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Preface

I did not initially intend to write a book about urban sanitation and the 
politics of human waste. I came to Ghana’s city of Tema interested in infra-
structure and the interplay of urban planning and governance in the lives 
of urban dwellers. As I investigated infrastructural form and functioning in 
this West African city famous for its planned communities, modernist archi-
tecture, parks, greenways, and expansive container port, waste emerged as 
a recurring theme. Debates about norms, responsibilities, and the very na-
ture of human excreta as burden or asset rose to the fore. I realized Tema’s 
wide-ranging sanitary infrastructures offered novel solutions to citywide 
dilemmas even as they sparked contestation. Indeed, rather than singu-
larly reflecting the heavy hand of centralized planning for which the city 
was known, the arrangements I encountered are largely shaped by urban 
residents from across class strata.

From a study of infrastructure as a means of governance, my research 
shifted to waste and infrastructure as vibrant sites of political negotiation. The 
more I paid attention to the composition, operation, and design of sanitary 
infrastructure, the more I noticed that complicated the well-worn script of 
high modernity. The popularly devised excremental infrastructures I came 
upon in Tema offered grounds for collective and individual empowerment 
and recognition despite the convoluted inheritance of midcentury sanitary 
design. Though built on the body’s most base condition, they enhanced hu-
man dignity and public good in the face of waning state capacity and inad-
equate international fixes.

Ghanaian society prides itself on tact and propriety, and conventionally 
shrouds intimate bodily functions. Bringing these issues to the fore is thus a 
delicate matter, exposing class, cultural, and generational divisions. I offer 
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my account with utmost respect for those who opened their infrastructural 
and experiential worlds to me. I hope these stories of urban problem solving 
do not provoke rancor or embarrassment. In sharing the details of urban 
practice, I stand in solidarity with urban residents who push the boundar-
ies of urban planning and reveal the blind spots of received norms in order 
to serve pressing urban needs on their own terms.

I take inspiration from the growing ranks of Ghanaian artists, activists, 
and members of the urban underclass who speak directly to taboo topics 
in order to enable more effective and inclusive problem solving and social 
policy. In a cultural setting premised on hierarchy and deference, they ex-
pose entrenched norms and enforced silences on the subject of human ex-
crement. These sentiments are evident, for instance, in David Comrade Sedi 
Agbeko’s conceptual art, Henry Obimpeh’s installations (pictured on the 
cover), and Wanlov Kubalor’s popular music, and in community-led sani-
tation campaigns such as “Let’s Talk Shit.” This book contributes to these 
wider social and political projects through its frank discussion of human 
waste and waste politics across Ghana’s city of Tema.

My goal is not to discredit Tema’s standing as a model city typically cel-
ebrated for its efficient urban design, social mobility, and cosmopolitan 
outlooks. Rather, I draw attention to the hidden underpinnings of Tema’s 
apparent elegance and efficiency. Forged largely by working-class residents 
as well as more prosperous citizenry, these interventions actively challenge 
the limits of inherited urban infrastructures and ideals. I argue that they are 
a formative arena of urban political imagination and mobilization. Resisting 
claims of success or failure based on abstract norms, the book examines the 
functional and expressive potential of these arrangements in situ.

I began research for this book in 2009 and continued through 2016, 
spending several weeks to several months a year in Ghana. After conduct-
ing several years of research in northern Ghana in the 1990s (see Chalfin 
2004), I first visited Tema in 2000 in the course of a new project on sover-
eignty and border controls at the city’s container port (see Chalfin 2010). 
When I passed through the city center on my way to the shipping harbor, 
the city struck me as quiet and contained in comparison with the dynamism 
of Ghana’s capital, Accra, and the working-class Ga suburbs of Teshi and 
Nungua occupying the coastline between them. Once I turned my back on 
the port and took a hard look at the city in its own terms, Tema reemerged 
as a place of fascinating complexity with depth and creativity of its own de-
spite the heavy hand of the city’s planning authority.
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I am indebted to Marina Ofei-Nkansah for enabling me to see Tema anew. 
A longtime resident, youth advocate, and former nurse in one of  Tema’s  
main clinics, and my primary research assistant, Ofei-Nkansah showed me 
the many sides of Tema well before the full contours of the project were clear. 
We walked through neighborhoods to survey mid century architectural gems 
and capture the rhythms and layouts of Tema’s carefully orchestrated urban 
scheme. Through Ofei-Nkansah, I learned about the city’s double history as 
a place of middle-class upward mobility and as a site of displacement built 
on indigenous lands and the labors of an urban underclass.

Ofei-Nkansah brought me to Tema Manhean, where Tema’s original res-
idents were forcibly resettled to make way for the new city in the early years 
of Ghanaian independence. As we scoped out Manhean’s subdivisions, rows 
of public shower houses marked by high walls and raised clusters of pvc pipe 
and spigots caught my eye. I soon learned that many contained public toi-
lets. Unlike Tema’s core communities, where the neatly built concrete-block 
flats and semidetached homes were equipped with piped water, electricity, 
and individual household toilets and bathrooms, only a tiny percentage of 
Manhean residents had toilets, baths, or working taps in their homes. In-
stead, public toilets remained from Tema’s mid-twentieth-century found-
ing, spaced at regular intervals across Manhean’s streetscape. Through the 
counsel of Manhean toilet manager and community activist Solomon Tetteh, 
I became aware of the long-standing politics of public toilet operation and 
upkeep. Attracting the claims of political party activists and traditional and 
municipal authorities, and the counterclaims of residents, in these public 
spaces the violations of resettlement were subtly replayed.

Tetteh also shared news of a public toilet that was being resurrected de-
cades after being abandoned by city authorities. Faint outlines of buried pipes 
and fixtures were visible beneath the dirt and rubble. This was the work of 
a fellow waste-entrepreneur and activist, Kwame Enyimayew. The worldly 
Enyimayew was one of the first children born in the new city, where he grew 
up before departing for university and the United Kingdom. Along with his 
abundant technical expertise, he voiced endless ideas of what the public toi-
lets could be, from community centers to learning spaces and polling places. 
He also revealed his knowledge of the full gamut of waste infrastructure in 
and around Tema, including sewage treatment ponds under construction 
and the city’s original sewage outfall at Paradise Beach. I realized this was 
the tip of a much larger, multilayered system, part functioning, part frozen 
in time. I began to see the logic of deciphering the city—its aspirations, in-
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equities, and alternatives—through its sanitary underground. Crystalizing 
this sentiment, I visited Ziginshore, an informal settlement built upon the 
accumulated waste of Tema’s industrial zone at the edge of Chemu Lagoon. 
Here, Enyimayew had constructed a massive public toilet complex for the 
transient populace who worked at the port and fishing harbor. He was build-
ing an adjoining hostel and had plans for a waste-fueled biodigester to pro-
vide power for the complex.

Attuned to the heavy hand of Ghanaian bureaucracy from my earlier re-
search on Tema’s seaport, alongside my introduction to the city through its 
infrastructural subterrain I sought to understand the official conventions 
and intentions of urban governance and public provisioning. I approached 
Tema’s joint planning and governing body, the Tema Development Corpora-
tion (tdc). After approving of my credentials, the longtime public relations 
officer shared a pile of old photographs he had hastily gathered when the 
tdc’s original office blocks were demolished. Attesting to the importance 
of Tema to Ghanaian nation-building, they included numerous images of 
Ghana’s independence leader and first president, Dr. Kwame Nkrumah. A 
sign of Tema’s international standing, there were images of African heads of 
state and a picture of Queen Elizabeth inspecting models of the city.

The following year I sorted through maps, blueprints, and drawings 
guided by the tdc’s chief archivist. These were not pr images but the nuts 
and bolts of the city-building created by a new generation of  technocrats—
planners, draftsmen, architects, surveyors, typists, and health officers—in 
the early years of Ghana’s independence. Most prominent was the imprint of 
Greek urban planning firm Doxiadis Associates displayed on report covers, 
serials, and rolls of crisp vellum. Although Tema was built by and for Gha-
naians for the purpose of national development, design and construction 
specs were largely outsourced to Doxiadis’s planning team, in residence at 
the tdc for much of the 1960s and 1970s.

The site maps and building plans in the tdc’s collection, though in poor 
condition, provided an institutional bedrock across which I could trace links 
and layers. Sanitation was a persistent subtext connecting the different sec-
tions of the city and the past to processes still in train. I came upon contour 
maps of water courses and drawings intended to guide installation of drain-
age pipes. There were plumbing catalogs and studies to determine the ideal 
size and configuration of bathing areas and water closets. Visible as soon as 
one started to look for it, here was a point of entry that could be read across 
Tema’s varied urban plans and scales. It was also unfolding around me as 
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I relocated from Accra to lodge in Tema’s core. While I admired Tema’s 
well-preserved midcentury architecture, it was not unusual to see sewage 
trucks siphoning spills from burst pipes or puddles left from overflowing 
manholes. Alleys surrounding Tema’s main market were often blocked to 
permit replacement of spoiled underground pipes. Local blogs and news re-
ports shared residents’ complaints, spanning the gamut from open defeca-
tion to inoperable donor-built sewage treatment plants. Clearly, sanitation 
was a matter of concern to current residents, much as it had preoccupied 
planners and politicians in the wake of new nation-building.

I learned from residents the confusing terms of accountability and ju-
risdiction surrounding urban sanitation between the tdc and the city’s 
administrative body, Tema Metropolitan Assembly (tma). The director 
of waste management confirmed this point. On a tour of internationally 
funded sewage treatment ponds, he explained their demise and shared his 
own progressive vision of sanitation for the city, which posed waste less as 
scourge than as opportunity. Technicians invited me to join them on site 
visits and inspections. I shadowed engineers at Tema’s main sewage pump-
ing station. As they explained the system’s operation, they articulated a sen-
sorial sympathy with the materials under their control. Common among 
waste workers elsewhere in the world and indicative of the interplay of hu-
man and nonhuman agency in waste work, it spurred me to think about 
what I eventually came to call “infrastructural intimacy.” This dynamic was 
also evident as I followed the trail of sewage complaints and tracked inter-
actions among neighbors, repair crews, and local political representatives. 
Bringing to the fore the status of waste as an agent and object of political 
negotiation, even in the city’s middle-class neighborhoods it became appar-
ent that Tema’s infrastructural underground was not an invisible media of 
interconnection but actively debated and recomposed by residents. Waste, 
in short, was a political object in its own right.

My research concerns shifted from waste management as means of 
political suppression to waste and waste infrastructure as sources of self- 
determination and collective claims making. It was apparent that sanitary 
infrastructures were not simply the ambit of technical experts. Large-scale 
solutions were being formulated from within Tema’s urban communities, 
at once correcting, supplementing, and subverting received sanitary tech-
nologies and associated models of urban order. Alongside the tensions and 
overlaps of urban planning schemes and do-it-yourself urban survival strat-
egies, metalevel questions about the place of private bodily processes in the 
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organization of public and collective life rose the fore. Evident in the unset-
tled terms of urban sanitation stemming from systems externally imposed 
without the full means to sustain them, the allocation of responsibility for 
bodily processes and outputs was perennially unresolved in the city.

While these ideas percolated, I had yet to come upon my final case study: 
Tema’s satellite settlement of Ashaiman. I visited Ashaiman in the 1990s to 
see relatives of my host family in northern Ghana and was unaware it was 
founded in the 1950s as a labor reserve for the new city of Tema. Ashaiman 
gained standing as an autonomous municipality in 2008. Sanitation was a 
centerpiece of urban reform in Ashaiman, denied the infrastructural inputs 
of its sister city. With few government-provided facilities or a centralized 
sewage system, residents relied on hundreds of privately built public toilets 
located in or attached to residential space. Serving urban needs when the 
municipality could not, Ashaiman’s case affirmed my hunch that waste and 
sanitation were leading vectors of urban political activism across Tema. A 
further indication of a new political and cultural economy of waste afoot, 
private commercial toilets in Ashaiman were associated with status attain-
ment for customers and proprietors alike.

As I parsed the theoretical resonances of my findings in Tema, prevail-
ing frameworks addressing the capacity of the modern liberal state to si-
multaneously harness and restrict the body as a political object offered 
important starting points. Yet they ultimately proved inadequate. The hard-
won realities of Tema’s citizen-driven infrastructural exceptions pointed 
to fissures in these much-replicated orders. Taken together, Hannah Ar-
endt’s discussions of bodily labor, Georges Bataille’s ideas about power’s 
heterogeneity, and Bruno Latour’s conception of actor networks and non-
human agency offered theoretical traction. Informing what I eventually 
came to term the “vital politics of infrastructure,” the case of Tema revealed 
the never fully containable force of vital materials—human bodies and bodily 
excreta included—and associated infrastructures. Full of life and essential 
to it, they are doubly vital. Despite city founders’ intention to use large-
scale urban infrastructure to imprint individuals and constrain collectivity, 
the dynamic mix of human necessity and organic and inorganic forces ren-
ders these systems unstable. In turn, I realized, they are critical to crafting 
alternative infrastructural arrangements and enabling unscripted political 
outcomes.

My juxtaposition of social theory and the lived realities of urban sani-
tation in West Africa is both deliberate and jarring. I take inspiration from 
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feminist and antiracist scholars such as Carol Pateman and Charles Mills, 
who return to classic theoretical precepts in order to correct and confound 
their normative assumptions and deficits. An ethnographic account of the 
afterlives of postwar high-modernist infrastructure offers a window on the 
cracks, gaps, and lapses in the theoretical armature of modernity and an 
opening to see how people formulate infrastructure—and lives—within, 
around, and against its strictures and possibilities. Following Bruno La-
tour’s methodological impulse to locate the political empirically, I argue 
that putting the base facts of life in the global South in conversation—
not just contention—with social theory is an important step in advancing 
“theory from the South.” Such a move avoids confusing “theory from the 
South” with assertions of “theory for the South” and the risk of theoretical- 
territorial essentialism tying theory—and people—to fixed locations. Chal-
lenging narrow understandings of theory’s emplacement is part and parcel 
of recognizing Africans as actors in, not passive recipients of, modernity’s 
inheritance, whether seamless citywide sewage systems or grand theories 
of human progress.

Alongside the social scientific claim that historical experience can be the-
orized is the companion point that theory has a history. That is, theoretical 
precepts emerge out of distinct historical junctures that transcend singular 
locales. The theorists I draw on in my analysis of late modern infrastructural 
exigencies in Ghana are part of the same world-historical shift of postwar 
modernization that resulted in rendering the city of Tema a paragon of Af-
rican progress. Case in point, Arendt and Tema’s founding figures Kwame 
Nkrumah and Greek urbanist Constantinos Doxiadis were all students of 
classical philosophy and deeply invested in rebuilding and making sense of 
the post–World War II world. Indeed, Tema residents, like Arendt, are heirs 
to postwar internationalism’s paired projects of modern state-building and 
city-building. Other theoretical propositions I bring into the discussion of 
Ghana’s postcolonial infrastructural experiments, namely those of Walter 
Benjamin and Georges Bataille, are likewise born from the same forces of 
radical displacement—from the disruptions of the Holocaust to the eruptions 
of the atomic bomb—that produced the city of Tema. Seventeenth-century 
Thomas Hobbes, whose Leviathan also provides a theoretical fulcrum for 
the text, is certainly a historical outlier in this regard. However, recogniz-
ing the diverse logics of nature encapsulated within the state form, Hobbes 
speaks to foundational modernist precepts—and tensions—long suppressed, 
which claim a durable presence in the course of urban restructuring in Tema.
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Finally, historicizing theory requires situating my own perspectives and 
preoccupations. I completed this book amid the uncertainty and enforced 
stasis of the 2020–21 coronavirus pandemic. During that time a final con-
ceptual frame emerged. What I gloss as “deep domesticity,” it addresses the 
expansion and intensification of domestic functions when state and interna-
tional institutions fail to provide or protect. In Tema, the process is evident 
in privately built public toilets that double as working-class community hubs, 
middle-class households’ collective efforts to rebuild and safeguard shared 
sewage lines, and city engineers’ self-conceptions as caretakers of public 
infrastructure. Enlarging the scope and reach of the privatized domestic 
realm and encompassing practices otherwise deemed government respon-
sibility, I remain struck by their resonance with the recalibrations of daily 
life induced by covid in the United States. Street-corner fridges and food 
banks, the personal sacrifices of essential workers to ensure the survival of 
others, and the overlay of work, school, and leisure in domestic space—all 
publicly exposed by private media infrastructure—these shifts gather people 
and basic life practices together in unexpected ways, not entirely different 
from arrangements evident in Tema.

These cases remind us that geographically distant corners of the world 
can be linked by shared structural conditions. They indicate, moreover, the 
ways cities in the global South map out historical trajectories overlooked in 
theories of urban life derived from the global North yet surprisingly rele-
vant to them both. As long as humanity is on this planet, waste— including 
bodily waste—is not going away, regardless of one’s geographic or class lo-
cation. As recent works such as Chelsea Wald’s Pipe Dreams: The Urgent 
Global Quest to Transform the Toilet (2021) and Catherine Coleman Flow-
ers’s Waste: One Woman’s Fight against America’s Dirty Secret (2020) like-
wise attest, if excrement is part of our shared human condition, inadequate 
and inefficient waste infrastructures are a global problem. It is thus critical 
to pay attention to the individuals and communities who forge workable al-
ternatives to the received script of late modernity and the political as well 
as practical implications of their infrastructural solutions.

Excremental arrangements in Tema demonstrate that the orchestration of 
human waste in the city by the public and for the public offers an alternative 
to the social power of the state. Serving as an enduring basis of association 
and collective action by means of infrastructure, bodily waste’s inevitable 
excesses and instabilities, both cultural and organic, are political resources 
in their own right and continuously harnessed to new ends.
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