus on property 
rights related to rural or agricultural purposes, even though some theoretical 
content interacts with that literature. Finally, the book does not interrogate 
the functioning of neoliberal free markets among the nonpoor.

1.7. Conclusion

Through the stories of Zawadi, Mpho, Mary, Rosana, and over 2,000 others, 
I argue that the economic utility of real property rights among the urban 
poor in sub-Saharan Africa is not supported by the evidence. Rather, the 
social production of homeownership through the state, family, and neoliberal 
homeowner ideology explains the persistence of these claims in scholarship 
and international development practice. The ensuing chapters demonstrate 
that real property rights among the urban poor in African cities are bundles 
of rights to structured idle capital. They also demonstrate that the concentra-
tion of research on economic outcomes has obscured effects of real property 
rights on non-economic dimensions of human welfare, as well as the benefits 
of usufruct tenure rights. It further explains the role of homeowner ideol-
ogy in the persistence of the belief, in scholarship and international develop-
ment policy, that ownership is an effective intervention in the eradication of 
poverty.
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Chapter 2

Conceptualizing and Theorizing  
the Homeowner Ideology

With the larger goal of examining the role of home ownership in the lives 
of impoverished peoples, this chapter develops a conceptual and theoreti-
cal framework for understanding real property rights among urban poor in 
African cities. The framework interrogates the homeowner ideology and its 
four main theses. The first thesis dissects the homeowner economic ideol-
ogy, locating economic utility of freehold and leasehold tenure as the central 
tenet of the ideology. The second thesis highlights the disconnect between 
this ideological belief and the economic realities of the poor. The third thesis 
proposes that assumptions contained within the homeowner economic ide-
ology actually obfuscate the social reality of several effects of property rights 
on non-economic dimensions of human welfare. The final thesis explores the 
underexamined utility of usufruct property rights that is obscured by current 
conceptions of the homeowner ideology.

2.1. The Homeowner Ideology

Adapting Ronald’s (2004, 2008) definition of the ideology of home owner-
ship, the homeowner ideology here is conceptualized as the libertarian philo-
sophical system of beliefs, values, assumptions, and claims about permanent 
ownership of real property rights. The salient component of the homeowner 
ideology is formal, lifetime ownership, with the power to bequeath to suc-
ceeding generations. The classical libertarian claim suggests that ownership 
of real property gives the owner freedom to do whatever they wish with the 
resource (Anderson and Huggins 2009). Other claims suggest that owner-
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ship is a natural preference of rational man (Ronald 2008), the norm, the 
most desirable tenure, and a symbol of status attainment (e.g., the American 
dream). Within this conception, it follows that ownership is best because it 
accompanies and incentivizes community investment, it contributes to satis-
faction and achievement in life, and it is cheaper in the long run (Acolin 2020; 
Acolin, An, and Wachter 2022).

The homeowner ideology falls under the broader market fundamentalist 
neoliberal ideology, the religious belief in the power of neoliberalism, laissez-
faire or free-market ideas in market self-regulation, and the notion that mar-
kets can handle all economic issues without state involvement (Block and 
Somers 2014, 3; Jo, Chester, and King 2012; Shaanan 2017; Stiglitz 2009). The 
religious underpinnings of market fundamentalism are reflected in a lack 
of economic science or historical evidence to support it (Stiglitz 2009). The 
belief in freehold and leasehold ownership as ideal tenure is likewise unsup-
ported by empirical and historical evidence from industrialized countries 
(Kemeny 1981, 2015; Ronald 2008). Yet market fundamentalism rests on the 
premise that freehold property ownership is the most important institution 
in a world where property rights institutions are the backbone of economic 
transactions (Robinson 2010).

2.1.1. The Homeowner Economic Ideology
The homeowner economic ideology reflects a collection of not entirely sub-
stantiated claims pertaining to the economic utility of real property rights. 
Market fundamentalist neoclassical economists take as established facts 
that ownership rights are “superior institutions,” central to freedom and 
prosperity. Economic prosperity and several individual freedoms such as 
geographic, social, and economic mobility have been linked to the rewards 
of property rights (Anderson and Huggins 2009). By contrast, lack of prop-
erty rights has also been proposed as a reason why nations fail (Acemoglu 
and Robinson 2012). A widely cited idea is that legal titles that prove formal 
ownership are a mystery of capital that bring dead capital to life and unlock 
trillions of dollars trapped in the hands of the poor in slums of the develop-
ing world (de Soto 2003).

A major claim in the homeowner economic ideology is that property 
titling increases credit access (Besley 1995; Durand-Lasserve and Selod 2009; 
Feder and Noronha 1987). The mechanism is such that freehold and leasehold 
titleholders can use their property title as collateral to obtain credit. And, fur-
ther, freehold and leasehold titleholders can improve the value of the house, 
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in order to borrow against it. The association of ownership rights with credit 
access is based on three main assumptions: the investment capacity of unti-
tled households is hindered by credit constraints; titleholders are willing to 
risk their property as collateral to finance their business; and financial institu-
tions will provide credit to households in low-income settlements using real 
property as collateral (Durand-Lasserve and Selod 2009, 109).

Also claimed is that real property ownership can have several effects 
through the mechanism of strengthening tenure security. Homeowner ide-
ologists claim that titling using freehold and leasehold property rights results 
in an increase in property value (Durand-Lasserve and Selod 2009; Lan-
jouw and Levy 2002). Freehold and leasehold formalization may result in 
an increase in tenure security, which may in turn result in several housing 
investments and improvements and further increase property value (Besley 
1995; Durand-Lasserve and Selod 2009, 108).

Under conditions of tenure insecurity, occupants in informal settlements 
have no incentive to invest in their houses (Abrams 1966; Durand-Lasserve 
and Selod 2009, 108–9; Turner and Fichter 1972). Thus, freehold and leasehold 
ownership can lead to investments by increasing tenure security. Investments 
may be made in the housing stock or dwelling, which increases property 
value and savings; in improvements to the dwelling, which improves health 
because the living environment is better, and improves education because 
fewer days of school are missed and the learning environment is better; in 
producing positive externalities for neighbors and investment in community 
assets (social capital and property values); and in increasing the return on 
home businesses, thereby increasing or substituting home employment for 
external employment (Durand-Lasserve and Selod 2009, 108–9).

Three arguments on the effects of tenure security on household invest-
ments are often made (Besley 1995, 908). Initially posited by Demsetz (1966) 
and Alchian and Demsetz (1973), the security argument asserts that individ-
uals underinvest if the fruits of their investments may be seized by others. 
The collateral-based view posits that freehold and leasehold ownership titles 
increase property value, reducing credit access constraints and making it eas-
ier to use land as collateral. In turn, this leads to more investments. The third 
argument presumes that gains are made from trade. This view holds that the 
possibilities of increased gains from trade not only increase property value, 
they make it easier for individuals to rent or sell all or part of their land at 
higher value (Besley 1995, 910).

Another claim is that conversion to freehold and leasehold tenure through 
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property titling can influence labor-market outcomes among the poor via 
increases in tenure security. The main idea here is that untitled households 
devote much of their time to guarding their homes from eviction (Durand-
Lasserve and Selod 2009, 108; Field 2007). This reduces their time available 
for work. Further, because home protection is best provided by adults, ten-
ure insecurity may provide an incentive for child labor outside the home. 
In this regard, freehold and leasehold titling should lead to tenure security 
because it frees up this labor, so freehold and leasehold titling may lead to 
an increase in labor supply and a reduction in child labor (Durand-Lasserve 
and Selod 2009, 108; Galiani and Schargrodsky 2010). It may further lead to 
female employment, because women are more likely to stay home while men 
go to work.

Relatedly, it is claimed that freehold and leasehold tenure can empower 
vulnerable individuals (Durand-Lasserve and Selod 2009, 110). When granted 
to women or jointly to couples, ownership can increase women’s bargaining 
power. Without freehold and leasehold rights, women lack such power. The 
evidence of increased bargaining power can be seen through reduced fertility 
because of women’s stronger position in family decision-making. It can also 
be a mechanism for increased labor market participation among women.

Finally, the claim exists that freehold and leasehold tenure can change 
beliefs among holders to those that support the market. This change in beliefs 
can drive them to decide to make investments (Di Tella, Galiant, and Schar-
grodsky 2007).

2.1.2. The Pervasiveness of the Homeowner Economic Ideology
The economic utility of ownership tenure is a pervasive idea that has strongly 
influenced the courts, public policy, and political debate through market 
fundamentalism and neoclassical economics (Block and Somers 2014). After 
sweeping through the developing world in the late 1970s, ideas on the eco-
nomic utility of real property ownership have become conventional wisdom 
in economics, politics, and social policy (Burgin 2012; Cassidy 2009; Jones 
2012). As discussed in chapter 1, continued demand for owner-occupied 
housing has led to significant increases in housing prices in Western coun-
tries and building projects across the developing world (Ronald 2008).

While the homeowner ideology can be viewed simply as a pervasive 
idea, scholars following social theorist Gramsci advance homeownership 
as a dominant ideology (Kemeny 1981, 2015; Ronald 2008). Naming it as a 
dominant ideology suggests that it has become widely accepted to the extent 
that the social, economic, and political agenda-setting is structured by that 
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ideology’s own mode of discourse (Kemeny 2015, 96). An ideology becomes 
dominant when a competing interest group dominates the state. The stra-
tegic alliance that has attained hegemony in civil society will hold political 
power to the exclusion of other interests in society, reflecting classical polit-
ical dominance (Kemeny 2015, 99). In this case, it results in political support 
for policies encouraging owner occupation (Kemeny 2015, 48). The notion 
of market fundamentalism transforming into a dominant ideology can be 
traced back to writings by Karl Polanyi (2001) in The Great Transformation, 
which lamented market dominance in all spheres.

Dominant ideologies literature sees market fundamentalist neoliberal 
ideology as central to claims calling for formal property ownership, even as 
these ideological claims are not supported by the evidence (Gurney 1999a, 
1999b; Kemeny 1981, 2015; Potts 2020). In groundbreaking research during a 
historical moment defined by Reaganomics and Thatcherism, Kemeny (1981) 
investigated types of housing tenure in different industrialized countries. 
Using case studies of owner occupation in the United States and Australia, 
social housing in Sweden, and social housing and owner occupation in Brit-
ain, Kemeny (1981) found no significant differences in costs incurred to indi-
viduals using different tenure systems across the three countries. Findings 
suggested that the aggregate cost is more or less the same, as the cost was 
spread out over time for renters, and the cost was concentrated at a single 
point for buyers. Kemeny demonstrated that for industrialized countries, the 
relationship between ideology and social structure—mediated by the exercise 
of state powers through political dominance—is vital for understanding why 
societies develop characteristic social structures and emphasize particular 
tenure types. In a follow-up study, he demonstrated that social, economic, 
and political agenda-setting is structured by the parameters of an ideolo-
gy’s own mode of discourse (Kemeny 2015, 96). In essence, classical political 
dominance occurs when one of several competing interest groups with a par-
ticular ideology dominates the state to the exclusion of other societal inter-
ests (Kemeny 2015, 99; Kemeny, 1992, 99). He extends this notion to explain 
ownership in terms of political support for policies that encourage owner 
occupation (see Kemeny 2015, 48).

Ronald (2008) expanded Kemeny’s work using case studies of the liberal-
ization of welfare in Anglo-Saxon homeowner societies in the United States, 
Great Britain, and Australia, and East Asian societies of Japan, Hong Kong, 
and Singapore. Ronald (2008) questioned arguments about the expansion 
of economic development under globalization, arguing that the dramatic 
increase in emphasis on and commitment to homeownership revealed embed-
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ded ideological structures and power relations more than a natural evolution 
toward ownership. Thus, attributing economic development to homeowner 
occupancy is misguided (Ronald 2008, 6). Rather, socio-ideological forces 
are central to understanding the proliferation of homeownership in industri-
alized countries.

The dominant ideologies thesis has potential to explain why homeown-
ership is promoted in African countries, as they have long been pressured 
to accept this ideology through conditional aid and Western propagation 
of neoliberal ideologies and neoclassical development models. For exam-
ple, Washington Consensus policies promote ownership and real property 
rights as a primary avenue to the right policies. Recognizing the role of dom-
inant ideologies allows the interrogation of existing claims through objective 
empirical examination.

Nevertheless, the idea of dominant ideology has certain inadequacies com-
pared to the concept of a pervasive idea. The political economy literature has 
shown that African countries have controlled the process of liberalization during 
their economic stabilization and adjustment, often using it to their advantage 
(Chabal and Daloz 1999; Van de Walle 2001). While pervasive, the homeowner 
ideology is not dominant in African countries. Also, the idea of a dominant ideol-
ogy assumes the inevitability of class consciousness among the dominated, which 
is difficult to find evidence for, where the existence of class is contentious. There is 
value in aligning with scholars such as Potts (2020), Lemanski (2011), and Payne 
et al. (2009), who take a critical view of the claims based on ideology and utilize 
an empirical approach to examine pervasive ideas.

Other competing explanations include those of neo-Marxists who con-
tend that propagation of ownership tenure is part of a wider trend toward 
market fundamentalist neoliberal economic policies that commodify houses 
and integrate them into the world capitalist economy for the benefit of wealthy 
elites (Fauveaud 2020; Glynn 2009, 38–67; Mwingyine, Akaateba, and Laube 
2020, 185–208). Such positions extend long-held views by Marxist scholars, 
who argue that once people become homeowners, they move from proletar-
iat to bourgeoisie (Engels 2004). The argument follows that industrialized 
countries use international financial institutions such as the World Bank and 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) to promote policies that support private 
ownership of property (Glynn 2009). Examples include property titling and 
privatization. Local elites and multinational corporations create common 
cause to buy land and exploit the housing markets of developing countries 
in the interest of profit (Aldrich and Sandhu 1995, 24). The populations of 
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developing countries become dependent on property-owning elites and mul-
tinational corporations for shelter and business operations. Because local 
elites and multinational corporations export their profits to more lucrative 
investments in industrialized countries, there is little benefit to poor coun-
tries (Aldrich and Sandhu 1995).

Specifically, the privatization of public rental housing in developing coun-
tries as well as some industrialized countries has come under criticism from 
neo-Marxists. Policies of privatization in many countries in Africa, Asia, 
South America, and Eastern Europe were part of structural adjustment pro-
grams (SAPs) advocated by the World Bank and IMF. In this school of thought, 
SAPs were interpreted as an expansion of exploitative economic relationships 
in developing countries (Glynn 2009). Neo-Marxists explain privatization as 
the accumulation of the international capitalist classes by dispossession of the 
poor (an application of Marx’s term “primitive accumulation,” which he used 
to describe the expropriation of the peasants from the land) (Glynn 2009, 
45). Scholars note that the people most affected by housing privatization are 
poor, working-class people who do not have the resources to buy the houses. 
In turn, they end up being dispossessed by capitalist classes. Through gentri-
fication, property ends up with the already well-to-do, who can afford to buy 
and develop it. As Glynn (2009, 86) argues, those who are unable to afford 
property are marginalized and thus absent from the public discourse, evi-
dently forgotten. In sum, this view perceives the pervasiveness of ownership 
as a further development of the international capitalist system and continued 
exploitation of noncapitalist populations under the guise of market funda-
mentalist neoliberalism.

While somewhat convincing, neo-Marxist arguments are not compre-
hensive. For example, some housing programs have been implemented as 
social welfare to correct past injustices, as with the South African program 
under study here. Furthermore, ownership programs are also implemented 
in left-leaning societies with several restrictions on selling. Lastly, the poor do 
have agency under the law to decide if and when to sell their property.

2.2. Futility of the Homeownership Economic Ideology 
among the Poor

A dearth of evidence exists on the causal effects of freehold and leasehold 
rights in Africa, but extant research questions their measurable impact on 



32	 •	 the homeowner ideology

2RPP

the economic lives of the poor. I advance the idea that the bundles of rights 
that poor freeholders and leaseholders possess are rather challenging to use 
in formal markets. The idea of idle capital comes from the economic theory of 
capital utilization. In the theory of capital, a firm can decide to utilize capital 
stock at full capacity to yield maximum flows of profit, at low capacity, or not 
at all. Idle capital refers to an inefficient equilibrium whereby a firm does not 
employ or underemploys a resource or capital—that is, low-capacity utiliza-
tion, or non-utilization (Weil 2013, 283). The decision not to utilize capital 
stock renders the capital asset idle. In this theory, the firm, specifically exec-
utives as actors on behalf of the firm, decide whether or not to utilize capital 
by strategic management of the resource, based on market conditions such 
as demand and supply and profit potential. Idle capital reflects capital that 
owners decided not to extract from or maximize.

Idle capital conceptions alone are insufficient to explain the circumstances 
of capital utilization among the freeholders and leaseholders discussed in this 
book. Hence, I offer further delineation of idle capital. Unstructured idle cap-
ital is real property over which an owner has the power to decide whether 
or not to utilize the capital asset. By contrast, structured idle capital is a cap-
ital asset over which the agent or owner may exercise only limited agency, 
due to structural constraints to utilization. Even as the agent is theoretically 
free to decide whether to utilize the asset, structural constraints outside of the 
agent’s control limit agency. In this case, the agent’s only definitive option is to 
alienate themselves from the resource. Structured idle capital means that the 
freeholder cannot extract maximum utility due to market or societal condi-
tions, or institutions that place limits on its use. Beneficiaries of real property 
rights among the urban poor are unable to utilize their property to accumulate 
profit. In short, structured idle capital is idle not entirely by the choice of the 
property owners; rather, it is subject to external market and legal constraints.

Real property rights represent bundles of rights to idle capital among 
the urban poor, as little evidence suggests that freehold and leasehold rights 
increase credit access in Africa and the rest of the developing world. Such 
mechanisms for increased access to credit do not work in Africa and the rest 
of the world (Domeher and Abdulai 2012). The World Bank’s view seems to 
be that developing countries do not place high priority on property registries 
(Deininger and Ali 2022). Access to formal credit has not increased more 
noticeably under freehold tenure in South Africa and Senegal than under 
other tenure regimes, nor is there significant evidence of poverty reduction 
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(Payne, Durand-Lasserve, and Rakodi 2009). Indeed, South African freehold-
ers who benefitted from housing subsidies are often wary of the risk involved 
in using their property as collateral (Boudreaux 2006; Kingwill et al. 2006, 
53–65; Lemanski 2011; Tomlinson 2007, 17–31). Despite providing a financially 
tradable asset, low transaction values of subsidized houses in Westlake Vil-
lage in Cape Town mean they cannot be sold for sufficient value (Lemanski 
2011). Poor freeholders are also reluctant to use Reconstruction and Develop-
ment Program (RDP) houses as collateral for credit. In Langa, few freehold 
titleholders put their newly formalized rights to use as collateral for commer-
cial loans (Boudreaux 2006). Likewise, banks argue that they cannot lend to 
the poor because they are not assured of repayment (Tomlinson 2007), and 
the houses have too low a value to allow the poor freeholder to access credit. 
In Joe Slovo Park in Cape Town and Ekuthuleni in KwaZulu-Natal, freehold 
titles do not increase lending to the poor (Kingwill et al. 2006). In summary, 
banks do not lend to the poor due to the high risk of nonrepayment, the low 
value of houses, and high transaction costs.

While freehold and leasehold titles do have positive and significant effects 
on housing investments through the mechanism of increasing tenure secu-
rity, it is not a wealth-creating effect. In Ghana, Besley (1995) found that free-
hold facilitated investments in Wassa, while it did not in Anloga. In Langa, 
poor freeholders invested in improving their homes, which raised property 
values; however, the extent of these improvements is unclear, as is percentage 
increase in property values (Boudreaux 2006). Complicating matters, unti-
tled households also make improvements. Freehold titling improved entre-
preneurial activities in 18 South African townships of Johannesburg, Cape 
Town, Durban, and East Rand, but Rust (2007, 44–52) showed that these 
activities did not result in more wealth. Freehold requires a functioning sec-
ondary property market for the poor, sufficient housing stock, people’s ability 
to afford repayments on housing finance, and mortgage lenders willing to 
move downmarket to the poor.

Findings are ambiguous and the evidence is scarce on the effects of free-
hold and leasehold ownership on participation in the labor market in African 
countries. In Senegal, for example, the impact of titling on the economy of 
families is “limited and barely measurable,” suggesting that there is barely an 
effect on labor market outcomes, because some of the families are so poor 
that their only option is to sell the property (Payne, Durand-Lasserve, and 
Rakodi 2009, 455).
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2.3. The Obscurity of Non-Economic Dimensions  
of Human Welfare

The pervasiveness of market fundamentalism and the economic focus on 
freehold economic utility obscures knowledge on the effects of real property 
rights on other dimensions of human welfare. As Berry (2014, 16) asserts:

The worst consequences of the rule of market fundamentalism in econom-
ics are, as Galbraith argues, that it has “crowded out” alternative, more fruit-
ful analytical models and approaches, both with respect to more realistic 
assumptions concerning human agency and the network effects that increas-
ingly link agent behavior.

Several ideological claims about the effects of ownership on non-economic 
dimensions of human welfare are understudied. I discuss these in the follow-
ing paragraphs.

Homeowner ideologists claim that ownership forms of tenure can 
empower vulnerable individuals (Durand-Lasserve and Selod 2009, 110). 
Particularly when granted to women or couples, they argue, it increases wom-
en’s bargaining power. Increased bargaining power is visible through reduced 
fertility, a stronger position in family decision-making, and increased labor 
market participation. The argument suggests that when their name is on the 
title, ownership rights empower vulnerable individuals, giving them more 
say in their families and lives. However, a dearth of research exists on the 
empowerment effects of freehold in African cities, and little evidence seems 
to support this claim. While women do not know of the existence of co-titling 
in Dar es Salaam (Kongela and Didas 2021), there is promising evidence in 
sub-Saharan Africa that women who access property rights may boost their 
welfare (O’Sullivan 2017).

Homeowner ideologists further claim that ownership rights have a posi-
tive association with physical health. It is thought that homeowners generally 
maintain their housing conditions better than nonhomeowners (Rohe, van 
Zandt, and McCarthy 2013). Homeownership leads to ontological security, 
which is associated with better physical health (Saunders 2022). However, it 
is not clear whether real property rights or physical housing conditions are 
responsible for better physical health (Rohe, van Zandt, and McCarthy 2013, 
9). Here again, causal analysis is scarce on the effects of real property rights 
on health in the African context.
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A similar claim suggests that freehold improves psychological health. 
Scholars suggest that the social status and personal freedom associated with 
freehold provides feelings of self-esteem and perceived control over life and 
(Rohe, van Zandt, and McCarthy 2013, 4). Because owners are largely in con-
trol of the everyday happenings in their housing units, they gain a stronger 
perception of control over life events (Rohe and Stegman 1994). Not only 
are they no longer worried about the likelihood or possibility of eviction, 
owners have control over who enters the house, have the freedom to make 
modifications, and are independent of slumlords and landlords. In this way, 
scholars claim, homeownership yields higher self-esteem (Rohe, van Zandt, 
and McCarthy 2013, 5) because homeowners are afforded higher social sta-
tus; they take their housing tenure as indicative of doing better than others, 
providing a favorable self-comparison; and they perceive owning a house as 
the achievement of a major life milestone. As with other claims, little causal 
evidence in Africa supports these indicators.

Another claim is that real property rights improve neighborhood out-
comes. Real property rights are thought to lead to social stability, social/civic 
involvement, socially desirable behavior, and social attachment (Rohe, van 
Zandt, and McCarthy 2013, 19). Social stability improves when homeown-
ers move less frequently than renters or untitled households. This happens 
through several mechanisms. First, owners invest more in human capital over 
time and through education and income because they anticipate staying lon-
ger in their neighborhood. This leads to their stability because human capital 
investments are long term. Owners have both use and exchange interest in 
their housing and land, which increases civic engagement. With a stake in 
their neighborhood, they form organizations to maintain stable property val-
ues and social conditions.

Second, they are thought to be better citizens. With a greater stake in 
their neighborhood, they are more invested in its development and sustain-
ability. To this end, they are more likely to participate in voluntary and polit-
ical actions because they see participation as a way to protect their homes 
(Blum and Kingston 1984). They are also thought to be more likely to vote 
in elections. Third, homeownership may impart socially desirable behavior 
to local youth (Rohe, van Zandt, and McCarthy 2013, 19). Because home-
owners have a financial stake in their homes, they are more likely to be con-
cerned about antisocial behavior of their own and other children. Further, 
because homeowners stay longer in the neighborhood, they become more 
effective monitors of children, and may use collective socialization and peer 
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influences. Finally, homeownership leads to more local social interaction and 
attachment (Rohe and Stewart 1996, 54–55). Because homeowners stay longer 
in their neighborhood, they come to identify strongly with their homes. Such 
identification builds collective socio-psychological feelings of pride, which 
may foster social attachment and interaction.

Causal analysis is scarce, but the available qualitative literature suggests 
that homeowners espouse values of respectability, decency, dignity, and 
belonging as they forge their relationships in new neighborhoods in South 
Africa (Lee 2005; Ross 2005a, 2005b, 2021). These values contrast with the 
dehumanizing experiences of apartheid.

What we do know from the very few studies examining the effects of 
real property rights on neighborhood outcomes and on aspects of social 
capital in developing countries is that there is no effect or a negative effect. 
Contrary to ideological claims about freehold, it seems to break down 
social capital—although much of this research is qualitative and excludes 
long-term impacts. Meinzen-Dick and Mwangi (2009) looked at how free-
hold titling affects social capital in rural areas of Kenya. They examined 
the manifestations of the web of interests generated by real property rights 
and the role they play in livelihoods, social relations, and ecological func-
tions. They found that freehold ownership created exclusive forms of own-
ership. Therefore, it cut preexisting webs of overlapping interests, implying 
a reduction in social capital. The literature also shows that efforts of free-
hold subsidy beneficiaries during community-making in South Africa were 
undermined by segregation (Lemanski 2011; Oldfield 2000, 2004; Seekings 
et al. 2010). However, there were signs of tolerance in new mixed neighbor-
hoods (Muyeba and Seekings 2011).

Other factors that constrain community-making in South Africa include 
jealousy and gossip (Ashforth 1998; Bray et al. 2010, 108; Ross 2021, 160–63), 
social disorganization (Berg and Scharf 2004; Breetzke 2010; Emmet 2003; 
Nina 2000), witchcraft (Ashforth 1998, 2005), and violent crime and crimi-
nality (Gastrow and Shaw 2001; Jewkes and Abrahams 2002). Coping mech-
anisms include kinship support (Seekings 2008a), domestic fluidity in the 
sense of individuals moving between households and being members of mul-
tiple households at a time (Seekings 2008a; Spiegel, Watson, and Wilkinson 
1996), and privacy (Muyeba and Seekings 2012; Ross 2005b, 633).

Further, the claim is often made that ownership leads to greater satisfac-
tion with life and home. Scholars holding this view define satisfaction as a 
person’s level of contentment with all aspects their life; residential satisfaction 
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is one’s level of contentment with one’s housing and surrounding neighbor-
hood (Rohe, van Zandt, and McCarthy 2013, 2). The logic is that owning a 
home is an important goal for many individuals; once the goal is attained, it 
must result in satisfaction. Moreover, satisfaction arises from housing main-
tenance and improvements (Saunders 2022). Also, customizing housing units 
to one’s taste can result in satisfaction with one’s living environment (Rohe, 
van Zandt, and McCarthy 2013, 3). Likewise, making financial investments in 
the house may result in a better financial position, which in turn can lead to 
satisfaction (Rohe, van Zandt, and McCarthy 2013, 3).

In summary, claims about ownership of real property that go beyond 
economic utility have been obscured by the market fundamentalist focus on 
the economic utility of ownership rights. These ideological claims include 
that homeownership is associated with social stability, psychological health, 
satisfaction with life, social status attainment, socially desirable youth behav-
ior (in terms of reduced teenage pregnancies and school dropout rates), and 
neighborhood outcomes. The state of knowledge about the effects of free-
hold on non-economic aspects of human welfare is poor in African countries, 
because it is obscured by the focus on economic utility of real property rights. 
Appendix B shows a summary of the homeowner ideological claims and the 
state of knowledge in Africa.

2.4. The Utility of Nonownership Forms of Tenure

The homeowner ideology’s emphasis on the utility of real property rights 
obscures the social reality that the absence of ownership title does not imply 
the absence of tenure security and utility. In research in Senegal and South 
Africa, Payne et al. (2009) pointed out that we do not know whether owner-
ship title is the only form of rights that can achieve the objective of increasing 
housing investments. Although ownership titles may achieve the objective of 
housing improvement and investment, they are by no means the only route 
to those objectives. In Lusaka and Cape Town, for example, simple binaries 
of owner and nonowner fail to capture resident lived experiences, as rights to 
houses are not embedded in legal title but are shaped by shifting economic 
social and cultural realities (Butcher and Oldfield 2009). Furthermore, lack of 
formal ownership title does not detract from the occurrence of transactions 
and investments. In Angola, 96 percent of transactions take place without 
formal documented ownership (Cain 2013).



38	 •	 the homeowner ideology

2RPP

Sometimes, the primary tenure system offers more security to dwellers 
than titling or upgrading. For example, in informal settlements built on cus-
tomary land in Kenya, private title may not easily accommodate compet-
ing interests from extended relatives and group rights (Durand-Lasserve 
and Selod 2009; Lanjouw and Levy 2002; Meinzen-Dick and Mwangi 2009, 
107–8).

Ownership title is a source of tenure security, but not the only one. Even 
though it is equated to tenure security, it is possible for households to have 
tenure security without title (Durand-Lasserve et al. 2007, 22). In sub-Saharan 
Africa, a 140-country survey done in 2020 found that formal title brings less 
additional security of tenure in Africa than in other parts of the world. Sub-
Saharan Africans with formal ownership documentation perceived tenure 
security at 70 percent, while those without it scored 65 percent (Prindex 2019, 
18; The Economist 2020).

In some contexts, titling using real property rights actually reduces ten-
ure security (Payne, Durand-Lasserve, and Rakodi 2009). Titling programs 
are often used in informal settlements in countries or cities that already 
have some degree of de facto tenure security (Payne, Durand-Lasserve, and 
Rakodi 2009). For example, Rwanda and Egypt offer cases of market-driven 
displacements of titled households through gentrification. Tenure security 
can be achieved through several means other than titling, and titling may 
actually lead to an increase in tenure insecurity.

In sum, the findings from past empirical studies on the effects of titling on 
tenure security lean toward the affirmative, but are nevertheless ambiguous. 
Measures of tenure security are rarely included in existing surveys, and con-
text seems to play an important role in the effects of titling on tenure security.

2.5. Scarcity of Quantitative Knowledge on Effects  
of Real Property Rights in African Cities

Although there is a rich body of qualitative work exploring various aspects of 
freeholders and their experiences with social capital, especially in new post-
apartheid housing projects in South Africa (see Bray et al. 2010; Lemanski 
2011; Muyeba and Seekings 2012; Oldfield 2000, 2004; Ross 2005a, 2005b, 
2021; Seekings, 2008a, 2008b; Seekings et al., 2010), far fewer causal analyses 
test claims about real property rights.

Like South Africa, Zambia has a rich collection of qualitative studies on 
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urban housing tenure concerned with the privatization of publicly owned 
housing from 1996 to the early 2000s (Adams 2003; Butcher and Oldfield 
2009; Mususa 2010, 2012; Palmer 2000; Schlyter 1998). However, the empir-
ical studies concerned with the privatization of public housing were framed 
within the international political economy literature in which the sale of pub-
licly owned housing to sitting tenants was explained to be part of market 
liberalization and SAP designed to stimulate the housing market and increase 
investments in housing.

2.6. Conclusion

Despite its relative lack of nuance, the homeowner ideology is pervasive. 
Within the ideology, the presumption of freehold tenure’s economic utility 
may be the strongest-held belief, yet it does not reflect the economic reality of 
the poor. In fact, homeowner economic ideology obscures the social reality 
of several effects of property rights on non-economic dimensions of human 
welfare. Indeed, the homeowner ideology obscures the social reality that doc-
umented ownership is not a necessary condition for economic benefit.

Despite the pervasiveness of the homeowner ideology, the present chap-
ter revealed the dearth of studies testing homeowner ideology claims in 
Africa. Although a rich literature exists on land and housing in sub-Saharan 
Africa, it employs mainly qualitative approaches. Many studies are concen-
trated in South Africa as a response to de Soto (2000). This book offers a 
fresh examination of claims about real property rights using quantitative 
techniques such as natural experiments and matching methods—not here-
tofore employed in the African context. The next five chapters reexamine the 
homeowner ideology in Nairobi, Cape Town, Lusaka, and Luanda.
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Chapter 3

Pervasiveness of the Homeowner Ideology 
in Three of Four Sub-Saharan African Cities

In chapter 1, I introduced four women experiencing urban poverty in dif-
ferent cities. Three of them lived in slum conditions before being granted 
real property rights. Zawadi is from Zone A of Soweto East Neighborhood in 
Kibera, Kenya. She moved to the Canaan neighborhood in Nairobi. Mpho is 
from Site C of Khayelitsha in Cape Town, South Africa. Mary is from Matero 
in Lusaka, Zambia. And Rosana was from a slum called Boa Vista in Luanda, 
Angola. She was resettled in Zango, where she experienced usufruct rights.

Even though the governments in Kenya, South Africa, and Zambia pro-
vided housing and property rights to beneficiaries like Zawadi, Mpho, and 
Mary without World Bank support, they pursued delivery using ownership 
tenure. By contrast, the Angolan government chose to pursue delivery using 
usufruct rights. The present chapter introduces the city and country contexts 
for each of the four women discussed, and provides justification for use of 
these four cities in interrogating the homeowner ideology. The chapter pro-
vides historical context for the homeowner ideology in sub-Saharan African 
countries, exposing state and ideological roles in the social production of 
homeownership tenure.

3.1. Shifting Owner Ideologies and the Triumph of 
Market Fundamentalist Neoclassical Economics  
in Africa

Ideologies governing ownership in urban Africa have shifted across time. 
While collective forms of tenure—such as customary tenure—existed in 
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African civilizations and rural areas, colonialism brought bifurcation (Mam-
dani 2018). Many countries favored private ownership models under capi-
talist ideologies during the colonial and immediate postcolonial era. And 
with independence, sub-Saharan African countries inherited existing capi-
talist economies (Moss and Resnick 2018, 75). In the 1970s and early 1980s, 
socialist-oriented ideologies influenced a shift toward collective ownership. 
Since the late 1980s, however, many countries have shifted back to private 
ownership under neoliberalism.

3.2. First Shift: From Capitalism under Colonialism  
to Socialism under Political Independence

Chartered by their governments, private companies—including the British 
South Africa Company, the British East Africa Company, the Imperial Brit-
ish East Africa Company, the Dutch East India Company, and the French 
West India Company—were the leading edge of colonialism. Colonial gov-
ernments closely protected these private companies and their investments. In 
later years, multinational corporations became the main avenue for exploit-
ing natural resources for the benefit of the colonial government. To stream-
line governance, colonialists often created a bifurcation of state, such that 
ownership in urban areas was governed by civil law, while ownership in rural 
areas was governed by customary law (Mamdani 2018). In such bifurcated 
states, a civil, Westphalian state system in urban areas coexisted with a tradi-
tional, customary system in rural areas.

Within these systems, ownership approaches oscillated widely. In the 
first decade following independence, there was a notable shift from colonial 
capitalism to public ownership under socialism. After the first few years of 
independence, the national euphoria was interrupted by the realization that 
although they had achieved political independence, the new countries were 
still very much colonized in terms of economy, bureaucratic governance, cul-
ture, language, and appearance (Moss and Resnick 2018, 107–8). Indeed, mul-
tinational corporations and private firms operating in these regions were still 
owned by their former colonizers, who still occupied leading roles. These col-
onizers continued to influence civil service, universities, and public schools, 
and were often paid expatriate salaries.

Several nationalist leaders instituted African socialist philosophies and 
nationalized privately owned property (Friedman 2021). Kenneth Kaunda 
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of Zambia developed the ideology of Zambian humanism and nationalized 
companies by expropriating 51 percent of ownership for the government 
under the Mulungushi reforms in 1968. Julius Nyerere adopted Ujamaa, and 
Leopold Sedar Senghor of Senegal adopted Negritude. Mobutu Sese Seko 
adopted Authenticité. Although maintaining a capitalist economic system, 
even Jomo Kenyatta adopted harambee, which emphasized a collective ide-
ology. Nationalist leaders passed acts of legislation, presidential declara-
tions, and policies of nationalization that allowed them to repossess capital 
from Western firms that had been taken during colonialism. African gov-
ernments employed eminent domain, taking ownership of private property 
such as firms, land, mines, houses, and ports. The state created public entities 
or state-owned enterprises to take over these private entities, actively using 
them to engage in economic production. In many cases, the state gave the 
populace access to land, housing, jobs, healthcare, education, and sometimes 
food from the proceeds of these enterprises. All goods and services were pub-
licly owned.

Several factors led nationalist leaders to adopt socialist ideologies and 
policies. At the time, Marxism was a popular theoretical view among political 
scientists, developmentalists, political economists, and policymakers (Moss 
and Resnick 2018, 107–8). Scholars at state universities associated themselves 
with the Marxist tradition and provided policy advice on that basis. What is 
more, Lenin’s Imperialism: The Highest Stage of Capitalism was popular among 
intellectuals in Africa and much of the developing world. The book held the 
added appeal of direct applicability to the times. Dependency theory was also 
emerging as a leading theory through Raul Prebisch at the United Nations 
Economic Commission for Latin America (Moss and Resnick 2018; Todaro 
and Smith 2020, 122–26). In Africa, Walter Rodney had skillfully dissemi-
nated his dependency theory and its application to Africa while at the Uni-
versity of Dar es Salaam, later releasing How Europe Underdeveloped Africa in 
1972 (Moss and Resnick 2018; Rodney et al. 2018). Independence movements 
across the continent had close relations with socialist and communist gov-
ernments, since they had received support from them (Moss and Resnick 
2018). The leading communist states of China and the Russian Federation 
were the most supportive of decolonization and provided notable support in 
the decades following independence. Several nationalist leaders were trained 
in these countries, including Kwame Nkrumah and Jomo Kenyatta. Further, 
socialist ideologies and policies were much more closely related to African 
traditional values of communalism and egalitarianism than to capitalism. 
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Several African customs and cultures emphasized collective ownership rather 
than individual ownership, entrusting resources to the traditional ruler and 
sharing resources equally. Socialism also emphasized collective ownership, 
entrusted resources to the state, and emphasized equal distribution of wealth. 
For African people, these principles were easier to relate to their own social-
ization than an emphasis on private property ownership, individualism, and 
the inequality of resource distribution associated with capitalism.

Moreover, Africans had rejected the institutions patterned after the 
Westphalian state system along with colonial rule (Fanon and Philcox 2004; 
Hydén 2013). Wounds from a 70-year reign of imperial violence, brutality, 
and colonial subjugation, with centuries of slavery preceding it, were still 
fresh. Colonial institutions were instruments of plunder, dispossession, and 
exploitation (Wallerstein 2020). To the African, Western institutions embod-
ied the white supremacy and racial humiliation of Black Africans. They were 
symbols of genocide, brutality, and bodily trauma at the end of the baton and 
maiming at the blade of the machete. As Frantz Fanon declared in Wretched 
of the Earth, the institutionalization of colonialism was a violent process 
and therefore decolonization is a violent process (Fanon and Philcox 2004). 
Transplanted colonial institutions, especially constitutions, did not make 
sense in the common life of an African, yet Africans were punished for not 
conforming. Africans resorted to their community identity in response to 
threats posed initially by the slave trade and later by the colonial state (Hydén 
2013, 65–66). Even today, few Africans maintain any loyalty to the civil insti-
tutions of the Westphalian state. Instead, they nurture their membership in 
a local community based on a primary social organization such as lineage, 
clan, or tribe (Hydén 2013).

In 1973, a global economic crisis threw Africa into a three-decade eco-
nomic spiral that Van de Walle (2001) later called a permanent economic 
crisis, and Mkandawire and Meagher (2019) termed “Africa’s great depres-
sion.” In the decade following the start of the crisis, African governments 
accumulated unsustainable amounts of international debt. Market funda-
mentalist economists such as Milton Friedman, Harry Johnson, Bela Balassa, 
Lord Peter Bauer, Jagdish Bhagwati, Deepak Lal, Ian Little, and Anne Krueger 
diagnosed the involvement of the state in the economy as a major cause of the 
crisis (Todaro and Smith 2020, 127). With US presidents, British prime min-
isters, and IMF managing directors as his market fundamentalism disciples, 
Milton Friedman has been described as the most influential economist of the 
last half-century (Klein 2008, 7). The market fundamentalist prescription for 



44	 •	 the homeowner ideology

2RPP

the crisis was freer markets and a reduction in the state role. Reducing the 
role of the state entailed the transfer of capital assets from public hands to pri-
vate ones through the process of privatization. The “shock therapy” treatment 
was to drive economic stabilization and adjustment policies (Klein 2008).

3.3. Second Shift: From Socialism to Neoliberal  
Free-Market Capitalism

When Washington Consensus policies were institutionalized to address the 
crisis, the pendulum swung in the other direction. As the market fundamen-
talist economists gained influence through positions at the World Bank, IMF, 
and leadership in developing countries, they defined international develop-
ment finance policy. The same economists helped the World Bank craft struc-
tural adjustment programs (SAPs)—later known as Washington Consensus 
policies. SAPs were implemented as a condition for accessing monies to assist 
with stabilization and economic adjustment. SAPs were an imposition on 
developing countries, yet they needed financing and the Bretton Woods Insti-
tutions made financing conditional on implementation.

The homeowner ideology became a pervasive idea in sub-Saharan Afri-
can countries through Washington Consensus policies after those policies 
supplanted socialist-oriented ideologies. Along with privatization, the inter-
national financial institutions developed policies to support individual pri-
vate ownership. In the 1980s in their report Shelter, the World Bank (1980) 
advocated for slum-upgrading programs and ownership rights. In the early 
1990s, the Bank’s publication Enabling Markets to Work (World Bank 1993) 
advocated for the centrality of private property rights in enabling markets 
to work and achieve economic growth. Later, the World Development Report 
for 2002 mentioned property rights 87 times, with an emphasis on freehold 
ownership rights (World Bank 2002). The report stated, “Without land-titling 
institutions that ensure property rights, poor people are unable to use valu-
able assets for investment and income growth” (World Bank 2002, III). The 
idea of government-built and -provided housing went against conditionali-
ties. States were required to downsize and limit their role to regulation and 
enforcement of the institutions that support markets.

Since the implementation of SAPs, governments in developing countries 
have struggled to provide housing and basic services. Indeed, conditionalities 
from international financial institutions constrain government involvement 
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in the social and housing sector. Under such conditions, governments are 
confined to the role of arbiter, providing and enforcing housing regulations 
and standards, while encouraging private-sector-driven housing provision. 
However, the private sector keeps away from ventures involving financing of 
low-cost housing for low-income urban populations because it is not profit-
able (Potts 2020). The poor lack formal or adequate income, access to credit, 
and insurance, which makes it difficult to secure adequate housing through 
the private and formal market. Moreover, even if governments in Africa want 
to fund housing construction, many lack the economic resources to do so. 
Indeed, several factors militate against housing provision, including poor 
governance, corruption, unviable institutions, and insufficient community 
involvement. However, the economics of housing plays a critical role.

Even so, governments in Kenya, South Africa, and Zambia defied the 
odds and navigated market fundamentalism to provide housing to the poor. 
Angola’s provision of housing using social housing policy is offered as a com-
parison case where the homeowner ideology is not pervasive. The following 
sections demonstrate how the homeowner ideology became a pervasive idea 
in three of the four cases under examination, highlighting how governments 
in these countries became directly involved in providing housing despite pro-
hibitive conditionalities.

3.4. Development of the Homeowner Ideology  
and Housing Policy in Kenya

As in many African countries, the development of urban land and housing 
policy in Kenya is intertwined with its colonial history (Mamdani 2018). 
When the Imperial British East Africa Company (IBEACO) arrived in pre-
colonial Kenya in 1888, they observed large tracts of unoccupied land, some 
of which were buffer areas located between mutually hostile tribal lands 
(McGregor 2014). Ethnic groups occupied the most fertile and choicest land. 
Kikuyu and Maasai land stood out. While the Kikuyu cultivated their entire 
land and used small patches for grazing (a total of just over 100 miles by 18 
miles of land for grazing), the Maasai kept vast areas unoccupied and without 
tillage (McGregor 2014, 41–42).

The IBEACO annexed the unoccupied lands for the British Empire and 
turned over its governance to the British government in 1895. The colonial 
administration called it the East Africa Protectorate and later the Colony and 
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Protectorate of Kenya. The IBEACO had respected the rights of the natives to 
their land. However, two years later the commissioner and colonial adminis-
trator issued government notices that “certain evil disposed” colonial settlers 
were taking advantage of the ignorance of natives about the value of their 
land. These evilly disposed buyers acquired prime land, particularly from 
women, at low prices (McGregor 2014, 44).

While the colonial administration set up a land tenure system where it 
offered freehold title deeds to settlers, it neglected to issue titles for the native 
lands—even though the topic came up several times in official communica-
tion. In effect, this created a bifurcated system consisting of a civil land tenure 
system with public and freehold tenure, and a customary rights land system 
with communal tenure. Bifurcation created a system where the land under 
the British was highly valuable, even though the land in the hands of the 
natives was the “choicest.” Gradually, the colonial administration encroached 
on and incorporated native land into the civil law system, through legal 
means and outright dispossession. The administration required that all land 
transactions, including those involving natives, be conducted with consent 
from the commissioner. They also alienated vast amounts of native land for 
European settlement.

The development of the city of Nairobi involved the colonial govern-
ment’s creation of Crown land and freehold private property rights over land 
dispossessed from the Maasai and the Kikuyu, the latter being the largest 
tribe in Kenya (McGregor 2014, 43). Present-day Nairobi is located close to 
Kikuyuland. It was actually the Maasai who called it Nairobi, meaning “cold 
water,” their name for the river that flowed out of the forests and into the 
plains (McGregor 2014, 43). Nairobi rests on the southern edge of Kikuyu-
land. To the north and northeast, Kikuyuland was surrounded by the White 
Mountains, present-day Mount Kenya. For the British, Nairobi was a rail-
way settlement. From 1895 to 1902, the colonial administration built a railway 
line—the Uganda-Kenya railway—from the port of Mombasa through Nai-
robi to Nyanza on Lake Victoria, and expropriated land within one mile of 
the line. The colonial administration decided to move the capital of the Brit-
ish East Africa Protectorate to Nairobi when railway construction reached 
there in 1899. In 1914, official communication involving a committee of three 
recommended that the colonial administration reduce Kikuyuland to 10 per-
cent (McGregor 2014, 48). The colonial administration alienated more than 
100 square miles of Kikuyuland in the vicinity of Nairobi (Meredith 2011, 
80). The Kikuyu had a deep attachment to their land, such that it was deeply 
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painful to see it taken away. This was such a constant source of grievance for 
the Kikuyu that it birthed the brutal Mau Mau rebellion and bore the seeds of 
an independent Kenya (Meredith 2011, 80).

The creation of freehold and public land in Nairobi created conditions 
for the development of slums for natives. After the colonial government 
moved the capital to Nairobi, a large urban settlement developed. However, 
it excluded the Black population, confining them to areas lacking legal own-
ership rights. From 1900, Nairobi grew into a business hub for the colonial 
administration as well as a segregated settlement for Europeans and Indians 
(Mitullah 2003, 2). The Indian population was employed as laborers on the 
railway construction. The colonial administration did not build formal set-
tlements for Africans.

In addition to their policy of segregation based on race, the colonial gov-
ernment’s refusal to build formal settlements or assign property rights the 
native population contributed to development of slums in Nairobi. Colonial 
urban planning and policy divided Nairobi into four areas (Mitullah 2003, 
10). The administration allocated the north and west to the European popula-
tion; parts of the north, east, and southeast to the Asian population; and parts 
of the east and southeast to Africans. The administration did not allocate 
enough resources to build housing and provide services in the African part of 
the city. As figure 3.1 shows, Nairobi experienced rapid population increases 
from 1901. While the colonial administration built insufficient housing for 
the African population, they migrated to the area surrounding the city in 
large numbers. As in other colonies, the colonial administration required that 

Fig. 3.1. Population Growth in Nairobi, 1900–2021
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every married person pays a hut tax, every worker pay a poll tax, and every 
person carry an identification card proving they were a worker permitted to 
be in the city. Since Africans in rural areas could not afford to pay the taxes 
without a job, the segregated part of the city grew rapidly with rural-urban 
migrations, and without appropriate increases in housing and services.

Unlike most African states, Kenya maintained and pursued a capitalist 
economic development model following independence in 1963, though it saw 
decline and economic reforms like other African states. Kenya underwent 
SAPs in the late 1980s and 1990s, which expanded neoliberal policies. Public 
enterprises and assets were privatized, and the economy was liberalized—
both of which were key policies for private ownership.

3.5. Land and Housing Policy in South Africa

Land and housing policy in South Africa is the story of dispossession and 
marginalization under racial segregation. It also tells a story of post-Apartheid 
attempts at land empowerment, desegregation, and correction of historical 
injustices. Land policy in South Africa has a long history, but a useful place to 
begin is June 19, 1913, three years after the Union of South Africa was estab-
lished. On that day, the government of Louis Botha published the Natives’ 
Land Act in the government gazette. This law restricted the purchase, lease, 
ownership, and occupation of land by natives. To this point, South Africa had 
practiced a policy of segregation by race. The Natives’ Land Act restricted 
Blacks and other nonwhite persons to owning land in certain rural areas 
where land was of less value. The act was also the premise for evictions of 
natives from areas designated as white-only—effectively dispossessing Blacks 
of valuable land for decades to come.

The policy of excluding Africans from urban areas and containing them 
on the periphery of cities created poorly serviced spaces and slum conditions. 
From the 1920s to late Apartheid, South African state policy primarily con-
centrated on the “native question” or the “Bantu problem”—alluding to the 
challenges of urbanization and urban housing for a majority of the African 
population (Mamdani 2018). The “Bantu problem” was about keeping Blacks 
from freehold ownership of valuable urban land. The government allowed 
nonwhites to hold land through freehold in segregated territories across 
South Africa. It did so without creating economic opportunities.

In the 1950s and 1960s, the government built housing in sprawling urban 
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fringe townships for “pass-holding” African people to use under public usu-
fruct or tenancy agreements (Porteous 2005, 34). In Cape Town, the first 
townships were constructed at Nyanga and Gugulethu (Wilkinson 2000, 197). 
These houses were not sufficient to address the housing shortage. Indeed, 
the situation created conditions for political unrest. Moreover, the govern-
ment could not contain the proliferation of squatting. Meanwhile, those with 
expired or nonexistent passes (“illegals”) did not return to their places of ori-
gin, mostly in the Eastern Cape. Moreover, the Provincial Government in 
Cape Town established the Colored Labor Preference Act in 1956. This act 
established Cape Town as a labor preference area for the colored population 
(a term that continues to be in common parlance in South Africa, referring 
to mixed-heritage), allowing coloreds to work and live in neighborhoods 
dubbed “colored-designated areas.” The act excluded Blacks and Indians from 
living and working in Cape Town. Thus, “illegals” settled on the fringes of 
urban areas and squatted in formal African townships. Informal settlements 
multiplied. The government estimated that as of June 1982, the population of 
Africans in Cape Town was 226,000. Only half could be accommodated in 
the formal townships (Cook 1986, 58). The government estimated a shortage 
of 10,000 housing units (Seekings, Graaff, and Joubert 1990, 8). In addition, 
an estimated 76,000 “illegal” immigrants violated the terms of the policy of 
influx control (Cook 1986, 58). Some Africans were squatting in the formal 
townships of Langa, Nyanga, Gugulethu, and Old and New Crossroads, so 
the population of informal settlers increased. The rise in informal settlements 
both indicated the rise in housing demand and created urban land undesir-
able for future land markets (Wilkinson 2000, 197).

Moreover, in 1970 the Apartheid government passed the Bantu Home-
lands Citizenship Act, dispossessing Black South Africans of their citizen-
ship rights and sealing their fate of only owning land in parts of the country 
where the natural resources and land were of little value. The act established 
territories based on ethnicity called Bantustans where Blacks were citizens. 
The act created ten homelands: the Transkei, Bophuthatswana, Ciskei, Venda, 
Gazankulu, KaNgwane, KwaNdebele, KwaZulu, Lebowa, and QwaQwa. Each 
ethnic group was designated a specific homeland. The rest of South Africa 
was called white South Africa. The homelands had underdeveloped econo-
mies dependent on the white South African economy and a poorly developed 
agriculture sector. In the homelands, Blacks owned the lowest-value land in 
South Africa.

The government’s policy response on the Bantu question and housing on 
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the fringes of urban areas was to deliberately build insufficient housing and 
make the area undesirable. Indeed, the demand for housing among Blacks 
was deliberately not met, even for those who were in Cape Town legally. 
Rather, there were forced evictions from illegal settlements and squatter areas. 
Because of this housing shortage, many people legally allowed in the city lived 
in shacks with no formal security of tenure. Eventually, Africans were allowed 
to apply for permits that enabled them to work in the city but live outside it. 
This policy produced overcrowded conditions. By the beginning of the 1980s, 
the issue was so severe that the Apartheid state finally agreed to build more 
houses to address this shortage—about 30 years too late.

With the impending dissolution of Apartheid, a great many Africans in 
rural areas looked forward to migrating to Cape Town. However, only slum 
conditions awaited them (Western 2002, 713). In 1986, the pass laws were 
repealed, and the Colored Labor Preference Area was dropped in 1988 (West-
ern 2002, 713). Rural-to-urban migration into Cape Town increased signifi-
cantly. Migrants came largely from the Eastern Cape Province, sustaining one 
of the largest waves of migration in Cape Town history. This influx worsened 
an already acute shortage of housing, which multiplied the population living 
in slum conditions. The population growth of the city before and during this 
period is shown in figure 3.2. Between 1980 and 1996, the city’s population 
experienced one of its fastest rates of growth. The population doubled in 15 
years; the previous doubling had taken 30 years.

The Apartheid government began to build new low-cost houses on city 
outskirts to accommodate Black South Africans toward the end of Apartheid 
in the mid-1980s. The move was designed to mitigate fears that Blacks living 
in nearby squalid conditions might rise in rebellion. In the post-apartheid 
era, the central feature of the housing policy was providing urban housing 
under freehold tenure to the previously disadvantaged. The majority of recip-
ients were Africans, as the number of colored, Indians, and whites who live in 
poverty is a significant minority (Wilkinson 2000).

The post-apartheid government’s low-income housing policy has focused 
on construction and transfer of ownership of publicly owned housing under 
freehold tenure. The 1994 White Paper on Housing, which became the Hous-
ing Act of 1997, in clause 4.2 committed the state to the establishing viable 
socially and economically integrated communities. Meanwhile, in 1996, the 
government implemented market reforms with the growth, employment, and 
redistribution (GEAR) strategy with the involvement of the IMF and World 
Bank. It saw implementation of Washington Consensus policies, especially 
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privatization of government property, including housing (Republic of South 
Africa 1996). The 2004 housing policy known as Breaking New Ground reit-
erated this position.

The post-apartheid state instituted the housing subsidy program, pro-
viding freehold title for new houses mainly through upgrading in or near 
areas where informal settlements were located. The program was a conscious 
effort to correct apartheid injustices and attempted to address the large infor-
mal settlement population that evolved after influx control was removed. It 
greatly expanded the policy of providing low-cost housing on the fringes of 
the city. The post-apartheid state built over 3.6 million houses nationwide 
and claims to have benefitted more than 10 million people (Republic of South 
Africa 2013). However, these settlements are located far from economic 
opportunities.

With a large and growing housing backlog in slums on the outskirts of the 
city, many potential beneficiaries of housing subsidies are poised to join the 
pool. Despite building many houses, the demand for adequate housing con-
tinues to be higher than the rate of production. The provincial government 
of the Western Cape reported in March 2020 that the backlog is more than 
550,000 households—the number of applicants on the Housing Demand 
Database. Of these, more than 300,000 are applicants from the Cape metro 
area, and over 225,000 from outside the metro area (Gontsana 2020). It seems 

Fig. 3.2. Population Growth in Cape Town, 1731–2021
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that the new housing units are accommodating a number equal to the new 
inflow, while the overall backlog remains stagnant. Statistics South Africa in 
2011 reported that of the total population of 3.5 million people, 16 percent, 
or nearly 600,000, live in informal settlements. Between 1994 and 2013, the 
state built 323,000 housing units and provided 140,200 serviced sites (plots 
with electricity, water, sewerage, and other municipal services) in Cape Town 
(Republic of South Africa 2013). The state built 10,212 housing units in 2017, 
another 7,828 in 2018, and 8,028 in 2019. At this rate, it will take more than 30 
years to build enough units to meet the demand from metro area applicants 
alone (Gontsana 2020).

3.6. Land and Housing Policy in Zambia

Zambia’s land policy explicitly included homeownership for the first time in 
1995. Zambia’s property rights system is governed by the 1995 Land Act, the 
2020–2024 national housing policy, and the 2021 national land policy. The 
Land Act is the culmination of several attempts at land reform that began 
during the colonial era (1884–1964). As in other places, the colonial admin-
istration created a bifurcation and a two-tier system of property rights. As 
codified under the Northern Rhodesian constitution in the early 1900s, areas 
under colonial administration were subject to a formal property rights sys-
tem under British common law with freehold tenure, while the rest of the 
country fell under customary law.

Following independence from colonial rule in 1964, the new national-
ist government headed by President Kenneth Kaunda initially continued the 
two-tier system. However, it later implemented reforms that abolished free-
hold and introduced leasehold ownership. Between 1964 and 1975, much of 
the land and the country’s resources were still in the hands of the British. 
Citizens of the new country expressed discontent that they had won politi-
cal freedom but were still economically colonized. Citizens applied political 
pressure on the government. In 1975, the government instituted nationalist 
policies, including passing the Land Act of 1975. Under this act, the govern-
ment implemented sector-wide nationalization reforms. The government 
exercised eminent domain in a process of expropriation without compen-
sation. Consequently, all property rights fell into the hands of the state. Cus-
tomary tenure persisted, while freehold tenure was abolished and turned 
into 99-year leasehold tenure. The government retained ownership under 
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this state planning model and provided all housing opportunities through 
employment until 1991.

Shortly after implementation of SAPs that restructured the economy from 
a socialist-oriented and nationalist ideology to neoliberalism, the govern-
ment passed the Land Act of 1995. The act stated that all land is vested in the 
republican president and is held by him in perpetuity on behalf of the people 
of Zambia. However, the act also removed presidential and state approval in 
transactions involving land, and provided for state compensation in cases of 
eminent domain.

In 1996, the Ministry of Local Government and Housing published the 
Zambian housing policy during a period of aggressive privatization and lib-
eralization. The policy provided for multiple tenure systems aimed at expand-
ing the free market in land markets. The policy clearly outlines its commit-
ment to homeownership, noting that it “strongly supports the principle of 
homeownership as a means of providing security, stability, and economic 
power to the family unit and as a basis for the development of economically 
strong and motivated communities” (Government of the Republic of Zambia 
1996b, 18).

The 1996, the housing policy was a government endorsement of market 
fundamentalism and freehold ideology within the housing sector. As the 
quote above demonstrates, the government saw (and today sees) homeown-
ership as both tenure security and economic power within the family and 
wider community. This view aligns with the homeowner ideology. In addi-
tion, the government removed the policy of rent control under the housing 
policy, because “[r]emoval of rent control stimulates investment in housing. 
Rent control is not necessary in a free market economy” (Government of 
the Republic of Zambia 1996b). The government provides 99-year leasehold 
rights. Every new transaction that changes ownership means 99 years for the 
new owner.

Following a more recent housing deficit among the low-income popula-
tion, a new housing policy was developed for 2020–2024, focusing on provid-
ing affordable and decent housing for all Zambians. The policy responded to 
high levels of income and wealth inequality and bias in the market, whereby 
private-sector housing investments targeted the middle- and high-income 
portions of the population with little investment and supply for low-income 
populations (Government of the Republic of Zambia 2020). The bias and 
deficit in supply of low-income housing has increased demand for housing 
in lower-income groups and increased the growth and expansion of informal 
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settlements. This is a symptom of wider growth in economic inequality, where 
the poorest 50 percent of the population hold just 7 percent of the national 
income (World Bank Group 2016). The policy aims to upgrade existing infor-
mal settlements, effectively manage urbanization, promote equitable access 
to land for housing development, and facilitate increased access to housing 
finance. The policy does not commit the government to building new hous-
ing. Instead, it commits to strengthen land-use planning, regularize informal 
settlements, prioritize financing for informal settlement upgrading, promote 
participation in the upgrading process, and promote partnerships among tra-
ditional authorities, government agencies, and private developers to provide 
serviced land. The policy seeks to strengthen and promote market-oriented 
policies, engaging private developers in the housing sector, even though 
private-sector investment in low-income housing has historically been low.

In addition to legal and institutional frameworks such as these, presi-
dential directives may be issued to circumvent housing policy. Essentially, 
a presidential directive can privatize with the stroke of a pen. For example, 
the privatization of council housing was not provided for in the constitu-
tion, but via a presidential directive. From the middle of 1996, the govern-
ment “privatized” 150,000 publicly owned houses countrywide (Free Library 
1997). Of the 150,000, 7,000 were low-cost houses transferred to low-income 
households as a redistributive and developmental strategy. Until that point, 
the state had pursued a state-rental housing policy inherited from the colo-
nial government. The new democratic and neoliberal-oriented government 
under President Frederick Chiluba could not sustain a policy of providing 
public rental housing, because the rapid urbanization that occurred immedi-
ately after independence exacerbated an already acute housing shortage and 
swelled the number of people living in informal settlements.

3.7. Housing Deficits, Slum Conditions,  
and Ownership in Lusaka City

With a population of 3.2 million in 2020, and with 85 percent of its population 
living in urban areas, Lusaka city has the largest urban population in Zam-
bia (Central Statistics Office Zambia 2015). Zambia’s share of people living in 
urban areas is 41 percent, with the urban tipping point projected for 2030. 
Lusaka’s annual population growth rate is high at 4 percent in 2020, although 
the trend has been falling gradually from almost 14 percent following inde-
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pendence (World Bank 2015). At the time of independence in 1964, about 
30,000 people were living in informal settlements in Lusaka. With indepen-
dence came the lifting of restrictions on Africans living in urban areas, which 
accelerated urbanization. Since housing in urban areas was disproportionally 
built to accommodate the small colonial population, a shortage of housing 
for urban migrants led to the proliferation of informal settlements (Mulenga 
2003, 3–4). The population growth rate of Lusaka is shown in figure 3.3.

A year before independence in 1963, Lusaka had an African population 
of 110,000. Half the population lived in municipal townships, a quarter lived 
in slum conditions, and the rest lived in private or government compounds 
or servant quarters in European areas. However, from independence to 1970, 
the share of people living in informal settlements increased to more than one-
third of the city’s population (Hansen 1982). Informal settlements jumped 
from just 9 to 32, and three years later in 1973, half of the people were living 
in informal settlements. Lusaka’s overall population doubled from 123,146 in 
1963 to 262,425 in 1969 (Mulenga 2003, 3). It doubled again to 421,000 in 1974, 
again two decades later in the 1990s, and once more by 2020.

Fig. 3.3. Population Growth in Lusaka, 1963–2020
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To address the housing needs of the growing African population of work-
ers, the colonial government built hostels and huts outside the city. Later, in 
1959, the state built stronger brick-and-mortar houses in four areas: Matero, 
Chilenje, Lilanda, and Kabwata. Workers were required to pay a poll tax if 
living without their families and a hut tax if living with their families in urban 
housing. Informal settlements and slum conditions emerged in Lusaka partly 
because of poll and hut taxes; those who could not afford the taxes occu-
pied municipal and private farmland on the city outskirts (Hansen 1982, 118). 
Some of those who went to live in informal settlements did so because there 
was not enough housing for workers.

Following independence in the late 1970s and early ’80s, the new gov-
ernment upgraded some of the squatter settlements with the support of the 
World Bank. The settlements were placed under the Lusaka Urban District 
Council. However, informal settlements continued to grow and accommo-
dated a large part of the population by the time housing privatization began 
in 1996.

3.8. Privatization of Public Housing

The shift between socialist ideology and market dispensations that occurred 
in 1991 provided the institutional framework for transfer of ownership of 
property rights from the state to private individuals under leasehold tenure. 
The government drew up a housing policy in 1996 based on the principles 
outlined in the World Bank’s Enabling Markets to Work Strategy (World Bank 
1993). Although the housing policy allowed for recognition of private prop-
erty rights and emphasized homeownership, it did not allow for privatization 
of public houses. In response, President Frederick Chiluba signed a presi-
dential directive to sanction the sale of publicly owned houses to the poor 
(Schlyter 2004, 5). The president went as far as determining the prices of 
some of the houses on the spot during a visit to affected areas (Free Library 
1997). Political commentators have held that the president privatized houses 
as a political maneuver aimed at assuring him reelection in the same year.

Nevertheless, when the government privatized publicly owned houses, it 
allowed individuals who occupied the houses to benefit. This is not to suggest 
that all employees were offered the houses they occupied. Most employees 
residing in squatter settlements were not offered houses because they fell 
in the backlog. Since the government and private companies did not have 
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houses of their own, they paid the workers a housing allowance. Unemployed 
people were also among the nonbeneficiaries.

The abridged process of transfer of ownership, as recorded in circular 
number 2 of 1996 of the Ministry of Local Government and Housing titled 
“Revised Procedures for Sale of Council Houses” was as follows. First, the 
government valuation department evaluated the property. The depart-
ment considered the age and physical condition of the property, supply and 
demand forces, and a maintenance and repair discount. The government sold 
low-cost houses with a discount determined by the age of the property. The 
government sold houses it built or purchased between 1991 and 1996 with no 
discount; those it purchased or built between 1981 and 1990 had a 20 percent 
discount; and so on, up to a 100 percent discount for houses the colonial gov-
ernment purchased before 1959 or built during colonial times.

3.9. Land and Housing Policy in Angola

Angola is a postconflict society under a one-party authoritarian state. It’s 
housing crisis can be traced to colonialism, prolonged conflict, and author-
itarian rule. Although the Portuguese made contact with Luanda as early as 
the 15th century (Soares de Oliveira 2015, 6), Portuguese colonialism began 
in 1910, instituting racial segregation and policies of forced cultivation and 
labor. Segregation created indigenous neighborhoods on the outskirts of 
Luanda and other major urban centers. Indigenous people who had lived in 
urban centers for centuries were pushed out. The governor-general of Luanda 
established conditions for determining citizenship for the indigenous pop-
ulation in urban centers based on what they determined to be the extent of 
European civilization exhibited by the individual (Croese 2013, 66). In 1926, 
the government in Portugal fell and António de Oliveira Salazar’s dictatorial 
regime rose, passing the Colonial Act of 1930, which bifurcated the colonial 
government in Angola with a civil system under which whites automatically 
acquired citizenship, and a customary system under which Blacks and indig-
enous people were to be ruled. Blacks and the indigenous population were 
to apply for citizenship from these areas if they felt that they were civilized 
enough to live in urban areas (Croese 2013, 67).

Protracted conflict began in 1960 with the war for independence from the 
colonial regime, followed by the civil war between the Popular Movement for 
the Liberation of Angola (MPLA) and the National Union for the Total Inde-
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pendence of Angola (UNITA) that started in 1975 and ended in 2002, com-
pounding the impact of segregationist policies on the housing crisis. By 1960, 
the urban population in and around Luanda had grown so much that it caused 
housing shortages in the city periphery. The shortages instigated the anticolonial 
and independence movement (Croese 2013, 67) as residents of the musseques 
(neighborhoods with slum conditions) were dissatisfied with both land alien-
ation and the forced labor system. Three anticolonial groups arose across the 
country. The MPLA consisted of the mestiços (people of a mix of Portuguese 
and indigenous African heritage) and arose from the musseques of Luanda. The 
União dos Povos de Angola (UPA), later called the National Liberation Front 
of Angola (FLNA), was a guerrilla movement made up of the Bakongo peo-
ple. And UNITA was an offshoot of the UPA founded by Jonas Savimbi. The 
war of independence ended in 1975 after Salazar’s government was deposed in 
a coup in Portugal. The Portuguese abruptly departed without preparing Ango-
lans for independence. Shortly after independence, the different movements 
decided to form a coalition, but the alliance between Neto’s MPLA and Savim-
bi’s UNITA did not hold. Each party wanted to maintain control of the capital, 
where MPLA was strongest. The new independent nation fell into civil war. In 
the conflict, MPLA controlled the oil-rich capital from which it drew its war 
financing. UNITA controlled the diamond-rich interior, receiving support from 
the United States until 1992 and from the apartheid government in South Africa.

The conflict had an immediate effect on the urban population and hous-
ing. The battlefront was concentrated in rural areas, driving four million peo-
ple to urban areas over 27 years of civil war (Cain 2004). The war-induced 
urbanization created overcrowding and stress in Luanda (Jenkins, Robson, 
and Cain 2002). As figure 3.4 shows, Luanda’s population increased from 
599,000 in 1975 to 3.2 million people in 2002 (Jenkins, Robson, and Cain 2002, 
144). Many of the rural-urban migrants settled in the musseques, and some 
established new ones. Making matters worse, the civil war caused extensive 
destruction to infrastructure and land registration, further limiting services 
and urban housing options. When the war ended with the death of Jonas Sav-
imbi, the government faced the challenges of a war-induced housing crisis, a 
large slum population, and a rapidly growing urban population that stressed 
the limited resources. The population of Luanda doubled in the first 10 years 
after the conflict ended. In 2015, the percentage of the population living in 
urban agglomerations with over one million people in Angola was 24 percent 
(World Bank 2015). In 2020, the population was more than halfway to dou-
bling in the second decade following the war, standing at 8.6 million in 2020.
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Angola emerged from the conflict with both an urban housing crisis and 
an authoritarian president. President Jose Eduardo Dos Santos took power 
after the untimely death from cancer of Dr. Agostinho Neto in 1979. He ruled 
until 2017, when he handed over power to Joao Laurenco. In 2008, President 
Dos Santos promised to build one million houses by the 2012 election (Cain 
2013, 12). The president could make such ambitious promises because at the 
time Angola’s economy had been enjoying large revenues from high oil prices 
for six consecutive years. The country signed a construction deal with China, 
often referred to as the oil-for-housing deal. The government built several 
cities using the deal. Kilamba City comprised 1,500 houses in high-rise build-
ings resembling those found in Beijing. The challenges of rapid urbanization 
continued to increase.

As of 2021, Angola was governed by the 2004 Land Law. Angola’s land 
tenure system and provincial and municipal administrations have little 
capacity to administer land (Cain 2013, 15). Approximately 75 percent of 
land in Luanda is held outside of the formal system of property ownership 
and management (Cain 2013, 20). Ninety-three percent of transactions take 
place informally. There are often no formal records of the transaction and no 
registration of ownership (Cain 2004, 14). Many poor people live on unser-
viced land on the city periphery. Lands the state has designated as “housing 

Fig. 3.4. Population Growth in Luanda, 1930–2020
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reserves” continue to be occupied by newly arriving rural-urban migrants. 
Cain (2013) refers to these areas as “marginal locations of low value, difficult-
to-service, and inconvenient-to-access centers of employment. The poor . . . 
are unable to generate wealth on the periphery of the city” (14).

What is more, in the postconflict era, the poor lack security of tenure 
since the MPLA government adopted a policy of evicting residents from areas 
marked for development. Most of the poor who live in musseques located 
closer to the city have been evicted and moved to peripheral areas to make 
way for construction of hotels and office buildings (Watson 2014). The poor 
in areas marked for urban development live with the real threat of eviction 
every day. Evictions have also taken place to move people living in areas of 
high risk of natural disasters to safer locations, mainly on the periphery of 
Luanda (Croese 2010, 2013). This was the case of people who were moved 
from Boa Vista to Zango 1.

3.10. Conclusion

Ideologies have shaped housing tenure in the four African cities examined 
in this chapter. In general, ideologies governing ownership in most of urban 
Africa shifted between private ownership under free-market capitalism 
during the colonial and immediate postcolonial era, to public ownership 
under socialist-oriented ideologies during the 1970s and 1980s, and then back 
to private ownership under free-market capitalism from the late 1980s to the 
present. South Africa is the exception, as it moved from divisive apartheid-
era economic policies to Washington Consensus policies under GEAR in 
1996. At independence, sub-Saharan African countries inherited market-
oriented economies instituted under colonialism. The first shift from colonial 
free-market capitalism to public ownership under socialism occurred in the 
first decade following independence. However, the 1973 global economic cri-
sis occurred, and African economies fell into a three-decade crisis that Van 
de Walle (2001) came to call a “permanent economic crisis” and Mkandaw-
ire (Meagher 2019) named “Africa’s great depression.” The second shift from 
socialist to market fundamentalist ideology took place when Washington 
Consensus policies in the form of structural adjustment policies were institu-
tionalized to address the crisis.

The homeowner economic ideology became pervasive in sub-Saharan 
African countries through SAPs and Washington Consensus policies, which 
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conditioned funding to address the debt crisis and implement economic 
stabilization and adjustment policies. Since the implementation of SAPs, 
governments in developing countries have struggled to provide housing, let 
alone basic services, thus leaving it to the market. Conditionalities for sup-
port from international financial institutions constrain government involve-
ment in the social sector. Meanwhile, because it is not profitable, the pri-
vate sector avoided ventures involving investments in low-cost housing for 
low-income urban populations. Kenyan, South African, and Zambian gov-
ernments addressed this market failure and navigated the pervasiveness of 
market fundamentalism through direct and deliberate involvement in hous-
ing the poor under ownership forms of tenure. By contrast, Angola provided 
housing using the social-housing approach in a context where the owner ide-
ology is not a pervasive idea. The next chapter details the contexts where the 
present research was conducted.
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Chapter 4

Kibera, Khayelitsha, Matero, and Zango

The four case studies provide a rare opportunity to study ideological claims 
about real property rights in African cities and ideological, state, and familial 
processes in the social production of homeownership tenure. Opportunities 
to investigate the effects of real property rights in African contexts are rare; 
few African governments can afford such large-scale projects following struc-
tural adjustment programs that reduced state capacity. Likewise, few private-
sector firms are willing to invest in low-income housing targeted at the poor. 
This chapter introduces the four neighborhoods in the study. In Kibera, Nai-
robi, freehold property rights for the poor were transferred to residents living 
in slum conditions through low-interest mortgages under the Kenya Slum 
Upgrading Program. In Cape Town, the government delivered freehold rights 
to marginalized groups in Khayelitsha through subsidized housing. In Lusaka, 
the government privatized derelict public rental housing and transferred own-
ership of leasehold property rights to the poor in Matero. Adjacent to Matero, 
the government granted usufruct rights to those living in George Compound. 
Finally, I compare Zango, where residents possessed usufruct rights, to Para-
iso, where residents lived in an informal settlement. In each case, deliberate 
action by governments in creating these housing projects reveals the social 
production of homeownership and forms of social housing tenure.

4.1. Kibera

Under the colonial administration in Kenya, leaders neglected to assign for-
mal property title in areas of Nairobi where natives settled. Kibera was the 
quintessential case of such neglect. As far back as 1912, the colonial admin-
istration allowed the settlement to develop, but neglected to formalize own-
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ership of the land for African settlers. The result was one of the most densely 
populated informal settlements in 20th- and 21st-century Africa.

With a long history of informal operations, Kibera is located about 
two miles west of the Nairobi Central Business District. In 1912, the colo-
nial administration gave the portion of land now known as Kibera to 
retired Nubian soldiers of the King’s African Rifles without formal land title 
(Schramm 2017, 119). The soldiers named the area Kibera—the Nubian word 
for jungle. Kibera’s population grew rapidly as a housing settlement occupied 
by those migrating in search of work. The colonial administration withheld 
formal land rights from residents, regarding Kibera as a temporary settle-
ment even as its population swelled. In 1945, Commissioner for Local Gov-
ernment, Lands and Settlement Sergeant C. E. Mortimer remarked that while 
the policy adopted toward Kibera assumed it would disappear in a relatively 
short time, he feared that it would probably exist for another twenty-five 
years (Meredith and MacDonald 2017, 2). The settlement existed for more 
than seven decades after Mortimer’s remarks, and the colonial administra-
tion never did provide services.

It was not until 1969—six years after Kenya’s independence in 1963—that 
the new postcolonial government declared Kibera government land (Mere-
dith and MacDonald 2017). By that time, nearly 6,000 people lived on 550 
acres in Kibera. With no formal ownership title among the Nubians or many 
Kenyans on the land, the government denied Nubian ownership claims and 
denied usufruct or ownership rights to the Kenyans.

The new Government of Kenya (GoK) continued colonial-era gov-
ernment policies, failing to provide services or formally recognize Kibera 
as a settlement. By 1980, the settlement population had swelled to 60,000 
(Schramm 2017, 119). Under the pressure of these increasing population num-
bers, environmental conditions in Kibera worsened. Much like the colonial 
administration before it, the GoK wished to alienate the land for its own pur-
poses. Whereas the colonial government attempted to build a golf course and 
middle-class housing in 1930, the GoK just attempted to build middle-class 
housing. A few of these attempts were successful, such as the Nyayo Highrise 
Estate project led by President Daniel Arap Moi, marketed as a slum upgrad-
ing project. With the loss of land, settlement population density increased. 
By 1999, Kibera had an estimated 826 people per hectare (Mitullah 2003, 4). 
Between the 1970s and 2010, Kibera’s land size had shrunk from 550 to 300 
acres (Huchzermeyer 2008, 21; Mitullah 2003, 4).

Kibera was not the only Nairobi settlement whose land value was deteri-
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orating. With 134 slums accommodating 60 percent of Nairobi’s population 
by 1995 (Mitullah 2003, 11), settlements near urban centers lacked access to 
clean water, waste disposal, adequate housing, and other infrastructural ser-
vices. At the turn of the new millennium, Kenya’s housing and slum situa-
tion reached a crisis point, with Kibera as the quintessential example. Kenya’s 
housing backlog was considerable, with two million households needing ade-
quate dwellings (Bah, Faye, and Geh 2018). With an urban population growth 
rate of approximately 4.4 percent per year, Kenya was one of the most rapidly 
urbanizing countries in sub-Saharan Africa (Bah, Faye, and Geh, 2018). UN-
Habitat estimated that 60 to 80 percent of the population lived in slums in 
Kenya, depending on the city (Syrjanen 2008).

4.2. Kenya Slum Upgrading Program

Despite the international pressures of neoliberal market fundamentalism, the 
GoK decided to provide freehold rights and build new low-cost, low-income, 
and affordable adequate housing. The result was the Kenya Slum Upgrading 
Program (KENSUP).

Under President Daniel Arap Moi in 2000, the GoK initiated KENSUP 
through an agreement with UN-Habitat (Huchzermeyer 2008, 21). The idea 
for a government-funded slum-upgrading program was born during celebra-
tion of World Habitat Day in Nairobi in 2001.1 In the MOU, the GoK com-
mitted to systematically upgrade urban slums by 2020 in compliance with 
Millennium Development Goal 7. The administration initiated the KENSUP 
pilot in Soweto East Village, in the southeast corner of the Kibera settlement, 
with a population of 60,000 (Huchzermeyer 2008, 21). The National Rain-
bow Coalition led by President Mwayi Kibaki renewed the MOU in January 
2003 and President Kibaki became the patron of the program. The GoK and 
UN-Habitat launched KENSUP during the 2004 World Habitat Day celebra-
tions. The GoK made a graphic media presentation on upgrading the slum 
to privately owned two-bedroom apartments in several rows of apartment 
blocks (Huchzermeyer 2008, 21). In a market-oriented economy, the plan was 
to provide the housing under freehold tenure.

1.  Unless cited otherwise, information in this section was obtained through a key informant 
interview conducted at the Ministry of Land, Housing and Urban Development. The official 
wished to remain anonymous.
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The goal of KENSUP was to improve the livelihoods of people living and 
working in slums and informal settlements in urban Kenya by promoting and 
facilitating the provision of secure tenure; improving housing, income gen-
eration, and physical and social infrastructure; and addressing the impacts of 
HIV/AIDS (Syrjanen 2008, 15). It also aimed to promote and facilitate broad-
based partnerships utilizing consensus building and consultation among 
stakeholders. KENSUP targeted four cities, including Nairobi, Mombasa, 
Kisumu, and Mavoko.

The goal of the Kibera Soweto East Neighborhood pilot project was to 
rehabilitate the neighborhood for KENSUP’s construction of permanent sup-
portive housing and service provision (Flores-Fernandez and Calas 2011, 3). 
The project divided the neighborhood into four zones: A, B, C, and D (Kenya 
National Commission on Human Rights 2015). Of interest in this chapter are 
Zones A and B, depicted in figures 4.2 and 4.3.

In 2004, the GoK conducted a socioeconomic survey to enumerate poten-
tial beneficiaries. The survey revealed that Soweto East neighborhood had a 
total population of 19,318. Tenant households were provided with allocation 
letters and issued identification cards to signify potential beneficiary status. 
To the northeast, Zone A accounted for 37 percent of houses in Soweto East, 
housing 6,376 tenants. To the southeast, Zone B accommodated 3,004 people. 
Zone C had 4,361 residents and Zone D 3,989. Of the total population, 16,899 
were tenants and 2,419 were structure owners. Tenants rented their housing, 
while structure owners leased their structures. Many structure owners owned 
several slum properties and investments, collecting monthly rent from afar 
(Flores-Fernandez and Calas 2011, 2). The dwellings are informal—that is, 
they are not legally recognized housing structures.

As part of the KENSUP project infrastructure, the Ministry of Lands and 
Housing created the Settlement Executive Committee (SEC) to build support 
in the community (Meredith and MacDonald 2017, 3). Potential housing ben-
eficiaries were elected to serve on the SEC, as representatives of stakeholders 
and community members. The Ministry of Lands and Housing defined the 
role of the SEC broadly:

	 a.	 Mobilizing and facilitating community and settlement stakeholders 
for active participation in the decision making, planning, and imple-
mentation process to ensure ownership projects.

	 b.	 Sensitizing the community, disseminating information, and solicit-
ing views and perspectives on [KENSUP] and project-related issues 
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through regular meetings and sessions with settlement representatives 
and residents.

	 c.	 Working with the community in determining and prioritizing the 
needs of the community.

	 d.	 Marshalling community support and facilitating mobilization of com-
munity and stakeholder resources for investment in the upgrading 
process.

	 e.	 Representing community interests and linking community and insti-
tutional partners, including facilitating smooth, efficient, and adequate 
flow of information.

	 f.	 Providing the Programme Secretariat with accurate and timely reports 
on the situation on the ground at all times.

	 g.	 Creating unity among slum dwellers and stakeholders to ensure that 
valid and reasonable views of the slum dwellers are addressed through 
the project phases. (Meredith and MacDonald 2017, 3)

The SECs were comprised of 17 members from each zone (Flores-
Fernandez and Calas 2011). Since the Soweto East Project began in Zone A, 
the first SEC was made up of potential beneficiaries from Zone A. A new 
SEC was elected for Zone B in 2018 as the project commenced. Setting it 
apart from other projects, the SECs succeeded in engaging the community in 
a bottom-up approach to communicating and addressing beneficiary needs.

The Soweto East project is an in situ upgrading project, in which new 
housing is built where potential beneficiaries currently live. To make way for 
construction, KENSUP proposed temporary resident relocation. Initially, 
the GoK arranged with the government of Finland to move residents into 
new flats built 23 km (14 miles) away (Flores-Fernandez and Calas 2011, 3). 
However, residents were wary of government attempts to take Kibera land 
and give it to middle-class residents. They complained to Kibera’s represen-
tative member of parliament, Prime Minister Raila Odinga, who intervened 
on behalf of the residents. KENSUP complied, and chose Langata for relo-
cation. KENSUP obtained land belonging to the Kenya Prison Service with 
the agreement that once the project was complete, KENSUP would give the 
apartment blocks to the Prison Service.

In 2009, KENSUP completed construction of 600 apartments in 17 apart-
ment blocks, each with five floors. On September 16, KENSUP relocated 5,000 
residents out of Soweto East Zone A. Only 1,200 families were allocated apart-
ments at Langata, some of which were shared residences (Flores-Fernandez 
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and Calas 2011, 131). Residents were required to pay rent of Sh.2,000 (approx-
imately US$18), with Sh.1,000 (US$9) going to garbage disposal, cleaning, 
and other services for the apartment blocks. However, 1,288 families refused 
to move because they did not want to pay more rent than they were paying in 
Zone A. The project relocated them to Zones B, C, and D. Others moved to 
other slums to wait for building to be complete.

The government organized potential beneficiaries into housing cooper-
atives in 2007. Established by the Ministry of Cooperatives, they were the 
primary means through which potential beneficiaries would save for a down 
payment valued at 10 percent of house value. Potential beneficiaries had 
three housing options: a one-room (studio) apartment, valued at Sh.600,000 
(US$5,600), with a down payment of Sh.60,000 (US$560); a one-bedroom 
apartment, valued at Sh.1 million (US$9,350), with a down payment of 
Sh.100,000 (US$935); and a two-bedroom apartment, valued at Sh.1.35 mil-
lion(US$12,625), with a down payment of Sh.135,000 (US$1,260). Potential 
beneficiaries were to make their deposits at the Cooperative Bank of Kenya.

Fig. 4.4. Housing Conditions in Zone B
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Qualitative interviews conducted with a key informant at KENSUP and 
residents at Langata reveal that the down payment was more acceptable to 
some potential beneficiaries than others. While some felt that 10 years was 
sufficient to save up their payment, others felt that potential beneficiaries 
were too poor to save anything. Living in a Zone B cooperative, Odhiambo 
was pessimistic:

If I start saving for the house, the government said I am supposed to save like 
130,000 for me to be able to get two rooms. Now, you see, I have children; I 
cannot stay in a one room with my three children. I am supposed to save for 
two rooms, so now that comes too much for me. So, now my challenge is, my 
worry is that I will not be able to save that KSh60,000 or even that KSh6,000 
to save will be very difficult for me.

Indeed, KENSUP did not provide accommodations for widows, orphans, 
and vulnerable individuals who depended on formal or informal welfare. 
The assumption was that everyone living in Kibera could raise the required 

Fig. 4.5. Housing Conditions in Langata Decanting Site
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amount. A structure owner in Zone B, Gakuru knew that vulnerable people 
would not be able to afford it:

My concern is the orphans, the widows, the old people. They have people 
90 years of age down there. I worry where will the government take these 
people? When the day of demolition comes, where will they go from there? 
Because most of them do not have jobs. They just survive from handouts. 
When they move from here, where will they be taken too? How will they sur-
vive in the new environment? I am concerned that if the government really 
wanted to help them, the government should build houses and let them pay 
1,000 shillings instead of asking them to save, yet you cannot find food for 
yourself. How can you save 130,000 when you cannot afford a vegetable that 
goes for 5 shillings? That is my most concern.

The government began construction in March 2012, completing the first 
phase of Canaan Estate apartment blocks in 2014. Only 824 apartments in 21 
blocks were constructed, comprising 108 studios, 570 one-bedroom apart-
ments, and 144 two-bedroom apartments. With fewer units than beneficia-
ries, potential beneficiaries were asked to submit applications. Applicants 
needed to reside in Zone A of Kibera, to save the required amount through 
the cooperative, and to show cleared rent arrears at Langata. The government 
received 1,590 applications.

From the start of KENSUP, the role of structure owners was complex. 
Many structure owners informally rented out multiple structures. Yet under 
law, owner structures were built on public land; thus, the GoK registered 
everyone as a potential beneficiary and provided one home—regardless of 
whether they were a structure owner or a tenant. Structure owners demanded 
that the government allocate more houses or compensate them for loss of 
land and income. Complicating matters, many structure owners lived offsite 
in wealthier parts of Nairobi.

When KENSUP decided to move residents to Langata, structure owners 
took the matter to court, delaying beneficiary selection for two years. The 
court ruled that tenants should move, but that the structures should remain 
(Flores-Fernandez and Calas 2011). Later, in March 2012, the court injunction 
was dismissed, structures were demolished, and construction of apartments 
at Canaan began (Mitra et al. 2017, 111). As Chitundu, a structure owner in 
Zone B, reports: “There was no compensation. The only thing they were given 
is that the government allowed them to transfer their goods from this point 
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[Zone A] to Decanting [Langata]. Just once, the government transferred their 
goods to the Decanting Site.” Structure owners were trying to hold on to their 
extralegal source of livelihood. Gakuru, a structure owner who participated 
in the negotiations, describe what happened:

So, we were asked to come back to the villages [at the time residents were to 
move to Langata] and value our houses. Each house would cost how much? 
Remember, a person said they have three types of houses: the mud, the iron 
sheet, and the wooden. For our valuing, a mud house would sell at 25,000, an 
iron sheet house would sell at 30,000 shillings, and a wooden house would 
cost 50,000 shillings. We took the report to UN-Habitat, and then, they took 
this to the government. Since we got this report of the value of the houses 
given to the government, the government has never gotten back to us.

Once residents moved to Langata, structure owners had no leverage over the 
government, hence the lack of compensation. Gakuru believes that the GoK 
caused a lot of pain for structure owners:

Fig. 4.6. Housing Conditions in Canaan Estate
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Because of disruption, some of them died. Most people died because of stress 
and others because of the disruption of life. Most people who are living here 
when they left, they got poorer than they were here. They have been suffering; 
it’s like the government threw them out. . . . When they were moved, the gov-
ernment should have given us compensation. The government should have 
given them a program of how to survive. Like we would have been given, a 
way of how to start a business so that we may sustain ourselves because of 
that disruption. They have suffered a lot, those who went there. Now, I have a 
fear that Zone B would have the same. So, with the move from here to those 
places, how will we live? How will we live from the slum? Our life will be 
disrupted. That is the fear that I have.

Losses incurred by structure owners, including machinery in a factory 
destroyed by bulldozers during the eviction, stems from the fact that the GoK 
did not designate Kibera as a formal area. The structures owned by structure 
owners did not formally exist on government maps. Like Gakura, Chitundu 
fears that the same fate that befell owners in Zone A awaits her in Zone B:

I have ten rooms. That’s where I collect my rent; that’s where I get money to 
feed my family. Once the government tears it down, I no longer have a place 
to live or a place to collect my rent, so I can feed my family. I have no job. 
Where does the government want me to go?

The position from the project side was equally convincing, as the GoK felt 
that structure owners were unreasonable in their requests. As SEC member 
Barasa explains:

they [structure owners] were given a proposal. They were told that they should 
propose how their transition should be facilitated. Each one of the structure 
owners for example, owning ten rooms. They gave a proposal of KSh.50,000 
per room for ten years. For us, that is quite difficult. You know the ministry 
cannot afford KSh500,000 for ten years. That’s like, our government is giv-
ing you land. The government assumes that they are not compensating, they 
are facilitating because someone who is being compensated is being asked 
to move to another place and not to come back again. But someone who is 
facilitated, facilitated to save so that he can buy the house [in Canaan]. So, 
the structure owners gave their proposal back. We proposed to the ministry 
that the structure owners should be facilitated in the same way as tenants. If a 
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tenant is given an amount for a room, that’s what the structure owner should 
be given for ten rooms. That would be easier for the ministry.

After the structure owners took the matter to court, the Kenya National 
Commission on Human Rights (KNCHR) presided over the case and 
resolved that the process and facilitation amount were fair. Structure owners 
responded by evicting poorer tenants from Zone B and bringing in wealthier 
ones in deals that would allow them to own the structure by proxy. This is 
the new issue that the Zone B SEC was trying to address. As Barasa notes of 
Zone B, “we have dealt with issues of infiltration .  .  . individuals who were 
supposed to benefit from the next project, their houses were being sold to 
other individuals, like the structure owners.” Essentially, Barasa notes, struc-
ture owners sold houses out from underneath tenants “in order to benefit 
from the highest bidder.”

In 2016, housing at Canaan was allocated to 824 households through a 
random-allocation process. Applicants gathered at Nyaya Stadium for a bal-
loting process. Most applicants applied for two-bedroom units, and they were 
selected based on unit type. Since there were fewer two-bedroom units, some 
applicants were allocated one-bedroom and studio apartments instead. In 
July 2016, beneficiaries finally moved into Canaan.

Each beneficiary signed a 25-year mortgage. Although the GoK provided 
ownership documents, it did not provide title deeds. Residents could obtain 
title after making monthly payments for 25 years. Since they did not have title 
deeds, they could not use the house as collateral. The GoK provided insur-
ance for mortgages since most residents were poor and could not afford it. If 
a mortgage holder died, the GoK paid off the house for the surviving family 
and delivered the title. Until the house was paid off, beneficiaries enjoyed all 
the rights of ownership except credit and sale.

The second phase began after Canaan was completed. By August of 2019, 
the government completed 4,789 households in Soweto Zone B and allocated 
beneficiary identity cards. The potential beneficiaries in Soweto Zone B were 
still living in the area where the new housing was going to be built because all 
the apartments in Langata were already occupied—the apartments left vacant 
by Canaan beneficiaries were occupied by other households from Zone A 
who had been living in the slum during the first phase. In December 2021, 
Zone B residents had been moved to Langata and other locations. The project 
was about to begin construction. The COVID-19 pandemic caused a delay.
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4.3. KENSUP’s Problems with Corruption and Fraud

The Zone A pilot project had many shortcomings pointed out by Amnesty 
International and observed by my study team during fieldwork and data 
collection. Corruption and abuse of power were rampant, especially in the 
SEC and the slum-upgrading department in the Ministry of Land and Hous-
ing. Several interviewees reported that beneficiaries obtained their Canaan 
houses fraudulently through SEC members. They reported further that SEC 
members bought beneficiary cards from other potential beneficiaries to buy 
multiple houses. People from middle-class Nairobi were offering a minimum 
of KSh5,000 (US$45) for the cards. Many of the potential beneficiaries had 
not seen such amounts of money before. As Odhiambo notes:

First you want to pay rent and then the government is saying you need to 
save. The only cash you are able to get is like, per month, most are getting 
KSh4,000. So, you tell that guy to save 130,000 to be able to get two rooms. 
That guy will say the only option I have is to sell the ID to those people who 
are able to afford it. The government is not saving anyone. The government is 
not thinking of the youth. . . . The youths with what they can do, they cannot 
raise the money. Often what they do, the ID Card, they would rather sell the 
ID card to those who can afford and raise the money.

Odhiambo further explained the way the sale of ID cards was taking place. 
According to Odhiambo, it was with the involvement of the enumerators who 
were appointed to provide the ID cards following the survey in 2005:

Someone will be given a job, like this one, to come and do registration of 
beneficiaries. The same guy because he’s the one with you on the ground, he 
knows you are in financial trouble; he is like, “okay I will give you this ID,” 
and then he starts giving another option, in mind. He said “you know, maybe 
I can give someone to buy this ID for KSh60,000 or maybe just KSh5,000. So, 
I can sell that ID for that, okay?”

Odhiambo continues, describing both the impulse to sell the ID and the way 
the system was abused:

He is giving you the commission of your life. You have never ever had 
KSh5,000 cash. . . . Most of them are youth. They have all sold their IDs . . . 
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people living in Canaan 95% of them are strangers. Those people can afford 
to live in those houses. They already bought the houses [fully paid the mort-
gage]. . . . Most of them are outsiders. Most people work for the government. 
The same people who issued our card, they come and tell their brothers, you 
have cash, you can buy this card from this guy; this guy doesn’t have any-
thing. So, if you give him KSh50,000 he would sell for you, this ID. . . . If the 
government comes here, everyone will be taken out because they are not the 
rightful owner of those houses. The government should come to the ground. 
They must make sure that the people who . . . registered for the project, are 
the real beneficiaries.

Similarly, people living in Langata Decanting Site were not all from Zone 
A and B. Zawadi lived in Langata for seven years and did not recognize many 
new neighbors from Zone A:

They sell their cards. . . . I know some people, who acted as brokers. So, they 
come to you, and they can’t manage to pay this rent, so you just sell your 
house for KSh100,000. Most people are not here and that is because they sold 
their ID to other people. . . . The person that you sold the ID to will be the 
one that is going to occupy the house in Canaan. When you go to Canaan 
actually and you see the people living in the two bedrooms and also the one 
bedroom, you just judge by their appearance and maybe the equipment in 
the house, this person has money. Most of them are in Canaan. Ninety per-
cent of people in Canaan are there because they bought the house. Some of 
them, they sold their card at a very low price; I know of a person who sold 
her card for KSh40,000, in exchange for your house in Canaan. That’s quite 
a disappointment.

Members of the Zone A SEC even went so far as to help state officials and 
other people from outside Soweto acquire cards and buy themselves into the 
project’s housing units (Schramm 2017, 122). Flores-Fernandez and Calas 
(2011) reported that employees in the slum-upgrading department admitted 
that middle-class people and even students at the University of Nairobi were 
investing in the Langata apartments.

We found similar corruption. When conducting the pilot portion of my 
research, several beneficiaries ran away from us the moment we asked how 
they came to obtain their house. Others warned us that we were asking dan-
gerous questions. A short while later, two members of the dissolved Zone 
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A SEC confronted our research team. Since the election of the new SEC in 
2018, these members and their entire SEC refused to recognize the new SEC 
and refused to vacate their offices. My conversation with Barasa revealed that 
there were more issues involving the SEC:

[P]olitics is always around. The outgoing officials are not happy with us, in 
the offices. There are always scoundrels here and there. The relationship we 
are maintaining is the one with the community, a good relationship with the 
community. Because they are relying on us for the next two years, until the 
project is fully implemented. We maintain our relationship with the com-
munity and the government, the community because we are representing 
them and the government because the government is the one providing the 
resources. We don’t communicate with them mostly unless there is an issue 
that is affecting the community. . . . So, the government gave us the mandate 
to be with the community and represent them. So, the current outgoing has 
just been politics.

Barasa shared with me that the corrupt SEC members unsuccessfully 
attempted to incite the community against the new SEC on numerous occa-
sions. They failed because the new SEC had dealt with the community well 
and according to procedure. The only complaints have been received from 
former structure owners and residents that did not benefit from the new 
housing opportunities. The SEC forwarded the complaints to the ministry.

The two former SEC members took us to the chief whose office was 
located at the UN-Habitat satellite office in Kibera. The chief referred us to 
the new SEC, who verified our research documents and allowed us to pro-
ceed with our interviews. Later, we found out that the two men were telling 
occupants of Canaan, including Zawadi, not to participate in our study. Out 
of 824 apartments and a target of 250 interviews, we secured 210, with many 
refusing. Several structure owners were part of the SEC. Since the project did 
not recognize their ownership rights, structure owners stood to lose their 
sources of income due to the project. Structure owners fought the project at 
every stage. They raised their concerns about losing their source of livelihood 
and asked for multiple houses to be given to them as compensation. Structure 
owners officially lost out, but found other sources of access to multiple houses 
and compensation.

A 2021 study on the politics of property rights formalization in Kenya 
shows that the allocation of property rights to land and housing occurs in a 
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hybrid neopatrimonial system, rather than a purely patronage one in which 
changes in politics can alter how a government distributes resources (Dyzen-
haus 2021). The political economy literature has shown how Kenya politics is 
highly influenced by neopatrimonialism and corruption. In such an environ-
ment, corruption in allocation of housing is highly probable.

Substantive space has been devoted to discussing corruption under KEN-
SUP because it had very strong implications for the selection of beneficiaries 
and for evaluations of the effects of freehold property rights.

4.4. Khayelitsha

Khayelitsha (meaning “new home” in isiXhosa) is a township ranked on the 
Habitat for Humanity and World Economic Forum’s list of the five biggest 
slums in the world. It was planned by the apartheid state to accommodate 
Africans who were legally in Cape Town and those who were squatting in the 
formal African townships (Cook 1992, 125). The minister of cooperation and 
development in the apartheid government, Piet Koornhof, announced devel-
opment of Khayelitsha in 1983 in response to a severe shortage of housing for 
Africans in the Western Cape (Seekings, Graaff, and Joubert 1990, 8). The 
government cleared 3,220 hectares of land around Driftsands/Swartklip, 35 
km from central Cape Town and to the east of Mitchells Plain. Squatters from 
formal settlements were temporarily housed in 14.4-square-meter Flexicraft 
tin huts (Cook 1992; Seekings, Graaff, and Joubert 1990, 10).

Construction started in 1984, and the first core houses were completed in 
October 1984. Forty of the 270 families living in the huts were allowed to rent 
the houses (Cook 1986, 60). House construction in Khayelitsha was com-
pleted in March 1985 and 1,740 families moved to the town. Earlier, in Sep-
tember 1984, it was officially announced that the Colored Labor preference 
policy would be abolished, and 99-year-leasehold tenure would be allowed 
only for Africans living in Khayelitsha. Hence, those who were given houses 
in 1985 were provided with leasehold tenure.

In November 1984, the government announced that African people who 
were not legally in Cape Town would be allowed to build shacks on site-and-
service plots in Site C, Khayelitsha, near the N2 highway (Cook 1986, 60; 1992, 
125). Their status became that of squatters with usufruct rights and temporary 
protection against eviction. Minister of Community Development Dr. Gerrit 
Viljoen affirmed that the apartheid government’s intention to house the “ille-
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gals” on temporary site-and-service plots was to keep them there pending 
their redirection to rural areas (Cleminshaw 1985, 14). Site C was therefore 
established as a transit camp (Cook 1992). Forty-two families who came from 
the shack settlements of Old Crossroads were the first to resettle in Site C 
(Mdewu 2004). Soon after, 8,300 squatter families occupied 4,150 site-and-
service plots. One water tap was provided for each four sites, and one bucket 
toilet for every two sites. However, adjacent land with no services was also 
occupied. Continued urbanization led to dense clusters of shacks on unser-
viced sites in Site C and other areas of Khayelitsha. By mid-1989, an estimated 
13,000 families were squatting on unserviced sites. The population exploded 

Fig. 4.7. Khayelitsha in Cape Town, Western Cape
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from 1989 to 1991, increasing from 189,000 to 305,323 between 1988 and 1989, 
and growing by another 150,000 people by late 1990. Of the 450,000, 36 per-
cent (162,000) lived in shacks on unserviced sites in Site C, Site B, Town Two, 
and other areas of Khayelitsha (Cook 1992, 125–30).

In 1991, the state built serviced sites in Makhaza and Site B, where some 
“illegal” families were moved based on a housing wait list. It is unclear how 
many people were moved, but the number of squatters remained high, with 
over 5,000 households on the waiting list before the government housing 
subsidy was implemented in 1994 (Cook 1992, 130).

In 1994, the new post-apartheid state developed a targeted one-off sub-
sidy in the form of a grant to low-income households, which provided eli-
gible households with freehold ownership of a newly built, fully serviced, 
one-bedroom house with real property rights. Individuals allocated property 
first registered on the housing waiting list at the Cape Town municipal hous-
ing office. The office then entered their information on the Housing Demand 
Database. A project plan was drafted by the municipality for approval by the 
provincial government of the Western Cape. Once the plan was approved, the 
municipality applied selection criteria. To be eligible, applicants were required 
to show proof that they were South African citizens with a household size 
of four or more, and to provide dependent birth certificates and spouse or 
partner ID books, if applicable. Application forms were processed through 
the Housing Subsidy System, an operational system that tracked housing 
subsidy applications and allocations on a national scale. To be allocated a 
subsidy, applicants had to have a maximum monthly household income of 
R3,500 with proof of income provided by pay slip (Republic of South Africa 
1994). Joint spouses who earned R800 and below would get a capital subsidy 
worth R15,000, and those who earned between R801 and R1,500 would get a 
capital subsidy worth R12,500. Following this, the municipality publicized the 
list of beneficiaries. Beneficiaries contributed R2,479 so that they would have 
an economic stake in their asset (Tomlinson 2007). Once houses were com-
pleted, the project manager handed houses over to beneficiaries (Republic of 
South Africa 2013), who moved into their houses from 1997 under freehold 
tenure. Table 4.1 shows the timeline of events.

Several problems plagued the allocation process. First, the wait list did 
not work on a first-come, first-served basis. Indeed, many waiting lists were 
drawn up during the apartheid years, and some people were on multiple lists 
in different locations. Attempts by municipalities and the province to merge 
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lists failed (Tissington et al. 2013, 25). Although the Cape Town municipality 
kept a waiting list, they used a system based on the allocation to communi-
ties in catchment areas of specific building projects alongside the waiting list. 
Housing subsidies were allocated according to quotas for each community 
under a specific housing project. Communities established project commit-
tees to allocate houses to their members (Seekings et al. 2010, 4–6; Tissington 
et al. 2013, 26). Through this system, people of Khayelitsha were called to 
register during a given period of up to two weeks at a time to apply for a 
house if they wished. It did not matter how long an individual had lived in 
the community.

Second, some applicants came from communities as from the Eastern 
Cape and were awarded subsidies.2 Meanwhile, others received their subsi-
dies through the housing waiting list. Finally, as in Nairobi, fraud and cor-
ruption persisted, with some beneficiaries receiving more than one subsidy. 
Some people who had not been allocated subsidies invaded houses and were 
allowed to stay (Seekings et al. 2010, 4–6; Tissington et al. 2013, 26; Seekings 
et al. 2010, 4–6; Tissington et al. 2013, 26).

2.  One of my interviewees registered a week after coming from the Eastern Cape and received 
a housing subsidy six months later. Another used ID books of other family members to obtain 
two houses.

Table 4.1. Timeline of Events: Residents’ Access to Housing in Khayelitsha
1983 Khayelitsha established. “Legals” are housed in Flexicraft huts. Site C is 

established as a transit camp for “illegal” migrants. “Illegals” build shacks on 
site-and-services plots and other available spaces.

1990 High population growth leads to overcrowding in Site C, with 162,000 
individuals living on unserviced land in shacks.

1994 Commencement of the phased rollout of government housing subsidies.
2002 Cape Area Panel Survey Wave 1 Conducted
2003–4 Some residents on serviced and unserviced sites receive housing subsidies and 

move into RDP housing. Overcrowding in Site C in Khayelitsha continues; 
there is a backlog of people on serviced and unserviced sites.

2004 Cape Area Panel Survey Wave 3 Conducted
2006 Cape Area Panel Survey Wave 4 Conducted
2009 Cape Area Panel Survey Wave 5 Conducted
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4.5. Matero and George Neighborhoods

4.5.1. The Case of Matero
Matero developed during colonial times as a state public rental project for 
African workers. Initially under the administrative jurisdiction of the Lusaka 
Urban District Council and then the Lusaka City Council after indepen-
dence, Matero emerged in response to demand for housing among African 
workers (Mulenga 2003, 6; Schlyter 2004, 7), following the enactment of the 
African Urban Housing Ordinance. This ordinance required employers and 
local authorities to provide housing for African employees and their wives 
(Mulenga 2003). From 1948 through to 1959, 5,097 houses were constructed 
and occupied by municipal workers in Matero (Mulenga 2003, 7).

In 1996, sitting tenants living in public housing in Matero were offered 
real property rights to their houses and land through leasehold titling under 
the presidential directive. At the time of privatization, Matero was a poor 
working-class area, where workers paid rent to the council. Many houses 
were dilapidated and had no electricity, with external water sources and pit 
latrines. Houses in Matero were privatized at almost no cost. Tenants paid 
a transfer fee of K10,500 (US$8) and a surveying fee of K60,000 (US$50). 
Those who paid the fees and the cost of the house received their title deed 
within 30 days (Schlyter 2004, 6). There were no restrictions, and the title 
deed gave new homeowners ownership rights for 99 years.

The primary beneficiaries of the privatization of housing in Matero were 
the occupants of rental housing at the time of offer. They included general 
workers in various government departments and private companies, as well 
as retired people and others who could pay the modest rent the council 
charged up to that point.

4.5.2. The Case of George
By contrast, to the southwest, George developed as an informal settlement 
originally intended to be demolished following independence. For politi-
cal reasons, the state decided to upgrade it and began to provide services 
from 1978 to 1981. In 1981, the Lusaka Urban District Council issued occu-
pancy licenses to residents of George, officially recognizing their occupancy. 
George compound was one of the neighborhoods where residents did not 
benefit from the state transfer of public rental housing or land to tenants. It 
was already the largest settlement in Lusaka, with a population of 120,000 
people by 1996 (130,000 according to UNDP [2006]). George compound 
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began during colonial times when spouses and families of urban workers, 
unemployed urban migrants, and “illegal” workers whose contracts expired 
settled on an English settler’s farm. The farmer, George Hadjipetrou, devel-
oped a business of making bricks, most of which were used to build Matero. 
As he employed more workers, he allowed them to build houses on his land. 
Hadjipetrou bequeathed his land to his workers (de facto and not freehold) 
as a gift in 1968 when he moved to Lusaka city to foster his growing business 
empire. In Hadjipetrou’s honor, his workers called the area George’s com-
pound. George was typically the first place where rural-urban migrants estab-
lished their households in Lusaka.

In the early 1970s, the post-independence government declared George 
compound to be an illegal settlement. The government decided to demolish 
all illegal settlements, including George, but President Kaunda changed his 
mind on account of political ramifications and earmarked it for upgrading. 
The government formally recognized George as a legal settlement following 
the state’s decision to upgrade some squatter settlements under the Second 
National Development Plan for 1972–1976. The government obtained a loan 
from the World Bank to cover half the cost. The other half was to be paid for 

Table 4.2. Timeline of Events in Matero
1948–59 Building in Matero, under a program established by the Lusaka Municipal 

Council of the colonial government to house African workers.
1951 Matero residents begin to take up residence. They pay rent to the Lusaka Urban 

District Council.
1996 Sitting tenants are offered leasehold title for a transfer fee.
2011 Survey and qualitative interviews are conducted.

Table 4.3. Timeline of Events in George
1968 George Hadjipetrou bequeaths his farmland to his workers. Squatters begin to 

settle on the land.
1974 George is formalized into a legal settlement under the Housing (Statutory and 

Improvement Areas) Act.
1978–81 George is upgraded and transferred to the Lusaka Urban District Council. 

Administrative recognition is provided through occupancy licenses.
1996 George residents are not offered the land on which their houses are built. They 

continue to occupy their houses under occupancy licenses.
2011 Survey and qualitative interviews are conducted.
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by the government. The Slum Upgrading Program commenced from 1978 
to 1981. Upgrading involved servicing the existing 6,200 houses, and finan-
cial assistance for individuals to build or improve their houses (Rakodi and 
Schlyter 1981, 9–10). Servicing involved providing potable water through 
communal water taps at various locations, grading gravel roads, and con-
structing a primary school and a health clinic. The government also prepared 
4,400 plots in a new extension of George to accommodate those who had to 
give way to the building of roads and other essential infrastructure. The gov-
ernment further provided households living in dwellings made of unconven-
tional building materials with building specifications and encouraged (but 
did not force) them to replace their houses with those made from conven-
tional materials. George was placed under the responsibility of the Lusaka 
City Council. This responsibility included collecting a service fee and provid-
ing municipal services.

In 1981, the government recognized residents as legal occupants by pro-
viding 30-year occupancy licenses. Residents received licenses allowing them 
to occupy council land; essentially, they owned the dwelling but not the land, 
with usufruct rights. Occupants were to apply for renewal in 2011. Following 
the upgrade, occupants of George began to pay a monthly service charge for 
use of the land. The Lusaka City Council (2010) referred to this service fee as 
“ground rent,” defined as a “charge paid for a piece of land where a structure is 
built on council land . . . as a stopgap measure between those paying property 
rates and those not paying anything.” Residents paid separately for water at 
communal taps and sewerage services.

Although residents were guaranteed tenure security with an occupancy 
license, they were subject to several conditions under the terms of occupancy:

	 (1)	 Occupants were limited to immediate families only. They were 
expected to obtain the consent of the council should they take in a 
lodger or other occupant.

	 (2)	 Occupants were not allowed to use the premises for purposes other 
than permitted use. Should they want to do so, they must apply for a 
business license from the council.

	 (3)	 Occupants were not allowed to sublicense or assign the benefit or 
part of the benefit of their occupancy license within the right granted. 
They could not rent to another person.

	 (4)	 If the occupant did not pay the service fee for three calendar months, 
they would have to address the situation or vacate the land. The coun-
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cil would then remove any buildings and restore the land to its former 
state and condition.

	 (5)	 The license was not transferable and could not be used in any finan-
cial transactions.

	 (6)	 The council retained possession of the premises and had the right to 
inspect the premises at any time. The council had the right to erect 
any works thereon that the council deemed were in the general inter-
est of the area. If the premises were declared unfit for human hab-
itation by a medical officer of health, the officer could serve notice 
on the occupant and the occupant would have to make alterations 
accordingly, including demolition if that was the prescription.

As the above list of conditions shows, the occupancy license does not confer 
the same rights to the occupant as a leasehold title. Residents in Matero are 
allowed to sell their land, while those in George are not, because the land 
still belongs to the council (Lusaka City Council 2010). George residents are 
not allowed to rent out their houses or conduct business on their premises, 
though unofficial transactions take place despite restrictions. Indeed, many 
of these terms are openly disregarded, as I will show in chapter 7.

4.5.3. Comparability of Matero and George
While Matero residents were offered real property rights, George residents 
were not offered the public land on which their houses were built. Occupancy 
rights gave residents of George tenure security and access to services, but 
little control over the use of property. Matero residents had access to the full 
bundle of rights. Residents in Matero were allowed to sell their land, while 
those in George were not (Lusaka City Council 2010). Moreover, George res-
idents were not allowed to rent out their houses or conduct any business on 
the premises.

The two neighborhoods are similar, particularly with respect to demo-
graphics and municipal services. Yet they differ in terms of legal status. Geo-
graphically, the two neighborhoods are adjacent and fall under the same elec-
toral constituency, but their historical development is different. Residents in 
both neighborhoods had similar occupations, but those in Matero have more 
earners in the public sector. They had similar socioeconomic status: they 
were poor with working-class jobs, earning similar levels of income. Initially, 
all Matero residents were employees paid for by their employers, while those 
in George were a mix of employed and unemployed. However, from 1976, the 
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government allowed people who were not working to continue living in the 
council house as long as they could pay the rent. Indeed, among occupants 
of Matero were people who had been laid off, who were retired or unem-
ployed, or widowers who had been allowed to stay on after their husbands 
had died. In fact, during privatization, the council allowed transfer of rental 
tenure from the council to sons and widow(er)s of registered renters (Schlyter 
2004, 3). Among 60,000 people who lost jobs in Lusaka from 1991 to 1997 
under SAP, and those who were retrenched (laid off in order to reduce costs) 
from the council and government stayed on in the houses in Matero (Schlyter 
2002, 17). But not every council employee was accommodated. Those on the 
long waiting list and living in squatter compounds like George were entitled 
to a housing allowance. The housing backlog in Lusaka was estimated to be 
over 850,000 (Schlyter 1998, 263). In 2018 it was estimated to have grown to 
two million (Bah, Faye, and Geh 2018).

Both areas had similar municipal services. Neither had electricity, and 
both areas had outdoor toilets prior to 1996. Matero had better access to a 
water supply, in that residents had a tap inside the yard, while those in George 
had to draw water from communal taps or wells that served whole neighbor-
hoods. In 1993, the communal water supply in George was improved under a 
Japanese International Cooperation Agency (JICA)-funded program.

Another potential issue is that, due to their proximity, people in Matero 
and George may have mixed, because homeowners rented out houses in one 
area and moved to the other. But the percentage of such cases is likely to be 
insignificant.

4.6. Zango

After a heavy downpour in September 2000, mudslides swept over houses 
built on a hill in Boa Vista, an old musseque located between the port of 
Luanda and a luxury residential suburb (Amnesty International 2003). Several 
people died, including three children. That year, the government announced 
they would move residents to a safer location. In April and May of the follow-
ing year, Boa Vista experienced more mudslides and more deaths. This time, 
the government decided to evict people from this hazardous musseque. In 
early June 2001, the vice governor of Luanda Province announced that fami-
lies who lived in houses at risk would be moved and their houses demolished 
(Amnesty International 2003, 6).
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In the early hours of Sunday, July 1, 2001, police surrounded Boa Vista 
and began forcibly and violently evicting residents. Two residents died and 
several were injured. Police returned the following week and demolished 117 
houses (Amnesty International 2003, 7). Between June and September of that 
year, the government moved over 4,000 families from Boa Vista to Zango 
in Viana municipality, about 25 miles southeast of Luanda. Families in other 
musseques were also moved to Zango under similar conditions.

Evictees started from scratch in Zango, installing tents and shacks as they 
waited for houses to be built. It took three to four months for one house to 
be completed (Croese 2013, 97). When the issue of forced evictions and the 
deplorable conditions in which evictees were living caught international 
attention, President Dos Santos visited evictees in Zango in October 2001. 
In response, he moved organizational and human resources, including from 
his own foundation, to expedite the construction of houses. In fact, President 
Dos Santos placed the project under the charge of the president of his foun-
dation, the José Eduardo dos Santos Foundation (FESA) (Croese 2013, 98). 
He decided to construct 3,000 houses and deliver them to the evictees free 

Fig. 4.12. Boa Vista in 2019
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of charge, to compensate households for the demolition of registered houses 
located in areas of risk or areas targeted for urban redevelopment (Croese 
2010; Gastrow 2017a, 2017b). Two years later, the 3,000 houses had been built 
and delivered. In 2005, FESA contracted Dar-al-Handasah, a Lebanese firm, 
to draw up a master plan for the development of Zango (Croese 2013, 99). The 
approved design divided Zango into four areas: Zango 1, 2, 3, and 4. By 2012, 
over 36,000 houses had been built in these areas (Gastrow 2012). The houses 
all have the same semi-detached design, with three bedrooms, a kitchen, a 
lounge, and a bathroom (Gastrow 2013).

On delivery of houses, the government provided Zango residents with a 
document called the guia de entrega, translated as “delivery guide.” The guia 
de entrega worked as a receipt for the beneficiary (Croese 2013, 106), though it 
did not transfer ownership to the beneficiary. Houses were delivered as social 
housing and remained the property of the state. The document also stipulated 
that selling, renting, or abandoning the house “without a justifiable reason 
and advance communication” was prohibited. The document also provided 

Fig. 4.13. Shacks Where Former Residents of Hazardous Musseques Live While Awaiting 
Housing in Zango
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that residents had usufruct rights: they could only use the house for resi-
dency. Violation of these conditions would result in loss of the house to the 
state. However, the government permitted residents to do basic work, such 
as “plastering and painting the interior of the house, laying tiles, installing 
burglar bars on doors and windows as well as ceilings without prior authori-
zation” (Croese 2013, 106). They could not make any alterations or do other 
extensive work. Beyond the guia de entrega, there was no formal title. To date, 
no formal land or property registry exists for Zango or in Luanda in general, 
despite the ongoing delivery of houses and land for self-help building.

While the government was moving families from Boa Vista to Zango, 
some evictees moved to other musseques, such as Paraiso (meaning “para-
dise”), that were closer to economic opportunities or to their jobs. Paraiso is a 
musseque located on the outskirts of Luanda in Cacuaco municipality to the 
east of Boa Vista (Strønen and Nangacovie 2016). The area where Paraiso is 
now located used to be informal farmland in the early 1980s. In 1992, the area 
received a large wave of internally displaced persons who had been affected 

Fig. 4.14. New Housing in Zango
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by the war in Huambo, Bié, Benguela, Kuando Kubango, and Uíge (Tvedten 
et al. 2018). Later, soldiers were also settled there. It was known more as a ref-
ugee camp during this time. In 2000, the provincial governor, Aníbal Rocha, 
closed down the camp. He then authorized people to build houses, and called 
it Paraiso. However, it is not clear whether this was a decision backed by 
the government, because the government did not provide any services. The 
houses are owner-built, mainly out of brick and mortar, giving credence to 
the idea that the poor in informal settlements in Luanda build houses out 
of brick and mortar to legitimize their tenure because they believe that such 
houses are more acceptable by the government (Gastrow 2017b).

Paraiso is the most populated musseque in Luanda, with a population 
of 120,000 in 2018 (Tvedten et al. 2018). Although the land is still officially 
in the hands of the government, residents feel that they own it. A study car-
ried out by Cain (2013) in Paraiso found that 96 percent of residents paid for 
and therefore own their houses (the land is owned by the government), even 
though these were informal transactions. Paraiso is characterized by violent 
crime, which makes personal security a challenge for residents. Although 
the government allowed residents to settle there, it does not provide any ser-
vices. Paraiso residents can live on the land because the government does not 
enforce evictions. Officially, they cannot sell their land or rent out or carry 
out business, but there is no regulation or enforcement.

Fig. 4.15. Paraiso in 2019
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4.7. Conclusion

Each of these four neighborhoods provides a rare and unique opportunity to 
understand the effects of real property rights in African cities and the social 
production of ownership tenure. Despite the large and increasing popula-
tion of people living in slum conditions, there are few recent cases of public 
projects to transfer ownership rights as well as usufruct rights under the less 
popular social housing model. Thus, the four cases provide a scholarly oppor-
tunity to interrogate the homeowner ideology in urban Africa. The next four 
chapters examine claims about ownership by testing the effects of real and 
usufruct property rights in each of the neighborhoods from each city.
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Chapter 5

The Homeowner Ideology and Freehold 
through Mortgages in Nairobi

Introduced in chapters 1 and 3, Zawadi is a beneficiary of KENSUP’s Canaan 
Estate. Her 15-year journey from living in slum conditions in Zone A to 
Canaan Estate via Langata took a lot of patience, endurance, and tenacity. 
No wonder she told her story, despite stern warnings that she should not. 
The stories of Zawadi and others who endured the same journey effectively 
challenge the economic utility of real property rights, while revealing that 
secure tenure can produce important improvements to health and other non-
economic dimensions of human welfare. Such cases show that the social pro-
duction and reproduction of ownership tenure explains the persistence of 
homeownership as a tenure of preference.

Through quantitative and qualitative evidence from Kibera, this chapter 
demonstrates that freehold ideological claims about the economic utility of 
real property rights are ambiguous and obscure in social reality. Even though 
some economic benefits are documented, property rights to land and hous-
ing among the urban poor in Kibera are bundles of rights to idle capital on 
the formal market. A limited focus on economic outcomes has obscured 
evidence that property rights are associated with improved non-economic 
dimensions of human welfare, which this chapter shows for Kibera. The 
chapter also highlights the social production processes of ownership tenure 
in the context of Kibera.
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5.1. Measuring the Effects of Freehold Tenure  
in Kibera, Nairobi

5.1.1. A Natural Experiment
The objective of the 2004 launch of KENSUP was to improve the lives and 
livelihoods of people living in slums through various initiatives and interven-
tions. Home to slightly over 6,000 households, Kibera’s Soweto East neigh-
borhood was selected for intervention. A key goal was to provide housing to 
residents using low-interest, long-term mortgages. Eligible households were 
identified in 2004, and 824 households were randomly selected in 2016.

To isolate the causal effects of real property rights, the present study took 
advantage of the Kibera selection and delivery of housing as a natural exper-
iment. Kibera was an ideal location as a natural experiment, in which natu-
rally occurring circumstances in subsets of a defined population produce dif-
ferent levels of exposure to a supposed causal factor, in a situation resembling 
an actual experiment (Last 2001). Researchers often use natural experiments 
to study social phenomena where it is not practical or ethical for a researcher 
to expose subjects to a causal factor (Messer 2008).

The KENSUP project was a phased-in natural experiment. KENSUP 
delivered housing through three phases, corresponding to three sites. The 
three sites correspond to exposure of residents to different bundles of prop-
erty rights. Kibera-Soweto Zones A and B represented the first phase. Zones 
A and B had been under slum conditions existing since 1912, and residents 
had no formal property rights. This group of potential beneficiaries represents 
the control condition. In the second phase in 2009, the government relocated 
a subset of residents from Zone A to a temporary housing area known as 
Langata Decanting Site (Langata). In Langata, the government constructed 
houses to the specifications of the promised permanent housing and allo-
cated occupancy rights to potential beneficiaries. This is the first exposure 
to a bundle of rights in which the government allowed only usufruct rights. 
In the third phase, the government randomly selected a subset of those it 
had moved to Langata and allocated new permanent housing under freehold 
through low-cost mortgages in Canaan Estate (Canaan) in 2016. Canaan rep-
resents full exposure to the full bundle of freehold property rights.

Since not everyone was moved along the three phases at the same time, 
there were potential beneficiaries still living in Kibera Zone B, potential ben-
eficiaries living in Langata, and beneficiaries living in Canaan. Hence, the 
different exposure to different bundles of property rights represents naturally 
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occurring circumstances for a phased-in natural experiment that provides an 
opportunity to isolate the effects of freehold tenure.

The study employed two probability-based sampling methods, depending 
on the site. In Zone B of Soweto Kibera, systematic sampling with a random 
start was used; this approach has the property of ensuring that every person 
in the study population has an equal and random chance of being selected. 
Czaja et al.’s (2014) formula was employed to arrive at a representative sample 
size of 350. Google Earth images were obtained to identify clusters of houses 
and a random start for each of seven data collectors.

In Langata and Canaan, a probability-proportional-to-size sampling 
method was employed. Apartment blocks in each of the sites were of differ-
ent sizes. Blocks were made up of studio apartments, one-bedroom apart-
ments, and three-bedroom apartments. The target sample was 250 from both 
Langata and Canaan—500 total. This sample size was determined based on 
the highest number of households suitable for employing propensity score 
matching methods during analysis given available funding. The sampled Lan-
gata households made up 40 percent of all households at that site. At Canaan, 
the sampled households made up 30 percent of all households. The sample 
sizes were more than enough to represent each site.

The target sample was 850 households, while the realized sample was 
820—representing 96.5 percent of the target. The realized sample was 350 
(100 percent) for Zone B, 255 (102 percent) for the Decanting Site, and 215 (86 
percent) for Canaan. Ultimately, Zone B accounted for 42.7, Langata 31.1, and 
Canaan 26.2 percent of the combined sample.

Once households were identified using the abovementioned sampling 
methods, six data collectors deployed a structured questionnaire survey 
instrument developed in English and translated into Kiswahili. Respondents 
were invited to choose their preferred survey language. Prior to fieldwork, 
data collectors participated in a two-day training on survey administration, 
using data collection devices, and ethics in human subject research. Table 5.1 
presents the outcome variables.

5.1.2. Analysis
The analysis aimed to examine whether real property rights are associated 
with various outcomes (see table 5.1). Muyeba (2016) showed that distin-
guishing the effects of improved housing from property rights is challeng-
ing when they are simultaneously delivered to beneficiaries. By comparing 
households in Zone B and Langata, Zone B and Canaan, and Langata and 
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Table 5.1. Variable Descriptions
Variable Description

Tenure Security
a.  Fear of eviction Looking back to the time you have lived in this house and 

neighborhood, to what extent does the possibility of an 
eviction worry you? Scale of 0 to 10, 0 = Does not worry at 
all, 10 = Worry very much.

b.  Possibility of eviction To what extent would you agree with the statement that “The 
possibility that we get evicted from this neighborhood is 
always present?” Scale of 0 to 10, 0 = Does not agree at all, 
10 = Agree very much.

Adult Health
a.  Self-reported health On a scale from 0 to 10, how would you say your health is in 

general? 0 = Worst, 10 = Best.
b.  Physical pain On a scale from 0 to 10, how much physical pain have you felt 

in the past two weeks as a result of ill health? 0 = No pain, 
10 = A lot of pain.

c.  BMI Computed from two anthropometric questions on height and 
weight:

1. What is your height in centimeters? (Converted to meters).
2. What is your weight in kgs?
  (Formula for BMI = Weight/Height2)

d.  Psychological health Six-item scale with a possible score of 25:
1. On a scale from 0 to 10, how much distress/sorrow have 

you felt in the past two weeks including today? 0 = no 
distress/sorrow, 10 = a lot.

2. Over the past 2 weeks, how often have you felt anxious, 
nervous, or on edge? 0 = Not at all, 1 = Several days, 2 = 
More days than not, 3 = Nearly every day. [Also use this 
scale for questions 3 to 6.]

3. Over the past 2 weeks, how often were you worried?
4. Over the past 2 weeks, how often were you able to control 

your worrying?
5. Over the past 2 weeks, how often have you felt down, 

depressed, or hopeless?
6. Over the past 2 weeks, how often have you felt little interest 

or pleasure in doing things?
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Children’s Health
a.  Children’s BMI Computed from two anthropometric questions on height and 

weight:
1. What is Child 1’s height in centimeters? (Converted to 

meters)
2. What is Child 1’s weight in kgs?

Economic Utility
Credit Have you ever used this house as collateral to get loans or 

credit? (Interviewer: If the answer is no, go to question E.1)
Employment status Employment status of the head of household: 1. Employed; 2. 

Unemployed; 3. Unemployed and job searching in the last 
4 weeks; 4. Unemployed, but not actively seeking work.

Changed to binary variable—1 = employed, 2 = unemployed
Income-generating activities Has the house been used for some income-generating 

activity? 1 = Yes, 2 = No
Household income What is the total monthly income for this family? 

(Interviewer: If the respondent cannot remember, use the 
following table of income categories).

What is the total monthly income for this family?
Household assets/wealth Does anyone in your home own the asset listed below in 

working/running conditions?

Social Capital

Membership in associations You are a member of . . .
Bonding social capital In this neighborhood there are several people I trust to help 

solve my problems. (Type 1 to strongly agree; 2. Agree; 3. 
Neither agrees nor disagrees; 4. Disagree; or 5. Strongly 
disagrees)

In this neighborhood there is someone I can turn to for 
advice on how to make very important decisions.

In this neighborhood there’s someone I feel comfortable 
talking about intimate personal problems.

In this neighborhood when I’m lonely, there are a lot of 
people I can talk to.

In this neighborhood if I need an emergency loan from Kz. 
20,000, I know someone I can turn to.

In this neighborhood, the people I interact with would put 
their reputation at risk for me.

In this neighborhood, the people I interact with would be 
good work references for me.

In this neighborhood, the people I interact with would share 
their last secret with me.

In this neighborhood I know a lot of people to get them to do 
important things.

In this neighborhood, the people I interact with would help 
me fight an injustice.
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Bridging social capital Interacting with people makes me take an interest in things 
that happen outside the home or neighborhood.

Interacting with people here makes me want to try new 
things.

Interacting with people makes me take an interest in what 
people different from me are thinking.

Talking to people makes me curious about other places in the 
world.

Interacting with people makes me feel like I’m part of a larger 
community.

Interacting with people makes me feel connected to a bigger 
picture.

Interacting with people reminds me that everyone in the 
world is connected.

I am willing to spend time to support the activities of the 
community at large.

Interacting with people gives me new people to talk to.
In this neighborhood I interact with new people all the time.

Self-esteem, Sense of Belonging, and Satisfaction with the Dwelling,  
the Neighborhood, and Life in General

Self-esteem On a scale of 0 to 10, how much do you feel that you are 
worthy of respect from others?

Satisfaction with the  
dwelling

On a scale of 0 to 10, how satisfied are you with your home?

Satisfaction with the 
neighborhood

On a scale of 0 to 10, how satisfied are you with your 
neighborhood?

Satisfaction with life in 
general

On a scale of 0 to 10, how satisfied are you with life in 
general?

Likelihood of moving On a scale of 0 to 10, what’s the likelihood of you leaving this 
neighborhood?

Matching Variables for Propensity Score Analysis

Age Age of the head of household
Sex Sex of the head of household
Education Highest level of education of the head of household
Marital Status Marital status of the head of household
Duration in Dwelling How long have you lived in the residence? (Restricted to 

households that moved in before 2015)
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Canaan, this analysis distinguishes the effects of improved housing condi-
tions from those of property rights. Furthermore, the comparison between 
Langata and Canaan clarifies the distinction between housing and property 
rights effects, as Langata and Canaan residents experienced similar housing 
quality and conditions, with different ownership rights.

To estimate differences in outcomes between the three groups, analysis of 
variance (ANOVA) was first employed where the parametric assumption of 
equal variances was satisfied. Where the parametric assumption was not sat-
isfied, a Kruskal-Wallis H-test was employed. Bartlett’s test was employed to 
determine equal variances. Tukey’s test was used as a post hoc test to identify 
significant differences where the omnibus test showed statistical significance.

Ordinary least squares regression analysis was employed to estimate the 
effects of real property rights on all outcome variables and to control for other 
factors. In this case, the independent variable is real property rights, that is, 
capturing variation from lack of property rights to occupancy rights to free-
hold rights. The equation to make the regression estimates is as follows:

Yi = α + γproperty rightsi + βXi + εi

Yi is any of the outcome measures for observation i. γ is the coefficient that 
provides an indication of the size of effect of the “property rights” measure. 
In the equation, “property rights” is a variable that equals 1 for households 
without formal property rights (Zone B Soweto), 2 for households with occu-
pancy rights (Langata), and 3 for households with freehold property rights 
(Canaan). X is any of the covariates mainly controlled for demographic char-
acteristics, including age, gender, number of years of education, father’s num-
ber of years of education, mother’s number of years of education, employ-
ment status, household size, and marital status. Marital status is a series of 
dummy variables with “single” as the reference category. Finally, ε is the error 
term, which represents the amount of variation in the outcome variables that 
is unexplained by the regression model. For each of the outcome variables, 
three models are estimated. Model A reflects a simple regression of property 
rights and the outcome variable. Model B includes demographic characteris-
tics. Model C adds other controls, and in the process, a parsimonious model 
is developed as a final model.
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Estimating Propensity Scores
Propensity score analysis was employed in comparing Soweto East Zone B, 
Langata, and Canaan households. Unlike randomized control trials, obser-
vational studies do not eliminate selection bias in allocation of a causal fac-
tor. Following Rosenbaum and Rubin (1984), I employed nearest neighbor, 
radius, kernel, and stratification propensity score matching methods to elim-
inate selection bias and achieve comparability of Soweto East and Langata, 
and Soweto East and Canaan households. In other words, Canaan house-
holds differ from Langata households for reasons other than their beneficiary 
status—reasons that may determine differences in outcomes. The propensity 
score balances scores between the two groups on observed characteristics, 
thereby eliminating selection bias and making the two pairs of groups com-
parable on baseline characteristics. This means that conditional on their pro-
pensity scores, participants from both groups will have the same distribution 
of measured or observed baseline covariates. A note on observed character-
istics: there was no measure of corruption in the questionnaire. The closest 
measure was a variable from a question that asked respondents to say the 
extent to which they agreed with the statement that they depend on the rule 
of law in their community.

An initial propensity score model was estimated using five variables as 
shown in table 5.1. To estimate the propensity score, a probit regression model 
was used in which treatment status (mortgage vs. occupancy rights and mort-
gage vs. untitled) was regressed on baseline characteristics (Rosenbaum and 
Rubin 1984). Rosenbaum and Rubin (1984) and Austin et al. (2007) recom-
mend that models estimating propensity scores include those variables that 
affect the outcome or that affect both treatment selection and the outcome. 
The variables used are plausible predictors of tenure security and various out-
comes with stronger tenure rights. Because of the need to ensure balance on 
variables that are predictive of these outcomes, the variables were included in 
the propensity score model.

Matching on Propensity Scores
Household heads from Canaan were matched based on similar propensity 
scores with those from Zone B and with those from Langata. More partici-
pants were from Langata (255) than from Canaan (215), and thus there were 
more untreated than treated participants for each comparison. This dis-
tribution is ideal because there are more participants from the pool of the 
untreated group, which increases the likelihood of each treated household 
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head being matched to one in the untreated group. However, inferences were 
only made in the region of common support—the space where propensity 
score distributions overlap. The objective was to match a treated partici-
pant to each participant who did not receive a mortgage. Participants were 
matched on propensity scores using nearest neighbor, radius with calipers 
of width equal to 0.1, and kernel matching. No specific matching technique 
is superior to another in estimation of treatment outcomes. However, use of 
multiple methods provides a good sense of the range in the average treatment 
effect on the treated.

Stratification and Balance on Propensity Scores
The region of common support ranged from 0.01 to 0.98 for Zone B vs. 
Canaan; and 0.24 to 0.75 for Langata vs. Canaan. Participants in the overall 
study sample were stratified into five equal-sized groups. The distribution of 
scores across groups is shown in figures 5.1 and 5.2. Results of the tests of 
equality of means in propensity scores within each block are not significant, 
showing that the means are equal.

Estimating Treatment Effects from Propensity Score 
Matching Methods
Propensity score matching allows one to estimate the average treatment effect 
for the treated (ATT) that is the average response to treatment for individuals 
who were assigned the treatment—freehold rights. The ATT are estimated for 
matched samples derived using nearest neighbor, radius, and kernel match-
ing techniques. The models do not control for unobserved or unknown fac-
tors that may drive observed variation in outcomes. The assumption of the 
propensity score models in using observed characteristics is that there are no 
unobserved factors correlated with the outcome.

5.2. (F)Utility of Freehold in the Soweto East  
Pilot Project

Using the analysis methods discussed above, what are the effects of freehold 
tenure among the poor who benefited from the Soweto East Pilot Project? 
Each outcome variable is examined and the results are reported in the tables 
that follow. In each analysis, the first table is a comparison of Zone B (unti-
tled) vs. Canaan (freehold) and the second Langata (usufruct) vs. Canaan.
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Fig. 5.1. The Region of Common Support in the Propensity Score Model for Zone B  
vs. Canaan

Fig. 5.2. The Region of Common Support in the Propensity Score Model for Langata  
vs. Canaan
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5.2.1. Tenure Security
The propensity score models displayed in table 5.2 tell us that freehold own-
ers have much lower fear of eviction and think that there is a much lower 
possibility of eviction compared to untitled residents of Zone B. On a scale 
ranging from 0 to 10, freeholders in Canaan score from 6.48 to 7.25 points 
lower on the fear of eviction scale and 6.38 to 6.81 lower on the possibility of 
eviction scale than untitled households in Zone B. Considering that untitled 
household heads witnessed evictions and structure owner struggles in Zone 
A, the fear of eviction is much higher.

Residents of Soweto East had stronger tenure security following their move 
from Zone A to Canaan via Langata. Compared to those living in Langata 
(and Zone B), residents of Canaan had significantly less fear of eviction and 
thought the possibility of being evicted was almost nonexistent compared to 
those in Langata. As table 5.3 shows, matching using different matching tech-
niques yields an ATT of −4.05 to −4.16 in fear of eviction scores. This means 
that participants from Canaan reported an average 4.05 to 4.16 points lower 
on the fear of eviction scale than those in Langata. Scores on the possibility of 
eviction scale were an average of 3.85 to 4.05 lower for Canaan respondents. 
Resident beneficiaries no longer feared eviction or expected to be evicted, 
because they had the full bundle of property rights and the backing of the 
state. Although they feared losing their houses if they failed to make pay-
ments, no one had been evicted for missing payments.

Table 5.2. Average Treatment Effect on the Treated (ATT) for Tenure 
Security Using Nearest Neighbor, Radius, Kernel, and Stratification 
Matching

Zone B (Untitled) vs. Canaan (Freehold)

Outcome Variable

Matching Method
Nearest 

Neighbor Radius Kernel Stratification

Fear of Eviction −7.25***
(0.46)

−6.48***
(0.37)

−6.57***
(0.32)

−6.58***
(0.39)

Possibility of Eviction −6.81***
(0.32)

−6.38***
(0.34)

−6.44***
(0.27)

−6.43***
(0.33)

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.
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5.2.2. Economic Utility of Freehold Tenure
Economic outcomes, as shown in table 5.1, included access to credit; labor 
market participation, as measured by employment status; participation in 
income-generating activities; household income; and wealth through dura-
ble household goods. Note that durable goods are often used as a substitute 
measure for household income where the income variable is not reliable. In 
this case, both measures were used for comprehensiveness and robustness. 
Mechanisms by which property rights increase income were many. Owners 
can use the title as collateral to obtain credit, which may in turn be used for 
investments. Increases in tenure security can likewise free up people to work 
rather than guard against eviction, leading to increased labor market partici-
pation. In addition, having a title and tenure security can lead to participation 
in income-generating activities by allowing owners to rent out rooms on the 
property. All these mechanisms can lead to higher income.

Freehold households in Canaan have significantly fewer income-
generating activities, but, surprisingly, more household income and house-
hold durable goods than untitled households. It is surprising because there 
are no significant differences in credit access and employment status. In addi-
tion, with more income-generating activities, there should be higher income 
among the untitled. However, Canaan residents report about KSh8,000 
(US$70) more. I explain this finding below.

Residents of Canaan had more income and durable household goods 
than residents in Langata. Table 5.5 demonstrates that Canaan residents had 

Table 5.3. Average Treatment Effect on the Treated (ATT) for Tenure 
Security Using Nearest Neighbor, Radius, Kernel, and Stratification 
Matching

Langata (Usufruct) vs. Canaan (Freehold)

Outcome Variable

Matching Method
Nearest 

Neighbor Radius Kernel Stratification

Fear of Eviction −4.16***
(0.53)

−4.05***
(0.28)

−4.11***
(0.26)

−4.08***
(0.26)

Possibility of Eviction −4.05***
(0.50)

−3.85***
(0.27)

−3.94***
(0.29)

−3.90***
(0.34)

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.
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household incomes between KSh4,078.79 and KSh5,508.79 more, and had an 
average of 1.38 to 1.79 (an average of 1 to 2) more household durable goods 
than Langata residents.

However, no evidence supports the differences in income or durable 
goods. None of the mechanisms described above accounted for any differ-
ences with residents of Langata. There were no significant differences in 
access to credit. Only three residents out of 810 reported using their house as 
collateral to obtain credit, meaning that obtaining credit was almost impos-
sible. There was no expectation for anyone to report access to credit, since 
the government had held on to the title deed. There were no differences in 
employment rates and participation in income-generating activities between 
the two groups. In fact, among those who participated in income-generating 
activities, those in Langata reported more income on average than those in 
Canaan. The project included market stores alongside the wall of Canaan 
Estate and opposite Kibera market. No one occupied the market stores oppo-
site the market. As Barasa describes, “the market stores are mainly for those 
who have businesses in the project-affected area. Anyone can benefit. So, you 
also have to save for the market store.” Several market stores were vacant.

Since there were significant differences in income, yet the mechanisms 

Table 5.4. Average Treatment Effect on the Treated (ATT) for Household 
Economic Indicators Using Nearest Neighbor, Radius, Kernel, and 
Stratification Propensity Score Matching

Zone B (Untitled) vs. Canaan (Freehold)

Outcome Variable

Matching Method
Nearest 

Neighbor Radius Kernel Stratification

Credit 0 0 0 0
Employment Status −0.02

(0.04)
−0.05
(0.04)

−0.03
(0.03)

−0.02
(0.03)

Income-Generating 
Activities

−0.08
(0.06)

−0.09**
(0.03)

−0.10*
(0.05)

−0.11*
(0.05)

Household Income 7984.92***
(1202.82)

8155.71***
(1201.32)

8206.50***
(1117.15)

1214.47
(1390.28)

Household Durables 1.92***
(0.38)

2.12***
(0.32)

2.04***
(0.40)

1.95***
(0.42)

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.
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by which we should see increases in income were not working as expected, 
I sought unobserved factors to explain higher levels of income among ben-
eficiaries. The unobserved factor raised in the literature and in interviews 
is fraud and corruption, which led to bias in the selection of beneficiaries 
and bias in the natural experiment. Indeed, when the analysis controlled for 
whether a respondent relied on the rule of law in their community, the closest 
variable to a measure of corruption, income lost significance in the calcula-
tion employing nearest neighbor matching and had a reduction in its level of 
significance in the other three matching methods. A second factor was that 
while at Langata, some beneficiaries were eliminated for rent nonpayment. 
Indeed, several residents who had fallen behind on the monthly KSh2,100 
were evicted. Zawadi called them “nice evictions”:

Sometimes, most people [in Langata] do not pay their rent. .  .  . Even if the 
government decides that they are building Zone B for them, there is no way 
they can go to that place, most of them, because they don’t pay their rent. 
They don’t even save.  .  .  . My mom used to go to that stress when she was 
here. It is not good. . . . They evicted people, but it was a nice eviction. They 
came and they spoke to people, and they asked how you can clear this kind 
of amount. To be honest, some people are paying 2,100 per month so that 

Table 5.5. Average Treatment Effect on the Treated (ATT) for Household 
Economic Indicators Using Nearest Neighbor, Radius, Kernel, and 
Stratification Propensity Score Matching

Langata (Usufruct) vs. Canaan (Freehold)

Outcome Variable

Matching Method
Nearest 

Neighbor Radius Kernel Stratification

Credit 0 0 0 0
Employment Status 0.06

(0.06)
−0.00
(0.03)

−0.00
(0.04)

−0.01
(−0.04)

Income-Generating 
Activities

0.03
(0.04)

−0.01
(0.03)

0.00
(0.03)

0.01
(0.02)

Household Income 5508.79***
(1772.20)

4620.14***
(1419.55)

4238.84***
(1286.50)

4078.79***
(1628.94)

Household Durables 1.79***
(0.34)

1.44***
(0.25)

1.41***
(0.27)

1.38***
(0.22)

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.
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balance piling up to 105,000. The government is also losing 105,000 and its 
one person so imagine like 50 of them. . . . On our block, they evicted four.

Four households were evicted on Zawadi’s block alone, which may sug-
gest that evictions led to greater elimination of poorer households from the 
selection process. This meant that those who entered Canaan were proba-
bly already making more income than those who did not. A third source 
of unobserved variation may have come from the failure of the project to 
plan for orphans, widows, and older people, and how they might be included 
without meeting the minimum savings required, and without having to make 
rental payments in Langata and mortgage payments after selection.

5.2.3. Physical and Psychological Health
Freeholders reported better physical health than untitled households. How-
ever, physical health improves based on improvements in the living environ-
ment rather than because of freehold ownership. Freeholders improve their 
living environment through investment in their dwelling when they have less 
fear of eviction. Controlling for how long residents have lived in their house, 
freeholders also have fewer children, and freeholders scored lower on the 
anxiety disorder scale than untitled households.

Considering that the difference between Canaan and Langata was free-
hold tenure—not housing—it is unsurprising that freehold tenure was not 
linked to better physical health for adults or children in the Soweto East proj-
ect. The estimated treatment effects on the treated for self-reported physical 
health and pain scales shown in table 5.7 indicate no significant difference 
between the two groups. Property rights are not associated with better phys-
ical health. A multiple regression model that included Zone B as part of the 
variation in property rights before the propensity score model showed posi-
tive and significant effects of property rights on these measures of health. The 
effects observed in the regression models suggest that the regression estimate 
was capturing the difference between those in Zone B who scored lower and 
both treatment groups. The observed difference between Zone B residents 
and residents in Langata and Canaan is quality of the dwelling.

In comparing the two sites, there was an issue of overweight health con-
ditions in both locations, which is consistent with Vogl’s (2007) work in Peru. 
Because they are poor communities, it is probably a case of poor nutrition. 
However, although respondents scored in the overweight category of BMI, 
there were no significant differences among the three treatment conditions.

The findings on children’s BMI are at the same time somewhat consistent 
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Table 5.6. Average Treatment Effect on the Treated (ATT) for Health 
Indicators Using Nearest Neighbor, Radius, Kernel, and Stratification 
Propensity Score Matching

Zone B (Untitled) vs. Canaan (Freehold)

Outcome Variable

Matching Method
Nearest 

Neighbor Radius Kernel Stratification

Self-Report Physical 
Health

0.77*
(0.39)

1.07***
(0.22)

0.78***
(0.25)

0.75***
(0.22)

Physical Pain −0.60
(0.47)

−0.61
(0.26)

−0.39
(0.31)

−0.36
(0.31)

Adult BMI 0.52
(0.59)

0.22
(0.46)

0.41
(0.59)

0.56
(0.64)

Child BMI −1.09
(1.09)

−0.12
(1.03)

0.36
(0.84)

0.48
(0.74)

Fertility −0.43***
(0.10)

−0.43***
(0.08)

−0.44***
(0.08)

−0.43***
(0.07)

Anxiety Disorder −4.51***
(0.75)

−4.36***
(0.72)

−4.56***
(0.52)

−4.55***
(0.59)

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.

Table 5.7. Average Treatment Effect on the Treated (ATT) for Health 
Indicators Using Nearest Neighbor, Radius, Kernel, and Stratification 
Propensity Score Matching

Langata (Usufruct) vs. Canaan (Freehold)

Outcome Variable

Matching Method
Nearest 

Neighbor Radius Kernel Stratification

Self-Report Physical 
Health

0.46
(0.24)

0.31
(0.22)

0.12
(0.21)

0.02
(0.22)

Physical Pain 0.25
(0.40)

−0.19
(0.27)

−0.02
(0.27)

0.10
(0.33)

Adult BMI −0.26
(0.61)

−0.54
(0.44)

−0.54
(0.43)

−0.46
(0.46)

Child BMI −2.18
(1.16)

−1.52
(0.67)

−1.44
(0.66)

−1.40
(0.81)

Fertility −0.27***
(0.09)

−0.18***
(0.06)

−0.20***
(0.06)

−0.21***
(0.06)

Anxiety Disorder −2.86***
(0.83)

−2.62***
(0.55)

−2.77***
(0.40)

−2.56***
(0.53)

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.
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and somewhat inconsistent with Vogl (2007) and Galiani and Schargrodsky 
(2004). While property rights are not associated with children’s BMI scores, 
both Vogl (2007) and Galiani and Schargrodsky (2004) found that children’s 
BMI scores improved in households that had property title. However, the 
findings were characterized as suggestive for Vogl (2007), while Galiani and 
Schargrodsky (2004) found that these health improvements were only short-
term. Galiani and Schargrodsky (2004) offer useful insights for all three 
studies and the field, suggesting that other nutrition-related government pro-
grams may already be at work, such that addition of property rights does 
not affect food security. Indeed in 2009, the government of Kenya began to 
implement the Home-Grown School Feeding (HGSF) Program, which has 
reached over half a million schoolchildren. Supported by the World Food 
Program, meals under HGSF have been provided to school-age children at 
primary schools in Kibera (World Food Programme 2016).

Table 5.7 further reveals that Canaan residents have better psychologi-
cal health than Langata residents, meaning that real property rights improve 
psychological health. The anxiety disorder scale scores are lower on average 
by 2.56 to 2.86 points for Canaan participants. Each of these differences is 
significant at the 1 percent level. Findings confirm existing suspicions in the 
literature that real property rights are associated with better psychological 
health. In a different study, Gandelman (2010) provided the interpretation 
that real property rights may lead to lower stress levels and hence a lower fre-
quency of chronic diseases. What remains to be tested is the mechanism. The 
mechanism is most likely that real property rights are associated with stron-
ger tenure security, which is associated with lower levels of anxiety and stress 
arising from fear of eviction. In turn, this improves psychological health and 
ultimately reduces frequency of chronic diseases such as hypertension. Fur-
ther work in property rights and health needs to test the abovementioned 
mechanisms, perhaps through path analysis. Further work also needs to 
interrogate the mechanism by which mortgage-based real property titling 
impacts income and health in low-income households in sub-Saharan Africa.

Table 5.7 shows that poor people with property rights have fewer children 
than those without. Fewer children lived in Canaan households, demonstrat-
ing that property rights are associated with a lower fertility rate. Table 5.7 
shows that there were 18 to 21 percent fewer children in Canaan than Langata. 
This could be the effect of being in a transitory period, or the fact that fewer 
poor people than middle-class people found their way into the houses.
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5.2.4. Social Capital
The Soweto East Pilot Project led to a reduction in social capital, but this can-
not be attributed to property rights. As tables 5.8 and 5.9 demonstrate, there 
were no significant differences in various social capital measures between 
untitled households and freeholders, or between those with usufruct tenure 

Table 5.8. Average Treatment Effect on the Treated (ATT) for Social 
Capital Indicators Using Nearest Neighbor, Radius, Kernel, and 
Stratification Propensity Score Matching

Zone B (Untitled) vs. Canaan (Freehold)

Outcome Variable

Matching Method
Nearest 

Neighbor Radius Kernel Stratification

Social Capital
Membership in 

Associations
−0.20
(0.10)

−0.10
(0.08)

−0.14
(0.07)

−0.13
(0.08)

Bonding Social Capital 0.24
(1.41)

0.80
(1.18)

0.42
(1.22)

0.64
(1.05)

Bridging Social Capital −0.99
(1.36)

−1.10
(1.07)

−0.98
(1.08)

−0.58
(0.97)

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.

Table 5.9. Average Treatment Effect on the Treated (ATT) for Social 
Capital Indicators Using Nearest Neighbor, Radius, Kernel, and 
Stratification Propensity Score Matching

Langata (Usufruct) vs. Canaan (Freehold)

Outcome Variable

Matching Method
Nearest 

Neighbor Radius Kernel Stratification

Social Capital
Membership in 

Associations
−0.16
(0.28)

0.18
(0.20)

0.19
(0.91)

0.08
(0.07)

Bonding Social Capital 0.76
(1.37)

−0.14
(0.98)

−0.20
(1.00)

−0.33
(1.15)

Bridging Social Capital 0.68
(1.07)

0.52
(0.84)

0.50
(1.03)

0.35
(0.71)

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.
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and freeholders. No evidence was found to support the claim that real prop-
erty rights reduce social capital.

Instead, the relocation of residents may explain the negative impact on 
social capital among beneficiaries. During in-depth, one-on-one interviews, 
several interviewees pointed out ways that their move from Zone A reduced 
their connections and influenced their ability to do business away from their 
temporary housing. The subsequent move to Canaan exacerbated the decline 
in social capital. It was a process of starting over, getting connected, and then 
starting over again. As Zawadi puts it:

First were the relations. Among us, it was kind of like you know everybody. 
So, moving from [Zone A] to [Langata], you find that because you just 
became close and then you move [to Canaan]. . . . You have to start over again 
because you are placed with people you don’t know. Kibera was quite a good 
place. Just getting to live together people who are not that close to them, it 
took time. The relationships changed. It is both a good thing and a bad thing. 
For the good thing, . . . [y]ou can see some blocks, they have shops, they can 
rent it out to people who have businesses or a business idea. It is good for 
them to start something new here, to catch the market for people because all 
of us are new to this place.

By contrast, Chitundu did not lament the separation from neighbors because 
she felt that there was no help from neighbors during health emergencies. 
However, she did lament the disruption of informal business that came with 
moving from Langata and Canaan:

It’s not guaranteed that they will go with the same neighbor together. The 
government’s plan could bring strangers alongside them. There is no guar-
antee that the same neighborhood would go together and live together. For 
instance, in Kibera when I get sick, among people that I don’t know, I can 
never call any neighbor to bring me to the hospital. Here, I am used to the 
people around me; we know each other. I could easily call a friend to take me 
to the hospital. There, I might just even die. . . . Even if they’re removed, the 
guys that are doing small businesses, they are going to be affected. Because 
you move that person doing a small business to another area, you disrupt 
his business. There is no way he can start the same business he has in other 
places. So, it means you have the stress of not saving the money the govern-
ment wants us to save. Disruption mostly is about income. The biggest issue 
is income generation.
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5.2.5. Self-Esteem, Satisfaction with the House, Neighborhood,  
and Life, and Sense of Belonging
Table 5.10 demonstrates that freeholders experienced remarkable improve-
ments to their self-esteem and satisfaction with their houses, neighborhood, 
and life in general, and reported a deeper sense of belonging. On a scale from 
0 to 10, freeholders reported an average of 1/2 to 2/3 of a point higher on the 
self-esteem scale than untitled households. They also reported 1 point higher 
on their satisfaction with their house, about 1 1/3 points higher in satisfaction 
with the neighborhood, 1/2 to 2/3 points higher in satisfaction with life in 
general, and nearly 1 1/2 points higher in their sense of belonging.

Finally, table 5.11 reveals that beneficiaries on the Kibera East pilot proj-
ect have higher self-esteem, are more satisfied with their house and neigh-
borhood, are less likely to move, and are more satisfied with life in general 
compared to those in Langata. This means that property rights are linked to 
higher self-esteem. People with ownership of property were proud of attain-
ing higher status as homeowners and of having achieved an important mile-
stone. As Odhiambo puts it, “I am proud of myself because I have something 

Table 5.10. Average Treatment Effect on the Treated (ATT) for Self-
Esteem, Satisfaction with House and Neighborhood, and Sense of 
Belonging Using Nearest Neighbor, Radius, Kernel, and Stratification 
Propensity Score Matching

Zone B (Untitled) vs. Canaan (Freehold)

Outcome Variable

Matching Method
Nearest 

Neighbor Radius Kernel Stratification

Self-Esteem 0.55***
(0.21)

0.71***
(0.18)

0.68***
(0.16)

0.61***
(0.19)

Satisfaction with House 3.04***
(0.52)

2.58***
(0.25)

2.50***
(0.47)

2.54***
(0.43)

Satisfaction with 
Neighborhood

2.43***
(0.52)

2.31***
(0.26)

2.28***
(0.29)

2.32***
(0.36)

Satisfaction with Life in 
General

1.13***
(0.29)

0.87***
(0.24)

0.73***
(0.25)

0.69***
(0.28)

Likelihood of Moving −2.84***
(0.45)

−2.69***
(0.33)

−2.71***
(0.36)

−2.77***
(0.43)

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.
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that I can call my own. I did something to get this. I will not leave my children 
without a house. When I go to my children, they will be able to have the 
house, it will be comforting.” Odhiambo shows that the house builds self-
esteem and allows him to pass it on to his children. Not only does he pass on 
the dwelling, he begins a legacy of homeownership. Some interviewees spoke 
of talking to their children about moving to another slum to finish up paying 
for the house, while others encouraged the children to work hard so they 
could finish paying for the house; ultimately, it is theirs.

Property rights are associated with satisfaction with house and neighbor-
hood. People with more bundles of property rights were less likely to move, 
implying that they have a stronger sense of belonging. They were also more 
satisfied with life in general compared to those with a smaller bundle of rights.

5.3. Conclusion

Ownership rights are associated with stronger tenure security, higher income 
and household wealth, better psychological health, lower fertility, higher self-

Table 5.11. Average Treatment Effect on the Treated (ATT) for Self-
Esteem, Satisfaction with House and Neighborhood, and Sense of 
Belonging Using Nearest Neighbor, Radius, Kernel, and Stratification 
Propensity Score Matching

Langata (Usufruct) vs. Canaan (Freehold)

Outcome Variable

Matching Method
Nearest 

Neighbor Radius Kernel Stratification

Self-Esteem 0.66***
(0.22)

0.59***
(0.15)

0.60 ***
(0.17)

0.54***
(0.14)

Satisfaction with House 1.09***
(0.29)

1.13***
(0.20)

1.14***
(0.19)

1.09***
(0.18)

Satisfaction with 
Neighborhood

1.29***
(0.31)

1.43***
(0.20)

1.43***
(0.20)

1.33***
(0.20)

Satisfaction with Life in 
General

0.54***
(0.23)

0.58***
(0.18)

0.63***
(0.19)

0.62***
(0.19)

Likelihood of Moving −1.24***
(0.36)

−1.45***
(0.28)

−1.43
(0.23)

−1.32***
(0.28)

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.
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esteem and satisfaction with the house and neighborhood, and a stronger 
sense of belonging. Ownership rights are also associated with social produc-
tion and intergenerational transfer of homeownership culture through the 
family. Owners work hard to pass down to their children both their houses 
and their beliefs about the value of a house. Freehold ownership rights are not 
associated with the theoretically consistent mechanisms for capital accumula-
tion, such as access to credit, higher labor-market participation, and income-
generating activities, which suggests that there are unobserved mechanisms 
through which income and durable goods are accumulated. Qualitative inter-
views suggest that rent-seeking behavior and corruption are at play.

The present chapter concludes that ownership rights are bundles of rights 
to idle capital, as demonstrated by a lack of evidence for their economic utility. 
However, clear benefits such as tenure security may reduce worry about evic-
tion, thereby improving psychological health, self-esteem, sense of belong-
ing, and home and neighborhood satisfaction. When we extend our research 
beyond a focus on economic utility, we see such benefits. Further, we see 
that untitled households score higher than freeholders in income-generating 
activities, if we extend beyond a focus on ownership tenure.

Although the case revealed that beneficiaries had higher income than 
those in Langata, there was no evidence for the theorized mechanisms 
through which these differences can arise. This implies that an unobserved 
factor was responsible for the income differences. The most likely factor is the 
selection of higher-income households through both the process of eviction 
among poorer households, and the apparent corruption and fraud involv-
ing the SEC, employees of the Ministry of Land and Housing, and structure 
owners’ efforts to benefit from KENSUP. While the project aimed to provide 
housing for the poor, the poorest did not benefit. Even more concerning, the 
project did not pay attention to how orphans, widows, and older people could 
be included as beneficiaries when they could not afford to raise the amount 
required for selection.

Considering that there was no evidence for the theorized mechanisms, 
ownership of mortgage housing for the income-poor as a capital resource 
is structured idle capital. Beneficiaries are not using their property rights to 
access credit, because the state is holding title deeds, supporting Albertus’s 
(2020) property rights gap theory. Nor are beneficiaries using their own-
ership rights to increase labor-market participation. Indeed, their income-
generating activities are not significantly different from those who only have 
occupancy rights. Perhaps beneficiaries will utilize their ownership rights to 
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obtain credit when they possess the deed, when property values increase to 
levels competitive with middle-class housing, or when employment opportu-
nities are more widely available. But so long as these constraints are in place, 
real property in the hands of the poor represents idle capital, and real prop-
erty rights delivered to beneficiaries on the Soweto East Village Pilot project 
and KENSUP will remain idle capital.
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Chapter 6

The Homeowner Ideology and Freehold 
through Subsidized Housing in Cape Town

Let us revisit Mpho, the person from Khayelitsha, who received a government 
housing subsidy with freehold tenure from the post-apartheid government. 
After living in a shack in Site C of Khayelitsha for three decades, Mpho is now 
a happy and respectable “madam” who owns and runs her house. While she 
cannot borrow against her house, she is much healthier physically. Not only 
does she feel that she has respectability, decency, and dignity—especially after 
decades of dehumanizing experiences under apartheid—her self-esteem has 
improved, she is proud of her house and neighborhood, and she feels satis-
faction with her life. But there are also unexpected developments—her teen-
age daughter got pregnant in the new house. Mpho’s story is typical among 
housing subsidy beneficiaries in Khayelitsha. Her story and those of others 
like her challenge the economic focus on the benefits of real property rights, 
by elevating non-economic dimensions of human welfare as well as counter-
intuitive consequences.

This chapter demonstrates that persistent ideological claims about the 
economic utility of freehold property rights obscure social reality. Freehold 
property rights delivered through housing subsidy programs represent a bun-
dle of rights to idle capital among the poor in Khayelitsha. Even so, infor-
mality and weaker forms of tenure have utility. Furthermore, the sole focus 
on freehold economic utility obscures evidence of positive effects on health 
and other indicators of human welfare, such as self-esteem. Counterintuitive 
effects such as teenage pregnancy are also part of this social reality. The first 
part of the present chapter discusses the quantitative methods employed in 
this case. The second part offers evidence on the futility and utility of own-
ership tenure.
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6.1. Measuring the Effects of Freehold Tenure  
in Khayelitsha, Cape Town

The case of Khayelitsha presented an ideal research opportunity to investi-
gate the effects of real property rights on beneficiaries relative to squatters 
with temporary protection against eviction. The close adjacency of housing 
beneficiaries and nonbeneficiaries offers an the opportunity for a treatment 
and comparison group. Those who remained in shacks in Site C, Site B, Town 
One, and Town Two were in the comparison group, while those who had 
moved to serviced sites in Site B, Makhaza, and Kuyasa, and later into state-
built houses, were the treatment group. Further, subsidy allocation was com-
pleted in phases, meaning that Khayelitsha beneficiaries and nonbeneficiaries 
coexisted, making comparison possible. Nonbeneficiaries who remain on the 
waiting list on both serviced and unserviced sites offer a useful comparison. 
Despite the problems in subsidy allocation described in chapter 4, the case 
of Khayelitsha provides an opportunity to investigate the effects of freehold 
relative to administrative recognition of occupancy.

6.1.1. Data
Data from the ongoing Cape Area Panel Study (CAPS) were analyzed to 
examine effects of real property. CAPS follows the lives of a large representa-
tive sample of young adults living in metropolitan Cape Town as they undergo 
multiple transitions from adolescence to adulthood. CAPS also administers 
household-level questionnaires, including a survey for household heads. The 
first wave commenced in 2002. There have been four subsequent waves, with 
the latest wave at the writing of this book being wave 5, carried out in 2009. 
CAPS covers a range of topics, including schooling, entry into the labor mar-
ket, housing, neighborhood, sexual and reproductive health, and family rela-
tions. The panel asks questions about whether the household head or anyone 
in the household received a government housing subsidy to acquire land or 
build the house. The panel consisted of approximately 4,750 randomly selected 
individuals between ages 14 and 22 in 2002 and between ages 22 and 35 in 2009. 
Households were sampled using probability proportional to size, and strati-
fied according to population group. First, 440 clusters roughly correspond-
ing to the 1996 census enumerator areas were selected. Then households were 
selected from each cluster. From each household, up to three young adults 
were selected. Since CAPS covers all of Cape Town, a subsample consisting of 
only respondents from Site C, Khayelitsha, in 2002 was selected.
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Analysis was restricted to respondents who reported no housing subsidy 
in wave 1 (2002) of CAPS, but reported one in wave 3 (2005). The total sample 
size in 2002 was 330. By 2005, 111 had obtained subsidies (treatment) and 219 
had not (control). The effects were examined four years later in 2009 using 
wave 5 data. Only those who reported that they had a housing subsidy and 
lived in their houses in both 2005 and 2009 were considered part of the treat-
ment group. Similarly, only those who reported living in a shack in both 2005 
and 2009 with no housing subsidy were part of the control group. The same 
individuals were tracked, since CAPS follows individuals even when they 
move. Table 6.1 describes the variables used in the analysis.

Table 6.1. Variable Descriptions
Variable Response Categories Description

Labor Participation Group average “How many hours do you work on your 
current job per day?”

Per Capita Income Group average Log of household income per capita from 
imputed per capita income variable

Household Durables Average scale “Does anyone in your household 
own . . . ?” (e.g., radio, television, 
microwave, refrigerator, car, etc.)

Physical Health Ordinal scale “How good is your health?” 0 = poor, 
1 = fair, 2 = good, 3 = very good, 4 = 
excellent

Teenage Pregnancy Dummy “Have you ever been pregnant?” 1 = 
pregnant, 0 = otherwise, restricted to 
females below age 18

School Dropouts Dummy Average number of respondents who 
had not completed matriculation and 
were above 18 years. 1 = dropout, 0 = 
otherwise

Neighborhood Stability Dummy “Did your household move in the past 
five years?” (Wave 1) / Have you moved 
since the last interview? (Waves 4 and 
5) 1 = Moved in last 4/5 years, 0 = 
otherwise

Membership in 
Associations

Composite scale “Are you a member of . . . ?” (e.g., youth 
group, political party, church . . .)
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6.1.2. Analytical Strategy
In the estimation strategy, difference-in-differences (DID) was used to esti-
mate the effect of a housing subsidy for the outcome variables. The models 
are of the form

Yit = �β0 + β1(treatment period)it + β2(RDP homeowner)1  
+ β3(treatment × RDP homeowner)it + βkiXki + ei

where Yit is any of the outcome variables for observation i at time t, treatment 
period is a dummy variable with the value of 1 for the post-treatment period 
and 0 for the pretreatment period, RDP homeowner is a dummy taking the 
value 1 if the individual is in the treatment group (owns a Reconstruction and 
Development Programme home) and 0 if they are in the control group, and 
the coefficient of the interaction between treatment period and RDP home-
owner, β3, is the OLS DID estimator or the logistic regression odds ratio. The 
vector Xki specifies the pretreatment covariates or controls.

Difference-in-differences coefficients are estimated for labor market par-
ticipation, per capita income, assets, physical health, and membership in 
associations using OLS regressions. The DID is estimated using odds ratios 
for teenage pregnancies, stability, and the proportion of dropouts using logis-
tic regressions.

6.2. (F)Utility of Freehold in Khayelitsha

6.2.1. Credit
Subsidy beneficiaries are found to rarely use their property titles for credit 
purposes in Khayelitsha. Where they are used, they are alone insufficient to 
obtain credit and are used alongside other requirements, such as evidence 
of regular income. Evidence from qualitative interviews is overwhelmingly 
convincing that the poor do not use their subsidized houses as collateral to 
get a loan more than do nonbeneficiaries who live in shacks. This is despite 
some expressing the need for money to complete or extend their houses. 
There were three main reasons. First, they were not aware they could use their 
house to get a loan. Second, those who were aware feared defaulting on credit 
repayments and losing their home. Third, whether aware or not, employed 
household heads felt that they did not need a loan. However, Zoleka was a 
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unique case of a state subsidy beneficiary who managed to obtain loans with 
her friends. Her story is juxtaposed with that of Sibongile, a nonbeneficiary 
living in slum conditions in an undeveloped part of Khayelitsha. Zoleka and 
her friends obtained several loans from the Kuyasa Fund to extend their 
houses, though the property title was not the only requirement. She was also 
required to provide pay slips. In previous loans, Zoleka used her own pay 
slips. Since retirement, she used pay slips from her daughter, who was in a 
police reserve in the South African Police Service. She noted that Kuyasa did 
not use evidence from her pension:

Kuyasa cannot lend you money if you don’t have a house.  .  .  . I borrowed 
money . . . and they need your house title deed. But now Kuyasa don’t lend 
people who gets pension grant. . . . Kuyasa do not want people who live in a 
shack, but people with brick houses. [W]e used to get it without title deeds. 
I only realize that when I went to get a loan for my daughter.  .  .  . I had to 
bring my title deed. . . . All of us in this neighborhood are getting loans from 
Kuyasa, and we pay well. . . . I was going to put ceiling and geyser [hot water 
heater] . . . but I haven’t bought the geyser yet because of my poor health. I 
think I’m tired from working. . . . I was working, when I started borrowing 
from Kuyasa, I was working. . . . Kuyasa is the one that built for me. I extended 
this side of my house with the money from Kuyasa. . . . All of us here . . . the 
only thing now is that Kuyasa do not accept pensioners; you need to have a 
child who is working to go and stand for you—that’s why the geyser failed. 
Because you cannot rely on the youth, as they work now and stop tomorrow. 
The only child I relied on was the one who is a police reservist.

The Kuyasa Fund is a South African nonprofit microfinance institution 
that provides microcredit for housing to the marginalized, those in infor-
mal employment, women, and pensioners (Mills 2007, 458). The fund was 
set up to address the failure of formal microfinance to reach low-income cli-
ents, particularly those who were beneficiaries of housing subsidies (Kuyasa 
Fund 2022). Banks see low-income clients as a credit risk. According to their 
website, by 2021, the Kuyasa Fund had provided loans worth R25 million 
(US$1.76 million), worth up to R10,000 (US$700) each to people earning 
less than R3,500 (US$245) per month. They served over 5,000 clients. The 
fund leverages household savings as collateral, but not the house. The Kuyasa 
Fund expected that clients would use the loans for renewable energy products 
such as solar water heaters, stoves, and lamps, along with general renovations 



2RPP

	 The Homeowner Ideology and Freehold through Subsidized Housing	 •	 125

such as tiling, tubing, electrification, plastering, painting, fencing, flooring, 
and structural extensions. The criteria for awarding loans were that clients 
needed to have a South African ID, a pay slip, or proof of income if informally 
employed or remittance dependent, and a title deed, proof of savings, and a 
bank account.

By comparison, Sibongile is not a housing beneficiary and could not use 
his shack to get a loan. However, he was able use his relatively stable job to 
access a loan to start a small business and fix his shack. Sibongile arrived in 
the (unserviced) QQ section of Site B in 1996 from the Eastern Cape. He first 
lived with his mother, who had come earlier, in 1992. He moved because he 
wanted to become independent. Since he was getting married, he decided to 
buy a better shack than the one he had built for himself. There is a thriving 
market for shacks in Khayelitsha, where buyers can view and pick a shack like 
any home furniture. Using all his money on the shack, Sibongile acquired a 
small business loan of R3,000 from the First National Bank (FNB). He used 
part of the loan for burglar bars and other house needs. Sibongile describes 
his need for a loan after upgrading his shack:

I got it [a loan] from FNB after I bought this house. I bought it because . . . I 
wanted to buy a fridge, but I didn’t have the money, I spent all my money on 
buying this house. . . . I bought it for R3,800 [US$260], but other things were 
not here . . . things like these fridges and all that, burglar gates were not there. 
I borrowed a loan of R3,000 [US$210] at FNB. . . . I pay it every month; my 
monthly instalment is R417 [US$30].

Together, these stories demonstrate that for the few who access loans, the 
property title is either unnecessary or insufficient to obtain a loan. In general, 
there is no difference in access to loans between the poor who live in shacks 
with temporary protection against eviction and those who live in subsidized 
housing with freehold rights. A steady-paying job or other flow of income 
was the most important criterion. As with those who lived in shacks, even 
when some expressed interest, they did not meet the criteria of South African 
banks, and only met two of the criteria for the Kuyasa Fund, which required 
a South African ID, a stable job, and a title deed.

In the broader scheme, the evidence from the research in Khayelitsha 
confirms that titling may not be associated with access to credit. Other stud-
ies (mainly qualitative) in South Africa that researched a similar question 
found similar results (see Boudreaux 2006; Kingwill et al. 2006; Lemanski 



2RPP

Ta
bl

e 
6.

2.
 E

ffe
ct

s o
f a

 H
ou

si
ng

 S
ub

si
dy

 o
n 

La
bo

r P
ar

tic
ip

at
io

n,
 H

ou
se

ho
ld

 p
er

 C
ap

ita
 In

co
m

e,
 H

ou
se

ho
ld

 D
ur

ab
le

s, 
Ph

ys
ic

al
 

H
ea

lth
, a

nd
 M

em
be

rs
hi

p 
in

 V
ol

un
ta

ry
 A

ss
oc

ia
tio

ns
: D

iff
er

en
ce

-I
n-

D
iff

er
en

ce
s E

st
im

at
io

n 
(M

ul
tiv

ar
ia

te
 O

LS
 R

eg
re

ss
io

n)

(1
)

H
ou

rs
 W

or
ke

d 
pe

r D
ay

(2
)

Pe
r C

ap
ita

 H
ou

se
ho

ld
 

In
co

m
e 

(lo
g)

(3
)

N
um

be
r o

f H
ou

se
ho

ld
 

D
ur

ab
le

s O
w

ne
d

(4
)

H
ea

lth
 S

el
f-

Re
po

rt

(5
)

M
em

be
rs

hi
p 

in
 V

ol
un

ta
ry

 
A

ss
oc

ia
tio

ns

 
Pr

e-
 

tr
ea

tm
en

t
Po

st
-

tr
ea

tm
en

t
Pr

e-
 

tr
ea

tm
en

t
Po

st
-

tr
ea

tm
en

t
Pr

e-
 

tr
ea

tm
en

t
Po

st
-

tr
ea

tm
en

t
Pr

e-
 

tr
ea

tm
en

t
Po

st
-

tr
ea

tm
en

t
Pr

e-
 

tr
ea

tm
en

t
Po

st
-

tr
ea

tm
en

t
RD

P 
H

om
eo

w
ne

rs
3.

24
(1

.8
5)

0.
62

(1
.8

6)
6.

0
(0

.4
1)

6.
6

(0
.4

1)
0.

21
(0

.0
8)

0.
35

(0
.0

8)
2.

99
(0

.5
2)

3.
04

(0
.5

2)
0.

09
(0

.1
0)

−0
.0

2
(0

.1
0)

Sh
ac

k 
D

w
el

le
rs

3.
16

0.
06

6.
2

6.
64

0.
16

0.
32

3.
35

2.
89

0.
12

0.
04

(1
.8

4)
(1

.8
3)

(0
.4

0)
(0

.4
0)

(0
.0

8)
(0

.0
8)

(0
.5

1)
(0

.5
1)

(0
.0

9)
(0

.0
9)

D
iff

er
en

ce
0.

08
0.

68
0.

22
*

0.
05

0.
06

**
0.

03
0.

35
**

0.
14

−0
.0

3
−0

.0
6*

*
(0

.4
9)

(0
.5

0)
(0

.1
1)

(0
.1

2)
(0

.0
2)

(0
.0

2)
(0

.1
4)

(0
.1

4)
(0

.0
2)

(0
.0

3)
D

iff
er

en
ce

-in
-

D
iff

er
en

ce
s

0.
60

(0
.7

0)
0.

16
(0

.1
6)

−0
.0

2
(0

.0
3)

0.
50

**
(0

.2
0)

−0
.0

3
(0

.0
4)

A
dj

us
te

d 
R2

0.
21

0.
24

0.
28

0.
04

0.
12

O
bs

er
va

tio
ns

46
4

41
7

43
7

43
6

44
0

N
ot

e: 
* p

 <
 0

.1
0,

 **
 p

 <
 0

.0
5;

 **
* p

 <
 0

.0
1.

 S
ta

nd
ar

d 
er

ro
rs

 ar
e i

n 
pa

re
nt

he
se

s. 
O

nl
y 

de
m

og
ra

ph
ic

 an
d 

sig
ni

fic
an

t v
ar

ia
bl

es
 ar

e c
on

tr
ol

le
d 

fo
r i

n 
ea

ch
 m

od
el

. R
eg

re
ss

io
n 

of
 h

ou
rs

 co
nt

ro
ls 

fo
r s

ex
, m

ar
ita

l 
st

at
us

, c
hi

ld
re

n,
 e

du
ca

tio
n,

 h
ou

se
ho

ld
 si

ze
, a

nd
 p

hy
sic

al
 h

ea
lth

. R
eg

re
ss

io
n 

of
 p

er
 ca

pi
ta

 in
co

m
e c

on
tr

ol
s f

or
 a

ge
, s

ex
, m

ar
ita

l s
ta

tu
s, 

ch
ild

re
n,

 e
du

ca
tio

n,
 h

ou
rs

 o
f l

ab
or

, a
nd

 h
ou

se
ho

ld
 si

ze
. R

eg
re

ss
io

n 
of

 h
ou

se
ho

ld
 d

ur
ab

le
s c

on
tr

ol
s f

or
 a

ge
, s

ex
, m

ar
ita

l s
ta

tu
s, 

ch
ild

re
n,

 e
du

ca
tio

n,
 e

m
pl

oy
m

en
t s

ta
tu

s, 
an

d 
ho

us
eh

ol
d 

siz
e. 

Re
gr

es
sio

n 
of

 p
hy

sic
al

 h
ea

lth
 c

on
tr

ol
s f

or
 a

ge
, s

ex
, m

ar
ita

l s
ta

tu
s, 

ed
uc

at
io

n,
 

ho
ur

s o
f l

ab
or

, h
ou

se
ho

ld
 si

ze
, w

at
er

, a
nd

 to
ile

t. 
Re

gr
es

sio
n 

of
 m

em
be

rs
hi

p 
in

 a
ss

oc
ia

tio
ns

 co
nt

ro
ls 

fo
r a

ge
, h

ou
se

ho
ld

 si
ze

, e
du

ca
tio

n,
 ci

vi
c d

ut
ie

s, 
an

d 
po

lit
ic

al
 aw

ar
en

es
s. 

N
um

be
r o

f o
bs

er
va

tio
ns

 is
 a

 
co

m
bi

ne
d 

to
ta

l o
f t

he
 b

as
el

in
e 

an
d 

en
dl

in
e 

ob
se

rv
at

io
ns

.



2RPP

	 The Homeowner Ideology and Freehold through Subsidized Housing	 •	 127

2011; Tomlinson 2007, 53–65). These works found that low-income home-
owners were reluctant to use RDP houses as collateral for credit and that 
banks cannot lend to the poor because the poor cannot sustain repayments. 
Further, Kingwill et al. (2006, 53–65) drew on several case studies to conclude 
that real property rights do not increase lending to the poor.

6.2.2. Labor Market Participation
The study’s evidence does not support the view that freehold titling increases 
labor-market participation among the poor by freeing up tied labor. Rather, 
housing subsidy beneficiaries in Khayelitsha experienced no change in the 
number of hours they worked prior to and after housing subsidies. The statis-
tical analysis presented in table 6.2 shows that the marginal effect implied by 
the estimated coefficient on the interaction term between RDP homeowner 
and treatment period is −0.84 hours. This coefficient corresponds to a reduc-
tion in number of hours of labor resulting from freehold title. However, the 
estimate is not statistically significant. By interpretation, there is no evidence 
that a government housing subsidy with the full bundle of real property rights 
increases labor-market participation.

Table 6.3. Effects of the Housing Subsidy on Teenage Pregnancy, 
Proportion of School Dropouts, and Neighborhood Stability: Difference-
in-Differences Estimation (Multivariate Logistic Regression)

 

(1)
Proportion of  

Teenage Pregnancies

(2)
Proportion of  

School Dropouts
(3)

Stability

Treatment Period 25.79*** 0.53 4.01***
(30.53) (0.23) (2.05)

RDP Homeowner 49.25*** 1.51 2.05
(65.85) (0.94) (1.16)

Treatment Period * RDP 
Homeowner

0.02*** 0.77 1.42

(0.03) (0.55) (1.75)
Pseudo R2 0.19 0.08 0.18
Observations 116 273 409

Note: * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01. Standard errors in parentheses. Only demographic and theoretically 
important variables are controlled for. Regression of teenage pregnancies controls include age, marital status, ed-
ucation, and per capita income. Regression of school dropouts controls include age, sex, marital status, children, 
household size, per capita income, and mother’s education. Controls for stability include age, sex, marital status, 
children, household size, education, per capita income, hours of labor, and memberships. Number of observa-
tions is a combined total of the baseline and endline observations.
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Likewise, qualitative evidence is consistent with the statistical analysis. 
Beneficiaries who were employed often had part-time menial jobs. Others 
eked out livelihoods in business. Some sold illicit alcohol from their homes, 
while a few worked full time. There was no difference between freeholders 
and those living in shacks. Those who worked were employed as taxi (local 
commercial minibus/minivan) drivers, domestic workers, and casual work-
ers in heavy industries or in the services sector, especially in supermarkets 
and restaurants. The unemployed were mainly youth who had completed 
high school or dropped out. The families of those who had completed high 
school could not afford to send them for tertiary education. Unemployed 
youth spent time chatting in groups while sitting in the sun along the streets. 
Those who were elderly were either living as pensioners or surviving on old-
age grants. Mothers were surviving on child-support grants.

Based on the many in-depth one-on-one interviews, Bakhulu’s and Zan-
ele’s stories are quite representative of experiences with employment after 
obtaining freehold ownership. A 62-year-old mother and grandmother, 
Bakhulu came to a serviced site, Site B, in around 1994. Before that, she lived 
in a shack covered with railway tents in Site C. She only remembers that 
she got the housing subsidy after 2000. Bakhulu describes her work life and 
mode of survival:

It’s only me who was working until I was 62 years old, but now I am not work-
ing. I only started to get my pension from two years ago when I turned sixty 
years old. People are not working especially in this area. If you look going 
down the street, people are not working; and if you move to the other streets, 
you will find people sitting in the sun. There are no jobs. If they are going to 
look for a job, they just leave their CVs [curriculum vitaes] and are promised 
to be called, but they will wait until the end of the year. These promises are 
from all over[,] we have been to submit our CVs in parliament, but it’s almost 
three years now we have been waiting for the responses.

Bakhulu reports high unemployment and scarce employment opportunities. 
When one loses a job, one is lucky to qualify for a grant. She qualified for the 
older person’s grant two years before she stopped working. Depending on 
one’s circumstances, the South African government put a maximum ceiling 
of R1,600 (US$95) per month for the older person’s grant, which Bakhulu 
calls an old-age pension because that was what it was formerly called. One 
qualifies for it at age 60, with income less than R44,880 ($3,200) per annum 
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and ownership of assets worth less than R752, 400 ($53,000) if not married 
and less than R1,504, 800 ($106,000) for a married couple.

Many depend on social services while they are unemployed against their 
will; they wish to work. For example, Zanele lost her job and now survives on 
a child-support grant. Her eldest son lost his job and decided to leave Cape 
Town in frustration. As she notes:

It’s difficult since I lost my job, so now I’m surviving with the money for social 
services because my children are getting child grants. It’s only Vuyolwethu 
who was working, but after he lost his job, he decided to go back to Eastern 
Cape to his uncle.

Both Zanele and her eldest son found it difficult to support themselves after 
losing their jobs. Their jobs were short term, unstable, and an unsteady source 
of income. A lack of stability can be a source of frustration. Zanele was fortu-
nate to have children under 18 when she lost her job, as she later lived on child 
support grants from the government.

6.2.3. Income-Generating Activities
Freehold rights in Khayelitsha are an unnecessary and insufficient condi-
tion for the poor to engage in income-generating activities. Although some 
beneficiaries participate in income-generating activities, many do not due to 
challenges of accessing capital. Zoleka, Sefiso, and Nkhosi used to operate 
shebeens—illegal taverns that sell illicit alcohol. Zoleka switched to selling 
vegetables and meat, which she was doing at the time of the interview. Sefiso 
gave up on her business because the shebeen took away the dignity of her 
house, and she felt that it was not right for her as a devout Christian. Nkhosi, 
who had come to Site C in 1994 and now lives with her children in Kuyasa, 
used to run a spaza grocery store and shebeen while living in the shack. Once 
she moved into the RDP house, she did not have enough space to run the 
business. Another former business owner, Mamela obtained her house in 
2001 and lived with her husband and children in Site B. She ran business 
selling potato chips from their new home, until they took a trip to the Eastern 
Cape. She did not resume the business on return.

Since there is no evidence that subsidy beneficiaries started doing business 
after they obtained their housing, real property rights matter less than finan-
cial capital for small-business activities. Those who did business in the new 
houses also ran them in their old shacks; those who did not run businesses 
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in the new houses also did not run them in their shacks. None attributed 
starting business activities to moving into new housing or to having their title 
deeds. Zoleka even suggests that her business did better when she lived in the 
shacks of Site C than in Site B where her house was built. As she notes:

I conducted many businesses. I was selling alcohol, and the business was 
going very smooth before the law became very strict about licences . . . it was 
going very well, but when this thing of licenses came, I stopped, as having a 
license you need to have a lot of money; but I was also selling vegetables and 
everything. I stopped selling alcohol completely; I’m now selling vegetables 
and meat . . . it’s not going well because now a lot of people are selling in this 
area; but at first, I was the only one selling here. I was selling the same things 
[in the shacks] I’m selling now. I started there and my people followed me, 
and it was going very well before coming here. My business was going very 
well before I came here; that’s why I say life in the shacks was much better 
than here. . .  . People who do business were not as many by then, and now 
almost everybody is doing business. For instance, I think most of us in this 
street are selling [the same] thing, and that is not business. Now I am starting 
to sell clothes. I’m going to see how it goes . . . I just started.

It was a similar story in the shacks. For instance, Thabo moved to the SST 
section of Site C in 1993 and still lives there with his wife and three children. 
He is on the waiting list for a government housing subsidy. He runs a shebeen 
and does tailoring from his shack. Thabo reflects on his work history:

Yes, I am running a business of selling alcohol.  .  .  . I have got five years 
now.  .  .  . I was working in Bellville in 1993, and I have not found any job 
since that time. . . . [Business] is doing well, but I need the money to make it 
stronger. . . . I have tried at First National Bank, but I failed because they want 
me to have security, so that they can give me the money. Unfortunately, I do 
not have even a cent in my account. I have one [other business] doing some 
sewing in the shack when I am not busy. . . . The problem that I am facing is 
that people don’t pay when you have done something for them.

In general, it did not matter whether interviewees lived in brick houses 
or shacks for them to start a business when they had the capital. As seen in 
interviews with Zoleka and Thabo, those living in shacks and those living 
in subsidized houses run similar businesses. Interviewees had tried several 
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businesses while living in shacks and RDP houses. Ownership rights were 
not the problem for establishing a business in these neighborhoods. A source 
of starting capital was the problem, as exemplified by Thabo’s failure to get a 
loan at the First National Bank.

6.2.4. Investments in Housing
Housing improvements were associated with narratives of success among 
beneficiaries. Success was measured in terms of conspicuous consumption, 
particularly the extent to which beneficiaries extended or improved their 
homes. Houses with extensions or significant improvements were deemed 
“high status.” An unintended consequence of the subsidy was that the “high 
status” of some individuals affected relationships by generating gossip and 
jealousy. Following long periods living in relative parity with neighbors, the 
slightest visible differences caused animosity, envy, jealousy, and gossip. The 
theme of jealousy, gossip, and envy is revisited in section 6.2.12.

The extension and use of a house and renting out a room to tenants as a 
source of income is a widely recognized way of generating income, which was 
legally available to subsidy beneficiaries. However, none of them rented out 
any of their rooms or houses—not even backyard shacks, which were instead 
occupied by older children or extended family, or in some cases strangers 
who needed a place to stay for a while. When asked whether they thought 
of getting tenants, interviewees answered that there were not enough rooms, 
that they were avoiding fights with tenants, that tenants can bring such things 
as witchcraft into their homes, and that they intended to let out rooms in the 
future.

6.2.5. Household Income
There was no evidence of increases in household income among subsidy 
beneficiaries. In table 6.2, the difference-in-differences estimate shows an 
increase of 10 percent in household per capita income attributed to the hous-
ing subsidy. However, this was not statistically significant, showing there was 
no real difference in household income between subsidy beneficiaries and 
households living in shacks. The evidence from the statistical analysis com-
plements the qualitative findings presented thus far.

6.2.6. Wealth in the Form of Durable Goods
Data showed that a housing subsidy had no effect on the number of house-
hold durable goods. Table 6.2 shows that the estimated treatment effect is 
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−0.25, implying a reduction in the number of household items, but this effect 
is not statistically significant. For sure, there were households that bought 
more durable goods following their move into the new houses, but the rate 
was not discernibly different from that of those who lived in shacks.

Counter to the idea that increased investments were the process through 
which households accumulate durable goods, subsidy beneficiaries accumu-
lated household goods because of the protection provided by the dwelling. 
Although some subsidy beneficiaries bought household durables when they 
were still living in shacks, many avoided doing so due to risks of fire, theft, 
wind, and rain. Second, interviewees felt that living in a brick house comes 
with the norm of furnishing one’s house. One is compelled to furnish a brick 
house, whereas one need not furnish a shack due to its temporary nature and 
the risks associated with a shack. By contrast, beneficiaries felt social pressure 
to buy a lounge suite, curtains, television sets, and other electronic goods. 
Mpepeto expressed it this way:

A brick house [is expensive] because you are supposed to decorate it by buy-
ing furniture and other things. The shack is not that expensive because there 
is nothing much needed. For example, now, look at this floor. It needs tiles 
and if you look at the shack, there is no need for tiles. If you put a carpet, it’s 
fine.

In noting, “you are supposed to decorate,” Mpepeto expressed a conviction 
that it is a social norm that one must furnish a brick house. This emphasis on 
furnishing resonates with what Meintjes (2000) found in her comparison of 
Soweto and Lusaka.

In sum, beneficiaries of the housing subsidy were able to increase the 
number of household durables in their houses, but not significantly more 
than those in shacks. Better protection and social norms compelled bene-
ficiaries to purchase these goods. Our finding corroborates that of Mentjies 
(2000), who found that residents in Soweto Township in Johannesburg felt 
compelled to furnish their houses.

6.2.7. Physical Health
Housing subsidies improved the general physical health of beneficiaries, but 
this seems more to do with the improved housing conditions than with real 
property rights. In table 6.2, the marginal effect of a housing subsidy on self-
reported physical health is positive and statistically significant. The difference-
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in-differences estimator (β = 0.47) represents the estimated improvement in 
health attributed to being a beneficiary of a government housing subsidy. This 
coefficient means that a government housing subsidy increases physical health 
by 0.5 on a scale of 0 to 4, with 0 being poor and 4 being excellent. In other 
words, there is a 10 percent increase in self-reported health following titling. 
The difference-in-differences estimators for physical health remained signifi-
cant when demographic and other explanatory factors were controlled for.

Intuitively, we should expect that moving shack-dwellers to houses under 
the housing subsidy would improve self-reported health. The mechanism is 
that the improved housing with standard walls, floors, and roofs, and access to 
piped water and flushed toilets, translates to better health. Shacks in Khayelit-
sha and other townships are susceptible to fire, flooding, and dust, which are 
common sources of respiratory and waterborne diseases.

6.2.8. Psychological Well-Being
There was no indication that the housing subsidy affected psychological well-
being in Khayelitsha. Psychological well-being was moderately high among 
subsidy beneficiaries, with reports on average that they experienced psy-
chological stresses “some of the time” to “a little of the time.” However, the 
evidence is not conclusive, because the existing data fail to satisfy essential 
assumptions. The analysis nevertheless may indicate a positive direction in 
the relationship, especially in Nairobi, where the result suggested that subsidy 
beneficiaries did have improved psychological well-being.

6.2.9. Education
Housing subsidies improve human capital by enabling better learning envi-
ronments for children. Having title and a home reorients households away 
from solely meeting housing needs and toward investing more in human cap-
ital (Moser and Felton 2007). In Khayelitsha, households reported extraor-
dinarily positive changes that came from living in a higher-quality housing 
environment.

First, children needed less preparation time in the morning. A change in 
housing quality and environment made preparing for school easier. In the 
shacks, mothers would go early to draw water for the children. Those living 
on serviced sites shared with three other families, which sometimes meant 
waiting. Living in a house with their own bathroom allowed for both faster 
preparation and cleaner and healthier children. As Mpho shared:
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A person can wash and be clean, but you are different when you are clean but 
living in a shack [laughter]. There are lots of things here, a child would put 
his cereal in a microwave, and everything is easy. You take his clothes and 
put them in a washing machine—how do you like that? They would have 
improved a lot. I wish I had a child who was studying living in a shack and 
who is here with me now, so I can compare his life. I sometimes look at my 
grandchildren and laugh, thinking the way they would be if they were living 
in a shack. They are beautiful and healthy now.

Second, they experienced increases in school attendance due to reduced 
safety concerns. Noluthando felt that her child was able to go to school more 
often because he felt safer in the neighborhood of brick houses than in the 
shacks. Shacks were in close proximity, and there were a lot of unsafe areas. 
Noluthando felt that a lack of safety contributed to her son’s poor school 
performance.

Third, electricity allowed more time for homework and study. Interview-
ees also felt the brick houses were quieter, which created a better studying 
environment. As Mahala notes,

It’s hard in the shack because the time you are studying its cold and some-
times it’s raining, and the drops of water fall into the books; and if it’s cold, 
you can’t concentrate. But in a house, it’s not cold, and there is no water com-
ing through; you are safe.

Shack dwellers used candles to provide light for study; thus, evening study 
time was limited to how long it took a candle to burn out. As Lindiwe reflects,

It [school performance] has improved a lot because when we lived in a shack, 
there was not even electricity. If they want to study at night, we would light 
a candle; and if they want to study the whole night, I would shout at them 
saying we should save that candle for the next day. . . . Now my children can 
study for the whole night because we have electricity.

Fourth, students experienced improved performance in school because of 
improved sleeping conditions. In Noluthando’s view, her children did better 
in school and slept because of the safety provided by their home. Her point 
of view is supported by science on the benefits of sleep. Not only were shacks 
unsafe, the noise from wind and rain impeded high-quality sleep.
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Freehold ownership is not responsible for better educational outcomes. 
Nevertheless, it has been found elsewhere that titling leads to better school 
performance among children (Galiani and Schargrodsky 2004). Galiani and 
Schargrodsky (2004) attribute this to a reduction in the number of school 
days missed. Further research is needed to determine the role played by real 
property rights in education.

6.2.10. Membership in Formal Associations
Homeowner ideologists claim that freeholders participate in voluntary asso-
ciations because of the stake they have in their homes and community. How-
ever, no effect of a housing subsidy on participation in voluntary associations 
was found in Khayelitsha. Table 6.2 shows that the estimated difference-in-
differences coefficient is −0.30, representing a reduction in memberships, but 
this is not statistically significant. This means there is no difference between 
housing subsidy beneficiaries and nonbeneficiary shack-dwellers. Various 
reasons for this finding emerged among shack dwellers. Many interviewees 
said they lacked access to community organizations, except political orga-
nizations like the South African National Civics Organization (SANCO). 
SANCO seemed to be responsible for organizing street committees. It also 
organized informal arrangements such as savings groups where some neigh-
bors put together money to cope with deprivation. SANCO also organized 
burial societies where residents contributed money for use by the bereaved.

In contrast to owner ideologist claims, beneficiaries do not seem to have 
enough of an economic or other stake in their neighborhood to act on it, 
for two possible reasons. First, they were constantly struggling to meet their 
basic needs, which drained much of their energy. Second, they did not partic-
ipate in the process that brought about their housing and location. During the 
process of beneficiary selection, beneficiaries were not involved in the negoti-
ations. They were represented by committees. Beneficiaries registered on the 
waiting list; when their house was ready, they were given a short induction 
and handed their keys. Even more, they did not expend much beyond the 
R2,479 (US$330) to obtain the houses (Tomlinson 2007). By contrast, Old-
field (2000, 2004) found in her study of the “door-kickers” of Delft, Cape 
Town, that the group of invaders of government-subsidized houses devel-
oped strong bonds after they occupied, fought for, and won their housing in 
the courts. Participation in the process of delivery is therefore an important 
condition for beneficiaries to have a stake in their houses and neighborhood.
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6.2.11. Civic Participation
As table 6.4 shows, there is no relationship of association between freehold 
tenure and participation in civic duties. The coefficient (β = −0.02) is not 
significant in all models including in the final model, when only significant 
variables were included in the equation.

At a basic level, civic participation among subsidy beneficiaries was 
reflected in informal social control around community safety, if at all. In-
depth interviews reveal that residents of subsidized housing used both infor-
mal and formal mechanisms of social control. When in shacks, they could 
only rely on informal mechanisms sanctioned by street committees—a sys-
tem used to counter crime in African townships during apartheid. Street 
committees have persisted in many African townships, informal settlements, 
and new neighborhoods. Street committees were elected from households in 

Table 6.4. OLS Regression of Civic Participation against Housing Subsidy
Independent Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Housing Subsidy −0.03
(0.02)

−0.03
(0.02)

−0.01
(0.03)

−0.02
(0.02)

Age −0.02*
(0.01)

−0.02
(0.01)

Married 0.081
(0.05)

0.08
(0.05)

0.09*
(0.05)

Child 0.05*
(0.03)

0.05*
(0.03)

Male −0.02
(0.03)

−0.03
(0.03)

−0.04*
(0.02)

Working 0.03
(0.02)

0.04
(0.03)

Income −0.01
(0.01)

Education −0.01
(0.01)

Political Awareness 0.08***
(0.02)

0.07***
(0.02)

Constant 0.28***
(0.02)

0.41***
(0.09)

0.35**
(0.15)

0.16***
(0.04)

Adjusted R2 0.00 0.04 0.08 0.07
Observations 220 214 191 202

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
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the area. Up to a hundred households could be covered by the street commit-
tee. The elected committee head was usually an elderly member called the 
street chairman. The committee dealt with day-to-day neighborhood affairs, 
such as complaints and disputes among neighbors, and issued appropriate 
sanctions for crimes. The street committee could sanction corporeal punish-
ment and expel a household following multiple offenses. As Mpepeto recalls, 
“the police were going around the area every day, but they did not find these 
places that are selling drugs. After we found out as community members, we 
called a meeting. We took the decision that it’s our kids, so let us beat them 
on the bums.”

In addition to street committees, RDP neighborhoods worked with the 
police under the rubric of community policing. Often, the police were invited 
to street committee meetings and worked with residents in conducting 
neighborhood patrols. Within informal neighborhoods, the police did not 
work with street committees. This perhaps explains why residents felt safer in 
RDP neighborhoods.

The street committee system functioned effectively in dealing with crime 
in both RDP neighborhoods and shack neighborhoods, though some resi-
dents felt it had grown increasingly ineffective. Few people attended meet-
ings, unless they involved crimes committed within the vicinity of their area. 
In addition, given the poor socioeconomic conditions, street committees are 
unable to address many of the problems, such as unemployment.

6.2.12. Community Cohesion
As table 6.5 shows, no association is found between a housing subsidy and 
community cohesion. In the bivariate model, being a homeowner is not asso-
ciated with higher scores on the community cohesion scale (β = 0.00). The 
model fit is poor, with R2 being less than 2 percent. The evidence therefore 
does not point to a stronger community resulting from freehold tenure.

Owner ideologists claim that freeholders have better neighborly relations 
because they expect to live longer together as neighbors and have a greater 
stake in their communities. To provide a bit more context, residents who 
became neighbors in these new neighborhoods were spread across sections 
when they lived in shacks; they were not neighbors. When they assigned 
houses, authorities mixed people from different backgrounds. Many met for 
the first time as neighbors. This process of housing allocation maimed estab-
lished social networks and brought strangers together as neighbors. How-
ever, since most beneficiaries had previously migrated to Cape Town from 
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the Eastern Cape via village and ethnic social networks, randomly assigned 
neighbors felt disconnected. The difficulty of starting again imposed stresses 
on establishment of new relationships. Interviewees guarded themselves 
against intimate friendships to avoid jealousy and gossip, which were wide-
spread in these neighborhoods. Many interviewees preferred to relate within 
kinship networks rather than with the strangers who had come to be neigh-
bors. They felt that family members were less likely to share information or 
gossip with a third party. Particularly when they obtained financial support 
from kin, they reported more flexibility and concessionary repayment terms.

As scholars researching similar neighborhoods in South Africa have 
pointed out, intimate knowledge among neighbors is an important ideal of 
good neighborliness; however, close relations are undermined by gossip, 
secrecy, and jealousy (Ross 2021, 162–63). Jealousy, gossip, secrecy, and envy 

Table 6.5. Housing Subsidy and Community Cohesion: OLS Outcomes
Independent Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

RDP Homeownership 0.01
(0.04)

−0.01
(0.04)

0.00
(0.04)

0.00
(0.04)

Age −0.00
(0.02)

−0.01
(0.02)

Married 0.01
(0.08)

0.00
(0.08)

Male 0.08*
(0.04)

0.08*
(0.04)

0.08**
(0.04)

Child −0.00
(0.04)

0.01
(0.04)

Working 0.03
(0.04)

0.03
(0.04)

Income 0.01
(0.03)

−0.00
(0.03)

Education 0.01
(0.01)

0.00
(0.01)

Move 0.06
(0.05)

0.06
(0.04)

Constant 0.37***
(0.02)

0.29
(0.26)

0.34
(0.27)

0.32***
(0.03)

Adjusted R2 0.00 0.02 −0.02 0.02
Observations 207 187 188 201

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
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breed conflict and physical violence among members of interdependent 
households, as Ramphele (2002) recounted. Indeed Ross (2021, 162–63), Bray 
et al. (2010, 108), and Ashforth (1998) also discussed how jealousy undermines 
relationships in South African neighborhoods. Ashforth (1998, 507) noted 
that the new post-apartheid opportunities in Soweto generated inequalities 
among Africans who in previous generations had been compelled to live in 
conditions of relative socioeconomic parity. Emerging disparities in the post-
apartheid township expanded the prospects for jealousy, envy, and gossip, 
though the privacy of home offered some assured level of protection.

6.2.13. Status Attainment, Decency, and Respectability
Having a house under freehold tenure is a symbol of status and respectabil-
ity. Respectability, decency, and dignity are recurring themes in the urban 
ethnographic literature on new housing in South Africa (Ross 2005a, 2005b, 
2021) and elsewhere. It manifests in different ways. A person who owns a 
house expects respectability in the mundane realities of everyday life. For 
Mpho, respectability may involve everyday pleasantries such as eating break-
fast at her table in the comfort of her home. Although emanating from own-
ership of a house, respectability extends beyond the mere residential abode. 
At the everyday level of informal neighborly mixing elsewhere in Cape Town, 
respectability can mean greeting in the streets, visiting homes, intermarriage, 
and sharing common spaces.

6.2.14. Sense of Belonging
Resident experiences of belonging, place identity, and neighborhood are 
important attributes of neighborly relations. Such dimensions should be 
examined because neighborhoods are symbols of personal and social iden-
tity, and loci of sentiment, meaning, and home. In qualitative interviews, 
freeholders and shack-dwellers alike felt that their neighborhoods were not 
their homes, for varied reasons. Almost all interviewees traveled back to the 
Eastern Cape yearly. Indeed, within the households of our interviewees, some 
elderly members had returned to the Eastern Cape, leaving their adult chil-
dren the houses. Some pensioners spoke of plans to be buried at “home” in 
Eastern Cape, and others expressed that they were in Cape Town for work, 
with intentions to go back later.

A freeholder named Zuma noted that Cape Town is only good for work, 
while the Eastern Cape is good for social relationships. Zuma moved to Cape 
Town from the Eastern Cape in 2000 to join his mother and look for work. 



140	 •	 the homeowner ideology

2RPP

Mr. Stevens, also a homeowner, agreed with Zuma, noting that he was satis-
fied living in Makhaza when working, but not after he lost his job. Another 
freeholder, Simphakazi, noted that she was forced to live in Cape Town for 
health reasons and would be in the Eastern Cape if it not for that. She went to 
the Eastern Cape every year to compensate for her absence. Mpepeto said he 
was planning to move because there was nothing beautiful in his neighbor-
hood, only jealousy.

The few others who were satisfied with their neighborhood reported 
pride in their RDP houses; they were happy housing beneficiaries. As Mahala 
put it, “I saw myself as a special person because there are people who have 
been applying for houses for a long time but even now, they are still living in 
the shacks.”

When beneficiaries moved, they did not sell or abandon them, but left 
them to their children, who constructed their social identities in the city and 
neighborhood. Passing the property on to children reflects intergenerational 
transfer of both the home and the culture around homeownership.

The sentiments of shack-dwellers were similar albeit with stronger emo-
tion. Shack-dwellers felt that they did not intend to stay when they moved 
to Cape Town. They planned to raise enough money to build their house in 
Eastern Cape and then return someday.

In sum, the sense of belonging, identity, and home for many interview-
ees in both RDP and shack neighborhoods was still in Eastern Cape. Inter-
viewees did not have much stake in their houses and neighborhoods, as they 
viewed them as temporary spaces. Lemanski (2011, 62) reported that only 18 
percent of houses were sold by their original beneficiaries in Westlake village. 
The Western Cape Occupancy Study (Vorster and Tolken 2008, 13) estimated 
that about 28 percent of people living in subsidized housing were not the 
original beneficiaries.

6.3. Conclusions

Freeholders in Khayelitsha rarely utilize property rights as a capital resource. 
Even if they did, they expected that it would produce no economic benefit. 
The observed impact on subsidy beneficiaries can be attributed to the change 
in housing quality and the housing environment, rather than to the difference 
between real property rights and squatting with temporary protection.

Nevertheless, real property rights do empower the urban poor with own-
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ership of a dwelling, which increases their status. In short, whether or not 
one has freehold title makes no difference in subsequent experiences in this 
context—except in terms of social status. Property rights to land and housing 
in the hands of the poor in Khayelitsha produce idle capital, but the poor face 
structural constraints that disincentivize use of their capital. Even so, they 
enjoy the respectability and higher status that accompany ownership rights. 
Even though they prefer their rural homes and hope to return there, they pass 
on to their children their houses and a culture of homeownership.
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Chapter 7

The Homeowner Ideology and 
Privatization of Council Housing in Lusaka

A beneficiary of the privatization of public rental housing in Matero, Mary 
sought a loan to buy a second home for investment purposes. Mary felt that 
income from the investment property would assure that she would not lose 
her primary house. Although she was not able to obtain a loan, and her busi-
nesses have failed, she is still happy she owns a home.

Using the case of privatization of low-cost low-income housing in Matero, 
Lusaka, this chapter examines claims that real property rights improve prop-
erty values, credit access, employment, household income, and participation 
in income-generating activities among the poor. Matero housing is con-
trasted with self-built housing in George—a neighborhood that was part of 
the World Bank–funded Lusaka slum upgrading program. The present chap-
ter compares outcomes between households with leasehold ownership rights 
in Matero and occupancy or usufruct rights in George. The chapter shows 
that Matero residents living under leasehold rights are associated with sig-
nificantly higher property values and less participation in income-generating 
activities. Yet these property values are still not high enough to allow access 
to credit. No significant differences in tenure security were found. In fact, 
those with stronger rights reported greater fears of property loss in the face of 
property taxes and bills. The Matero case further demonstrates that freehold 
rights are bundles of rights to idle capital, and a focus on freehold ownership 
obscures evidence of the utility of usufruct rights.
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7.1. Measuring the Effects of Leasehold Tenure  
in Matero, Lusaka

Variation in tenure rights between Matero and George presented a research 
opportunity to understand the effects of ownership rights compared to usu-
fruct rights. Indeed, exploring the evolution of housing provision in Matero 
and George may advance understanding of the consequences of providing 
real property rights through titling relative to the administrative recogni-
tion of occupancy. In assessing claims about ownership in Lusaka, a mixed-
methods approach was employed. Methods include using quantitative data 
from a household survey, regression analysis, and propensity score match-
ing techniques, as well as qualitative data from in-depth semi-structured 
interviews.

7.1.1. Household Survey
Comprised of seven data collectors and a principal investigator, the research 
team conducted a survey and qualitative interviews as part of the study, as no 
existing datasets were readily available in both neighborhoods. The survey 
was conducted from July to August of 2011–15 years after the privatization of 
houses in Matero. A structured questionnaire was used for data collection. 
Data collectors received training over the course of a week, and a pilot study 
was implemented. During the pilot study, each data collector conducted 
one interview as part of training. The final questionnaire was reviewed and 
revised using the results of the pilot study. The survey interviewed heads of 
households or their competent adult proxies. In Matero, the ideal respondent 
was the household head who was a direct beneficiary of the privatization of 
housing, and who held a title deed or deed of sale.

7.1.2. Sampling
For Matero alone, the targeted sample was 350 out of 5,097 existing house-
holds (Government of the Republic of Zambia 1996a). In George, another 
350 holders of occupancy licenses were targeted, out of approximately 20,000 
households. Czaja et al.’s (2014, 126–33) formula for calculating sample size 
was employed to arrive at the number of households to interview. Google 
Earth maps of the neighborhoods were used to create a sampling frame. From 
the sampling frame, households to interview were selected using the method 
of interval sampling with a random start. In the George compound, the initial 
plan was to draw a matched sample using a database from the Zambian cen-
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sus of population as a sampling frame. While it was available at the Central 
Statistical Office, the database was not publicly available, and our study was 
not given permission to access this database. Thus, the study proceeded with 
selection of an unmatched sample of 350 households from George, with the 
intention of including analysis that would mathematically match respondents 
using propensity score matching techniques.

The total realized sample size came to 623 households (89 percent response 
rate). In Matero, 312 interviews were completed, and 311 were completed in 
George. However, the council offered 50 survey participants opportunities to 
purchase houses after the original owners had failed to complete payment. 
Those respondents were excluded from the analysis. In George, 75 partici-
pants obtained their occupancy titles and entered housing after 1997. They 
were also excluded, because they arrived after treatment had occurred. The 
final dataset comprised 498 individuals, with 262 participants from Matero 
and 236 from George. The sample remained representative, but with less pre-
cision (wider confidence intervals) than the original calculated sample size. 
With this sample size, significance for computations assuming normality is at 
less than 0.07. Variable descriptions are presented in table 7.1.

Table 7.1 is largely self-explanatory, but it is important to highlight the 
property value variable. Typically, studies use housing prices for untitled and 
titled households, and use the difference as a measure of this effect. This effect 
is also considered a tenure security premium (Durand-Lasserve and Selod 
2009, 118). Respondents were asked to provide their property value based on 
the most recent government valuation. A separate question asked those who 
had not yet valued their houses to estimate based on neighborhood com-
parisons. This question was assumed to arrive at an estimate reflecting the 
government value, as houses were uniform with similar plot sizes. Valuations 
had taken place between 1997 and 2011 as part of the purchase. Property val-
ues based on government valuation were provided by 149 (57%) respondents 
from Matero. Government valuations were used, rather than the going mar-
ket rate, because they are the most recent official and objective estimates of 
property value in Matero. Thus, limiting self-reported values was a way to 
limit the influence of social desirability bias (overreporting value) and recall 
bias (inaccuracy of memory). Nevertheless, property prices rose considerably 
in Lusaka since 1997. This suggests that the difference between Matero and 
George among the 43 percent who used market rate may be more significant. 
Government valuations are not available for George because the land belongs 
to the government and cannot be sold. Participants from George were asked 
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Table 7.1. Variable Descriptions
Variable Description

Independent and Control Variables
Leasehold Title Tenure type, 1 = leasehold title, 0 = occupancy license
Age Age of household head
Gender Gender of household head. 1 = male, 0 = female
Education Number of years of education completed by head of 

household
Employed Members of Household Are there other members of this household who have 

full-time paid jobs? 1 = yes, 0 = no
Occupational Skill Level International Standard Classification of Occupations 

(ILO, 2012) skill level 1 (simple, routine, physical and 
manual jobs) = 0; skill level 2 (operating machinery 
and electronic equipment) = 1; skill level 3 (complex 
technical and practical tasks) = 2; and skill level 4 
(complex problem-solving, decision-making, and cre-
ativity based on established theoretical and empirical 
knowledge) = 3

Father’s Education Number of years of education of father of head of 
household

Household Size Number of household members residing in the 
dwelling

Rooms Number of rooms in the dwelling
Duration Number of years respondent has lived in the house

Dependent Variables
Square Root of Property Value Two questions. 1. What is the market value of the 

dwelling (in Zambian Kwacha) according to the last 
valuation? 2. Please provide an estimate if your house 
has not been valuated.

Credit Access Have you used this house in any way (e.g., as collateral) 
to obtain loans or credit? 1 = yes, 0 = no

Employment Status Employment status of head of household, 1 = 
employed, 0 = not employed

Income-Generating Activities Has the house been used for any income-generating 
activities? 1 = yes, 0 = no

Logged Per Capita Income What is the total monthly income for this household?
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to provide a value for their house using the going rate of houses on the active 
informal housing market in the neighborhood (several handwritten posts of 
“House for Sale” were posted in George). Participants were aware of these 
prices, as many had neighbors or knew of people who sold their houses.

7.1.3. Analytical Strategy
Ordinary least squares and logistic regression analyses were employed to esti-
mate the effects of leasehold tenure rights on property value, credit access, 
employment, income-generating activities, and household income. The equa-
tion to make the regression estimates was as follows:

Yi = α + γLeasehold rightsi + βXi + εi

Yi is any of the above-mentioned outcome measures for observation i. γ is the 
coefficient that indicates the size of effect of the “leasehold rights” measure. 
In the equation, “leasehold rights” is a dummy variable that equals 1 for indi-
viduals with leasehold rights and 0 for those with occupancy rights. X is any 
of the covariates controlled for, mainly but not limited to background charac-
teristics, including age, gender, number of years of education, father’s number 
of years of education, mother’s number of years of education, and marital 
status. Finally, εi is the error term that represents the amount of variation in 
the outcome variables that is unexplained by the regression model.

Propensity Score Analysis
Like our work in Kibera, this study was observational, which presents the 
similar problem of failing to eliminate selection bias. Participants from 
Matero differed from participants in George for reasons other than their 
tenure status, which could determine differences in outcomes. This called 
for employment of propensity score matching, described in chapter 5. Thus, 
the following is only an explanation of how the methods were applied to the 
Matero case.

Estimating the Propensity Scores
An initial propensity score model was estimated using 107 variables. A pro-
bit regression model was employed to estimate the propensity scores. The 
treatment status was holding of leasehold rights (treatment) vs. holding of 
occupancy rights (control). The treatment status variable was regressed on 
baseline characteristics. The baseline characteristics variables are plausible 
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predictors of property value, credit access, and employment, participation 
in income-generating activities, and household income in households with 
stronger tenure rights. These variables were included in the propensity score 
model because of the need to ensure balance on variables that are predic-
tive of these outcomes. Additionally, demographic and other attitudinal vari-
ables were included in the model to ensure that observed characteristics were 
included as necessary.

Matching on Propensity Scores
Treated and untreated participants were matched based on similar propen-
sity scores. More participants (262) received leasehold title than occupancy 
title—that is, there were more treated than untreated participants. Inferences 
are therefore made only in the region of common support—the space where 
the distributions of the propensity scores of the two groups overlap. The 
objective was to match a treated participant to each participant who did not 
receive leasehold rights. As in the Nairobi case, participants were matched 
on the propensity score using nearest neighbor, radius with calipers of width 
equal to 0.1, kernel, and stratification matching.

Stratification and Balance on Propensity Scores
Balancing the data ensures that there are no confounding effects across dis-
tributions of propensity scores (Guo and Fraser 2015). Quintiles of the esti-
mated propensity scores were computed. The region of common support 
ranged from 0.08 to 1. Participants in the overall study sample were stratified 
into five approximately equal-size groups using the quintiles of the estimated 
propensity score. The distribution of scores across groups is as shown in fig-
ure 7.1, and the results of the tests of equality of means in propensity scores 
within each quintile block—shown in table 7.2—are not significant, showing 
that the means are equal.

Estimating Treatment Effects
As noted earlier, the book examines the effect of a stronger bundle of rights 
on property value, credit access, employment, participation in income-
generating activities, and household per capita income, by comparing lease-
hold rights in Matero and occupancy licenses in George. The average treat-
ment effect for the treated (ATT), that is, the average response to treatment 
for individuals who were assigned treatment—leasehold rights—was esti-
mated for matched samples derived using nearest neighbor, radius, kernel, 
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and stratification-matching techniques. The models do not control for unob-
servable or unknown factors that may be driving observed variation in the 
outcomes. The assumption of the propensity score models in using observed 
characteristics is that there are no unobserved factors correlated with the 
outcome.

7.1.4. Qualitative Data: In-depth Semi-Structured Interviews
In a similar approach to the Kibera case in chapter 5 and the Khayelitsha case 
in chapter 6, in-depth semi-structured interviews complement the findings 
of the quantitative analysis. Such interviews were conducted with 35 house-

Fig. 7.1. Balance of Propensity Scores across Treated (Leasehold Tenure Rights) and 
Untreated (Occupancy Tenure Rights) Groups

Table 7.2. t-tests of Equality of the Means of Propensity Scores between 
Treated and Untreated Groups in Each Block

Block of Propensity Score and Minimum
Untreated
(n = 129)

Treated
(n = 227) t

Block 1–0.08 0.14 0.14 −0.57
Block 2–0.2 0.29 0.31 −1.37
Block 3–0.4 0.50 0.50 −0.24
Block 4–0.6 0.70 0.71 −0.94
Block 5–0.8 0.90 0.94 −1.27
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holds—25 in Matero and 10 in George. Interviewees were selected from the 
survey sample pool. A purposive sampling technique based on geographical 
clustering was used to select interviewees. Google Earth images of the terrain 
guided the identification and selection of clusters and households. Matero 
and George were the two large clusters. Matero was then divided into subclus-
ters made up of households. The objective was for the Matero sample to be as 
geographically representative as possible. The boundaries of the clusters were 
defined by road networks. Households were then selected to represent con-
centrations of households within the cluster. One to three households were 
sampled from each cluster, depending on cluster size and density. George 
interviews were conducted for control purposes. Geographical spread and 
long-term residency were the main factors in purposively selecting George 
households.

An interview schedule was developed to guide data collection. The inter-
view schedule was loosely structured to allow interviewees to be as expres-
sive as possible. The topics on the guide included questions about individu-
als and the dwelling, economic benefits, social benefits, and benefits under 
human capital. The idea behind structuring the questions this way was to 
avoid biasing the interviewee. This ensured that interviewees provided what 
they thought was the benefit rather than being asked whether a specific pre-
conceived factor, such as credit access for example, was a benefit. However, 
interviewees were probed to give more details. For example, we asked, “What 
businesses do you conduct from this house?” and “Have you ever got a loan 
for business or for other purposes?”

To facilitate analysis, each interview was recorded, with the permission 
of the interviewee. Audio recordings of the interviews were stored on a com-
puter with password encryption. Each interview was transcribed and ana-
lyzed. Eleven interviews were conducted in English, seven in Bemba, and 
seventeen in Chinyanja. The interviews conducted in Bemba and Chinyanja 
were translated into English. A thematic analysis method was employed fol-
lowing transcription of all the interviews.

7.2. (F)Utility of Leasehold in Matero

The estimated treatment effects of leasehold tenure on property value, credit 
access, employment status, participation in income-generating activities, and 
household income using propensity score matching reveal that leasehold 
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rights are associated with higher property values and less participation in 
income-generating activities; they have no effect on the rest of the examined 
outcomes. Computations using propensity score matching methods revealed 
that property values in Matero are K64 million (US$12,300), and K36 million 
(US$6,900) in George—a 44 percent difference. When household heads are 
matched, property values are higher in Matero by about K3 million ($650) to 
K8 million ($905) on average, and there are about 22 percent fewer house-
holds engaged in income-generating activities than in George.

As table 7.3 shows, matching using nearest neighbor techniques yields an 
ATT of 1,962.31 in property values. This means that participants from Matero 
report an average of K3.85 million (US$740) more in property values than 
those in George. The radius-matching technique yields an ATT of 2,169.67, 
which translates to K4.7 million (US$905). The kernel matching method 
yields an effect similar to that of the nearest neighbor matching technique. 
Using stratification matching, we see an ATT of 1,836.59, which translates 
to K3.37 million (US$650). Each of these is statistically significant at the 1 
percent level. Although the estimated treatment effects on property values 
from propensity score matching are lower than those from regression anal-
ysis, they nevertheless support the hypothesis that households with stronger 
rights have houses with higher property values. The difference is 44 percent. 
Privatization of public rental housing and titling opened participant houses 
in Matero to the private market and raised property values.

Tenure rights have been found to substantially increase property values. 
Findings from Matero and George suggest a 44 percent increase. The per-
centage difference could be significantly higher today, given that the study 
has used property valuations for the 2009–2011 period. Moreover, land and 
housing prices have rapidly appreciated in recent years in Zambia, and in 
Lusaka in particular. Scholarly studies that capture property values in African 
cities are scarce, which makes it a challenge to place the findings in a broader 
context.

In addition to leasehold rights, the differences in property values between 
George and Matero can be explained by their different histories and status 
within the city. Matero was purposely built by the colonial government in the 
1950s to house government employees and private-sector employees (Schlyter 
2004, 1). Matero maintained its status as a formal area, while George began as 
an informal area earmarked for demolition and was later formalized.

Table 7.3 shows that leasehold rights are significantly associated with less 
participation in income-generating activities. Stronger property rights have 
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an ATT of −0.23 using nearest neighbor, −0.15 using radius, −0.24 using ker-
nel, and −0.27 using stratification matching techniques. These are statistically 
significant at the 1 percent level, indicating that households with stronger ten-
ure rights engage in significantly fewer income-generating activities by 15 to 
27 percent.

Qualitative evidence also shows no difference between Matero and 
George interviewees. Indeed, income-generating activities were of different 
types but mostly had to do with renting out, turning an entire house or part 
of the house into a shop, selling groceries on a stand in the yard, or using 
the premises to prepare products that would be taken to the market to be 
sold. For example, Banda was aged 18 when his mother died, the year before 
I interviewed him. As the eldest child and without a father, he was forced to 
become the breadwinner for six siblings and an aunt. He turned part of the 
house into a shebeen.

In George, even though they enjoyed only usufruct rights, renting out an 
extra room was the main business. However, the income realized from rent 
was generally lower than from rentals in Matero. Rentals in George gener-
ated about K100,000 ($50) per month less for a room than in Matero. One 
interviewee used to sell scrap metal from her premises in the past. Others sell 
groceries and vegetables.

Table 7.3. Average Treatment Effect on the Treated (ATT) Using Nearest 
Neighbor, Radius, Kernel, and Stratification Matching

Outcome Variable

Matching Method
Nearest 

Neighbor Radius Kernel Stratification

Property Value 1,962.31***
(944.63)

2,169.67***
(575.27)

1,961.51***
(861.01)

1,836.59***
(901.99)

Credit Access 0.02
(0.01)

0.01
(0.02)

0.02
(0.01)

0.02
(0.01)

Employment Status 0.03
(0.15)

0.08
(0.10)

0.08
(0.15)

0.08
(0.15)

Income-Generating 
Activities

−0.23***
(0.06)

−0.15**
(0.09)

−0.24***
(0.04)

−0.27***
(0.04)

Log of Household 
Income

0.20
(0.15)

0.15
(0.20)

0.15
(0.16)

0.17
(0.17)

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1; models control for all demographic and 
behavioral characteristics listed in table 7.1.
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The quantitative analysis also showed that stronger property rights were 
not associated with significantly more durable goods, and qualitative inter-
views corroborate this finding. Interviewees in Matero expressed that own-
ing a house provides an incentive to accumulate large, high-quality durable 
items. When interviewees lived in the smaller council houses, they bought 
household durables, but their purchases were not as large and not of very 
high quality. The lack of room and threat of eviction discouraged purchases 
of large durable assets.

In George, on the other hand, even though the statistical analysis showed 
no difference, the theme did not emerge as a benefit in any of the interviews. 
Perhaps it can be attributed to a lack of space for residents to extend their 
houses, except in the George extension area. Because the houses remain 
small, there is not much room to put large and expensive assets. The fur-
ther restriction comes from the fact that the household sizes are large; hence, 
accumulation of assets does not serve already crowded houses. In her com-
parison of Lusaka and Cape Town, Meintjes (2000) found similar results.

The findings underscore the fact that tenure security matters more for a 
household’s participation in income-generating activities than stronger ten-
ure rights per se. The literature has shown that weak tenure rights can be suffi-
cient to provide tenure security and support an increase in informal income-
generating activities. Research from other parts of Africa supports the view 
that households in informal settlements engage in income-generating activi-
ties in the informal sector, even though regulations do not permit such activ-
ities (Prassana 2007). Prassana (2007), who studied the effects of tenure secu-
rity on income-generating activities in informal settlements in Dar es Salaam, 
concluded that upgrading land tenure rights alone cannot address the needs 
of the urban poor; it must be accompanied by providing basic infrastructure 
facilities that support livelihood activities. Also, in the barrios of Quito, Ecua-
dor, Riano (2001, 3) found that the main use of land in informal settlements 
is not only as sites to build shelter, but also as centers of economic production 
such as brick-making, agriculture, and housing production.

7.2.1. “Are These Our Houses? They Just Lied to Us”: Tenure Security
Although privatized houses were associated with higher property values in 
Matero, beneficiaries found themselves at risk of losing their property. Get-
ting a title deed meant higher property values and tenure security in the short 
run, but it did not mean long-term tenure security. Beneficiaries feared losing 
their houses due to failure to pay the newly introduced land rates. Immedi-
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ately following privatization, residents did not have to pay rates. Perhaps the 
council was waiting for the valuation of property and registration of title to 
be completed. Respondents were frustrated that the council did not intro-
duce land rates, because it nullified some benefits of homeownership. Instead 
of paying council rent, they now had to worry about paying land rates. The 
penalty for lack of payment of land rates was eviction via court bailiffs. The 
council would sell the beneficiary’s property to recover both arrears and 
costs incurred in the process of recovery. Chongo encapsulates the lament of 
beneficiaries:

[The City Council] reminded us of the way it was a long time ago . . . with 
these land rates, the council comes with court bailiffs to come and remove 
property from our house. It is not a good system. Because when you give 
someone something, you cannot come back again in another way saying no 
you will be doing this. Am I going to be proud that this is my house, while 
another is waiting for me to take money for a license to live in the house? No! 
It should have remained there, “we have given you the houses.” . . . Already 
many are saying “Are these our houses? They just lied to us.” That’s what 
people are saying now because they have been taken aback. They are being 
reminded of a long time ago of paying rent for the houses.

For some respondents, this evoked memories of past evictions in Matero 
and the accompanying fear felt by residents. With the unpredictable flow of 
income that many of the households are undergoing, this fear was resurrected 
and comes with a feeling of insecurity.

Similarly, interviewees in George noted that they enjoy a similar benefit 
with their houses. Only in 2011 did they feel insecure, when they were told 
they could not renew their occupancy licenses if their ground rent arrears 
were not settled. For a long time, interviewees felt the houses were theirs and 
that no one could take them away from them or their descendants. In the 
1980s, some boycotted the service fee. The boycott was to protest that the 
council was not providing services, even when residents paid their service 
fees. However, interviewees became worried about the evictions from private 
land that they were hearing about in several informal settlements. They were 
also worried about the elections at the end of 2011. They wondered whether 
the new government would allow them to stay. Mabo and her daughters and 
grandchildren expressed eviction worries. Mabo’s daughter notes, “they send 
us papers saying they want the money for land.” She paraphrases their sen-
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timent as, “If you don’t pay, we will come and remove you from our land.” 
Mabo’s granddaughter elaborates on the challenges of back payment and 
notes the council’s understanding:

[T]hey say that, if the arrears are too high, then they tell you that if you don’t 
pay until a certain maximum value, they send the bailiffs. So, they will come 
and evict you from the house. So, if they evict you, then you have to find 
where to go. So that is what happens. They remove all the property from the 
house and leave it outside just like that, and they lock the house. . . . At this 
time, it is not too common because the council understands. . . . It’s not too 
common that they come and evict.

Even though they possess an occupancy title, they fear they may be evicted for 
violating the terms. If they lost the protection from their occupancy license, 
residents provide another basis for which they should not be evicted: Chris-
tianity. Essentially, they argue that the land belongs to God. Since we are all 
God’s children, we deserve it. Interviewees express faith that the council will 
provide alternative ways of sorting out the problem. Even after administrative 
recognition of occupancy, the possibility of eviction lingers.

Real property rights may reduce tenure security in the case where the 
poorest households may not have the means to pay the costs associated 
with formalization. In Senegal, some households guard against such types 
of insecurity by beginning the process of formalization in order to be tenure 
secure, but then suspending it indefinitely to avoid the costs (Payne, Durand-
Lasserve, and Rakodi 2009, 407). Titling and the ensuing increase in property 
value can lead to reduced tenure security, as market-driven displacements are 
common following titling (Durand-Lasserve and Selod 2009, 107). Indeed, 
following the transfer of housing, Matero experienced rapid gentrification, 
with higher-income families buying up properties and extending them for 
their families (Schlyter 2002, 2004, 12). Petty landlords bought up properties 
to turn them into extended rental units, and sitting “tenants moved out and 
sold or let their houses to prosperous families” (Schlyter 2004, 12).

7.2.2. Access to Credit
Despite appreciation in property values, 98 percent of respondents had not 
used their house as collateral to access credit. They wanted to get loans, but 
they found that none of the banks would accept their homes as collateral. 
Others feared they would lose the house if they failed to repay. Informal loans 



2RPP

	 The Homeowner Ideology and Privatization of Council Housing	 •	 155

were a popular alternative, but some interviewees were defrauded in the pro-
cess. Interviewees in George were aware that their occupancy licenses were 
not acceptable in banks for getting loans.

The property title was neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition for 
getting a loan from banks in Lusaka; on the other hand, employment was a 
necessary condition.

7.2.3. “Most People Are Not Working”: Employment Status
I found no evidence supporting a relationship between labor market par-
ticipation and differences in bundles of rights. Unemployment was high 
in both neighborhoods, such that respondents depended on the informal 
sector, meager retirement benefits, and remittances from adult children for 
their livelihoods. The International Labor Organization (2018) reports that 
91 percent of the working-age population works in Zambia’s informal sector, 
which includes agriculture. Hence, it is no surprise that most people in both 
poor neighborhoods work in the informal sector. The few who were fortunate 
enough to be formally employed held clerical and menial jobs (general work-
ers) either in the government or erstwhile state-owned enterprises that were 
privatized during the 1990s.

A few secured jobs that were technical in nature. Phiri positions himself 
as an outlier, noting that most people “were general workers, mostly civil ser-
vice.” He notes, “I stood out in the crowd. I used to work for the University 
of Zambia then, School of Medicine, yeah, I was in the lab.” Phiri represents 
a unique and fortunate case, having worked for a reputable institution that 
honored his pension, while many others were not as fortunate. Many inter-
viewees who retired have exhausted their pension benefits. Those who were 
retrenched during the economic reforms of the ’90s have exhausted their sev-
erance packages, which were inadequate.

The adult children of the heads of household are mainly involved in infor-
mal activities, such as piecework, while others have formal full-time jobs, 
mainly in companies established by foreign investors from China, Korea, and 
the Middle East. Foreign investors are known to pay very low wages for long 
hours of manual labor. Chomba offers insight into the kind of work available 
to those in formal employment:

The investors who come now are the Chinese who just open a shop and then 
gives you a K200,000 [$10] at the month-end. Now, where will the K200,000 
take you? Because you will just buy a bag of mealie meal and a container of 
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cooking oil, and that money will be finished. So that’s the problem. Though, 
now at least the investors are opening some companies.

The employment conditions in George are similar to those in Matero. 
With limited formal employment opportunities, respondents depend on 
scarce blue-collar jobs from foreign investors, and informal business and 
piecework. Again, it is worth revisiting Gilbert’s (2004) question of whether 
the provision of title is realistic given the high unemployment, widespread 
poverty, and high income inequality. Leasehold ownership is unlikely to lead 
to increased employment if the economy in general cannot support a larger 
labor force.

7.2.4. “We Extended and Put Someone for Rent, and It Brings in  
Some Money”: Housing Improvements and Investments
Housing improvement after titling was one of the most cited benefits in 
Matero. Interviewees had won the right to build extensions and additional 
units on their land. They also pointed out their option to sell, if they wanted 
to make money. However, extensions were primarily made to accommodate 
large families, rather than to gain income from tenants. Original homes came 
with a bedroom, sitting room, kitchen, and bathroom with an outdoor toilet. 
Household sizes were approximately eight people, which meant four people 
per room. The houses were overcrowded. Figures 7.2 and 7.3 show one origi-
nal house and two extended houses.

In his interview, Chongo describes family comfort as his reason for 
extending the house, noting, “We were in a two-roomed house with the num-
ber of children over ten. How can they sleep? So, I extended for children to 
sleep well.” The primary objective for extensions for Chongo and others was 
to create room for their families. Although it did not increase income, it did 
generate higher property values as shown in the statistical analysis.

Data show that once Matero beneficiaries obtained their houses, they 
invested in them. George residents did the same when they had space, even 
though they did not have the legal right to do so. George residents were per-
mitted to use only the land on which their house was built. However, many 
residents extended their houses and built new structures without consent of 
the council. Bwalya was working on extending his house during our inter-
view. His plan was to add a rental house. The unit would support additional 
tenants, as he had already extended for renters. When I asked about request-
ing approval from the council, Bwalya notes:
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Fig. 7.2. Original House in Matero

Fig. 7.3. Extended House in Matero
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Normally we don’t, normally people here don’t get approval from the coun-
cil . . . [residents] do the planning on their own; they will do everything on 
their own, so it means there is no need for someone to approach the council 
and seek their approval before anything can be done.

Council enforcement is weak, and Bwalya reports open disregard for coun-
cil regulation among his neighbors. Almost no interviewees from George 
had had any direct communication with the council since obtaining their 
occupancy titles some 30 years ago. At the time of data collection, the 30-
year occupancy licenses were up for renewal. Many residents were sur-
prised to learn that they had unpaid bills in ground rent. For some, the 
ground rent had accumulated to unsustainable levels, contributing to grow-
ing eviction fears.

Figure 7.4 shows a newly extended house along Commonwealth Road in 
George. It shows how people with usufruct rights have been able to invest in 
their property. Commonwealth Road extends west from Matero, forming the 
northern boundary with George. Thus, despite the regulations, there is no 
difference in housing improvement between Matero and George interview-
ees, as they all extended their houses.

7.2.5. “It Has Given Me Pride that I Own Property”:  
Status Attainment and Satisfaction with Life
Interviewees in Matero, but not in George, reported pride in ownership. 
Interviewees also felt that they had property over which they could exercise 
control. Much like Mpho’s experience as a respected “madam,” owning a 
house conferred status and social esteem. For example, Chongo was not able 
to use his house for any income-generating activity. Despite extending his 
house with financial assistance from his children, all rooms were occupied by 
his 14 children. Instead, he points to his ownership as a source of pride:

It has given me the pride that I own a property. That is how it has helped me. 
I have property, even when I look at it this is money. If I want, I can sell and 
go somewhere.

By noting “if I want, I can sell,” Chongo is expressing his agency to exercise 
control and power over a valuable possession. Such power yields personal 
pride, dignity, esteem, and satisfaction. Poverty is characterized by lack of 
ownership and control, and owning an asset over which one has control can 
be dignifying.
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7.2.6. “As You Know, We Are Africans”:  
Neighborly Attachment and Social Capital
No evidence indicated that leasehold rights led to diminished neighborly 
attachment. Qualitatively, neighborly relations in both Matero and George 
are considered healthy by interviewees. When asked how relationships with 
their neighbors were, all interviewees responded that they were positive, using 
various adjectives and phrases, such as “we live well,” “we get along well,” 
and relations are “cordial.” According to interviewees in Matero, there were 
three main sources for this situation. The first source of cordial relationships 
was referred to as the “African setup.” Interviewees referred to being African 
as the embodiment of expectations and knowledge about each other in an 
urban situation, with relationships modelled on those that exist in rural areas. 
Problems are not considered purely personal; rather, neighbors help and sup-
port one another in solving them. This was well explained by Mambwe, who 
referred to being African as a source of cordial relationships. As he notes, the 
“relationship with the neighbors is very good, as you know we are Africans. 
We all live one, yeah, like in the community; we live more like in a village.”

Fig. 7.4. Extended Houses in George with Regular Houses in the Background
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Among interviewees, it was a given that Africanism embodies values, 
beliefs, and interpersonal bonds that transcend familial boundaries. Hyden 
(2013) refers to this theme as the economy of affection (72–93).

Second, there were no fences between houses on most streets. This 
allowed neighbors to interact more frequently and walk to each other’s houses 
at any time of day. As Sibeso explained, the lack of fences facilitated mutual 
assistance. Sibeso contrasts this situation with that in Lusaka’s most affluent 
neighborhood, where most expatriates and government elites live behind 
very high walls or fences.

Several interviewees also cited Christianity as an important source of 
cordial relations. Interviewees often assumed that all neighbors were devout 
Christians, and therefore expected them to adhere to Christian values in 
neighborly relations. Principles for neighborly relations were often cited in 
the interviews, such as those noted by Kalyata:

We live well because for us people, respect is about yourself.  .  .  . So, at all 
times, the Lord Jesus said you should humble yourselves, don’t be proud, no? 
Even if you have strength or you have gone to school or have not gone to 
school, be humble. If you humble yourself, you will have peace. No, we live 
very well with neighbors. The neighbors love us.

In the Zambian context, Christianity was institutionalized on December 
29, 1991, when Zambia was formally declared a Christian nation by President 
Chiluba. This declaration was included in the preamble of Zambia’s 1996 con-
stitution. Thus, Christianity serves as a source of principles for both govern-
ment and social relations in the nation.

Some interviewees were unsympathetic to the mainstream values, par-
ticularly values thought to embody Africanism. Despite acknowledging that 
relationships are cordial, Chando, who lived in a semi-detached house, felt 
his privacy was being violated by the very values of Africanism other inter-
viewees regarded as a source of accord. As Chando reports:

The biggest problem I have found with our friends our neighbors here, they 
don’t want to mind what is happening in their own houses. They want to 
know what is going on in their neighbors’ houses. That’s one. Then two, 
what I have found as a problem, like these houses that are not independent, 
like this one, coz these are semi-detached, they give us problems instead of 
hygiene. . . . Here you might be clean, but those on the other side are unclean. 
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For example, even if you treat cockroaches, you could treat here, but they will 
run to the other side. Then after some time, they come back like that.

Meanwhile, the departure of some neighbors and the large influx of new 
owners and renters has upset the neighborly dynamics. The large influx of 
new owners and renters came about when some neighbors sold their houses 
to new people and others either rented out part or all their property and/or 
built new houses on their premises where they took in renters. Indeed, many 
renters stayed only for a few months and moved. This affected relations neg-
atively, as they did not get to know each other.

New entrants are also serious about enforcing sanctions against trespass-
ing. In the past, this has been socially unnecessary due to the assumed Afri-
canism among prior owners. However, new owners have built high walls and 
fences, and renters do not take kindly to strangers passing through uninvited. 
Many interviewees referred to renters as abalendo (visitors or guests), imply-
ing that they were not fully accepted as Matero citizens, but rather as guests 
or temporary residents.

Studies elsewhere in Africa, such as Meinzen-Dick and Mwangi (2009), 
have noted the effects of property rights on social relationships. Though their 
study was conducted in rural Kenya, it found that formalization of property 
rights created exclusive forms of ownership, injuring preexisting webs of 
overlapping interests. This appears to be the case in parts of Matero.

On the other hand, interviewees in George felt that nothing had changed 
in neighborly relations over time, even though many original heads of house-
hold are dying and bequeathing the houses to their children. Interviewees 
explained how well they lived together and even described each other as fam-
ily. The relationships with the younger generations were described as strong.

However, conflicts involving land boundaries were more common and 
harder to resolve than in Matero. Some residents sold part or all their plots 
without clear delineation and consent from the council. Though residents 
could not go to the council, they resolved to go to the local court.

7.2.7. “We Take Them to the Elders”: Civic Participation
More civic participation was reported in Matero than George, with evidence 
of formal and informal action against crime. Informal action included col-
lective responses by neighbors against criminal actors in their communi-
ties. Formal action involved participation in neighborhood watch and street 
committees. Interviewees in Matero were unanimous in their agreement that 
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when a crime is in progress and a neighbor calls for help, the other neighbors 
collectively rush to their aid. Some interviewees pointed out, however, that 
only the original neighbors help, while renters and recent buyers stay locked 
inside their houses.

In addition to answering calls for help, Matero maintained a social con-
trol system organized by section chairmen, and a functional, albeit irregular, 
neighborhood watch. Responsible for resolving conflicts between neighbors 
and mobilizing residents for community issues, the Matero street chairman 
was similar to the street committee chairmen in South Africa. The chairman 
organized neighborhood watch and engaged police officers from Matero 
Police Post to accompany residents on patrol.

Although this social control arrangement seemed to be working for 
many interviewees, others felt that neighborhood criminals had infiltrated 
the neighborhood watch and suspected that some crimes were committed 
during patrols. Though they believed it strongly, no interviewees had seen 
this happen.

George implemented similar informal reactions to crime, but it lacked 
a formal system of chairmen and section committees. Interviewees pointed 
to a system of chairmen before the introduction of multiparty democracy in 
Zambia in 1991. Such arrangements were required by the United National 
Independence Party (UNIP) at the time. In terms of civic participation, 
Matero residents are more organized than those in George.

7.2.8. “They Will Just Think that You Want to Use Up Their Money  
for Personal Gain”: Membership in Voluntary Associations
Based on survey data, the hypothesis that leasehold titling is associated with 
more memberships in voluntary associations was not supported. Qualitative 
interviews revealed that although Matero had a functioning social-control 
system through chairmen and a neighborhood watch, interviewees did not 
belong to any other voluntary community organizations. While interviewees 
reported no awareness of associations operating in their neighborhood, the 
most cited reason for lack of civic engagement was that they did not trust 
each other. Interviewees reported skepticism and distrust when a neighbor 
proposed a community initiative, project, or plan.

Interviewees in George confirmed that associations existed under the 
UNIP government, but they no longer exist. By interviewee accounts, the 
organizations and initiatives were functional, and residents lamented the loss.

In general, leasehold rights do not provide enough of a stake in the 
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neighborhood to instigate participation in voluntary associations. In many 
respects, residents are so busy attempting to meet basic needs that there is not 
enough time left for civic activities.

7.3. The Family House and Social Production and 
Intergenerational Transfer of Tenure

The family house emerged as an important theme in the Matero case. A family 
house is one in which some members are caretakers, appointed by extended 
family to live in the house following the passing of the owner. Caretakers were 
typically siblings of the head of the household. In this situation, the house 
was bequeathed to all the children of the primary beneficiary, but only one 
person could be officially added to the title. The collective nature of families 
forced the deed office to include a string of names on the title. While some 
interviewees in George regarded their homes as family houses, there was no 
legal provision for several members to be included on the occupancy license, 
and the license was not legally transferrable.

The family house is emblematic of the disconnect between the collective 
societal orientation in Zambia and the individualistic orientation of neolib-
eral ideology. While extended family may view the home as a collectively 
owned asset, property rights institutions developed based on private own-
ership only provide for individuals. Here we see the social production and 
intergenerational transfer of homeownership tenure through the family. The 
circumstance also illuminates the compromise necessitated by neoliberal ide-
ology in the social production of ownership tenure. Neoliberalism demands 
only one name on a deed, but under a collective orientation, a collection of 
individuals could sign the deed.

7.4. Conclusion

The homeowner ideology in Lusaka’s Matero township has not lived up to its 
claims. Leasehold rights delivered through privatization and slum upgrading 
are a bundle of rights to idle capital there, too. Evidence from Matero and 
George corroborates much of what we know in terms of a positive associ-
ation between property rights and property value. However, the apprecia-
tion in value is too small for leaseholders to access formal credit. Moreover, 
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the fact that fewer people who have ownership rights participate in income-
generating activities relative to those with usufruct rights highlights the 
importance of context. The evidence casts further doubt on the ability of own-
ership rights to lead to higher labor market participation, household income, 
investments, and household wealth as measured through durable goods. In 
short, beneficiaries of leasehold rights through privatization of public hous-
ing receive a bundle of rights to idle capital, because they are discouraged 
from utilizing their land and housing to engage with the market and advance 
their livelihood.

In the context of a poorly performing macroeconomic environment char-
acterized by high unemployment, low incomes, and high prevalence of pov-
erty, stronger rights have little impact on individual household economies. 
Further research is required to ascertain optimal economic conditions for 
stronger rights to have a positive effect on employment and income, through 
increases either in home businesses or tenure security.

However, despite the personal and structural constraints to economic 
utility gains, ownership rights do provide holders with certain social benefits, 
such as higher status and life satisfaction, as compared to those with usufruct 
rights. Yet this does not suggest that there are no gains from usufruct rights. 
Indeed, income-generating activities were higher in George, and housing 
investments took place, despite regulations prohibiting them.

In sum, contention and compromise regarding the idea of the family 
house reveal the social production of ownership tenure, through the fami-
ly’s practices of production and intergenerational transfer, as inflected by the 
individualistic values of neoliberalism.
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Chapter 8

The Antitheses of the Homeowner  
Ideology through Usufruct Rights  

to Social Housing in Luanda

Recall the story of Rosana in Luanda in chapter 1. Rosana was evacuated 
by the government from Boa Vista and relocated to temporary housing in 
Zango, 40 kilometers (25 miles) away. Five long years later, she was provided 
with a house under usufruct rights. Through her guia de entrega (a housing 
occupancy receipt), Rosana agreed to use the house for habitation only. How-
ever, with the help of her family, Rosana built a wall and fence, converted the 
dwelling to a two-story house, and painted the exterior an unapproved color 
(only green, yellow, orange, purple, and white are allowed). Yet Rosana’s story 
is not unique. Even though they have gone against the terms of their occu-
pancy, Rosana and her neighbors in Zango express little to no fear of evic-
tion by the government. Their health is much better since moving, and they 
have more income and durable goods than the people who moved to Paraiso. 
Many opened businesses and rented out rooms, despite rules against doing 
so. Rosana is satisfied with her house and her neighborhood, and she has a 
strong sense of neighborhood and no intention to move. Her story challenges 
the assumptions of homeowner ideology. Rosana’s story teaches us that even 
without ownership rights, the poor can maximize economic utility. What 
matters is that they feel, think, and assess that they have security of tenure.

Chapters 5, 6, and 7 provided evidence to support the argument that free-
hold is structured idle capital among the urban poor, and that a focus on the 
economic utility of real property rights obscures the social reality that such 
rights affect non-economic dimensions of welfare. This chapter adds to those 
assertions to suggest that although property rights empower the possessor 
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with ownership and security of tenure, the homeowner ideology obscures the 
benefits of usufruct property rights. The present chapter demonstrates that in 
cases of untitled tenure and state recognition and administration of usufruct 
rights, the urban poor engage in trading, investment, and informal business 
on the land.

8.1. Measuring Effects of Usufruct Rights  
in Zango, Luanda

Our study team used a quantitative approach in Zango and Paraiso. Working 
with the research contractor that administers the Afrobarometer in Angola, 
I conducted a household survey from December 3 to 21, 2019—thirteen years 
after the first transfer of housing to families in Zango in 2006. The targeted 
sample size was 650. The study population was made up of 3,000 Zango 
household heads who are housing beneficiaries, and about 120,000 dwell-
ers who live in the musseque of Paraiso (Tvedten et al. 2018). There were no 
requirements for representation in terms of gender, ethnicity, or health. Only 
adult heads of household or adult proxies were interviewed.

The target sample size was 10 percent of the number of households in 
Zango. The government built 3,000 homes. Our target sample size was 300 in 
Zango, and an unmatched sample of 350 households was targeted in Paraiso. 
Systematic sampling with a random start was chosen; this is a probability-
based sampling method that ensures that every person in the study popula-
tion has an equal and random chance of being selected. Google Earth images 
of the two areas were used to select the random start because there was no 
publicly available and reliable housing registry of either Zango 1 or Paraiso 
that could be used as a sampling frame. A random start was assigned by a field 
supervisor. Data collectors requested to interview every second household 
from the random start in each location. Paraiso was divided into eight sectors 
in line with Waldorf (2014). The sectoral division allowed for geographical 
representation during data collection. In both neighborhoods, data collectors 
were instructed to request to speak to the household head or a proxy 18 years 
old or older. The realized total sample size was 634 households (a 97.5 percent 
response rate). However, during data cleaning, it was found that some of the 
respondents had indicated that their households had moved into Zango later 
than 2006. These were probably recent buyers and not original owners or 
dependent proxies, who supplied information about their own arrival date 
rather than that of the household head. These were removed from the dataset. 
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In the final unmatched dataset, there were 297 observations from Zango and 
298 from Paraiso.

Twenty-two data collectors were trained in survey administration and 
ethical considerations. During the training, a pilot study was conducted, 
wherein each enumerator conducted one interview, and the questionnaire 
was reviewed according to the comments made. Data collectors proceeded 
to their random starts under the guidance of a field supervisor and began 
to administer questionnaires. Data collectors carried password-protected 
smartphones, and the questionnaire was programmed into the secure online 
platform SurveyToGo. Data collectors did not have access to the data once 
they had conducted and uploaded an interview. Data was stored in a secure 
and encrypted cloud account. The principal investigator downloaded the 
datafile in excel.csv format. After data collection, a research assistant assisted 
with data cleaning and preliminary analysis. The research assistant possessed 
a current CITI Human Subjects Research Certification.

8.1.1. Analytical Strategy
As in the cases from Nairobi and Lusaka, propensity score analysis was 
employed to eliminate selection bias and achieve comparability of the groups. 
Although some households self-selected and moved from Boa Vista to Para-
iso, there were already people who had settled there. They did not settle in 
one location but mixed into Paraiso. There were no records to help trace and 
isolate these households. Thus, the sample was limited to those who had set-
tled there from 2001. Participants who moved to Zango 1 may differ, for rea-
sons unknown. The fact that they obliged and did not resist, while those who 
went to Paraiso resisted going to Zango, suggests that they could be a reason 
for the difference. The general reason for self-selection into Paraiso was that 
evictees wanted to stay close to economic opportunities, but there might be 
other, unknown reasons why specific individuals self-selected in the way they 
did. These reasons might determine differences in outcomes. The propensity 
score balances scores between the two groups on observed characteristics, 
thereby eliminating selection bias and making the two groups comparable 
on baseline characteristics. This means that conditioned on their propensity 
scores, participants from both groups will have a similar distribution of mea-
sured or observed baseline covariates. Procedures were similar to the Kibera 
and Matero case studies, but specific adjustments were made. Below is the 
description of the specific application of propensity score matching for this 
case study.
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Estimating the Propensity Scores
I estimated an initial propensity score matching model, using the matching 
variables described in table 8.1.

To estimate the propensity score, a probit regression model was employed 
to predict treatment status—that is, usufruct rights in Zango vs. untitled or 
no tenure rights in Paraiso. The probit model regressed tenure status on base-
line characteristics. Income and demographic characteristics were plausible 
predictors of outcome variables in households with stronger tenure rights. 
These were included in the propensity score model because of the need to 
ensure balance on variables that are predictive of these outcomes.

Matching on Propensity Scores
Treated and untreated participants were matched based on similar propensity 
scores. The ideal is to have fewer treatment observations and more untreated 

Table 8.1. Variable Descriptions for Matching Variables
Matching Variables

Age Group average [Q_17] Age of the head of the 
household

Sex 1 = male, 2 = female [Q_16] Sex of head of household
Education Group average [Q_19] Highest level of 

education of the head of 
household

Marital Status [Q_18/Q_18_S] Marital status of 
the head of household

Employment Status 0 = Unemployed, but not  
actively seeking work

1 = Unemployed
2 = Unemployed and job  

searching in the last 4 weeks
3 = Employed

[Q_22/Q_22_S] Employment 
status of the head of 
household

Employment Type 0 = informal
1 = formal

Q_23 If the head of household is 
employed, is the employment 
formal or informal?

Employed Household 
Members

0 = no
1 = yes

[Q_24] Besides the head of the 
family, are there any other 
family members who work?

Number of Rooms Group average [Q_29] Total number of rooms
Dwelling Area Group average [Q_30] Total construction area 

of your housing in m2
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observations, to have a larger pool from which treatment group matches can 
be selected. After matching, the realized matched sample size was 162 house-
holds for Zango 1, which is the treatment group, and 214 for Paraiso. Multiple 
matching methods, such as nearest neighbor, radius, kernel, and stratification 
methods, were employed. Inferences were made only in the region of com-
mon support—the space where the distributions of the propensity scores of 
the two groups overlap. The objective was to match a treated participant to 
each untitled participant.

Stratification and Balance on Propensity Scores
Balancing the data ensures that there are no confounding effects across dis-
tributions of propensity scores (Guo and Fraser 2015). Balance is achieved 
by computing quintiles of the estimated propensity scores such that each 
quintile has no differences. When propensity scores are constant within each 
quintile, the distribution of matching variables is approximately the same 
between treatment and control groups (Rubin 2006, 449). The region of com-
mon support ranged from propensity scores 0.15 to 0.92. Participants in the 
overall study sample were stratified into five approximately equal-size groups 
of the estimated propensity score. The distribution of scores across groups 
is as shown in figure 8.1, and the results of the tests of equality of means in 
propensity scores within each quintile block, as shown in table 8.2, are not 
significant, showing that the means are equal. Figure 8.1 and table 8.2 show 
that the extent of overlap is satisfactory, and balance is achieved across the 
two samples within each quintile.

Estimating Treatment Effects
Estimates were made of the average treatment effect for the treated (ATT)—
that is, the average response to treatment for individuals who were assigned 
usufruct rights. Nearest neighbor, radius, kernel, and stratification matching 
techniques were applied to derive and estimate ATT. The models do not con-
trol for unobservable or unknown factors that may be driving observed varia-
tion in the outcomes. The assumption of the propensity score models in using 
observed characteristics is that there are no unobserved factors correlated 
with the outcome. For variable descriptions of outcome variables, please see 
appendix C. See appendix D for descriptive statistics.
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Fig. 8.1. Balance of Propensity Scores across Treated (Usufruct Rights) and Untreated 
(Untitled) Groups

Table 8.2. t-tests of Equality of the Means of Propensity Scores 
between Treated and Untreated Groups in Each Block
Block of Propensity Score 
Inferior Bound

Untreated (Paraiso)
(n = 214)

Treated (Zango 1)
(n = 162) t

Block 1–0.09 0.15 0.16 −0.51
Block 2–0.2 0.30 0.31 −1.06
Block 3–0.4 0.48 0.50 −1.79
Block 4–0.6 0.65 0.69 −2.29
Block 5–0.8 0.86 0.85 −0.32
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8.2. Utility of Usufruct Rights in Zango

8.2.1. Tenure Security
Zango residents had more tenure security than Paraiso residents, as the gov-
ernment allocated houses, moved families to Zango, and provided a docu-
ment to signify occupancy.

8.2.2. Housing Investments and Consolidation
After matching, an independent samples t-test was used to examine whether 
Zango 1 households from the matched sample engaged in investments despite 
the guidelines to the contrary in the guia de entrega. Croese (2013) observed 
that households in Zango did make house modifications, but did not quantify 
the extent and significance of these modifications. Several studies have shown 
that households with usufruct rights tend to make investments contrary to 
regulation, where enforcement of regulations is weak (Muyeba 2018; Payne, 
Durand-Lasserve, and Rakodi 2009). The analysis reveals that the average 
dwelling size in Zango 1 is significantly greater than the initial size of houses 
delivered by the government. The average size of the dwelling is 115 m2, while 
the initial size was 52 m2, which represents a statistically significant difference 
of an average of 63 m2, with t (161) = 5.49, p = 0.00. This means that since 
housing delivery, households in Zango 1 have more than doubled the sizes of 
their dwellings on average. Evidence of household investments was further 
corroborated by Google Earth satellite images and author photographs.

Satellite images are used here to visually identify investments taking place 
over time. Since the dwellings were built in a single contiguous area, satellite 

Table 8.3. Average Treatment Effect on the Treated (ATT) for Perceived 
Tenure Security Variables Using Nearest Neighbor, Radius, Kernel, and 
Stratification Matching

Outcome Variable

Matching Method
Nearest 

Neighbor Radius Kernel Stratification

Fear of Eviction −1.82***
(0.60)

−1.03***
(0.43)

−1.05***
(0.45)

−0.98***
(0.34)

Possibility of Eviction −2.22***
(0.56)

−1.42***
(0.41)

−1.49***
(0.43)

−1.27***
(0.47)

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.
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images can identify structural changes that took place over years. The images 
were obtained using Google Earth Pro. The first image was taken in 2008, 
shortly after the houses were built and delivered to 3,000 residents. The sec-
ond image was taken in March of 2020. The two maps are compared to depict 
any investments that had occurred.

Satellite imagery confirms investments in housing. Figure 8.2 shows the 
northwest part of Zango 1 in 2008, while figure 8.3 shows the same location 
in 2020. Many dwellings have an additional structure or extension, which 
confirms the statistical analysis. Over time, residents made many house mod-
ifications, even though they were prohibited by the government. Some home-
owners remodeled the government-built houses into mansionettes such as 
one might see in an American suburb. Other modifications were driven by 
a desire for increased security, such as walls, burglar bars, and barbed wire. 
Zango residents took concrete steps (no pun intended) to invest in their 
houses based on their security. The development is so significant that it can 
be difficult to distinguish boundaries between houses on the map. Even with 
usufruct rights, residents of Zango felt secure enough to make costly invest-
ments in homes that technically belonged to the government.

The critical question is whether observed levels of investments in Zango 1 
were more significant than those made by Paraiso residents. Table 8.4 shows 
the results of the propensity score analysis on differences in dwelling area 
and number of rooms between the two neighborhoods. There was no signifi-
cant difference in housing investments and number of rooms between house-
holds in Zango 1 and Paraiso. The difference in dwelling area ranges from 0 
to 12 m2, but this is not statistically significant. The difference in the absolute 

Table 8.4. Average Treatment Effect on the Treated (ATT) for Dwelling 
Area and Number of Rooms Using Nearest Neighbor, Radius, Kernel, and 
Stratification Matching

Outcome Variable

Matching Method
Nearest 

Neighbor Radius Kernel Stratification

Housing Investments
Dwelling Area 3.44

(28.64)
31.89

(18.47)
32.06

(19.73)
30.57

(18.53)
Number of Rooms 0.75***

(0.19)
0.61***

(0.16)
0.63***

(0.18)
0.53***

(0.14)

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.
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number of rooms is 0. This means that higher perceived tenure security and 
possession of the guia de entrega does not mean higher housing investments. 
Untitled households in Paraiso invested as much as Zango residents in their 
housing, despite having no formal document.

8.2.3. Labor Market Participation
Table 8.5 reveals no significant differences in type of employment or employ-
ment status of the head of household and other household members. This 
means that labor market participation is not a mechanism through which 
property rights affect income in Zango. The labor market participation mech-
anism probably does not work, for two primary reasons. First, as the analysis 
shows, perception of tenure security is very high in both Zango and Paraiso, 
which means that changes in title and housing status have no impact. Where 
tenure security is high, households do not need to leave an adult at home 
during the day to protect the dwelling from eviction. Second, it is very likely 
that formal employment opportunities are so few that changes in property 
rights do not lead to labor market participation. Almost half of all household 
heads in the Zango sample are either unemployed and not seeking employ-
ment, unemployed and seeking employment, or report only that they are 
unemployed. Thus, the evidence suggests that property rights increase tenure 
security, which leads to increase in home business activities.

Table 8.5. Average Treatment Effect on the Treated (ATT) for Labor 
Market Participation and Home Business Activities Using Nearest 
Neighbor, Radius, Kernel, and Stratification Matching

Outcome Variable

Matching Method
Nearest 

Neighbor Radius Kernel Stratification

Employment Status 0.07
(0.13)

0.07
(0.13)

0.06
(0.13)

0.02
(0.12)

Employed Members of 
Households

−0.07
(0.09)

0.01
(0.06)

0.00
(0.06)

0.04
(0.06)

Employment Type 0.15
(0.12)

0.04
(0.09)

0.02
(0.10)

0.03
(0.09)

Home Business 
Activities

0.03
(0.07)

0.11**
(0.05)

0.10*
(0.06)

0.12*
(0.06)

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.
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8.2.4. Income-Generating Activities
Table 8.5 also shows evidence that property rights are associated with higher 
participation in home-business activities in Zango. Radius matching shows 
that ATT = 0.11, t(334) = 1.97, p < 0.05. Kernel matching demonstrates that 
ATT = 0.10, t(348) = 1.76, p < 0.10. Stratification matching reveals that ATT = 
0.12, t(348) = 1.94, p < 0.10. This means that Zango has 10 to 12 percent more 
households engaged in home business activities than Paraiso. This evidence is 
based on radius, kernel, and stratification matching. Analysis using nearest-
neighbor matching shows no significant differences.

8.2.5. Household Income
Table 8.6 presents strong evidence that Zango households have higher house-
hold income than Paraiso households. All four matching methods reveal a 
higher ATT, ranging from Kz9,106 to Kz11,735 (US$21 to $28). The analysis 
shows an ATT = Kz9,106, t(314) = 2.73, p < 0.01 using nearest neighbor; ATT 
= Kz9,225, t(314) = 3.42, p < 0.01 using radius matching; ATT = Kz9,489, 
t(314) = 3.41, p < 0.01 using kernel matching; and ATT = Kz11,735, t(348) = 
3.93, p < 0.01 using stratification matching (US$21.54, $21.83, $22.46, and 
$27.77). This means that the guia de entrega for households that benefitted 
from social housing in Zango is associated with a higher range of income than 
for those who lived in Paraiso. The analysis using log of household income is 
consistent, showing that Zango households have more income than Paraiso 
households. To use alternative indicators of income, the analysis using dura-

Table 8.6. Average Treatment Effect on the Treated (ATT) for Household 
Income, Log of Household Income, and Households Durables Using 
Nearest Neighbor, Radius, Kernel, and Stratification Matching

Outcome Variable

Matching Method
Nearest 

Neighbor Radius Kernel Stratification

Households Income 9106.03***
(3335.22)

9225.36***
(2694.32)

9489.04***
(2783.03)

11734.89***
(3772.82)

Log of Household 
Income

1.23***
(0.44)

1.05***
(0.30)

1.13***
(0.31)

1.39***
(0.37)

Durable Household 
Goods

2.45***
(0.72)

2.10***
(0.58)

2.14***
(0.61)

2.00***
(0.61)

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.
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ble household goods shows that Zango households have two more durable 
goods than Paraiso households.

8.2.6. Usufruct Rights and Health
There was no significant difference in scores on health indicators between 
Zango and Paraiso residents. In terms of physical health, this might be 
attributed to the fact that Paraiso residents build their houses using brick 
and mortar. Gastrow (2017a) has shown that houses built of brick and mortar 
reflect efforts to legitimize settlements in Luanda. A lack of difference in psy-
chological health can be explained by high levels of tenure security. Despite 
Zango residents having higher scores, perception of tenure security is gen-
erally high in both Zango 1 and Paraiso. As shown in appendix D, Paraiso’s 
score on fear of eviction is an average of 4 out of a possible 10. Zango is 2.77. 
Perception of the possibility of eviction is also a low 4 out of 10 for Paraiso 
households, while that of Zango 1 is 2.31.

The high perception of tenure security can be explained by multiple fac-
tors. For Zango 1 residents, it probably emanates from the guia de entrega, the 
low likelihood of a second eviction, and the social housing assumptions of a 
Marxist tradition. The guia de entrega is assurance of government backing, 
even though its guidelines are violated. The modification guidelines are also 

Table 8.7. Average Treatment Effect on the Treated (ATT) for Health 
Indicators Using Nearest Neighbor, Radius, Kernel, and Stratification 
Propensity Score Matching

Outcome Variable

Matching Method
Nearest 

Neighbor Radius Kernel Stratification

Self-Reported  
Physical Health

0.63
(0.41)

0.51
(0.32)

0.50
(0.33)

0.49
(0.30)

Adult BMI 1.02
(0.53)

0.32
(0.57)

0.53
(0.43)

0.66
(0.42)

Child BMI 2.05
(2.60)

−0.95
(1.21)

−0.90
(1.38)

−0.04
(1.61)

Fertility −0.06
(0.23)

−0.16
(0.15)

−0.07
(0.15)

−0.05
(0.14)

Anxiety Disorder Scale −0.51
(0.74)

−0.58
(0.50)

−0.55
(0.52)

−0.86
(0.58)

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.
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open enough that residents made them without fear of eviction. Poor mon-
itoring and guideline enforcement also contribute to a sense that residents 
can make changes without sanction. In addition, there is no delimitation of 
tenure duration. Perpetual usufruct rights may be interpreted as permanent 
possession and use. Also, the government eviction of households from Boa 
Vista and subsequent resettlement in Zango 1 may suggest to residents that a 
second mass eviction was unlikely.

Culturally, Marxist values and traditions persist and provide a broader 
context for higher security of tenure. For many Paraiso households, even 
without official communication or title, the government promise to build 
housing provided a level of tenure security. As noted, brick-and-mortar build-
ing materials in Luanda further legitimized the settlement (Gastrow 2017b). 
Most houses in Paraiso, as shown in figure 4.18, are built of brick and mor-
tar. Even more, establishment of a police post and water tanks through JICA 
contributed positively. Further, when evictions have taken place, it was often 
in response to dangerous conditions or urban development (Croese 2013). 
Instances from this latter category are concentrated in Luanda’s city center.

There was no difference in any of the indicators of social capital. However, 
this is not surprising—residents in both neighborhoods have been together 
for at least two decades. Once they moved from Boa Vista, Zango residents 
lived in informal housing structures while waiting for their housing. How-
ever, social capital can develop in the next generation after titling, as shown in 
Moser and Felton (2007). Perhaps a definitive answer can only be found after 
the children of residents in Zango become adults.

Table 8.8. Average Treatment Effect on the Treated (ATT) for Social 
Capital Indicators Using Nearest Neighbor, Radius, Kernel, and 
Stratification Propensity Score Matching

Outcome Variable

Matching Method
Nearest 

Neighbor Radius Kernel Stratification

Membership in 
Associations

0.43
(0.28)

0.46
(0.73)

0.26
(0.17)

0.24
(0.22)

Bonding Social Capital −1.05
(1.06)

−0.15
(0.69)

−0.03
(0.62)

−0.65
(0.94)

Bridging Social Capital −0.02
(1.16)

−0.21
(0.64)

0.05
(0.73)

−0.38
(1.08)

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.
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Zango residents have a higher sense of belonging than Paraiso residents. 
All four matching methods reveal an ATT higher for Zango, ranging from a 
difference of 1.45 to 1.72. The analysis shows an ATT = 1.52, t(352) = 2.69, p 
< 0.01 using nearest neighbor; ATT = 1.71 t(352) = 4.15, p < 0.01 using radius 
matching; ATT = 1.72, t(352) = 4.00, p < 0.01 using kernel matching; and ATT 
= 1.45, t(374) = 4.11, p < 0.01 using stratification matching. It is likely that 
having the government deliver housing with a document backing occupancy 
provides Zango residents with a higher sense of belonging than residents of 
Paraiso. Residents of Paraiso have little assurance from the government that 
they belong in the land that they occupy and possess.

It appears that living in Zango does not evoke the same level of self-esteem 
as we saw in Kenya, South Africa, and Zambia. Residents of Zango do not 
own their land and housing, which remain the property of the government. 
Residents are not more satisfied with their dwelling and neighborhood than 
Paraiso residents.

Table 8.9. Average Treatment Effect on the Treated (ATT) for Self-Esteem, 
Satisfaction with House and Neighborhood, and Sense of Belonging Using 
Nearest Neighbor, Radius, Kernel, and Stratification Propensity Score 
Matching

Outcome Variable

Matching Method
Nearest 

Neighbor Radius Kernel Stratification

Self-Esteem −0.02
(0.31)

0.01
(0.20)

−0.01
(0.21)

−0.23
(0.19)

Satisfaction with House −0.35
(0.47)

−0.14
(0.36)

−0.15
(0.36)

−0.25
(0.37)

Satisfaction with 
Neighborhood

0.01
(0.40)

0.54
(0.28)

0.50
(0.37)

0.51
(0.39)

Satisfaction with Life in 
General

0.41
(0.42)

0.33
(0.28)

−0.04
(0.31)

−0.11
(0.29)

Sense of Belonging 1.52***
(0.57)

1.71***
(0.41)

1.72***
(0.43)

1.45***
(0.35)

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.
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8.3. Conclusion

A focus on the economic effects of ownership rights obscures the broader 
view of social reality, including the non-economic benefits of usufruct prop-
erty rights. The present chapter demonstrated that usufruct rights are asso-
ciated with stronger tenure security, higher household income, more house-
hold durable goods, and a better sense of belonging compared to those who 
are untitled in Paraiso. It also showed that the absence of freehold owner-
ship title does not imply absence of tenure security. Thus, freehold tenure is 
a source of tenure security, but usufruct rights and being untitled can also 
be associated with high tenure security. Indeed, the homeowner ideology’s 
focus on the utility of ownership obscures evidence for benefits of usufruct 
property rights.
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Chapter 9

Conclusion
Persistence of the Homeowner Ideology in Africa

Over the course of six decades following political emancipation from colo-
nialism, the urban housing crisis has unfolded and grown to unsustainable 
levels in Africa. The continent is home to over 1.2 billion people, with 400 
million living in inadequate dwellings and 234 million living in slums. Hous-
ing poverty is rife, with 51 million households lacking adequate housing. The 
future poses even greater challenges. Projections of the 2030 urban tipping 
point and population growth to 2.5 billion by 2050 suggest unprecedented 
population stress on African cities. Making things worse, African govern-
ments are still recovering from unsustainable international debt incurred 
while trying to meet housing and other socioeconomic needs during what 
Malawian-Swedish economist Thandika Mkandawire called Africa’s Great 
Depression from 1973 to 2002, and the more recent borrowing from China 
and international financial institutions from 2002 to 2020.

During the same period, neoliberal market fundamentalism gradu-
ally became a pervasive idea. With defaults on loans spreading across the 
developing world, market fundamentalist economists such as Milton Fried-
man, Harry Johnson, Bela Balassa, Anne Krueger, and others diagnosed the 
involvement of the state in the economy as a major cause of the 1973 to 2002 
crisis (Todaro and Smith 2020). These economists prescribed the market as 
a solution through adjustment and stabilization programs, and institution-
alized Washington Consensus policies in the form of SAPs. The market fun-
damentalists held influential positions at the World Bank and IMF, and in 
African government. To them, the solution to poverty was the market, and 
ownership is central to the functioning of markets.
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Market fundamentalists and libertarian philosophers made ideological 
claims about the utility of ownership forms of property rights in addressing 
poverty, and such claims became pervasive following the fall of the Soviet 
Union and the triumph of neoliberalism.

In this book, the libertarian philosophical system of beliefs, values, 
assumptions, and claims about permanent ownership of real property are 
referred to as the homeowner ideology. The homeowner ideology is based 
on several unsubstantiated claims, positioning ownership as the norm, the 
most desirable and cheapest tenure, a status symbol, a pathway to commu-
nity engagement and satisfaction, and the natural preference of rational peo-
ple (Acolin 2020; Acolin, An, and Wachter 2022). It is also argued that lack 
of well-defined property rights—especially ownership rights—contributes to 
the failure of nations (Acemoglu and Robinson 2012). More operationalizable 
claims include that real property rights increase tenure security, allow access 
to credit markets, increase property values, increase investments and housing 
consolidation, allow for accumulation of household wealth, allow freeholders 
to engage in income-generating activities, lead to higher labor market partici-
pation and income, and in general reduce poverty. Non-economic claims sug-
gesting that freehold is related to better physical and psychological health and 
better citizenship have been marginalized by the focus on economic effects.

Markets have failed the urban poor in Africa so profoundly that some 
governments decided to address these market failures and provide housing 
to their poor, despite meaningful disincentives to do so. The government of 
Kenya implemented KENSUP and built 824 apartments in 21 high-rise blocks. 
The country still faces a housing backlog of two million homes with a rapid 
urban population growth rate of 4.5 percent per year. The South African gov-
ernment built houses for the poor who were marginalized during apartheid, 
knowing well that markets had failed them. In Cape Town, 300,000 houses 
were built, and the project continues. In Lusaka, the poor could not afford to 
buy houses at market rate, which led the government to transfer colonial-era 
homes to them at no cost. Similarly, even though it has the option of opting 
for market-rate housing, the government of Angola decided to provide social 
housing, transferring houses under usufruct rights for free.

Using these cities as case studies, I argue that ideological claims about the 
economic utility of real property rights are both ambiguous and assumed to 
be accurate, and they powerfully obscure social realities and persist through 
the social production of homeownership tenure. Contrary to market fun-
damentalist claims, real property rights among the urban poor in African 
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cities are actually bundles of rights to structured idle capital on the formal 
market. The evidence for economic utility is weak. In addition, the focus on 
the economic outcomes of ownership has obscured evidence that real prop-
erty rights are associated with improvement in non-economic dimensions of 
human welfare. Indeed, the freehold and leasehold case studies in this book 
demonstrate that the utility of freehold extends beyond economic utility. 
Similarly, a focus on the utility of ownership obscures evidence of the bene-
fits of weaker forms of property rights, such as usufruct rights. Finally, social 
production processes driven by the neoliberal homeowner ideology account 
for the persistence of using real property rights as a tool to eradicate poverty. 
In the following sections, I offer a summary of evidence for each part of the 
argument.

9.1. (F)Utility of Real Property Rights

It is clear from the evidence that freehold ownership produces structured idle 
capital. Cases from Nairobi, Cape Town, and Lusaka revealed that ownership 
rights actually do little for the poor as an economic resource on the formal 
market. Indeed, neoliberal market-dominated economies functionally disin-
centivize investment in low-cost or low-value property, such as where slum 
conditions once existed. Ownership rights fail to fulfil their promise of pros-
perity and freedom for the poor, and they fail to fulfil promises of increased 
access to credit, sufficient increases in property values, labor market partic-
ipation, investment, household wealth and income, and overall reduction in 
income poverty. In some cases, they even fail to assure tenure security. Own-
ership rights do not overcome the potential perils of low returns for banks 
and property developers, given conditions of low savings rates, poor credit, 
insufficient insurance markets, and widespread informal employment and 
unemployment among the poor in former slums.

Ownership rights do not lead to better access to credit. Freehold and 
leasehold titleholders fear losing their property if they fail to repay the loan. 
The market is reluctant to lend to these high-risk clients. In addition, a few 
beneficiaries of housing subsidies and shack-dwellers alike who have a sta-
ble source of income have managed to secure small loans in Khayelitsha—
fewer than 5 percent. In these cases, property titles were often unnecessary, 
and where necessary, they were not alone sufficient to qualify for the loan. 
Beyond Africa, access to credit from private-sector lenders is unaltered by 



184	 •	 the homeowner ideology

2RPP

titling, and credit rationing is still a key feature of the microlending environ-
ment in urban Peru (Field and Torero 2006). In another example, informal 
finance was available from the onset of the formation of an illegal settlement 
in Bogota, and there is little formal financing forthcoming after legalization 
(Gilbert 2000). In Buenos Aires, low-income freeholders are not different 
from untitled households in accessing credit cards, bank accounts, and non-
mortgage formal credit from banks, government, and labor unions or coop-
eratives (Galiani and Schargrodsky 2010). However, rates of access to infor-
mal credit are higher among freehold households than untitled ones. Only 
in Indonesia does freehold increase formal credit access, with the help of the 
state (Dower and Potamites 2005).

Ownership rights do not increase labor market participation. However, 
the issue is not that residents fail to reallocate time away from activities 
aimed at securing services such as service delivery protests toward employ-
ment. Rather, in economies with high unemployment and decreasing market 
demand for unskilled labor, it may be unrealistic to expect ownership rights 
to lead to improved employment status or an increase in number of hours 
worked. Similarly, given high levels of unemployment, poverty, and inequal-
ity in the broader economy, it may be unrealistic to expect freehold and lease-
hold titles to affect labor market participation and income. In the broader 
literature on property rights and labor market participation, Gilbert (2004) 
asked whether providing housing subsidies in South Africa, Chile, and Brazil 
is worth it; the question may be especially apt given the high unemployment, 
widespread poverty, and vast income inequality we see in 2022.

Evidence on the effects of ownership rights on labor market participation 
was not found in any of the case studies. The evidence is similarly scarce in 
other developing countries, and findings are ambiguous. In the COPOFRI 
program that issued property titles to 1.2 million urban households in Peru, 
the net effect of property titling was an increase in hours of labor and a real-
location of work hours from inside the home to the outside labor market 
(Field 2003b, 2007). Households with no legal claim to their property spent 
an average of 13 hours per week guarding their houses from eviction, and 
they were 40 percent more likely to work at home. Between 1997 and 2000, 
households that converted to freehold increased household labor supply by 
16 hours over untitled households. These households were also half as likely 
as untitled households to work at home. Similarly, a natural experiment in 
Brazil demonstrated that freehold tenure increased labor market supply and 
household income (Moura and Bueno 2009). By contrast, freehold titling had 
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no effect on labor market outcomes 20 years after titling in Buenos Aires 
(Galiani and Schargrodsky 2010).

Income-generating activities are not exclusive to freehold and leasehold 
homeowners. Rental investments are not a priority, and houses are too small 
to accommodate renters. Context seems important here, as titling has led to 
investments in some neighborhoods but not others. In Khayelitsha, it may 
not have worked because in the prevailing economic conditions, the poor 
are too poor to purchase from each other. In a society with one of the highest 
rates of inequality in the world, the poverty is profound, with purchasing 
power so weak that it cannot sustain businesses. Counterintuitively, Matero 
residents participated significantly less in income-generating activities, which 
challenges the claim that owners are associated with significantly higher par-
ticipation in such activities.

Ownership rights increase property values among the poor, but the home 
values are lower than what is required to participate in the formal market. 
Elsewhere, conversion to freehold raised property values by up to 23.5 percent 
on the formal market in Guayaquil (Lanjouw and Levy 2002), by 73 percent 
in Jakarta (Dowall and Leaf, 1991), and by an astounding 100 percent in Brazil 
(Alston, Libecap, and Schneider 1996). Increases recorded in Lima, Jakarta, 
and Manila amount to 25 percent (Cantuarias and Delgado 2004; Dowall 
1998; Friedman et al. 1988). Self-assessed property value gains from freehold 
in Costa Rica amount to 40 percent of the original value (Méndez 2006). 
Nevertheless, these increases do not necessarily mean the values are sufficient 
to be used as collateral in obtaining loans.

Ownership rights do not result in increased household income. Since 
there is no evidence of an increase in labor-market participation, and income-
generating activities are similar to those of individuals living in shacks, a 
finding of no increase makes sense. Other scholars have made similar discov-
eries in other developing countries. Furthermore, in cities outside of Africa, 
income increases were preceded by an increase in labor market participation 
(Field and Torero 2006; Piza and de Moura 2016). There are no differences 
between titled and untitled households in terms of household head income, 
total household income, total household income per capita, total household 
income per adult, and employment status of the household head. There are 
also no significant differences in the pension status of the household heads, 
in female employment, and in child labor. To add to this ambiguity, in Quito 
and Guayaquil, there is no significant difference in aggregate weekly house-
hold labor hours between freeholders and untitled households, and freehold 
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households are 42 percent more likely to have at least one adult member 
working primarily inside the house (Rose 2006). However, freehold house-
holds are 6 percentage points less likely to use child labor to contribute to 
household income (Rose 2006).

Although owner economic ideologists claim that freehold titling results 
in increases in wealth, no evidence of this was found. Freeholders and lease-
holders seem to feel no obligation to fill up their houses as Meintjes (2000) 
expected. It may also be that they could not afford many assets. Leasehold 
tenure is associated with investments in housing, but these are not wealth-
generating in Lusaka. Elsewhere, in Lima, freehold formalization has a large 
positive effect, a 68 percent increase in housing renovations within four years 
of titling (Field 2005, 286). This effect does not operate exclusively through 
greater access to credit, and investments were limited to small renovations 
(Field 2005, 286–87). In a poor suburban area of Buenos Aires that received 
freehold, the proportion of houses with high-quality walls rose by 40 percent, 
and high-quality roofs rose by 47 percent; houses with a constructed surface 
rose by 12 percent, and houses with sidewalks rose by 16 percent; the titled 
neighborhoods had an overall improvement score of 37 out of 100 (Galiani 
and Schargrodsky 2010). This is not a wealth-creating effect from households 
that became wealthier after titling, but rather an incentive to invest because 
of titling (Galiani and Schargrodsky 2010).

It turns out that belief in free-market ideology happens after, not before, 
the poor become freeholders and leaseholders. The change from untitled indi-
viduals to freehold and leasehold ownership drives individuals to trust the 
market and decide to invest. Change in beliefs regarding ownership occurs 
after freehold or leasehold titling (Di Tella, Galiant, and Schargrodsky 2007). 
A widely cited natural experiment by Di Tella, Galiant, and Schargrodsky 
(2007) investigated whether titling influenced four beliefs that appear funda-
mental to the workings of a capitalist society: individualism, materialism, the 
role of merit, and trust. Two decades before their study, in 1981, about 1,800 
families occupied a large tract of land in San Francisco Solano, Buenos Aires. 
In 1984, the state expropriated the land, but offered the squatters an opportu-
nity to surrender their plot in exchange for compensation and a subsequent 
transfer of ownership to them. Some squatters surrendered and were given 
formal titles in 1989. Others challenged the expropriation in court, demand-
ing better compensation. The group of squatters that obtained real property 
rights became the treatment group, while the ones who challenged the state 
became the control group. They found a significant difference in the beliefs of 
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the squatters with real property rights relative to those with no property title. 
The beliefs espoused by squatters with freehold were pro-market, while those 
without title were less pro-market.

9.2. Obscurity of the Non-Economic Effects of Freehold

Our four cases also provided evidence that the focus on the economic util-
ity of ownership rights is so pervasive that it obscures the social reality that 
property rights are associated with improvement in non-economic dimen-
sions of human welfare. Freehold tenure is associated with better psycholog-
ical health in Nairobi, and with higher self-esteem in Nairobi, Cape Town, 
and Lusaka. Freehold increased owners’ sense of belonging and satisfaction 
with their houses, neighborhoods, and life in general in all three cities. It also 
improved physical health in Nairobi and Kenya. Counterintuitively, freehold 
tenure is associated with higher rates of teenage pregnancy among the urban 
poor in Cape Town.

Formal housing has electricity, which permits longer study time, con-
tributing to better education outcomes. With investments in stronger wall 
materials that can more effectively block noise, children in households of real 
property have quieter study environments. Children of freeholders also expe-
rience fewer school absences because of the safety provided by formal streets, 
unlike the hidden paths found in informal slum conditions.

Freeholders are modestly healthier, but this only happens if they invest in 
a better living environment or are given adequate housing by the state. Mov-
ing from slum conditions into houses improved self-reported physical health 
by 10 percent in Khayelitsha. The mechanism seems to be that improvement 
in the housing environment from increased access to piped water and sanita-
tion translates into better health. Shacks in Khayelitsha and other townships 
are susceptible to fire, flooding, and dust, which are sources of respiratory and 
waterborne diseases. Once these conditions improve, health status improves. 
This is consistent with the finding in the city of Nairobi, where property rights 
delivered with housing also improved the health of beneficiaries.

Elsewhere, in Montevideo, having property title is not associated with 
lower rates of housing-related diseases (Gandelman 2010). To the con-
trary, the effect of freehold on individuals is to lower rates of non-housing-
related diseases; in fact, overall health status is significantly better because 
of lower levels of stress among homeowners. Children from freehold titled 
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households enjoy better weight-for-height scores than those from untitled 
households in Buenos Aires, but similar weight-for-age scores (Galiani and 
Schargrodsky 2004). There were fewer occurrences of wasting although 
stunting remained unaffected. There is suggestive evidence that children in 
freehold households in Lima experienced an increase in weight but not in 
height (Vogl 2007). In addition, freehold titling seems to raise the risk of 
children being obese, which may mean that weight gain might not indicate 
improved nutritional status.

Evidence suggests that ownership rights are associated with psychologi-
cal health in Kibera, but in Khayelitsha there is no indication that freehold-
ers have better psychological well-being than shack dwellers. Respondents 
reported moderately high levels of psychological well-being, meaning they 
experienced psychological stresses some or a little of the time. Because of the 
methodological shortcomings, the evidence is not conclusive. The analysis 
nevertheless indicates the direction of the relationship. The state of knowl-
edge on African cities is such that more empirical study and theory building 
are needed to understand the relationship between titling and psychological 
well-being.

In all three freehold case studies, there is no effect on social capital. The 
evidence does not support the claim that freehold titling positively affects cit-
izen behavior in terms of memberships in voluntary associations, civic par-
ticipation, neighborhood attachment, and political awareness. Freeholders do 
not demonstrate behavior consistent with people who have an economic or 
other stake in the neighborhood, mainly because they did not participate in 
the process that brought them their houses. What we know from the very few 
studies that examine the effects of freehold on neighborhood outcomes and 
on aspects of social capital in developing countries is that there is no effect 
in Latin America (Pecha and Ruprah 2010). Pecha and Ruprah (2010) inves-
tigated whether homeownership affects membership in community and reli-
gious organizations, trust in local entities, good citizenship, civic and polit-
ical activism, voting behavior, satisfaction with neighborhood, and political 
ideological inclination. The study sampled 17 Latin American countries using 
the Latin Barometer opinion survey and found no effect of homeownership.

In Nairobi, fewer children were born to freehold families, indicating that 
women are more empowered. Overall, there is a dearth of research on the 
effects of freehold on empowerment of vulnerable individuals in urban areas 
in the developing world, much less in African cities. Evidence from Lima 
and Buenos Aires seems to indicate a reduction in fertility. Freehold titling 
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reduced annual birth rates by 21 percent among beneficiaries in Lima because 
of an increase in female bargaining power (Field 2003a). In Buenos Aires, 
fewer children are born to the household head after titling compared to unti-
tled households, an average of one less person than in untitled households 
(Galiani and Schargrodsky 2010). Further, untitled households seem to have 
more extended relatives living with them than those with freehold.

There is no evidence of a reduction in school dropout rates due to freehold 
rights in the three case studies. However, the claim that freehold rights reduce 
school dropouts is supported by evidence from Buenos Aires. Children in 
freehold, titled households experience less grade repetition than those from 
untitled households (Galiani and Schargrodsky 2004).

Finally, freeholders experience higher status attainment and a sense of 
decency and respectability. Untitled households do not claim increases in any 
of these characteristics.

9.3. Obscurity of the Utility of Usufruct Rights

The homeowner ideology’s emphasis on utility obscures the social reality that 
usufruct rights or untitled tenure do not imply absence of tenure security 
and utility. In Paraiso, households improve and invest in their dwellings in 
the absence of title, just like those in Zango, who ignore government regula-
tions. This is also the finding elsewhere (Angel et al. 2006; Calderón 2004). 
Where there is considerable de facto tenure security, dwellers do not wait 
for title to invest in their homes (Angel et al. 2006, 14; Calderón 2004, 298). 
Also, income can be a constraint for some households with a title. Angel et al. 
(2006) argue that the lack of improvements in Mexico reflects lack of income 
more than lack of title. Payne et al. (2009) pointed out the extent to which 
title can achieve the objective of increasing housing investments, concluding 
that although title is a means of achieving housing improvement and invest-
ment, it is by no means the only one. In Bogotá, sales of houses are more 
common when people lack legal title (Gilbert 2000). Informal property rights 
can substitute effectively for formal property rights in Guayaquil, Ecuador 
(Lanjouw and Levy 2002). In fact, a property-rights gap exists in the develop-
ing world where governments begin the process of delivering property rights, 
but to maintain political control do not complete the process (Albertus 2020). 
In Lusaka and Cape Town, simple binaries of owner and nonowner fail to 
capture the lived experiences of their interviewees. This is because rights to 
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houses are not embedded in legal title, but are shaped by shifting economic, 
social, and cultural realities (Butcher and Oldfield 2009).

Lack of formal freehold or leasehold title does not limit the occurrence 
of transactions and investments. In Angola, 96 percent of transactions take 
place without documented ownership (Cain 2013). In Argentina and Indone-
sia, there is no significant difference in housing improvements between those 
with formal legal title, perception of tenure security, and informal/de facto 
tenure (Reerink and van Gelder 2010; van Gelder 2007). A sense of perceived 
tenure security results in dwellers investing in their habitat through psycho-
logical pathways including both thinking and feeling, which influence how 
dwellers make decisions about the probability of eviction and which deter-
mine fear of eviction. In this regard, titling should lead to a lower perceived 
probability of eviction and to less fear of eviction, which in turn should lead 
to investment in housing (van Gelder 2007).

Ownership title is a source of tenure security, but not the only one. Even 
though it is equated with tenure security, households can have tenure security 
without title (Durand-Lasserve et al. 2007, 22). In metropolitan Manila, it is 
possible to have tenure security based on de facto tenure rights (Porio and 
Crisol 2004). Those without formal title on informal land settlements per-
ceive law and order, basic services, and job opportunities to be more import-
ant elements of their security and make investments on that basis.

Moreover, ownership title in some contexts reduces tenure security 
(Payne, Durand-Lasserve, and Rakodi 2009). Freehold titling programs are 
often used in informal settlements in countries or cities that already have 
some degree of de facto tenure security. In India and Afghanistan, tenure 
security was reduced after titling, because titles do not protect one from 
eviction. There are also market-driven displacements of titled households in 
Cambodia, Rwanda, Egypt, and India through gentrification. Tenure security 
can be achieved through several means other than titling, and titling may 
sometimes lead to increased tenure insecurity.

There is a need to go beyond the economic claims about real property 
rights in development. Market fundamentalist neoclassical economics has 
focused the debate about real property rights on economic outcomes. It has 
neither considered nor tested a wider range of effects, including many poten-
tial human and social capital effects. The consequence has been the obscuring 
of knowledge on non-economic dimensions of human welfare. This limits 
understanding of the full extent of effects of titling in different contexts.

I do not suggest that freehold and leasehold ownership be denied to the 
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poor; rather, below the low-income threshold, there is a need to break from 
an ideologically informed view that ownership of real property among the 
poor is an economic capital asset. A paradigm shift is needed, from ideo-
logically based claims in policymaking to developing an awareness of social 
production of tenure processes that inform the persistence of homeowner 
preferences. An understanding of the social production of homeownership 
tenure—not only through neoliberal ideology and policies informed by neo-
classical economics, but through intergenerational transfer of knowledge 
about homeownership, through the institution of the family, and through 
the state as an institution that re/produces a preference for homeownership 
through policy support. Such a shift should recognize the role of neolib-
eral ideology, the family, and the state in social production processes, and it 
should develop an appreciation of social reality through empirical evidence.

9.4. Social Production of Homeownership Tenure

This section discusses the fourth part of the supporting argument and sug-
gests that the case for homeownership based on presumed economic benefits 
among the urban poor in African cities is ideological, and its persistence is 
driven by the social production of tenure preferences. For decades, scholars 
have challenged mainstream thinking about the economic paramountcy of 
ownership of real property among the poor, yet claims about ownership per-
sist because of the pervasiveness of the homeowner ideology.

Advanced by Poggio (2006) and further developed by (Ronald 2007), the 
social production of tenure theory has the most explanatory value. The theory 
suggests that any emphasis on a particular tenure must be explained by the 
process of social production. Social production can result from a combina-
tion of sources, including the intergenerational production and transmission 
of culture, liberal market channels, and state support for homeownership. 
Ronald (2007) notes that the process of social production involves economic, 
cultural, and ideological elements. Thus, homeownership persists due to lib-
eral market channels guided by market fundamentalist neoliberal ideolog-
ical claims about homeownership. Such claims also interact with demand 
for housing and homeownership (Potts 2020), based on the cultural values 
of families, as well as deliberate efforts by the state to meet housing needs 
through specific forms of tenure.

The main social production element perpetuating ownership as a tenure 
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of preference in scholarship and international development practice in Africa 
is the market fundamentalist neoliberal ideology. As discussed in chapters 2 
and 3, it has turned homeowner ideology into a pervasive ideology in Afri-
can cities through manipulation using development finance conditionalities 
imposed by international development organizations through SAPs.

The cultural element of the social production of homeownership is the 
sanctification of the status of the homeowner and cultural orientation toward 
homeownership, which has been enhanced by market fundamentalist neo-
liberal ideology. Although most people are renters, there is more support for 
homeownership than for renting. The renter is stigmatized, and the landlord 
is treated as royalty in a neoliberal dispensation. The liberal ideology holds 
sacred individual freedom, private property rights, and individual respon-
sibility; therefore, homeownership is the preferred form of tenure (Ronald 
2007, 7), even where collective values are entrenched. Cultural values prefer-
ring homeownership were unquestionably present during colonialism, even 
though they were only enjoyed by colonizers. Following independence and 
even under one-party socialist-oriented regimes in Africa, values of home-
ownership persisted, and constitutions allowed for ownership tenure. Then, 
the cultural orientation was collective, having been informed by African cus-
toms and endorsed by socialist ideals. Nevertheless, with state provision of 
housing, many did not actively pursue homeownership. Liberalization and 
privatization policies, along with removal of housing subsidies, stimulated 
ideological values of individual ownership in Africa.

One might argue that the calls for homeownership are not ideological, 
but rather follow the economic expansion thesis, which suggests that home 
ownership emerges as the dominant tenure preference as economies grow. It 
is true that African economies showed rapid expansion, with average growth 
rates of 3 percent from 1999 to 2015 (African Development Bank 2016, 4). 
However, it is also true that the growth of this period was accompanied by 
significant growth in within-country inequality, and poverty levels remained 
unresponsive to growth (African Development Bank 2016; Chancel et al. 2022; 
World Bank Group 2016). Moreover, despite such rapid economic expansion, 
homeownership rates remain low, as shown in table 1.1. The emphasis on 
owner occupation is not a function of expansion of economic growth under 
globalization in Africa.

An alternative to the economic expansion thesis is the cultural dispo-
sition thesis, which suggests that some societies are culturally disposed 
toward particular housing tenure. For example, societies that highly value 
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individualism are more likely to veer toward homeownership, while collec-
tivist societies are oriented more toward social housing. Ideally, in collec-
tivist states, the belief is that housing should not be a commodity and that 
its costs should be distributed to guarantee good housing conditions for 
all households. Although this theory holds explanatory power in Western 
industrialized societies, it fails to explain the push for ownership forms of 
tenure in Africa. African societies are oriented toward collectivism, which 
can perhaps explain low levels of ownership.

Still others might agree with Kemeny’s (1981) political dominance or 
“home ownership ideology” theory, which suggests that the persistence 
of the push for homeownership can be explained by the classical Grams-
cian theories of hegemony and dominance by the political elite (Kemeny 
1981, 2015). This thesis suggests that dominance by hegemonic elites whose 
ideology favors a particular tenure type occurs through the mechanism of 
state control and political power. Thus, the push for homeownership tenure 
occurs when bourgeois elites—who hold a libertarian ideology and favor 
homeownership—become hegemonic and gain political control of the 
coercive state apparatus. Thus, there is a certain level of manipulation of 
society by elites to expand home ownership. Ronald (2004) offers a useful 
distinction between Kemeny’s “homeownership ideology,” as a more Marx-
ist structural theory about the relationship between homeownership and 
society, and “homeowner ideology or ideologies,” which focus on ideologi-
cal claims about owner-occupied housing.

Kemeny’s theory has some explanatory value in that it introduces the role 
of ideology in ownership tenure and identifies an elite pushing the home-
ownership agenda. The theory, however, presupposes the existence of a well-
defined class structure, political parties, and elites with well-defined ideolo-
gies. Clearly defined class societies are less common in Africa (Chabal and 
Daloz 1999), as are political parties with clearly defined ideologies. Political 
parties tend to have very similar agendas. What is more, in the context of 
a poor society with collectivist ideals, it does not make sense for political 
actors to dangle economic benefits in an attempt to manipulate the poor into 
homeownership. Even more, given the considerable clout of former colonial 
powers, donor countries, international financial institutions, and emerging 
powers, few African countries meet the criteria of a society with a hegemonic, 
dominant ideological group.

Another theory pertains to restructuring the welfare state through a one-
off transfer of an economic asset to the poor. In industrialized societies, it is 
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argued that homeownership expanded because of the restructuring of the 
welfare state from direct state provision to a one-time transfer of assets—
particularly housing—to poorer households (Ronald 2008). The restruc-
turing is explained as a convenient policy for addressing fiscal difficulties 
encountered by the shrinking state. Indeed, the South African case examined 
in this book involved transferring a one-off housing subsidy to the poor who 
were marginalized under apartheid. One might also suggest that the privat-
ization of public rental housing at a 100 percent discount in the Matero case 
lends credence to this thesis, in that it, too, involved the one-off transfer of 
an economic asset to the poor. As credible as this view may seem, emphasis 
on ownership tenure does not reflect the restructuring of the welfare state in 
Africa; it is an anachronistic argument. Welfare-state building has occurred 
more recently in Africa, expanding through noncontributory welfare pro-
grams such as social cash transfers (Seekings 2017). In fact, welfare-state 
building is occurring while the state is shrinking in Africa. The South African 
case was driven more as a response to apartheid injustices than as part of 
a welfare state policy. Moreover, in Zambia, privatization of council hous-
ing was part of a broader neoliberal process by the government, although 
it has been argued that it was politically motivated by others. The president 
announced the transfer of housing, not the Ministry of Local Government 
and Housing. The president also personally went to hand out houses. The 
transfer occurred in April, some months before the presidential election in 
November 1996 (Free Library 1997). Thus, a prominent interpretation is that 
it was more of a patronage act than a welfare state policy act. Also, it may be 
considered a convenient policy in response to fiscal difficulties encountered 
by the African state following SAPs, in that it relieved the state of expenditures 
on maintenance of the large public housing stock. However, city governments 
have protested the loss a major source of revenue where public housing was 
privatized (Schlyter 1998, 2002, 2004).

9.5. Conclusion

Claims about real property rights are ideological, and they persist ideologi-
cally. While important in some contexts, real property rights are not a means 
of eliminating slum conditions and poverty among the urban poor in the 
examined cities. Clearly, ownership rights have failed to eradicate poverty 
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among the urban poor—as demonstrated by the large, persistent, and grow-
ing scale of slum conditions in sub-Saharan Africa.

Several governments have transferred ownership rights to slum-dwellers, 
yet slum conditions and poverty persist. Rather than providing a pathway to 
economic opportunity, the approach represents a literal transfer of respon-
sibility from the state to the urban poor, who lack the financial resources to 
build adequate housing, let alone withstand the power of distress sales and 
gentrification. In many cases, they cannot withstand any new forms of vul-
nerability to their tenure.

The solution to the lack of low-cost, low-income housing will always 
be more low-cost, low-income housing. With the exception of Kenya, the 
countries under study here provide a state-led supply of new dwellings. Each 
country used its own resources for the projects, because World Bank funding 
demands private sector–led housing provision.

The book makes an empirical contribution to the few existing quantita-
tive studies and the rich qualitative literature that challenges claims about real 
property rights in African cities. It offers an original contribution of quanti-
tative knowledge on real property rights among low-income housing benefi-
ciaries in Cape Town, Luanda, Lusaka, and Nairobi.

Theoretically, the book explores the limits of the homeowner ideology, 
and introduces the idea of structured idle capital to expand our understand-
ing of real property rights among the urban poor in Africa. Further, it extends 
beyond the focus on the economic utility of real property rights to consider 
various potential human and social capital effects. In future studies of real 
property rights, scholars should consider analyzing mechanisms through 
which the homeowner ideology maintains the persistence of claims about 
real property rights in both theory and international development practice. 
The role of the homeowner ideology in the persistence of unequal access to 
real property rights for women in Africa also requires attention.

Ideological claims about the economic effects of real property rights are 
taken for granted as true, yet they obscure the social and economic reality. It 
is important to recognize and acknowledge the existence of the homeowner 
ideology and especially the social production of homeownership tenure pref-
erences. There is a real need to recognize the flawed nature of the taken-for-
granted theoretical paradigm guiding solutions to the housing crisis. While 
real property rights have utility in non-economic aspects of human welfare, 
they are futile as an economic resource for the urban poor. Considering the 
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recognized flaws in neoliberal market fundamentalism following the 2008 
Great Recession, and in light of Sustainable Development Goal 11 and the 
future urban tipping point, scholars and international financial institutions 
should conduct research with more institutional reflexivity about the owner-
ship ideology and the social production processes involved in preferences for 
homeownership as an intervention.
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Appendix A

Understanding Property Rights and Tenure Security

The most dominant understanding of property rights is utilitarian-based, 
rooted in the right to decide how a resource is used, alongside the comple-
mentary right to exclude another from using it (Alchian 1965; Demsetz 1966). 
Utilitarian sources of property rights can be seen in the seminal definition 
offered by Demsetz (1966):

Property rights are an instrument of society and derive their significance 
from the fact that they help a man form those expectations which he can rea-
sonably hold in his dealings with others. Those expectations find expression 
in the laws, customs, and mores of a society. An owner of property rights 
possesses the consent of fellow men to allow him to act in particular ways. 
An owner expects the community to prevent others from interfering with his 
actions, provided that these actions are not prohibited in the specifications of 
his rights. (347)

In the same vein, Barzel (1997) provides that individual property rights rep-
resent the powers to consume an asset, obtain income from it by exchanging it 
through the mutual ceding of rights, and by alienating it. Thus, one’s rights over 
property allow it to be used as an asset. Thus, property rights not only constitute 
legal title signifying ownership and provision of security from others’ attempts 
to dispossess, they accord the owner the power to maximize utility.

Property rights are sometimes defined as a bundle—a definition useful 
for delineating the differences between ownership and usufruct rights in this 
book. Bundles of rights are the list of rights that individuals and communities 
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possess, including ownership, occupancy, use, development, inheritance, and 
transfer rights (Durand-Lasserve and Selod 2009). Bundles of rights show 
how one comes to have legal access to real property, spell out the rules that 
govern access and utility, and define the social relationships among people 
based on their access or lack of it. A specific bundle of rights enables individ-
uals and communities to exercise power over real property (Durand-Lasserve 
and Selod, 2009; Payne 2001, 2004). A full bundle of property rights includes 
the right to:

•	 Use the property
•	 Exclude unauthorized people from using the property
•	 Control how the property is used
•	 Derive income from the property
•	 Protect against illegal expropriation of the property
•	 Transmit property rights to successors
•	 Alienate all rights to the property (e.g., through sale), or apportion the 

property (e.g., subdivide it)
•	 Alienate a portion of the rights (e.g., lease) and retain them when par-

tially alienated rights lapse (e.g., lease expiry)
•	 Enjoy property rights into perpetuity, as desired
•	 Use the asset such that it is not harmful to other members of society
•	 Surrender the property when withdrawn through lawful action (e.g., 

insolvency, tax default). (Food and Agriculture Organization, 2002)

Some users may access the entire “bundle” with full use and transfer rights. 
Other users may be limited (i.e., on such conditions as nature of use, length 
of use, etc.). Different contexts elicit variations in the nature and content of 
these rights, in level of confidence that they will be honored, and in level of 
recognition by public authorities and communities; these factors are contex-
tual and have a direct impact on how land will be used (Durand-Lasserve and 
Royston 2002).

Tenure rights do not exist as a de jure/de facto dichotomy, as previously 
thought; rather, they reflect a rights continuum from informal to full owner-
ship (Payne 2001, 2004; van Gelder 2007, 2009). De facto tenure occurs when 
occupants of usually state-owned land obtain a guarantee of tenure either by 
living on the land for a duration or by buying guarantees from politicians 
(Davis 2006). Payne (2001, 2004) identifies a 10-point continuum based on 
his case studies of more than ten developing countries: (1) pavement dweller, 
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(2) squatter tenant, (3) squatter owner—in an unregularized settlement, (4) 
tenant in an unauthorized subdivision, (5) squatter owner—in a regularized 
settlement, (6) owner—in an unauthorized subdivision, (7) legal owner—
with unauthorized construction, (8) tenant with a contract, (9) leaseholder, 
and (10) freeholder.

Through bundles of rights and the tenure continuum, the proprietor’s 
tenure security or insecurity may be ascertained. In developing countries, 
people who live in slum conditions in informal settlements are character-
ized by tenure insecurity. According to the United Nations Centre for Human 
Settlements (UNCHS), “a person or household can be said to have secure 
tenure when they are protected from involuntary removal from their land or 
residence, except in exceptional circumstances, and then only by means of 
a known and agreed legal procedure, which must itself be objective, equally 
applicable, contestable and independent” (UN-Habitat, 2003). In simple 
terms, tenure insecurity refers to the risk of forced eviction (Durand-Lasserve 
and Selod 2009; Reerink and van Gelder 2010; van Gelder 2007, 2009)—
or the lack of protection under national and international law against “the 
permanent or temporary removal against their will of individuals, families 
and/or communities from the home and/or the land they occupy” (Durand-
Lasserve and Selod 2009). Tenure insecurity is often but not always caused by 
tenure informality (Durand-Lasserve and Selod 2009). 
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Summary of Claims about the Effects of Freehold and 
Lessons from the Developing World

Claim Lessons from the Developing World

Scholarly Knowledge on the Economic Utility of Freehold
Housing investment Positive effect, but not a wealth-creating effect
Property value Increase, but too low to allow access to credit on 

the formal market
Access to credit No effect in Africa
Labor market participation Not examined
Female labor market participation Not examined
Child labor Not examined
Home-based business investments Weak evidence of increase in Langa, Cape Town. 

No real wealth created from businesses.
Household per capita income Generally, no effect
Wealth
(consumer durables)

Not examined

Belief in capitalism/political ideological 
inclination

Not examined in Africa

Scholarly Knowledge on Non-Economic Effects of Freehold
Tenure security Positive and in some cases negative, but freehold 

households are more likely to feel secure
Perceived tenure security Positive effect
School dropouts Unexamined
Children’s education Unexamined
Teenage pregnancy Increased in Cape Town
Physical health Improvement in Nairobi
Psychological health Unexamined
Chronic diseases Unexamined
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Status attainment Positive effect on economic status in Mufulira, 
Zambia, using qualitative evidence

Fertility Unexamined
Satisfaction with life Unexamined
Membership in voluntary associations Unexamined
Volunteerism Unexamined
Neighborly attachment Unexamined
Civic participation Unexamined
Political awareness Unexamined
Neighborhood satisfaction Unexamined
Sense of belonging Unexamined
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Variable Descriptions for Chapter 8

Variable Response Categories Description

Dependent Variables

Tenure Security
Fear of Eviction Scale of 0–10 [Q_34] Looking back at the time you 

lived in this house or neighborhood, 
to what extent would you be worried 
about an eviction or eviction action? 
(Interviewer: Use a scale from 0 to 10.)

Possibility of Eviction Scale of 0–10 [Q_35] To what extent would you agree 
with the statement that “The possibility 
of being evicted or displaced from 
this neighborhood is always present”? 
(Interviewer: Use a scale from 0 to 10.)

Economic Utility    

Credit Binary [Q_52] Have you ever used this house 
as collateral to get loans or credit? 
(Interviewer: If the answer is no, go to 
question E.1.)

Employment Status 1. Employed
2. Unemployed
3. Unemployed and job 

searching in the last 
4 weeks

4. Unemployed, but not 
actively seeking work

Changed to binary—1 
= employed, 2 = 
unemployed

[Q_22/Q_22_S] Employment status of 
the head of household
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Income-Generating 
Activities

Binary [Q_91] Has the house been used for some 
income-generating activity? 1 = yes, 
2 = no

Household Income Group average [Q_25] What is the total monthly income 
for this family? (Interviewer: If the 
respondent cannot remember, use the 
following table of income categories.)

[Q_26/Q_26_S] What is the total 
monthly income for this family?

Household Assets/
Wealth

Group average [Q_61–89] Does anyone in your home 
own the asset listed below in working/
running conditions?

Physical and Psychological Health
Self-/Reported Physical 

Health
Ordinal [Q_97] On a scale of 0 to 10, how do you 

describe your health?
Adult BMI Group average [Q_95] How tall are you in meters?

[Q_96] What is your weight in kgs?
Child BMI Group average [Q_98] How many children under the 

age of 18 live in this house? If 0, jump 
to Q97

[Q_99] How tall is the first child?
[Q_100] What is the weight in kgs of 

your first child?
Fertility Group average [Q_39] Of the children who live in this 

house, how many were born here (in 
this same house)?
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Anxiety Disorder Scale, group average [Q_113] On a scale of 0 to 10, how much 
distress/sadness have you felt in the last 
two weeks, including today?

[Q_114] In the last two weeks, how many 
times have you felt anxious, nervous, 
or on edge? 0. Not at all; 1. several 
days; 2. more days than not; 3. almost 
every day

[Q_115] Over the past two weeks, how 
many times have you not been able to 
stop worrying or control your worry? 
0. Not at all; 1. several days; 2. more 
days than not; 3. almost every day

[Q_116] In the last two weeks, how many 
times have you felt down, depressed, 
or hopeless? 0. Not at all; 1. several 
days; 2. more days than not; 3. almost 
every day

[Q_117] Over the past two weeks, how 
many times have you felt little interest 
or pleasure in doing things? 0. Not at 
all; 1. several days; 2. more days than 
not; 3. almost every day

[Q_118] Did you suffer a personal loss or 
misfortune last year? (For example: a 
loss of employment, disability, divorce, 
separation, jail time, or the death of 
someone close to you.)

Social Capital
Membership in 

Associations
Scale, group average [Q_125] You are a member of . . .
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Bonding Social Capital Scale, group average [Q_147] In this neighborhood there are 
several people I trust to help solve 
my problems. (1 = strongly agree, 2 = 
agree, 3 = neither agrees nor disagrees, 
4 = disagree, or 5 = strongly disagrees)

[Q_148] In this neighborhood there is 
someone I can turn to for advice on 
how to make very important decisions.

[Q_149] In this neighborhood there’s 
someone I feel comfortable talking to 
about intimate personal problems.

[Q_150] In this neighborhood, when I’m 
lonely, there are a lot of people I can 
talk to.

[Q_151] In this neighborhood if I need 
an emergency loan from Kz20,000, I 
know someone I can turn to.

[Q_152] In this neighborhood, the 
people I interact with would put their 
reputation at risk for me.

[Q_153] In this neighborhood, the people 
I interact with would be good work 
references for me.

[Q_154] In this neighborhood, the people 
I interact with would share their last 
secret with me.

[Q_155] In this neighborhood I know 
a lot of people to get them to do 
important things.

[Q_156] In this neighborhood, the people 
I interact with would help me fight an 
injustice.
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Bridging Social Capital Scale, group average [Q_158] Interacting with people 
makes me take an interest in things 
that happen outside the home or 
neighborhood.

[Q_159] Interacting with people here 
makes me want to try new things.

[Q_160] Interacting with people makes 
me take an interest in what people 
different from me are thinking.

[Q_161] Talking to people makes me 
curious about other places in the 
world.

[Q_162] Interacting with people makes 
me feel like I’m part of a larger 
community.

[Q_163] Interacting with people makes 
me feel connected to a bigger picture.

[Q_164] Interacting with people reminds 
me that everyone in the world is 
connected.

[Q_165] I am willing to spend time to 
support the activities of the community 
at large.

[Q_166] Interacting with people gives me 
new people to talk to.

[Q_167] In this neighborhood I interact 
with new people all the time.

Self-Esteem, Sense of Belonging, and Satisfaction with the Dwelling, the Neighborhood,  
and Life in General
Self-Esteem Ordinal [Q_186] On a scale of 0 to 10, how much 

do you feel that you are worthy of 
respect from others?

Satisfaction with the 
Dwelling

Ordinal [Q_183] On a scale of 0 to 10, how 
satisfied are you with your home?

Satisfaction with the 
Neighborhood

Ordinal [Q_184] On a scale of 0 to 10, 
how satisfied are you with your 
neighborhood?

Satisfaction with Life in 
General

Ordinal [Q_188] On a scale of 0 to 10, how 
satisfied are you with life in general?
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Likelihood of Moving Ordinal [Q_185] On a scale of 0 to 10, what’s 
the likelihood of you leaving this 
neighborhood?
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Appendix D

Comparison of Paraiso and  
Zango 1 Households on Key Variables

 
Paraiso

(n = 214)
Zango 1
(n = 162) t-statistic

Fear of Eviction 4.17
(0.24)

2.77
(0.25)

3.98***

Possibility of Eviction 4.00
(0.23)

2.31
(0.24)

5.04***

Dwelling Area 81.53
(8.56)

115.30
(11.53)

2.40**

Age 40.14
(0.86)

43.38
(0.99)

−2.47**

Sex
0.  Female 35.05 34.57 Χ = 0.01
1.  Male 64.95 65.43

Education 3.56 5.02 −6.39***
Marital Status

0.  Never married 26.79 26.42 Χ = 3.98
1.  Divorced 1.44 1.26
2.  Separated 11.00 10.06
3.  Lives with partner 43.06 38.36
4.  Married 10.05 16.98
5.  Other 7.66 6.92

Employment Status
0.  Unemployed and Not 

Actively Looking
2.43 1.27 Χ = 3.43

1.  Unemployed 45.63 38.85
2.  Unemployed and Searching 

for Employment
5.83 4.46

3.  Employed 46.12 55.41
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Employment Type
0.  Informal 52.34 30.86 Χ = 26.35***
1.  Formal 20.09 43.21
2.  Unemployed 27.57 25.93

Employed Household Members
0.  No 66.82 51.23 Χ = 9.34***
1.  Yes 33.18 48.77

Number of Rooms 2.59 3.19 −4.56***
Household Income 20,630.96 32530.89 −5.15***

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.
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