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Introduction

As African societies urbanize, it becomes evident that they do so in
ways that challenge prevailing theories and models of urban geo-
graphy, sociology, anthropology, and planning. But these are just as
surely cities in ‘a world of cities’ (Robinson 2004). My aim in this
book is to use African urban concepts and experiences to speak back
to theoretical and practical concerns in urban studies and disciplines
that study cities more generally, while at the same time contributing
to African studies as a field. I am arguing for a revision — a seeing
again, and a revising — of how cities in Africa are discussed and
written about in both urban studies and African studies.

Most urban social studies are still built on theories utilizing US or
European cities to stand as the universal models, or measuring cities
in non-Western settings by the models and metrics of the West. As
the geographer Jenny Robinson (2006: x) has shown, African cities are
still typically studied through the lens of development, or in a manner
that remains stuck, as her book’s subtitle puts it, ‘between modernity
and development,” where ‘these “other” cities have been thought to
borrow their modernity from wealthier contexts.” Most of the time,
to say that African cities come up short in measurements based on
Western indicators in these studies is an understatement. We are more
likely to see what the urbanist Edgar Pieterse (2008a: 2) describes
as ‘a relentless catalogue of the utterly devastating conditions that
characterize the daily lives of the majority’ living in African cities.

Of course, as Robinson’s and Pieterse’s books show, African urban
studies is emerging, or re-emerging, in its own right (e.g. Beall et
al. 2010; Bryceson and Potts 2006; Demissie 2007a; Freund 2007;
Grant 2009; Mbembe and Nuttall 2008; Murray 2008a; Pieterse 20103
Simone 2004, 2010; Simone and Abouhani 2005; Weiss 2009). There
is a significant literature of African urbanization which began more
than fifty years ago, and it certainly continued to build throughout
all of this half-century (e.g. Epstein 1958; Kuper et al. 1958; Cohen
1969; Mitchell 1969; Cooper 1983; O’Connor 1983; Stren 1985, 1994;
Mabogunje 1990; or Simon 1992). In general, though, urban studies
retreated to the background on the continent from the late 1960s to
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the early 1990s, even leading some to speak of a rural bias to African
studies scholarship (Freund 2007). The last ten years have brought
a resurgence of interest in urban Africa in the social sciences and
humanities. In this decade, several important historical surveys of
urbanization in Africa have appeared, along with intensive and often
multidisciplinary studies of individual cities in Africa, and edited
volumes examining an eclectic variety of the continent’s cities (in
addition to those cited above, see: Bekker and Leilde 2006; Coquery-
Vidrovitch 2005a; Falola and Salm 2004, 2005; Goodwin 2006; or
McDonald 2008). Within virtually every African country, there is also
a growing research capacity on urban studies questions, resulting in
impressive, empirically rich, and theoretically engaged analyses on
many cities, but with more narrow global distribution; for Tanzanian
examples, see the works of Fred Lerise (2005, 2000), Wilbard Kombe
(2005), Lusugga Kironde (2000), or Tumsifu Nnkya (2007); Nigeria’s
urban research internally is a library of its own (Adama 2007; Ayeni
1998; Elleh 2002; Ikejiofor 2006); and South Africa, Ghana, Zambia,
Cameroon, Senegal, Niger, Kenya, and many other countries have
substantial urban research capacity. In this book, I seek to expand
on the trend encouraging African studies and urban studies scholars
to engage with the vibrancy and complexity of African cities with
fresh eyes, and to learn from African scholarship.

African cities, African studies, and urban studies

What is going on in African cities that anyone interested in cities
or anyone interested in Africa should care about? Answering this
question should immediately appear to be an impossible under-
taking. The breadth, diversity, and complexity of the continent and
its urban areas seem to make it absurd and reductionist to speak of
‘the African city,” or even of ‘African cities,” as my title has, as if there
is a type, or even several types that belong to a distinct set. Where it
once seemed plausible to model an African city — even if, as in the
case of geographer Anthony O’Connor (1983), one’s attempt led to
not one but six types — it now seems illogical to shochorn cities into
types just because they reside on the same continent.

And yet over and over again, media voices and scholars alike make
exactly this sort of generalizing logic the prevailing mode of thinking
about ‘Africa’ and its cities. What the anthropologist James Ferguson
(2006: 2) calls ‘this Africa talk’ has, as he puts it, ‘a certain intensity,
full of anguished energy and (often vague) moral concern.” Ferguson
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(ibid.: 3) argues that in his discipline of anthropology many colleagues
have taken the ‘principled’ but ‘ineffective’ tactic of ‘refusing the
very category of “Africa,” instead writing about only the narrow
corner of the continent that they have come to know. He sees this
as an ineffective tactic because it leaves the discussion of ‘Africa’ to
the ‘journalistic and policy visions’ that are ‘misleading, factually
incorrect, and often racist’ (ibid.: 3).

Other scholarly disciplines, notably political science, continue quite
confidently with their discussions of ‘Africa,” typically as a place
of grand and broad crisis. Political scientist Robert Bates tellingly
entitled his 2008 book When Things Fell Apart: State Failure in
Late-Century Africa, and he begins it with these two sentences: ‘In
late-century Africa, things fell apart. By way of illustration, consider
Figure 1.1, which lists civil wars in African countries from 1970 to
1995, as judged by the World Bank’ (Bates 2008: 1). The figure lists
only nineteen countries, on a continent with more than fifty, and its
bizarre calculations for what constitutes a civil war, with each year
a full year of war across a whole country by the graph, when most
were localized geographically and distinct temporally within that
year, make it as ‘misleading [and] factually incorrect’ as the journal-
istic visions Ferguson critiques. For just one example, the occasional
skirmishes of the Cassamance region of Senegal which cause that
country to appear on Bates’s chart from 1990 straight through to
1995 could not be remotely comparable militarily to the long all-out
civil war of Mozambique, 1975—92 on the chart, a war that created
millions of refugees and caused hundreds of thousands of deaths.
One would be hard pressed to find a serious analyst of Senegal who
would describe it as a country in the grips of ‘state failure’ in ‘late-
century Africa’ alongside Somalia, just below it on this chart. It is as
if the staggering differences between places and circumstances and
history and geography just don’t matter — in Bates’s (ibid.: 16—29)
aptly labeled ‘fable’ of African politics all of ‘Africa’ is in the throes
of ‘state failure’ because of the ‘specialists in violence’ that seek the
‘rewards of predation’ that government leadership offers.

The Africa-wide fable-making is not much different when we come
to the discussion of cities. In urban studies, it is often the case that
theorists and scholars think and write across the whole of the con-
tinent, and often in a way that is ‘obsessed with the less palatable
particularities of African [urban] politics and society’ (Chabal 2009:
18). Although there is some evidence here and there of changes, it



4 | Introduction

is still generally the case that cities in Africa are ignored, banished
to a different, other, lesser category of not-quite cities, or held up
as examples of all that can go wrong with urbanism in much of
both the mainstream and even critical urban literature. As more and
more global urban studies scholarship does now seek to engage with
the growing body of work of Africanist urbanists, it is nonetheless
still not uncommon to find a token Africa article in edited volumes,
written by one of a small handful of scholars, burdened with the tall
order of speaking to cities in ‘Africa.’

It is impossible and unhelpful to attempt to catalog every major
urban studies scholar and her or his shortcomings in relation to
Africa. A growing set of exceptions exist to the trends [ am suggest-
ing, and it is rather daunting to imagine demanding all urbanists take
full account of African cities in developing their analyses. But I think
it is vital to highlight some examples of the consequences that flow
from the visions of Africa that still prevail in the urban disciplines,
particularly urban geography. For instance, in mainstream textbooks
of urban geography, African cities are typically discussed in a seg-
regated chapter about ‘urbanization in the less developed countries’
(Knox and McCarthy 2005: 171) or ‘cities in the less developed world’
(Kaplan et al. 2004: 399) that is somewhere near the back of the book.
In a best-case scenario (Pacione 2004: 429—576), ‘urban geography in
the Third World” might comprise about a third of the book; but it
is still carved out as a distinct, lesser kind of urban geography, and
African cases take a back seat to those of Latin America and Asia.

Of course, of necessity such books must simplify and generalize;
likewise we can see that the market for most urban textbooks in Eng-
lish is skewed toward the developed West, such that it is unsurprising
to find that their coverage of cities in Africa is diminished. Yet the
analysis of the ‘Third World’ in these texts is substantively distinct,
too. For instance, the well-researched catalog of environmental prob-
lems in Third World cities that comprises Chapter 28 in geographer
Michael Pacione’s enormous textbook Urban Geography: A Global
Perspective presents no sense that anyone in these cities does anything
about their problems. In fact, the proliferation of community, public
sector, and global initiatives aimed at environmental governance in
Asia, Africa, and Latin America is astounding. The Western city
chapters are by contrast full of juxtaposition of problem with policy.
The highly generalized discussion of rampant corruption in Third
World urban governance in Chapter 29, similarly, appears without
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comparison to widespread forms of corruption of urban governance
in more developed cities. And this is a skewing one finds in the best
of the mainstream textbook approaches in urban geography.

One might conclude that perhaps the more economistic mainstream
textbook approaches devalue African creativity or urban cultures, and
that a humanistic approach in the field might lend itself to more
sensitive theory. Yet humanistic geography is often no more progres-
sive in dealing with Africa or African cities than mainstream urban
textbooks; and the reality is that non-Africanists among humanistic
cultural geographers don’t really even venture into discussions of
African cities at all, referencing the continent only as a repository
of ancient, backward, rural traditions (Sack 1997: 15; Sack 2002).

The dominant voices of contemporary urban studies, those of
critical, progressive, or materialist thinkers, still seem sometimes to
be several steps off the mark in their thinking in relation to Africa.
Although the urbanist David Harvey has inspired a number of im-
portant scholars who work on African cities, he himself has little to
say about Africa in most of his works. Where he does make reference
to the continent, for instance in his book Justice, Nature, and the
Geography of Difference, the references are suggestive of the problem
with starting from Harvey to try to understand African cities. He
notes that as ‘places in the city get red-lined for mortgage finance,
the people who live in them get written off as worthless, in the same
way that much of Africa gets written off as a basket-case’ (Harvey
1996: 320). On one hand, this is suggestive of the keen understanding
of Africa as a region struggling with misrepresentation as well as
underdevelopment evident in several of Harvey’s works, such as A
Brief History of Neoliberalism (Harvey 2005). On the other hand,
the urban portion of Harvey’s image, ‘the city,” clearly belongs to the
West here, and, despite his appreciation for the internal heterogene-
ity of places in general, it is not implied that parts of African cities
would be written off in the manner that parts of Western cities are
written off, but that ‘much of Africa’ is written off that way. And
Harvey thus falls into a similar write-off. Harvey belongs at the
end of the spectrum identified by Pieterse (2008a: 2) where urban
scholars and policy activists gather who ‘insist that without addressing
the framing conditions of the global economy it is not possible to
solve urban poverty.” Henri Lefebvre, Doreen Massey, Saskia Sassen,
Manuel Castells, and many other widely cited stars of urban studies,
like Harvey, seldom make reference to Africa in their works, or put
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its cities in footnotes and margins, even as they may also belong at
this progressive end of the spectrum. This end of the spectrum may
be on target about ‘the framing conditions of the global economy,’
but it is continually missing opportunities for seeing African cities
as important loci of global processes or generators of urban stories
worth telling and worth learning from.

When critical urbanists who have not made a career out of the
study of African cities do turn their attention to the continent, what
we find in their scholarship may not be much of an improvement.
Mike Davis, in Planet of Slums, devotes a considerable amount of
attention to the continent’s cities. Unfortunately, from the book’s
first sentence, which imagines a woman giving birth ‘in the Lagos
slum of Ajegunle’ as part of a Dickensian vision of megacities in a
Third World hell, it is an extreme portrait (Davis 2005: 15 Fredericks
2009). We read of ‘Kinshasa, Luanda, Khartoum, Dar es Salaam’ and
other African cities as growing ‘prodigiously despite ruined import-
substitution industries, shrunken public sectors, and downwardly
mobile middle classes,” and in his crisis-driven narrative he notes
that ‘the African situation, of course, is more extreme’ (Davis 2005:
16, 18). He uses United Nations (UN) Habitat data for a chart that
shows more than 75 percent of the urban population of Nigeria (79.2
percent), Tanzania (92.1 percent), Ethiopia (99.4 percent), and Sudan
(85.7 percent) living in ‘slums’ where nearly all other developing
countries listed have percentages below the 50 percent mark, without
any critical discussion of where these data come from or what really
constitutes a slum. Having spent two decades studying Tanzanian
cities, I cannot fathom how one would conclude that more than nine
out of ten urban Tanzanians live in ‘slums,’ if slums are equated with
the ghoulish belching squalor Davis portrays (I discuss these data in
Chapter 3 in more detail). Davis (ibid.: 19) is so fixated on exploding
slums, with no hope for poverty alleviation, and urbanisms that seem
to him comprised mostly of ‘pollution, excrement, and decay,” that
one often loses the valuable insights and broad reading behind the
book, such as his dissection of the ‘brutal tectonics of neoliberal
globalization® (ibid.: 174). He is so driven toward the worst of the
worst-case scenarios and ‘pathologies’ that we, the readers, can only
abandon hope, and turn tail heading elsewhere (ibid.: 128).

Thus, with Ferguson’s argument that African studies scholarship
needs to challenge this sort of ‘Africa talk’ in mind, in this book I
take on the task of seeing how ‘African’ cities are or can be repres-



