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    Preliminary


    The author


    
AbdouMaliq Simone is an urbanist in the broad sense that his work engages various aspects of the city its various communities, powers, cultural expressions, governance and planning discourses, spaces and times with the objective of broadening the understandings and tools of urban development. This engagement has led to university positions with the City University of New York, University of Khartoum, University of Ghana, University of the Western Cape, and presently with the University of Witwatersrand. He has also worked for a wide range of African NGOs, community associations and municipalities. He has conducted research in the following areas : African urban social economies; notions of « urban poverty » employed in development policies; the configuration of social identities within highly provisional situations, especially in terms of Muslim urban communities; theoretical reformulations of civil and religious societies and urban social movements and; the interaction of transnational and local dynamics in shaping how livelihoods are produced in African cities. He has published widely in these areas, with the key work being, In Whose Image? Political Islam and Urban Practices in Sudan, published by the University of Chicago Press in 1994.


    Epigraph


    « The air here was a bit like he remembered in a trip to Harlem. The barbarous odor of refuse, the to-ings and fro-ings, the rows, the shouts, the tugs of sheer life — the whole bloody boiling. Hell is a holy place for us. We worship the hotchpotch » (Sony Labou Tansi, The Antipeople).





    Introduction


    This working paper attempts to elaborate a foundation for a multinational research network on « urban processes and change » in Africa. This designation is drawn to be both narrow and broad. The bulk of research and attention involving African cities largely centers on the problems and exigencies of urban management, urban service provision, financing and infrastructure. Alternately, research either attempts to assess the broad macro-economic and political dynamics which configure African urban space or concentrate on detailed descriptions of sub-territories or sectors within urban systems.


    In this light, the designation « urban processes and change » acts to concentrate observations on aspects of social economy and the generation of urban cultures that seek to reopen questions about the aspirations and practices which configure specific instances of African urbanity. These considerations also entail the everyday life processes through which urban residents, associated through various networks and institutions, mediate different dimensions of power. The question is how they produce livelihoods which embody their own constructed meanings and understandings and adhere to the prevailing images and impositions of what urban life should be.


    Too often, the analysis of the urban becomes an extension of the emphasis to control the city. This emphasis entails how to manage population growth, how to protect the urban environment, how to « grow » urban economies, how to induce reasonable levels of democratic participation, how to make cities more secure, how to provide more efficient and cost-effective services — all of which focus on getting the city to adhere to specific categories and instruments of management, or to be more disciplined in the face of an ever threatening anarchy which looms over the city. While fissures between the high rates of urban population growth and the low rate of urban infrastructure investment, occasioned by economic crisis (Touré 1992), appear to posit many potential implosions on the horizon, urbanity more than a crisis.


    For those of us who work in urban municipal systems, NGOs or other institutions, how we talk about and represent our cities often seems to have major political implications. For the city itself is the ambiguation of the boundary separating social reality and the representation of social reality (Jacobs 1993). Of the many facets and issues inherent in urban life, what takes precedence? These are not easy choices : if the immense problems of African urban life are foregrounded, e.g., the absence of consistent supplies of potable water, intensifying levels of insecurity, and crumbling infrastructures, little of the resourcefulness, imagination or excitement of cities comes through. On the other hand, to elaborate the resilience and sufficiency of urban residents leaves too much room for states and international organisations to « leave well enough alone ».


    Accordingly, while it is important to amplify the deepening crisis of African cities — the fragmentation, conflicts, overextended informal arrangements, and the increasingly fragile economic underpinning of urban life, it is crucial, at the same time, to emphasize that the transformations of cities must be largely based on the values, practices and understandings, affiliations and structures which neighbourhoods bring to life. Crises themselves are, in part, the result of a truncated urbanization that does not pay attention and at times, is repressive of Africa's own emergent inclinations about urban life.


    The task, therefore, is to represent the diverse and multiple everyday realities of African city life in a form capable of succinctly, yet comprehensively, conveying the specific logic at work in constituting African urbanity. For the urban space is not the residual product of an overall regulatory system but the fluid, open-ended interaction of diverse urban dynamics, where conflicting interests, agendas, powers and tendencies are continuously reworked and re-balanced. Urbanity is not just a dense collection of individual lives and social processes that bring these elements in perhaps too close contact that must always be compensated for. But it is also a productive modality for generating an incessant fluidity in the composition and relationship of people and things. So even in the apparently downward spiral of the quality of life — perhaps the predominant connotation of the African city — many different things are being produced whose meanings and futures are polyvalent; many parallel futures and results, sometimes and at all times linked; sometimes and at all times having nothing to do with each other.


    The focus of consideration here is thus drawn somewhat narrowly in order to look at something else besides the details of urban poverty, housing, land, governance, development projects, structural adjustment and macro-economic reform, urban-rural linkages, urban household formation and migration, decentralization, and urban environments per se. Such narrowing does not mean that these issues are unimportant — they are. More and more people are trying to survive in cities with less and less. But despite this fact, people act on the city, give shape to the city, as the city acts on them — and it is this broad dynamic which requires further investigation.


    It is not that there is some key dynamic or secret out there waiting to be discovered as the veil of the conventional considerations is removed. More, it is a matter of the kinds of questions we as researchers ask, the kinds of things we look at, where we spend our time as observers of the city, who we talk with and how. It is a matter of substantiating the conviction that something is going on in African cities that is potentially forceful in its contributions to rethinking what all cities might productively become. It is a matter of charting the gap that separates the seemingly fledgeling consolidation of the African city as a whole and the often overly rigid or diffuse coherence of its particular quarters, classes and sectors.


    So, the proposed focus here is :


    What are the kinds of systematic interactions among mechanisms of social organisation, co-extensive forms of regulation, daily activated institutions, local agency, strategies of actions, cultural productions, and social and institutional practices that generate specific modalities of resource production, distribution and consumption within a basic series of macro-economic constraints and possibilities? What are the vehicles of convergence among : the overall configuration of urban space and system through macro-economic functions, history, institutional ordering, and administrative cultures of present and past urban management systems, and the often provisional, improvised, compensatory and resourceful practices, logic, associations, technologies and governance frameworks generated by local communities themselves?


    As such, the focus of these considerations not only centers around how social economies mediate among distinct trajectories of urban development — from above and below — but also act as a concrete fulcrum of multiple processes which reflect the dynamic inter-penetration of diverse sectors. At the same time, a focus on such convergence attempts to demystify the apparent disjunction between everyday life practices at the community level and a network of overarching institutional and macro-level powers « seemingly » external to those practices (Mitchell 1990).


    Even though this paper tries to take a « narrow road », the focus in the end cannot be narrowly drawn. For « urban processes and change » is not a precisely and narrowly conceptualized category or sector that is being investigated. As a series of interactions and interchanges which cut across both conceptual, sectoral and territorial borders, there will be many points of entry and intersection. These points of entry will thus necessarily recall those issues such as housing, infrastructure, management and so on which we are attempting to move away from their « sectoral explicitness. » Just what points of entry are to be chosen and worked with will vary across cities and the experiences and positions of various researchers. What I ask is that these terrains and issues be infused with a particular point of view or set of questions and engagements.


    For example, even if one is considering institutions of urban management, the focus might be on the actual., rather than the formal demarcation of institutional boundaries. It might include : how differentiated functions and roles are entrenched in specific institutional operations; how particular organizational cultures are engendered within and across distinct institutions or how a range of administrative activities are actually differentiated or fused. Perhaps most significantly, the focus might include how multi-faceted informal articulations are fostered among institutional norms, structures and practices, and how they relate to what are supposed to be the formal linkages.


    Continuing this example, the key focus is to understand how institutions grasp the urban context in which they are embedded, their articulations with other institutions, the domain of their work, and the processes by which they construct continuous assessments of their relative efficacy. How do institutions construct knowledge of their constraints and possibilities; what kinds of internal dynamics are institutionalized which shape the attitudes and behaviours of local actors? What are the range of internal informalities and cross-institutional collaborations possible within circumscribed sets of institutional norms and rules? What degrees of consonance and disparity exist between formalized operating procedures and actual practices? How adaptable are institutional processes to the increasingly fluid dynamics in the social formations of urban communities?


    An additional example might entail the ways in which the apparent disorganization or inactivity of particular communities is appropriated as a means to keep institutional or governmental attention away from intricate modalities of organization and cooperation which rely on large measures of invisibility.


    The purpose of this working paper is thus to establish both a conceptual and experiential set of arguments for this emphasis on urban processes and change. It attempts to elaborate particular ways of thinking and experiencing African cities and urbanisation that both marks a break from past preoccupations as well as applies aspects of the language and investigations of the « new urban geographies » and theorists of globalisation to African urban fields. There is no desire here to subsume African urban experiences to any post-modern frameworks. Rather the intent is to use these frameworks as a way of pointing to areas which might highlight important aspects of the specificity of African urbanity, as well as how that specificity emerges as an aspect of both uniquely African and globalized processes.


    In this respect, the working paper is not so much a review of African urban literature as it is a modest effort to take apart and reassemble some of the prevailing conceptualisations of African urban issues, so as to further open-up fields of collaboration among different urban actors in the generation of new urban knowledge. Therefore, the paper will consider such themes as the desire for the city, notions of civic responsibility and irresponsibility, the « realness » of the so-called « real economy », and controlling the city. It will chart out the limitations of the predominant paradigms of urban policy and programming as applied to Africa — as a way of identifying a space between the inadequacies of the policies themselves and the inadequacies of African cities.


    For it is a space in-between what African cities are expected to do in order to become viable and sustainable and what they are actually doing that must be appropriated and occupied. It is too simple to rest either with the formulation that African cities are in need of development, discipline and democracy or that African cities offer a profound counter factual to predominant paradigms of urban development. While it is inevitable that aspects of both formulations will have to be employed, they conjointly point to a realm of mediations that need to be imagined and explored.


    Accordingly, this working paper offers the following issues that might constitute the core or framework of reflection around which an ongoing research process could be built :


    1)	The links and gaps between changes in the macro-environments of African urban systems and more localized dynamics of governance and socio-economic practice. Within the locus of such relations, attention needs to be focused on : (a). the specific practices through which urban settlements produce and reproduce a viable sense of neighbourhood and locality as well as a larger space or context of operations against which local practices and projects are believed to take place and (Appadurai 1995); (b) the constraints placed on the ability of settlements to produce viable localities in light of large scale social transformations, globalization and translocal considerations.


    Such knowledge is important in terms of producing policies and programs in which the linkages between localities and the urban system as a whole can be more effectively and judiciously calibrated.


    2)	The simultaneous disjunction between how urban settlements implicitly govern themselves and the practices of local and national authorities and the intricate fusion which exist among diverse sectors, activities, actors and asso ciations within African cities.


    3)	The putting together of contemporary urban identities and associational life, especially in terms of how the severe strains of urban impoverishment on conventional support networks and survival practices have cultivated a more generalized popular reliance on social forms often considered to be outside the purview of « conventional » institutions, i.e. religious associations, loose-knit and often illicit organizations, cultural movements, and syndicates. Within this area, several questions could be addressed :


    –	If urban localities must assume enlarged responsibilities for the provisioning of basic needs in light of the « rationalisation » of the public sector, how can they better affect the disposition of social wealth and environmental resources beyond the attitudes of specific governments and sectors? In other words, if a « bottom-up » approach to the engendering of urban policies and institutions is increasingly made a priority, how does the process proceed; what is the nature of articulations among localities encompassed by the urban system?


    –	What kinds of social organization are emerging, or being renovated, which attempt to counter social disintegration and provide a measure of coherence to the intensifying informalization of urban survival and management? What kinds of social conflicts predominate? How are the conceptions and compositions of residential, socialization, decision-making and work contexts being reconfigured — and particularly, what are the roles of households, women and youth in this process?


    How does popular urban culture act to specify ways of living in cities, reshape traditional identities, and also serve to create a framework for the continuation of important values and understandings?


    4)	The notion of districting : how are the distinctions and identities of specific territories, districts and quarters sustained and reproduced? How do districts function as markers and vehicles of movement and interchange; how do they open themselves onto other territories, as well as border themselves from them? What happens in the interstices between those administrative, economic and cultural practices that reassert the different identities of districts; in between the diversified administrative functions and the continuities of networks and activities which cross district borders? What happens between points of transit, between loading and unloading, import and consumption, home-work-school, between decision and the application of decisions?


    
5)	What are the urban politics deployed to mobilize specific development practices and apparatuses so as to ensure the consolidation of the issues outlined above — particularly in the creation of strategies for employment generation, urban service provision and democratic participation?


    What follows is mostly a raising of questions related to these themes, in part to demonstrate some of the complexities involved, but also to continuously re-emphasize the enormous possibilities and potentials, not just for research, but for creating vibrant urban lives.




    Some background on the developments of african cities


    Rates of urbanization in Africa remain the highest in the world, alternately viewed as ranging from anything from 6-7.5 per cent. Urban population will have tripled in 2000 compared to 1980, with close to half of the continent's population living in towns and cities (Cour 1984). By the year 2025 it is expected that half of the anticipated African population, some 750 million people, will reside in cities of over one million inhabitants (World Bank 1995). In some ways the trajectories of this growth concur with economic theory which predicts that urban concentration will be high in countries with small populations, low per capita incomes, small agricultural surpluses and which have only begun to develop their economies outside of agriculture and traditional services (Becker et al. 1994).



    While accelerating urbanization is taking place across a network of primary and secondary cities and towns, primary cities continue to experience the greatest expansion of growth. This, too, seems to adhere to the economic premise where limited resources lead to the concentration of infrastructure development in a few places, most usually the capital. In African cities in particular, the consolidation of the capital has also translated into policies which over-centralize the « presence » of the capital throughout national urban systems, stifling the deployment of locally held savings and the growth of intermediate sectors. The fragmented nature of capital markets serves as a deterrent to the growth of small and medium-scale manufacturing that could constitute the basis of secondary cities, especially since much of urban livelihoods center on servicing rural producers. Here, employment diversification and migration effectively substitute for well-functioning capital and insurance markets (Becker et al. 1994).


    Much of the truncated nature of African urbanization is conventionally attributed to the role of cities as apparatuses of colonial control and extraction, as well as administrative sites for the mobilization and disposition of labor. As such, cities are both spatially and economically disjoined from the processes that would give rise to viable and sustainable urbanization. But the problem is not a matter of the viability of location or even structure, but rather the absence of substantial investments in the initiatives and welfare of African residents who largely made up these cities (Ndubizu 1984). Particularly in South Africa, it is also a matter of a conjunction between modernist urban planning and the need to constitute marked territories within cities that were based on specific economic functions and social identities. As Parnell and Mabin (1995) point out, there was a heterogeneity of moves to control different aspects of urban society — from the use of land, restrictions of movement, public services to the allocation of housing — which developed together or at least in relationship to each other. These connections cultivated the development of bureaucratic infrastructures in which, to varying degrees across cities, modernism flourished.


    It should be remembered, as Cocquery-Vidrovitch and others have indicated, that the colonial town was always predominantly a black town, despite the intentions of the Europeans. As such, it has continuously been the locus for the reformulation of old and new influences. Even if created by decree, it is a hybrid in its inception. Additionally, urban inclinations have existed in Africa for centuries, and with a degree of even-spread throughout the continent. The impetus came from diverse sources depending on location — i.e., Islamicization in the Sahel, networking of Lakeland areas in Central Africa, and coastal centers (Davidson 1959, Mabogunje 1962, Hull 1976).


    Even as the colonialists sought to limit the urban black presence, there were multiple struggles to etch out spaces in the city. Ironically, the locus of such urban struggles was the market — the right to trade. Under Anglophone colonialism in particular, the protracted efforts made to secure an economic niche in the city through the market were an important aspect of the overall struggles for independence. These efforts were also gendered. Women escaping from a various forms of rural coercion were often the primary target of removals, detainment and expulsions; their limited goods seized and a link between female urban presence and prostitution cemented (Fapohunda 1987, Guyer 1987, Robertson 1993, Ampoto 1994).


    The « grand impositions » of colonial design and planning were initially used to mark a gap with local society, but were used later on to establish a basis of association, where a range of possible connections between the European and the local could be « safely » explored. In fact, African cities were used as experimental fields, a means of establishing prototypes and innovations for consumption by the metropole. Yet these experiments simply widened the gap between Europeans, emerging African elite and the larger populace (Coquery- Vidrovitch 1991).


    As Africans were pushed to the periphery, popular neighbourhoods were not even considered to be urban; but from the beginning they became a structural part of colonial realities, infused with transformations of pre-colonial forms of livelihood and renovations of multiplex links to the hinterland and to international trade circuits. Popular neighbourhoods became places for the expression of discontent and resistance; places of refuge for the poor. As Coquery-Vidrovitch (1991 :73) points out, they are now places for the « integration of households into new networks of capitalist production; the invention of new webs of concepts and practices of land and land laws; new patterns of foodstuff consumption; new regulations governing social and political life. All these processes involving new relationships to the broader political economy which is neither Western no traditional behaviour. »
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