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This book shows for the first time how green infrastructure can work in an 
African urban context. On one level it provides a major rethinking of the 
role of infrastructure in urban society since the creation of networked infra-
structure in the early 20th Century. On another, it explores the changing 
paradigms of urban development through the fundamental question of how 
decisions are made.
	 With a focus on Africa’s fast-growing secondary towns, where 70% of the 
urban population live, the book explains how urban infrastructure provides 
the key to the relationship between economic development and social 
equity, through the mediation of natural resources. Adopting this view 
enables investment to be channelled more effectively to provide the engine 
for economic growth, while providing equitable services for all residents. At 
the same time, the management of resource flows integrates the metabolism 
of the city into the wider ecosystem. This vision leads to a new way of think-
ing about infrastructure, giving clear definition to the concept of Green 
Infrastructure.
	 Indigenous solutions are needed to address the failure of urban develop-
ment in Africa, which is due, in large measure, to the use of inappropriate 
Western development models. The history of control over Africa’s intellectual 
space by Western countries and external agencies continues through current 
planning methodologies and the influence of international organisations. 
Addressing the issue of how Africans regain control is a prerequisite to tack-
ling the decisions that define the continent’s long-term development.
	 On the basis of research gathered throughout an extensive career, 
John Abbott draws in particular from his experience in Ethiopia to demon-
strate the ways in which infrastructure needs to respond to the economies, 
societies and natural environments of 21st Century urban Africa.

John Abbott is an international consultant specialising in the management 
of urban infrastructure, most recently with the government of Ethiopia. 
Over his career he has worked in local government, NGOs, the private 
sector and academia, where he was Professor of Urban Engineering at the 
University of Cape Town, South Africa.
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Chapter 1

The failure of western intervention 
in Africa

Introduction

This book is written on two levels, which will be explored interactively. On 
one level this is a book about urban infrastructure, and its potential to 
support a sustainable urban future in the rapidly urbanising countries of 
sub-Saharan Africa. On a broader level, though, it is a book about the 
nature of decision-making in development, and ultimately an exploration 
of how much ‘freedom’ African countries really have when taking 
decisions that affect their own development. That African cities (and 
countries) are underdeveloped is not in question; the real question, which 
has still not been answered almost fifty years after the majority of African 
countries achieved independence, is why.
	 In the first thirty years or so, it was primarily Marxist academics and 
practitioners who sought to explore this question, and they had a relatively 
easy task, since the spectre of imperialist hegemony still loomed large in 
Africa, as did the spectres of both neo-liberalism and neo-colonialism. 
However, twenty years further on, these arguments about physical and eco-
nomic domination become ever more difficult to sustain. The condition 
can no longer be defined solely in terms of a construct based upon the 
overwhelming power of a dominant economic system. Social concerns are 
higher up the agenda and the world is more concerned with how to 
achieve the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).
	 And yet the niggling doubt persists. Are we really living in a world 
where African governments are the masters of their own decisions? Is the 
answer really as simple as abandoning aid in favour of direct foreign 
investment? On the other hand, if there is some truth in this belief that 
sub-Saharan Africa has never fully escaped from colonialism, how can this 
possibly be justified after so long a period? The problem with the Marxist 
analysis is that it constantly sought to rationalise events primarily within an 
economic framework, even if this meant adjusting what it saw to fit with 
what it believed. This is understandable, since it would not be Marxist 
otherwise; but it can be limiting. But even after Marxism lost its power to 
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question, it is still economic analysis that dominates the debate, as the 
book Dead Aid by Dambisa Moyo (2009) shows.
	 There is an alternative view, though. None of us can claim to be totally 
free from a value system; that is an integral part of what it means to be 
human. In this case – and it is important to say this upfront – the ideas 
and beliefs that underpin this book derive from a value system embedded 
in the teaching of Keir Hardie, the great Scottish social reformer, whose 
work provided the moral framework and the social bedrock of our house-
hold when I was a child.
	 That does not imply a socialist perspective, as many might immediately 
conclude. Such a term is, in any case, fairly meaningless in the world of 
the twenty-first century, regardless of whether one regrets, or rejoices in, 
its passing. What it does imply is that the focus of the analysis lies within 
the social sphere, rather than the economic arena. So while this back-
ground does carry its own ‘baggage’, it at least allows an exploration of the 
wider development arena outside the confines of a dominating economic 
construct, and this has enabled an intellectual freedom of thought which, 
it is hoped, will enable this book to take a different approach to African 
urban development from those written previously.

Why infrastructure?

The subtext of the book, as is reflected in its title, is urban governance, 
with a specific focus on infrastructure governance. But governance cannot 
be separated from the development process (though it often is); hence, it 
is that process which is central to the study. Ultimately, the objective, as 
indicated at the beginning, is the creation of a sustainable urban infra-
structure base that can provide the foundation for ongoing development, 
and a basis for sound and effective governance.
	 At first glance, while urban infrastructure may appear to be an unusual 
perspective from which to explore wider socio-political issues, it does have 
its own rationality. First, the failure to provide urban infrastructure is one 
of the great development failures of the twentieth century, not only in sub-
Saharan Africa but in many other developing countries. And yet to date, 
none of the arguments for this failure, be they rapid urban growth, low 
income levels or high costs, are fully convincing. So, there has to be 
another answer, which then begs the question as to whether we are 
looking at infrastructure in the right way.
	 Obviously this is not a simple issue. Management and operational 
capacity constraints are clearly critical issues, and have a role to play, but 
they are not the core issue. It has then been proposed that what we are 
dealing with here is a lack of political will on the part of African leaders, a 
view that UN-Habitat (2008) puts forward when discussing the failure of 
countries in Africa to decentralise. Again perhaps a possibility; but this too 
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is questionable, given that the failure is widespread across so many diverse 
countries.
	 There is, however, another option, namely that the failure is linked to 
external interventions. This argument has been discredited to some 
degree by the ideological dimension of this position, which has generally 
been situated within an economic discourse. Yet there is a need to look 
at  the role of external actors much more critically than has been done 
to  date. In doing this, however, we need to start from a clearly stated 
position, which is a recognition that we are no longer dealing with 
an  exploitative development scenario here, regardless of whether or 
not  this was the case under colonialism. On the contrary, it has to be 
assumed that the majority of those working in the field of development 
(speaking now specifically of external actors) are well intentioned, 
knowledgeable, at least within their own specialisations, and genuinely 
believe they have something to contribute to the development process in 
Africa.
	 Finally, we have a third option, which asks the question: what if there is 
simply too much external input? This debate, to the extent that it exists, 
tends to focus on the oppressive impact of aid. This has been a recurring 
theme in the literature on development, going back to the early 1970s,1 
when the focus was primarily political and linked to aid as a tool of imperi-
alism, and continuing to the present time,2 sometimes with the same focus, 
sometimes with a different one, yet always strongly passionate – as, of 
course, are those in the opposite camp who argue the benefits of aid. This 
polarised, and again often ideological, to and fro sees aid in a direct causal 
relationship with an outcome, which is either negative or positive depend-
ing upon the author you read; yet the debate is still no nearer to a solution 
now than it was when it began forty years earlier.
	 So, perhaps the time has come to start looking at this question of exter-
nal involvement from a different perspective. In keeping with the social 
reference framework used here, the idea is that, instead of discussing aid 
per se, we should rather explore the potential for oppression (interpreted 
here in the sense of suffocation, not exploitation) caused through the 
sheer weight of external cultural and intellectual involvement.
	 This last point is the least explored of the three perspectives, yet 
perhaps the most important, though I would suggest that what we are 
looking at in practice is some combination of all of them. The challenge is 
to understand the interplay between them, and in this context infrastruc-
ture provides an ideal framework within which to explore the issue. And 
we do need new ideas. For if there is one thing that we can say, and this is 
as good a point to begin the discussion as any, is while the past fifty years 
have seen a continuous shift in external approaches to urban development 
practice, in an attempt to address this failure, none of them has, to date, 
proved blindingly successful.
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	 Throughout all this time, though, there has been one inexorable trend 
in urban infrastructure, which is the steady, but continuous, decline in the 
‘level of service’ provided to urban residents – and in particular to the 
politically weak group in society known as the ‘urban poor’. This has now 
reached a point, with the ‘basic needs’ approach to service delivery, epito-
mised by the MDGs, where the level of infrastructure service aimed for has 
reached the bottom – the absolute minimum – and can go no lower; yet 
even this minimum target cannot be achieved. Why? Nobody actually 
knows. However, we can question the external response, which is to throw 
ever greater sums of money towards paying ever greater numbers of exter-
nal western ‘consultants’ and new specialist ‘delivery agencies’ in order to 
meet moving targets. Surely the time has come to recognise that there is a 
much more fundamental malaise involved here, and the only way to 
address this issue in any meaningful way is to stop throwing money at 
‘solutions’ aimed at addressing the symptoms, and instead return to the 
root of the problem and find the real cause.
	 What is needed here is a complete rethink of the way in which urban 
society functions, particularly a society where the majority of the residents 
are poor. In that context a rethink about the role of urban infrastructure 
in sub-Saharan Africa, and associated delivery processes, is not only essen-
tial, but central to the discussion. Unfortunately, we still live with a mindset 
about urban infrastructure that was created in the nineteenth century for 
a world that was completely different from the one we now live in. Sub-
Saharan Africa of the twenty-first century is a quite different place as com-
pared with Britain in the nineteenth.
	 A second reason why infrastructure should be seen as a basis for African 
development relates to the symbiotic relationship that exists between infra-
structure, the social construct of an urban society, and the physical envir-
onment. Before the Reagan–Thatcher economic reforms of the 1980s, 
urban infrastructure was grounded largely in a social development con-
struct. The degree may have differed, with America, not surprisingly, 
having a more dominant economic focus; yet even there the social context 
existed, as embodied by the American concept of ‘public works’. This 
means that underpinning the provision of urban infrastructure to the rich 
countries of the world in the twentieth century was the principle not 
simply of social improvement but also of social equity – a principle that is 
far more crucial to political and social stability in Africa than the economic 
principle that has replaced it: affordability.
	 Thus, infrastructure is about far more than technology; that is only the 
physical manifestation. Rather, infrastructure is an integral part of the 
social and cultural framework of an urban society. So, it is to that frame-
work that we must look first to initiate change and develop a new 
approach. Such a rethink would need to be broad in scope, involving not 
only a new approach to the social, economic and political framework that 
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underpins urban development, but also, and perhaps more importantly, 
an exploration of the external intellectual forces that shape that frame-
work. It is to this last issue that we must turn first, to begin our analysis, if 
we are to reach an understanding of the wider canvas upon which urban 
development plays itself out.

Who really controls African development?

On a superficial level, the determinants that have led to the current urban 
conditions which prevail throughout most of sub-Saharan Africa are rela-
tively straightforward: inappropriate policies and ineffective implementa-
tion strategies result in poor decision-making which leads to failed 
outcomes. How easy it is, for those looking in from the outside, particularly 
in the western countries, to blame this on weak leadership, or corruption, 
or simply mismanagement by African governments. This book will argue 
that not only is this far too simplistic an answer but, more worryingly, it is 
grossly unfair and inaccurate. To get to the heart of this failure we need to 
delve much deeper, and explore one central, albeit quite complex, ques-
tion, which is: who really made the decisions that led to the current urban con-
dition? Or, phrased slightly differently, where did the ideas come from that failed 
repeatedly, time after time? And the heart of this central question is not: who 
makes the decisions; but rather: who decides who makes the decisions; and 
who actually decides what decisions will be made, where they will be made, 
and how they will be made? The real issue is not who decides – the answer 
to that is fairly straightforward; the real question is who decides who 
decides, and that is far more complex. Whatever the answer, this book 
would argue that one thing is clear: wherever the location for the decisions 
about exactly what decisions African countries can take may be situated, it 
is certainly not in the capital cities of sub-Saharan Africa.
	 Those Marxist analysts of old, looking at colonial history, highlighted a 
critically important issue, namely that colonial oppression was as much an 
oppression of the culture as it was military dominance and economic 
exploitation; yet they failed to follow the exploration of this strand of colo-
nial oppression through to its logical outcome. The reason for that failure, 
of course, is that Marxism, while recognising the greater oppression, 
always returns to its (perceived) roots in economic oppression, and in 
doing so misses the deeper and more insidious oppression of the colo-
nised countries, which is, on the one hand, not simply the oppression of 
the cultural space, but also, on the other hand, and less well documented, 
the domination of the wider intellectual space.
	 The nineteenth century was the industrial age, when mechanics ruled 
and the perceived future was one driven by technology for the benefit of 
society. And we have to acknowledge that many Africans also bought into 
the technological dream. Now, though, as we view it only 150 years later, 
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we can see that this advance came at a huge cost. It was not only an accu-
mulation of wealth that was occurring through industrialisation; it was a 
theft of resources, perhaps unintended but no less a theft for that, coupled 
with a transfer of the true exploitation cost of industrialisation elsewhere, 
in the form of an ever-growing debt burden. And the bank that had to 
carry this burden of debt was the biosphere. That of course is the core of 
the climate change debate with regard to carbon output. The real issue is 
not how much carbon different countries discharge to the atmosphere 
now; the question is how do we allocate a cost to the benefit gained from 
adding all that carbon to the atmosphere previously?
	 This issue of carbon discharge was not, of course, recognised at the 
time. The technologies developed in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries were based upon an open-ended supply of resources and, equally 
important, a boundless space in which to discharge the waste. That model 
is now coming up against the reality of the earth as a closed system. Yet we 
cannot simply blame technology for our present impasse, though we will 
need to seriously change our view of, and approach towards, technology. 
The first step is to go broader, to assess the nature of the system that oper-
ates the technology.
	 In an article entitled ‘All Cultures Are Not Equal’, Kenan Malik3 (2002) 
quotes a statement by the Marxist writer and theorist C. L. R. James as 
follows: ‘I denounce European colonialism. . . . But I respect the learning 
and profound discoveries of Western civilisation’ (James, 1980, p. 179). 
Malik then goes on to say:

James was one of the great radicals of the twentieth century, an anti-
imperialist, a superb historian of black struggles, a Marxist who 
remained one even when it was no longer fashionable to be so. But 
today, James’ defence of ‘Western civilisation’ would probably be dis-
missed as Eurocentric, even racist.

This analysis by Malik provides the key, with the use of the word ‘civilisa-
tion’, but previously we have tried it in the wrong locks. As a result, we 
have been forced back on clichés, such as neo-colonialism or neo-
liberalism, to try to explain what lay behind the unopened door. Much 
more telling, when it comes to exploring how a colonising race first 
obtains, and then retains, dominance over other societies, is the explora-
tion by the historian Peter Berresford Ellis of how the Romans defined 
their relationship with the least well known of their serious antagonists in 
their early development phase: the Celts. Speaking about this relationship 
in the context of the Druids – the ‘Celtic intelligentsia’ – he writes:

The early surviving sources about the Druids are written in support of 
Rome and its conquest of the Celts and suppression of the Druids. In 
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ad 54 the Roman Emperor Claudius officially prohibited the Druids 
by law. It was an obvious move for Rome to make: in order to conquer 
any people and absorb them, you first have to get rid of their intellec-
tuals and destroy their cultural knowledge.

(1998, p. 63)

Here we see two elements at play that define all forms of oppressions: 
control over the intellectual debate and the suppression of the intellectual 
base of the oppressed. It is to these aspects of oppression that we must 
look to understand the current development scenario in Africa.
	 The words of Berresford Ellis quoted above are timeless, and could just 
as easily describe the oppression of the indigenous African population in 
South Africa under apartheid, but are they valid elsewhere? After all, 
apartheid was a special case, was it not? In addition, there is the valid point 
that Africa was not the only continent to suffer colonial oppression. Many 
other countries found themselves in the same situation; and the majority 
have found mechanisms to deal with the consequences more effectively 
than is the case across generally in sub-Saharan Africa.
	 To understand the wider (sub-Saharan) African canvas, we need to 
understand more fully the way in which external dominance shifted over 
time, and the forces that drove this shift. In the sections that follow, I will 
argue that the way in which the colonial relationship evolved in the sub-
continent (sub-Saharan Africa) is quite different from how it did so in 
other countries, and that Africa, because of its history, was not capable of 
emerging from colonial control in the way that countries in other parts of 
the world were able to do. The focus in the book is concerned primarily 
with anglophone Africa, since it is an exploration in English, and here the 
locus of external control was Britain. This was therefore a critical relation-
ship. This book will argue that it remains critical to this day, and that 
British influence is much more deeply ingrained than has been assumed 
previously, with unintended, yet fairly catastrophic, consequences for 
Africa. The use of the word ‘unintended’ is intentional and critical. This 
book acknowledges that the British government and the British people 
have, by and large, the best of intentions towards Africa. What is being 
explored is the nature of cultural and intellectual domination in a modern 
context, a context dominated increasingly by global, English-language 
media, with the term ‘media’ being used here in its widest sense to reflect 
all forms of communication. This domination by the English-language 
media leads to the question: to what extent does the use of one specific 
language as a global communication vehicle enable, or facilitate, cultural 
domination by those, in this case primarily the American and the British, 
who have it as their home language?
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Of worldviews, paradigms and Weltanschauungen

Worldviews

Berresford Ellis’s book on Celtic history in Europe,4 quoted earlier, pro-
vides an interesting analogy that is surprisingly relevant to the present 
context. For the author shows how there were two, quite diverse, views of 
this important civilisation, but that the vast majority of people who read 
history know only one: that written by the Celts’ conquerors, the Romans, 
who clearly had their own specific perspective and agenda. It is said that 
the victors define history, but there is a more subtle, and relevant, point 
here, namely that it is those who write the books (or who generate the 
websites) who define the perceived reality; and it is this perception that 
matters.
	 The problem is: how do we penetrate the perception to arrive at a 
deeper truth, or even an alternative view? Berresford Ellis’s book on the 
Celts of course deals with history, and describes the problems of trying to 
get beyond the interpretation of events provided by a historical dominant 
culture (Roman) that no longer exists. That is a minor problem compared 
to the one we face here. For seeking to explore the impact of a dominant 
culture from within its own time, while that dominance is still in force, is 
even more difficult. What we are looking at in the exploration of anglo-
phone Africa is a dominant culture, and that dominant culture is referred 
to as Anglo-Saxon.5

	 The first problem we encounter when we seek to understand the nature 
of a dominant culture is related to the way in which we communicate, 
using a verbal language, which in turn requires a vocabulary. Those 
belonging to a dominant culture, by the very nature of a culture, have 
little need for words or phrases that describe how they control cultural 
and intellectual space; after all, their view is the accepted reality. So, we 
come up against a conundrum: those whose language dominates define 
the ideas, not only through their ability to define the common usage of 
words and phrases, but also through the absence, or at least the paucity, of 
words to describe how the subservient cultures view the dominant one.
	 To the extent that we can speak of this phenomenon of cultural and 
intellectual domination at all, we do have the term ‘worldview’, as being 
something that reflects ‘[t]he overall perspective from which one sees and 
interprets the world’ (Free Dictionary, 2010). Yet while this may express the 
condition at a very broad level, it is also very imprecise, not least because it 
is itself a translation of a German word, Weltanschauung, a term that will be 
returned to later.
	 This term ‘worldview’ has also been described as ‘[a] collection of 
beliefs about life and the universe held by an individual or a group’ (Free 
Dictionary, 2010). Yet this interpretation does not sit easily with the 
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previous one. How, for example, does one go down to the level of those 
individual beliefs conceptually? The fact is that we have taken a term that 
has real meaning in another language, in this case German. When we 
translate it into English we may be able to use it up to a point; but we are 
not able to take it to a level of detail, because for a dominant culture there 
is simply no need to do so. That is the paradox we face when we seek to 
explore dominant cultures: we simply lack the terms that might help us in 
that task.

Paradigms

But we do have a term: ‘paradigm’ – isn’t that appropriate? Well, actually, 
no it isn’t. The word ‘paradigm’ was created, in its modern form, by the 
historian of science Thomas Kuhn in the 1960s. Prior to that, it had been 
used in its Greek derivative form to describe distinct concepts in linguistics 
and science (Kuhn, 1996). Kuhn ‘gave paradigm its contemporary meaning 
when he adopted the word to refer to the set of practices that define a sci-
entific discipline at any particular period of time’ (Wikipedia, 2010e). His 
own preference, and the translation in the Oxford English Dictionary, inter-
prets the word as a pattern or model, but mainly an ‘exemplar’. In this 
context, then, if we seek to use this word in the context of a dominant 
culture, then the impact is to reinforce that culture rather than question 
or challenge it.
	 This problem is compounded when we look at the second element of 
Kuhn’s exposition of the word, which is that paradigms are incommensu-
rable, meaning that ‘two paradigms cannot be reconciled with each 
other  because they cannot be subjected to the same common standard 
of comparison’ (Kuhn, 1996). And the whole purpose of an exploration 
of  a dominant culture and its impact is constructed around a presup
position of different ‘standards’, since culture is itself linked to a value 
system.
	 Thus, the word ‘paradigm’ is used quite easily by those already within 
the dominant culture, since the very definition of the term acts to rein-
force the dominance of that culture, or at best to question it gently and 
safely from the inside; but it is totally inappropriate for use in exploring 
the dominant culture from the outside. To say so is not being pedantic; if 
we use words that mean something else, then we risk misdirecting the 
debate and blocking meaningful analysis. We are left with only one solu-
tion. If we are serious about unbundling the worldview of the dominant 
culture, then we have to integrate the word Weltanschauung6 into the 
English language; for only then can we really begin to understand the full 
cultural and intellectual implications of domination.
	 At this point, you, as a reader, have just undergone your first test. If, in 
reading this, you fail to see the point of the discussion, then this means 
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that you most likely belong to the dominant culture; that is, you are 
comfortable with an Anglo-Saxon worldview. If, on the other hand, you 
find the discussion intriguing and are interested in seeing where it is 
going, then you are probably someone who is situated outside the domi-
nant culture; that is, there are aspects of the Anglo-Saxon worldview that 
you experience as oppressive, or at least constraining.

Weltanschauungen7

There are several components to the term ‘Weltanschauung’, as we would 
expect from such a complex idea. In the first instance, a Weltanschauung 
‘describes a consistent (to a varying degree) and integral sense of exist-
ence and provides a framework for generating, sustaining, and applying 
knowledge’ (Wikipedia, 2010c). That is exactly what we are talking of 
here. And if we see the existing Anglo-Saxon worldview as a dominant Wel-
tanschauung, then we also can see how any challenge to that view is 
extremely threatening, calling into question not only the value base of the 
dominant culture, but also the knowledge structure that it uses to under-
pin that dominance.
	 The second aspect relates to language, which is described as follows: 
‘The linguistic relativity hypothesis . . . describes how the syntactic-semantic 
structure of a language becomes an underlying structure for the Weltan-
schauung of a people through the organization of the causal perception of 
the world and the linguistic categorization of entities.’ Further, ‘The lan-
guage of a people reflects the Weltanschauung of that people in the form of 
its syntactic structures and untranslatable connotations and its denota-
tions’ (Wikipedia, 2010c).
	 In linguistics, the exploration of this side of the Weltanschauung is often 
used to better understand different peoples, in the way that Whorf in the 
United States used it to contribute to an understanding of different Native 
American minorities (Wikipedia, 2010d). In terms of the current domi-
nant Anglo-Saxon Weltanschauung, however, we can see how the over-
whelming use of English as a global language contributes to, and partially 
explains, the extent of the dominance of the current Anglo-Saxon world 
order.
	 The third aspect of the Weltanschauung, which is actually the one of 
greatest relevance to this book and its topic, picks up on the aspect 
described above as ‘the linguistic categorization of entities’. In this 
context, Kay and Kempton (1984) made the observation that ‘[a]s linguis-
tic categorization emerges as a representation of worldview and causality, 
it further modifies social perception and thereby leads to a continual 
interaction between language and perception’ (Wikipedia, 2010c). This 
sentence is absolutely crucial to an understanding of what is driving urban 
development in Africa today. It is not that the current all-pervading 
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dominance of economics (whether it is the capitalism decried by Marxists, 
or the value of foreign direct investment beloved by capitalists) is unim-
portant. It is rather that economics is only one of several elements that 
comprise the greater Anglo-Saxon Weltanschauung, or worldview. In its use 
of this expression (Anglo-Saxon) the book differs from the French inter-
pretation, arguing that the original (French) definition of the term, which 
the authors perceived as being grounded primarily in economics, failed to 
see the wider intellectual and cultural domination that is implicit in a 
global hegemony. This is, of course, because the French always refused to 
accept the reality of global cultural domination (at least by anyone other 
than themselves) – but that is a separate debate.
	 It is on this wider stage, then, that the notion of an Anglo-Saxon Weltan-
schauung, described previously as ‘a collection of beliefs’, becomes criti-
cally important. I will show how these beliefs extend into every aspect of 
development thinking, and in doing so how they predefine the develop-
ment path, particularly in urban development, and so constrain African 
freedom of action. That is the basis for intellectual domination which con-
stitutes, in an African sense, a continuation of colonisation, the only dis-
tinction being that we have moved from physical occupation to the 
colonisation of Africa’s intellectual space. Before we can move on to 
explore these issues further, though, we first need to explore how we came 
to be there in the first place.

The rise of Anglo-Saxon hegemony, 1815–2009

There is a broad recognition, evident in numerous books and newspaper 
articles, that the world is changing, and the changes that are coming will 
bring about a new world order. A much more interesting question is what 
lies at the heart of the change. In a book on the rise of American power in 
the Pacific region, Bruce Cumings argued that the dominating American 
role in the world emerged out of Cold War necessities, ‘ow[ing] more to 
NATO than to Plato’ (Cumings, 2010, p. 5, quoting David Armitage). In 
writing this, the author follows the commonly accepted view that domi-
nance is linked to a combination of military force (alternatively viewed as 
a military-industrial complex) and economic power.
	 In 2002, O’Brien and Clesse published a collection of essays on the 
nature of British and American hegemony in the nineteenth and twenti-
eth centuries. While this may have generated a great deal of angst and 
soul-searching around specific terms, such as ‘empire’, for example, the 
broad gist of the evolutionary process was clear. Britain rose to military 
dominance in the period after the Napoleonic Wars, but slowly lost this 
over time as other powers, including the United States, Germany and, in 
the Far East, Japan increased their military power. In economic terms, 
Gilpin (2002) argues that
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[t]he world has known only two eras of economic liberalism based on 
a hegemonic power. From the late nineteenth century to the outbreak 
of World War I [1914], Great Britain led the efforts for trade liberali-
sation and monetary stability. Similarly, the United States led the 
world economy following World War II [1945].

	 Regarding what happened between 1914 and 1945, Gilpin (2002) goes 
on to state that ‘[t]he United States emerged from World War I with a 
clear vision of the new international order that it wished to create’. 
However, linked strongly to the fact that the United States went through a 
strongly isolationist period between 1918 and 1941, it was only able to ini-
tiate this new order after the Second World War (1939–45). In what Gilpin 
terms this ‘Rooseveltian vision’, the United Nations, and particularly the 
Security Council, would guarantee world peace, and the IMF, World Bank 
and International Trade Organisation ‘should be responsible for promo-
tion and administration of an open and multilateral world economy’. Most 
importantly,

The postwar international order was to be based on the Atlantic 
Charter and its Four Freedoms (today’s ‘human rights’) in whose 
name the United States and its allies had fought the war. Within this 
structure, the victors would build the peaceful, prosperous, and 
humane world that had eluded mankind after World War I.

(ibid.)

This idealised model of course failed to materialise in the form originally 
envisaged, primarily because of the rise of the Soviet Union and the crea-
tion in its place of a duopolistic view of how the world order should 
develop. The result was a return to a situation where military power 
became increasingly important in the struggle to protect western security 
against a perceived Soviet threat.
	 Such a brief summary cannot do justice either to Gilpin’s paper or to 
the wider debate if the objective is to discuss either military or economic 
hegemony, but it does give a representative snapshot; and a detailed dis-
cussion of Anglo-Saxon hegemony, important as it may be, is not the 
primary objective. Rather, the objective is, first, to illustrate the extent to 
which the discussion on British and American hegemony is defined almost 
exclusively in terms of economic and military power; and then, following 
from this, to show how a critically important facet of hegemony, namely 
social hegemony, interpreted here to mean external domination of 
another people’s cultural and intellectual space, is defined primarily by its 
absence from the debate. Once this gap is highlighted, and the impor-
tance of social hegemony recognised as a critical issue, then it becomes 
possible to see why the real cause of African underdevelopment has been 
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so misunderstood, and subsequently misrepresented, in the West, and 
particularly in Anglo-Saxon countries.
	 Africa, like many of the poorer parts of the world (termed the ‘Third 
World’ at that time), was buffeted by the dualistic power struggle between 
the Soviet Union and the United States, but the majority of African coun-
tries were merely pawns in a game between the Great Powers, rather than 
players in their own right. In this situation, the sheer economic power of 
the western institutions, led by the World Bank, was clearly of critical 
importance in shaping development policy, as the structural adjustment 
programme of the 1980s so clearly illustrated. On the other hand, though, 
I shall argue here that this has created something of a smokescreen, 
hiding what is, in the longer term, a much more intrusive and pervasive 
form of intervention: that of social hegemony. As a result, it was actually in 
the social arena, and particularly that of its intellectual space, where much 
of Africa was most deeply impacted upon, if not subsumed, by Anglo-
Saxon hegemony. That is Africa’s missing debate and that is the issue 
which is explored here.
	 Control over cultural and intellectual space takes two forms, destruc-
tion or co-option, generally acting in tandem, with the choice being linked 
to the military potential of the opposition. Again it is useful to look at 
history first, since we can view history more easily outside of the emotional 
influence that exists when viewing these topics in the present. Using the 
Romans again, we can see that they destroyed the Celts’ intellectual base, 
since the Celts posed an ongoing military threat, but they co-opted the 
Greek intellectual base because by that time the Greeks no longer posed a 
military threat.
	 These references to the Romans, which may appear at first glance to be 
totally irrelevant in a book intended to focus on Africa, are extremely valu-
able in aiding our understanding of the current domination scenario, as I 
will show a little later. Equally, though, there are many other applications 
of the suppression–co-option model from more recent times, which dem-
onstrate the fact that this is a standard approach for groups seeking to 
dominate others. Thus, the apartheid regime destroyed the African intel-
lectual base centred on the University of Fort Hare in the 1950s, before 
seeking to co-opt a more malleable black South African ‘leadership’ in the 
1970s. And the British Empire, of course, has many examples of this, not 
least of them being Ghana, Tanzania and Zimbabwe (then Southern Rho-
desia), particularly when those cultural models challenged Anglo-
American economic hegemony.
	 The growth of the Roman civilisation is also helpful to an understand-
ing of America today, particularly the way Americans have viewed this 
‘culture of the intellect’. The two nations (Rome and the United States) 
both came from a weak indigenous cultural base, but they reacted to 
culture quite differently. The Romans saw this lack of culture as a weakness 
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and realised the need to create one rapidly if they were to become a domi-
nant world power. They did this by first co-opting, and then integrating 
and adapting, the Greek cultural heritage. This recognition was also a 
reason why they perceived both the Carthaginians and the Celts as such a 
threat, because both of these competing societies combined military 
strength with an indigenous cultural heritage that could be perceived as 
more advanced than that of Rome, certainly in its early period of 
development.
	 Americans did not see culture in the same way, nor did they attach the 
same importance to it. That is not to say that the United States was totally 
without a cultural base. It had learned from European history, rejecting 
much that it saw, for example the monarchical system, but integrating 
aspects it considered important. From this, and its own experience, it 
developed three ‘big ideas’ that were to stand the test of time: capitalism 
as an economic model of development; democratic government; and the 
centrality (and rights) of the individual in society – all of which we see 
coming through in the ‘Rooseveltian vision’ described earlier. The United 
States also had its academic base, which was becoming ever more powerful 
and respected, in institutions such as Yale, Harvard and MIT. At the same 
time, though, it also had a strong element in its society that could be 
described as ‘anti-intellectual’, creating a body of opinion that retains an 
important influence in the Republican Party to this day. One important 
outcome of this anti-intellectual outlook was that during the period when 
cultural hegemony was being imposed most strongly on Africa, between 
the two great wars of the twentieth century (1914–1939), America was in 
an isolationist phase, with its main intellectual input into global develop-
ment still in the future.
	 That is a particularly important point when it comes to shaping the 
international institutions. Thus, it could be argued that the United States 
could shape the IMF and the World Bank, since both of these institutions 
operated primarily in the economic sphere where America sought to 
impose its own capitalist model of development. However, this did not 
apply elsewhere; it was the social and cultural heritage, for example, that 
was most influential in shaping the various UN development institutions, 
and the United States could not shape these alone. Rather, the influence 
that shaped the United Nations, at least in respect of its socio-cultural per-
spective, came from elsewhere, mainly from Britain and its Dominions, and 
only to a lesser extent from the United States and France. Britain and the 
United States may have shared the ‘big ideas’ of democracy and individual 
human rights, but the way these translated into practice on the ground – 
that is, the mechanisms through which other countries would meet these 
outcomes – was based to a large degree on British practices at the time.
	 As a result, when the focus is specifically directed towards Africa, we 
have to adapt the way that we see Anglo-Saxon hegemony, because we 
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have to be able to view American global cultural and intellectual domina-
tion in a way that incorporates the British role more directly. Because we 
live in the present, we do tend to see the world purely in terms of Ameri-
can hegemony. Yet to understand the African situation we have to expand 
our outlook and view it in the context of a continuum of dominant Anglo-
Saxon culture that began with Britain’s defeat of Napoleon at the Battle of 
Waterloo in 1815, was shared with the United States during the second 
half of the nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth centuries, and 
then taken over progressively by the United States after 1945.
	 What makes this period in history so important is the way in which 
global domination was transferred from one power (Great Britain) to 
another power (the United States of America) in a way that ensured the 
continuation of a common cultural value system, made easier of course by 
the use of a shared language. For without British support, particularly in 
the enforced intellectual domination of the Empire, it is questionable 
whether America, for all of its military and economic power, could have 
achieved broader cultural dominance of the global institutions that was 
necessary to shape the world in its own image. Conversely, and equally rel-
evant to this discussion, it was only by being able to operate within the 
same cultural framework with the United States that Britain was able to 
continue to exert its authority, and impose its own version of the Anglo-
Saxon worldview (Weltanschauung) on Africa.

The impact of the Anglo-Saxon Weltanschauung on 
Africa: the urban experience

It is the contention of this book that the imposition of ideas that are 
grounded in the Anglo-Saxon Weltanschauung has been extremely damag-
ing, not only to Africa’s development per se but also to Africa’s ability to 
develop for itself. During the colonial period the way in which the Weltan-
schauung was imposed was obvious, since it was linked directly to physical 
occupation. The assumption, at least among the general public in the 
West, is that, with independence, African countries increasingly took 
responsibility for their own destinies.8 This book will argue that the oppos-
ite is in fact the case, certainly with regard to urban development. Far 
from there being a lessening of control, the power exerted over urban 
development in Africa today is stronger than it has ever been before; yet 
because external actors are so deeply embedded in the dominant Anglo-
Saxon Weltanschauung, they are simply unable to see the extent to which 
this is the reality.
	 Urban infrastructure has been at the heart of international debate on 
urban development in Africa, in one form or another, from the begin-
ning. The provision of infrastructure (primarily for the white colonial 
elite) was the basis for the colonial city, and it was the inability to expand 
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this system to the wider population that drove the debate in its initial post-
colonial phase. As a result, much of Africa’s urban development practice, 
as constructed by external agencies, has been a direct outcome of the ina-
bility of those same agencies to address infrastructure delivery in Africa 
effectively.
	 While their response to this failure may have taken different forms at 
different times, these nonetheless tend to coalesce around three distinct 
strands of development, the full extent of which only began to emerge 
from the global social, economic and political upheavals of the 1980s. The 
first of these was the rise to prominence of urban spatial planning as a 
major force in urban development, which resulted in the current situation 
whereby spatial and economic development are perceived as the basis for 
new urban growth and regeneration strategies. In this strand, urban infra-
structure is defined as a supporting service for planned land development. 
The second strand, which was linked to the privatisation drive of the 
1980s, resulted in the commodification of certain public services, which 
were defined as utilities – a term that speaks for itself. The third strand, to 
some extent a response to this, was a recognition that the ‘urban poor’ 
were being left behind by the wider development process and marginal-
ised by privatisation. Abandoning key principles of social equity, which 
had driven urban development in Europe and America, and underpinned 
the United Nations, external agencies, acting more out of despair than 
good sense, chose the lowest common denominator option of seeking to 
provide only basic services to the poor. Thus, rather than seeking inclu-
sion of the poor into urban society, this strand reinforced social exclusion 
and institutionalised a two-tier society in Africa – a recipe for ongoing 
political instability.
	 The failure to create a viable and sustainable infrastructure model for 
African cities was situated, of course, within a context of rapid urban 
growth, which saw the collapse of the colonial urban model of govern-
ment, and a breakdown of urban structures of control. These develop-
ments led initially to greater centralised government control, followed by 
a gradual reversal and a widespread acceptance, among African govern-
ments, of the principle of decentralisation as the basis for urban govern-
ance. All these changes provide an ideal justification for the western 
argument that the ensuing urban development failure was the fault of 
African governments.
	 What I will show in this book is that the real failure lies with the choice 
of infrastructure models, both then and now. Initially this was no one’s 
fault; the British infrastructure model was considered the ideal and proved 
itself so over a period of a hundred years, certainly in Western Europe 
and  the United States, to the extent that it provided the framework for 
the success of western urbanisation. It is only recently that the weaknesses 
of this system have started to emerge, when we see its fundamental 
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incompatibility with a world that requires models constructed around 
environmental sustainability. To address this incompatibility, the western 
countries have to deal with their massive installed infrastructure base, 
which requires an emphasis to be placed on measures of mitigation. Africa 
presents a completely different scenario. There, the need is for a new 
infrastructure model grounded in the principles of environmental sustain-
ability. The irony is that sub-Saharan Africa, with its low level of urbanisa-
tion, and African towns and cities generally, with their low installed 
infrastructure base, are ideally suited to lead the way in creating this new 
model. Yet we are locked into an Anglo-Saxon Weltanschauung that is inca-
pable of seeing outside of its own historical development trajectory, and 
still seeks to impose a modified version of its own urban system on other 
countries.
	 The converse of this failure to create an infrastructure model is the 
over-reliance on urban planning, again played out within an Anglo-Saxon 
Weltanschauung that built on the (totally inappropriate) British urban plan-
ning model. The collapse of African urban government, in the colonial 
aftermath initiated a period of reflection, led primarily by the World Bank 
but also involving UN and western donor government agencies, about how 
cities could best be managed. The outcome was a new discipline of Urban 
Management, formally established as a programme by UN-Habitat and the 
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) in 1986.9 The most 
important point to note about this discipline was the way in which it 
accepted, and incorporated, the three strands of the urban development 
construct outlined earlier, and the way in which it is intimately linked to a 
dominant urban planning paradigm (using the term ‘paradigm’ in its sci-
entific sense, as described previously). This paradigm – that is, the urban 
development model that currently dominates international thinking – is 
grounded in the concept of a universal (and, of course, Anglo-Saxon) 
planning model, applied with regional variations.
	 The paradigm is based on the following logic flow, described in simplis-
tic terms. First, the West has developed an extensive understanding of how 
to plan and develop cities. Second, this model is driven by private-sector 
investment, and the role of urban planning is to facilitate that. Third, this 
experience can be extrapolated to become a global model, tested by 
experience and analysis in the major cities around the world. Finally, the 
model, which is clearly the only option on the table (is it not?) can then 
be extended to all urban areas in all countries; and we can all sleep safely 
in our beds at night. That the paradigm takes as its benchmark the mature 
cities of the western countries, all of which just happen to have a fully 
installed infrastructure base, is not even an issue for discussion. Similarly, 
the fact that this British planning model emerged in a quite specific 
geographical context (the United Kingdom), where it too only came 
to  prominence after the cities had completed the construction of their 
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infrastructure base, and where its success even on its home territory is seri-
ously questioned, is considered immaterial.
	 When we move outside of Britain, the primary focus of exploration 
(and case-study material) for this urban planning development paradigm 
is the large conurbation, as is clearly evident from all recent UN-Habitat 
work on urbanisation over the past twenty years. It is based upon two lines 
of reasoning: first, that the areas in question operate in an open global 
economy; and second, that all cities in the developing world are on trajec-
tory towards maturity, as defined by the model of western cities. On this 
(still unproven) hypothesis, the British-based urban planning paradigm 
has been bought into by virtually every single international development 
agency that has any involvement with urban development; and it is sold as 
a reality to non-western governments. There is just one major problem10 
with this idealised view when we look at Africa: almost 70 per cent of 
urban  residents live in small towns, and they are neither moving 
towards  the state of a western mature city nor engaged in the global 
economy! This book will show that, specifically when the urban areas in 
question are the secondary towns and cities of Africa, this paradigm is 
invalid, and this logic path fatally flawed. African small towns present a 
development pattern that is quite unlike anything experienced previously, 
certainly in the past 400 years, and require unique solutions tailored to 
their condition.
	 In addition, the paradigm is itself grounded in a Weltanschauung that is 
specifically Anglo-Saxon, the symptoms of which have already been dis-
cussed. The outcome is an assumption that the (primarily British) urban 
planning model is the only valid basis for urban development; that is, it is 
a global development model. This is simply a false assumption, situated 
wholly within an Anglo-Saxon worldview. There are other, quite different 
models of urbanism – the Brazilian ‘Plano Global’ used as a basis for 
favela11 upgrading is one such – and several of these have a far better track 
record than does the British model. Their only problem, of course, is that 
they exist outside of the dominant Anglo-Saxon Weltanschauung, and the 
experiences are written up in a ‘foreign’ language, immediately downgrad-
ing their relevance and importance.
	 This Anglo-Saxon-based ‘international’ model of urban development is 
challenged here, and the book will demonstrate that it is totally unsuited 
to addressing the needs of Africa’s secondary towns and cities in the 
twenty-first century. The basis for the model is the mature city of the West, 
while the history too is that of the West; and such is the lens through 
which Africa is ultimately viewed. That is not to deny that many of those 
writing about African urban development have direct experience of 
African cities. What I am saying, though, is that those researchers operate 
within a specific Weltanschauung, and use a specific planning paradigm, 
both of which are grounded in a specific way of seeing, and thinking 
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about, the world; and that this approach is totally inappropriate to the 
needs of towns and cities in sub-Saharan Africa at this point in time.

Exploring the symptoms: the major pathways for 
western control over African urban development

In the book Dead Aid, mentioned earlier, Dambisa Moyo (2009) argues the 
case against aid in the form that it currently takes. Her arguments are 
focused on the broader social, political and economic implications of aid 
at a country level, where she asks the question, ‘[W]hat kind of African 
society are we building when virtually all public goods – education, health-
care, infrastructure and even security – are paid for by Western taxpay-
ers?’12 The debate about aid is extremely important in discussing African 
development. However, this is only one aspect of western influence. What 
is of equal, and possibly greater, importance is the way in which operating 
within an Anglo-Saxon Weltanschauung exerts control over Africa’s intellec-
tual space and constrains African countries in their ability to make the key 
decisions that affect the lives of their citizens.
	 The power of the Anglo-Saxon Weltanschauung to dominate anglophone 
(and other) African countries’ intellectual space will vary from sector to 
sector, as well as from country to country. The debate here is about urban 
development and, within that, urban infrastructure management. This is a 
particularly useful base for an exploration of intellectual control, since it is 
arguably the arena of development where the external influence is great-
est – the arena of development where Anglo-Saxon influence is most dom-
inant and most deeply entrenched. As a result, we have a totally 
nonsensical scenario where, on the one hand, it is external actors that, to 
all intents and purpose, decide Africa’s urban development path while, at 
the same time, it is African leaders who are blamed for the failures that 
result from implementing these flawed ideas.
	 There is an interesting consensus, from a range of people who come 
from quite different political perspectives, that Africa suffers from aid 
dependency and that Africa’s problems would be solved if aid were 
reduced. These arguments are well made, and slowly countries are coming 
together, both donors and recipients, and starting to discuss alternative 
funding mechanisms, for example donor harmonisation.13 At the same 
time, there is also a need to be realistic: not only is aid entrenched, but a 
number of key western countries are actually increasing the amounts of 
aid they provide. Even if all aid were stopped with immediate effect; the 
impact of aid would take years to reverse.
	 This book argues that the relationship between western and African 
countries is actually far more complex than simply a debate about devel-
opment aid, and that in order to reverse the current situation of aid 
dependency we first need to understand more fully the nature of that 
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relationship, and the full extent of that dependency; for it extends far 
beyond a simple economic relationship. And if we are to go deeper, to the 
heart of the relationship, then we need, above all else, to understand the 
full impact of Anglo-Saxon control over the intellectual space; only then 
can solutions be developed to manage the internal–external relationships 
more effectively. This section defines the nature of western influence in a 
different way from that used previously, using as a frame of reference this 
concept of intellectual control and looking at how it plays itself out. At this 
stage, we are looking, if you like, at the symptoms – or, phrased in devel-
opment terminology, at the development imperatives accepted and used 
by external agencies. Later chapters will take this exploration deeper to 
look at the underlying core issue, which is actually about who decides on 
roles and relationships in a society – hence the important linkage within 
this book between development and governance.
	 If we look at the specific area of development that relates to urban 
infrastructure delivery and management, the range of external influences 
can be grouped into four thematic areas, termed here ‘forces of influ-
ence’, whose interaction results in the complex structure shown in Figure 
1.1. Arguably, each one of these forces of influence could be countered 
relatively easily if it were the only external ‘intellectual idea’ impacting on 
African development. What makes external control so powerful, and so 
dominant, is the combination of all four together, which is then further 
underpinned by the western academic research and knowledge base. To 
change the situation and begin to provide African countries with greater 
intellectual space, it is necessary to understand how each of these thematic 
forces of influence work. At this point we are looking primarily at 
the symptoms; that is, the way in which external dominance and control 
is  exerted. These symptoms will then be explored in greater detail in 
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Figure 1.1 � The four ‘forces of influence’ directing urban development in sub-
Saharan Africa.
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Chapters 2 to 5, taking the exploration to the next level and looking at the 
deeper malaise that underlies the symptoms.

External force 1: the colonial legacy of urban 
infrastructure

The era of colonialism may have ended, but its legacy lingers on, and in 
many ways continues to grow. While occupying what is now anglophone 
Africa, Britain set up a framework of government. Some form of govern-
ment was clearly necessary, but the form adopted was one situated within 
Britain’s quite specific political, socio-economic and philosophical con-
struct, which together comprised the original Anglo-Saxon Weltanschau-
ung. This legacy will be shown to influence each of the remaining three 
thematic forces of influence. At the broader level, though, the two most 
important elements are the inherited political process (in particular, the 
relationship between the legislature and the executive) and the specific 
nature of the policy formulation process. Regarding the first of these, the 
full impact has never really been explored fully in a development context; 
yet it is a crucial element of the decentralisation debate in particular. As 
such, it will be discussed in detail in Chapter 5.
	 Regarding the second, Britain has a quite specific approach to policy 
that differs significantly from that of many other countries, both within 
Europe and elsewhere in the world. Its approach is grounded in an empir-
icist philosophy that places an emphasis on output-orientated planning. It 
also operates a system within which the relationship between policy, strat-
egy and practice is particularly obscure and where the lines are extremely 
blurred. This approach to policy has been adopted by many African coun-
tries, yet the book will provide strong reasons to believe that this may not 
be the most appropriate policy construct for Africa to adopt; on the con-
trary, its adoption is more likely to impede the development process.
	 This expectation that African countries use the Anglo-Saxon approach 
to policy exposes Africa to extensive, and often unwarranted, criticism and 
intrusion into areas of national sovereignty, especially when policies fail to 
set out explicitly how they will be followed through into an action plan. 
This criticism extends across every group of actors in the development 
field. From academics, through development NGOs, to emergency relief 
organisations, Africa provides an open house for any group that wishes to 
critique what African countries are doing. And the irony is that much of 
this criticism comes from academics and NGOs whose own country 
(Britain) has a questionable track record when it comes to measuring the 
success of infrastructure policy, as Chapters 3 and 4 will indicate. What we 
are dealing with here is not objective analysis. Those carrying out the 
critique are judging Africa subjectively from within their own 
Weltanschauung.
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	 Yet when African governments object to the actions of western NGOs, 
for example on the grounds that they are interfering in the internal affairs 
of another country, their actions are often criticised as an attack on 
human rights, and an indication that the countries concerned are oppres-
sive. There is too little understanding of the reverse scenario: that the atti-
tude of many external, non-government groups is intrusive and does 
impinge on national sovereignty. Rarely do these external groups even try 
to situate this criticism within the specific social, cultural and intellectual 
framework of the host country; instead, they expect that country to be 
judged solely in terms of the Weltanschauung of their own society and their 
own value system. The impact of this continuous stream of criticism, and 
the way in which it exerts dominance over the intellectual space, plays a 
major role in preventing African academics, researchers and practitioners 
from developing their own indigenous policies and indigenous models of 
development.

External force 2: the private-sector model for water supply

The failure to match infrastructure to urban growth in the post-
independence period led the World Bank to argue that infrastructure 
should be broken down into sectors, which would then be managed sepa-
rately. This separation would enable the private sector to become more 
active, and thereby improve the level of service ‘delivery’, particularly in 
the sectors termed utilities (covering water, power, telecommunications 
and mass transport). Private-sector activity has proved particularly conten-
tious in the water sector, where management of water supplies by the 
private sector has led to a strong backlash, particularly from public-sector 
unions and many in the NGO movement.
	 This has now become a debate that is primarily ideological, on both 
sides, with African governments often being caught in the middle. But at 
least this ideological perspective has brought this specific thematic issue 
into the public arena of debate. In addition, the arguments in favour of 
private-sector management of infrastructure are also being reconsidered, 
even in western countries, following the 2008 financial crisis, and influ-
enced by the debate on climate change. Even in Britain, which was one of 
the major ideological proponents of private-sector management of infra-
structure, the government began, for the first time in over twenty years, to 
discuss the role of the state in setting infrastructure policy, discussing 
openly whether it should take back control over energy (see Chapter 5).
	 Unfortunately, this whole debate is actually distracting African countries 
from a deeper exploration of the core issue, which is how to build an effect-
ive working relationship between the public and the private sectors. The 
issue here is not primarily one around privatisation; it is, rather, a debate 
around the dominance of a specific Weltanschauung. In Anglo-Saxon 
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countries, free-market capitalism is probably recognised by outsiders as 
the main expression of the Anglo-Saxon Weltanschauung: a model that sees 
private companies having a significant control over the economy, with a 
minimum of regulation. There is absolutely nothing wrong with countries 
taking this approach; the problem arises when this Weltanschauung 
becomes dominant and is then imposed on others regardless of whether 
or not they share that view, as has been done in Africa.
	 Yet it is almost impossible to persuade those situated within this domi-
nant economic Weltanschauung that other forms of relationship between 
the public and private sector can and do exist, and even work effectively. 
This is ironic given that three of the countries to emerge strengthened 
from the 2008 financial crisis, China, Germany and Brazil, all follow their 
own models as regards how the relationship between the public and the 
private sector functions, none of which can be even remotely described as 
free-market capitalism.
	 Nevertheless, those situated within the free-market capitalist Weltanscha-
uung refuse to recognise any failings within their own model. To them the 
historical argument is irrefutable; after all, surely capitalism would never 
have become dominant in the first place had it not been the best – would 
it? Essentially this is an application of Darwin’s biological theory of natural 
selection to the field of economics, a questionable transposition. An 
alternative interpretation is simply that capitalism is more ruthless and 
more effective in exploiting resources than other systems, thereby transfer-
ring wealth from the global commons to the individual more quickly and 
easily. Does this transfer of wealth represent value added, or is it simply 
asset-stripping under a different guise? There is no clear answer; it all 
depends on your Weltanschauung. What matters, though, and what is really 
needed in Africa, is the intellectual space for governments to develop their 
own management models and build their understanding of the relation-
ship between their public and private sectors from within their own Wel-
tanschauung, not an imposed Anglo-Saxon one.

External force 3: a basic needs model for urban 
infrastructure

The expansion of internet access and global visual coverage gives an 
immediacy to human events that tends to take crises out of perspective. An 
aeroplane crash that kills everyone on board is a tragic accident, with a 
deeply personal impact that evokes an emotional response among those 
seeing scenes of the aftermath. Yet there is also an alternative perspective, 
which is that air travel is in fact far safer, in terms of the ratio of fatalities 
per kilometre travelled, than is travel by car. But facts are not the issue 
here; it is the visual and emotional impact of several hundred people 
killed in a single event that carries the day.
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	 Africa has more than its fair share of crises, and many of these, such as 
HIV/AIDS, the impact of drought or the impact of diseases such as 
malaria, also evoke a response on a deeply emotional level. And because 
they often need funding to ameliorate the impact, and the bulk of this 
funding comes from the West, they are presented in a way that is most 
likely to provoke an emotional response. Yet humanitarian aid per se con-
stitutes only a small fraction of the total aid budget – ‘small beer when 
compared with the billions transferred each year directly to poor coun-
tries’ governments’ (Moyo, 2009, p. 9). The risk with this approach is that, 
over time, the humanitarian response begins to define the development 
agenda, and the boundaries between humanitarian relief and long-term 
development become blurred. This is now happening with the rapidly 
increasing use of ‘targets’ to define goals, as illustrated for example with 
the MDGs. In this evolving scenario, development outputs are becoming 
of far greater importance than systems and structures.
	 This variant of the product versus process debate is driven almost exclu-
sively by Britain and its Department for International Development 
(DFID), although it has been adopted increasingly by other donors. And 
of course it reflects the extent to which the UN development agencies 
follow what is essentially a British social development model.
	 Measuring output through quantitative indicators has always been an 
element of assessing the effectiveness of development programmes. What 
has changed is the conversion of indicators to development drivers, a far 
more controversial shift. If we ignore for the moment whether the use of 
targets in this way is effective (and this book will seek to demonstrate that 
it is not), the use of a target-based approach has major implications for 
government. First, its implementation requires a centralised state, and in 
this context it is contrary to the principle of decentralisation. In addition, 
it undermines the role of local government in society and has the result 
of  making local government ineffectual as a development agent in its 
own right (as the example of South Africa used in Chapter 5 will indicate), 
turning local government into a delivery agent of central government. 
Finally, it provides donor agencies with immense leverage over African 
governments, to the extent that their national sovereignty is seriously 
undermined – all, of course, in the name of development, and often 
of poverty alleviation. When this is combined with the emotive nature of 
aid, any African government choosing to oppose this approach is 
perceived, in the donor country, as obviously being insensitive to the 
needs of its own citizens. After all, who can object to every family having a 
toilet? The reality is that one can’t, and perhaps shouldn’t, object; but is 
that the only issue? Isn’t it equally important to ask who will clean up the 
mess when the pit latrines are overflowing, because delivery-driven targets 
did not consider the need for an effective long-term institutional 
framework?
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	 Thus, we have to be extremely careful when we begin to allow human
itarian responses to drive development. When we work with people to 
address a crisis, we can deal with them directly. When we begin to apply 
these social interventions within a development framework, then we have 
to realise that they are no longer value-free; instead, they operate within 
the value system of the dominant Weltanschauung.
	 Development is not only about targets; it involves systems of govern-
ment, and reflects specific views on the role of government, the nature of 
community, the role of the individual in society, on the role of the state in 
society, on the role of the private sector in society – and the list goes on. 
When a crisis occurs, it is possible for those on the outside to become sub-
sumed by the immediacy of the event, and the need to save lives. As the 
nature of the intervention changes from a humanitarian response to one 
concerned primarily with long-term development, however, the thinking 
needs to change, from one that simply defines targets to one that supports 
the development of operational systems and institutional structures. 
Unfortunately, this transition occurs less and less frequently, as target-
based approaches suited to a humanitarian response come to dominate 
the longer-term development agenda. DFID, and the British government, 
as the major proponents of this approach, have to show their own elector-
ate that the aid they provide is producing immediate ‘results’.

External force 4: the (British) urban planning paradigm

The fourth thematic force of external influence, the urban planning para-
digm, is possibly the least expected, yet in many ways the one with the 
greatest negative impact. This is not to imply that planning is in any way 
‘wrong’ or ‘bad’; simply that it is based upon an external model that has 
failed, over the period of more than thirty years since it became the domi-
nant urban development paradigm in Africa, to demonstrate any ability to 
provide a sustainable urban development framework. That it has failed, in 
a historical context, is fairly widely recognised; that it continues to be seen 
as the basis for urban development is due primarily to the absence of a 
credible alternative.
	 The urban planning model used, certainly in anglophone Africa, is 
based upon the British system of urban planning. Unfortunately, this par-
ticular urban planning model has two fundamental flaws that convert to 
destructive forces when transferred to an Africa development scenario. 
The first is its basic rationality. Historically, urban planning was a paper-
based discipline that sought to create a land-use map prior to settlement 
taking place. As a result, when applied in an African context, it always 
lagged behind the urban growth curve, and failed to demonstrate how it 
can move ahead of this process to create a formal plan that leads, rather 
than lags, the urbanisation process itself. Africa needs a different model: 



26    Failure of western intervention in Africa

its own model; to define the relationship between the people and the 
land, which is much more interactive.
	 The second flaw revolves around the relationship between urban plan-
ning, urban infrastructure and urban economic development. In its evolu-
tion in Britain, urban planning emerged from a development model that 
perceived infrastructure first as a support service for social development 
and second as an engineering function. In this worldview, economic devel-
opment is driven by externalities, such as private-sector investment, that 
can be facilitated by a planning process. However, as Chapter 2 will illus-
trate, there is actually an alternative view, which was prevalent in the 
United States: that infrastructure is itself a development driver. Unfortu-
nately, by the time that urban planning in Britain emerged from the domi-
nant engineering paradigm in the 1970s, the bulk of the urban 
infrastructure base had been completed and there was no evidence to 
support this alternative view. Instead, the initial perception was actually 
entrenched by the neo-liberal approach of successive British governments. 
As a result, this has become the de facto urban planning model for sub-
Saharan Africa.
	 Viewed in this context, urban planning provides a classic example of 
how dominant cultures control the intellectual space of others. It is epito-
mised by the saying ‘think global, act local’. This reflects a worldview that 
could only emanate from a hegemonic, culturally dominant group: for 
who actually defines what is meant by global in a developmental context? 
Who defines the ‘global’ value system that underpins the development 
model? What we see is the power of a small, self-selecting group who domi-
nate the intellectual debate, creating ‘models’ of planning and urban 
management for developing countries, and then defining their rationality 
through a process of self-affirmation. A model of this kind is then ‘veri-
fied’ as being a global development model by using comparative research 
that is based, almost exclusively, in the megacities and large urban conur-
bations. Once accepted as a global model, it can then be extrapolated to 
cover all urban areas, with local researchers expected to ‘adapt’ it to local 
conditions. How is it possible, under these conditions, to create an African 
urban spatial model?

Control over the intellectual space by western agencies 
and academics

In any given developmental scenario it is natural to expect that the per-
ception from the outside will be different from that from within. These 
different ways of seeing a development construct derive partly from the 
different perspective (e.g. the global and the local) and partly from the 
fact that people come from within different Weltanschauungen. In an ideal 
world these internal and external views should be able to interact to 
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mutual benefit, creating a symbiotic relationship. However, when it comes 
to development, the benefit accruing to the host country from that rela-
tionship depends to a large extent upon the balance of resources and the 
nature of the interaction across the resource divide.
	 Thus, China, for example, is quite willing to listen to international 
experiences, and sends many students to Europe and the United States. At 
the same time, though, China has both the power and the political will to 
define the boundaries of influence in this external thinking, and develop 
its own solutions.
	 Brazil is another example of where the interaction between the exter-
nal and the internal is broadly successful. Like China, Brazil also has a 
strong indigenous base of academics and professionals. At the same time, 
it is less powerful and therefore potentially more vulnerable to external 
influence. In this case, though, the major safeguard against external domi-
nation stems from the fact that Brazil is protected by its language. Because 
relatively few people in Anglo-Saxon countries speak Portuguese, and only 
limited numbers of Brazilians speak English, the language barrier acts as a 
filter, allowing information flow but ensuring that it does not turn into a 
one-way flood.
	 Of all the countries, or regions, of the world, there is one where this 
balance between the internal and the external does not apply, and that is 
sub-Saharan Africa. There are many reasons why that is the case; and while 
each in itself may not appear particularly problematic, it is the combina-
tion of factors that creates the imbalance. On the African side there is the 
weak intellectual and human resource base, coupled with the continued 
leakage of graduates, and the high level of dependence on external donor 
funding. On the other side there is the colonial heritage (particularly the 
institutional heritage), the high level of ongoing patronage in the relation-
ship, the large number of professionals from Anglo-Saxon countries 
working on ‘Africa’ (relative to the number of African professionals), and 
the power of donor funding to influence both development policy and 
implementation strategies.
	 These are all different ways of controlling knowledge generation and 
knowledge flows. The huge imbalance between internal and external 
access to, and control over, Africa’s intellectual space represents a con-
tinuation of western colonialism. Perhaps those in the West do not realise 
this; they may not intend it, and they may not even wish it to be so. Yet the 
condition that exists in the relationship between the West (both as indi-
vidual countries and as de facto controllers of the international develop-
ment agenda) amounts to nothing less than the colonisation of Africa’s 
intellectual space.
	 This book will argue, and seek to demonstrate, the sheer power of 
Anglo-Saxon concepts and ideas to direct and control the direction of 
development in Africa. The Anglo-Saxon research community is the most 



28    Failure of western intervention in Africa

powerful in the world, currently dominating much of the research and 
controlling the academic journals that are the lifeblood of the wider 
global research community, providing its members with intellectual credi-
bility and building and sustaining their reputation. African development 
issues provide only a minute fraction of the output from this research 
community, and the topic as a whole has a low profile. Partly as a result, 
those who research and write on the subject are small in number and are 
concentrated in just a few institutions. The result is that they have a high 
degree of control over the material that is written and the ideas that are 
generated.
	 The nature of the academic discourse varies from one research area to 
another. In the political sciences, for example, there may be a degree of 
open debate, owing to the nature of the subject, giving greater access to 
indigenous input and alternative views of African political development. 
In other areas, though, particularly those associated with urban develop-
ment, the debate is more closed. There are a number of reasons why that 
is the case. On a purely academic level, any paper on Africa struggles to 
achieve the level of academic rating necessary to sustain the points 
required by the more prestigious universities for their staff, points that are 
vital if the university is to maintain its ‘ranking’ as a top university. There 
is simply a far wider audience interested in experiences in Europe, the 
United States or, increasingly, China. Africa is not a mainstream issue in 
the research community.
	 As a result, the limited size of the academic ‘pool’ of Africa specialists 
then creates a group where the specialists engage with each other and 
expound to the rest. It is analogous to some of the aristocratic families of 
old, where a limited gene pool leads naturally to inbreeding. The limited 
numbers lead to a stifling of creativity. Coupled with this, the power of 
bilateral donors in particular to guide and shape the research agenda is 
increasing dramatically as these agencies consolidate their control over 
the funding for applied research in the area of African urban develop-
ment. Finally, this condition is reinforced by the fact that this very limited 
group of specialists is responsible for the majority of publications gener-
ated by the international institutions, particularly the World Bank and the 
United Nations organisations. The result is an unhealthy and incestuous 
relationship between the international and the bilateral agencies on the 
one hand, and the university and wider research groups on the other.
	 I am not implying that this is a racially exclusive group. On the contrary, 
researchers from low- and medium-income countries are welcomed as part 
of the group, and it is becoming more international. However, instead of 
expanding the debate, the newcomers are drawn into the Anglo-Saxon Wel-
tanschauung, for two mutually reinforcing reasons. First, the large majority 
of these new members, from whatever background, attended university in 
either Europe or the United States, and the large majority live and work in 
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one of those two geographical areas. Hence, new members coming in may 
bring some new insights from personal experience but are nonetheless 
soon drawn into the group in what is a classic example of the three phases 
of group-forming in group dynamics: inclusion, influence and intimacy 
(Srivastva et al., 1997). Second, of course there is the nature of the post-
graduate resource system itself. Based as it is upon the use of precedent 
and empirical analysis, the new studies have to be situated within the frame-
work of existing literature, which is itself part of this same body of know-
ledge and existing developmental Weltanschauung. Taken together, the 
result is intellectual hegemony, and it is this hegemonic grouping that pro-
vides the knowledge base for the Anglo-Saxon Weltanschauung.

The collective impact of external influence on 
Africa

The view of western, and particularly British, involvement in Africa is com-
pletely polarised, depending on whether you are an African living on the 
inside, or a Westerner, particularly a British person, viewing the situation 
from the outside. Let’s take the latter perception first.
	 The majority of African countries gained their independence in the 
1960s, meaning that the impact of colonialism, viewed from the present, is 
moving from a personal experience into a more historical perspective of 
events. As a result, there is often a genuine puzzlement among many 
people in Britain, particularly among the younger generation, who were 
not even alive in the colonial era, as to why African countries continue (or 
so it seems to them) to mistrust the West, and still blame the West for what 
appear to be their own failings. This perception was neatly summed up in 
an article in a British newspaper in the context of President Obama’s inau-
gural visit to Africa in July 2009. The correspondent phrased it as follows:

He [the American president, Barack Obama] can do something no 
other Western leader can do. He can pick up the phone to an African 
president and talk to him straight – as an African, without fear that he 
can be accused of neo-colonialism or racism, the weak but poisonous 
defence against Western pressure by many African rulers.

(Dowden, 2009)

	 On the other hand, there is the African perspective, which was neatly 
summarised in an interview that Graça Machel14 gave to the British news-
paper the Guardian (Machel, 2010). In this discussion, focusing primarily 
on Zimbabwe but also covering the issues of climate change and carbon 
dioxide emissions, ‘she indicated that the crisis in Zimbabwe has revealed 
the shortcomings of a persistent imperialist mindset’, and her interview 
included the following statements:
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‘Can I be a little bit provocative?’ Machel said. ‘I think this should be 
an opportunity for Britain to re-examine its relationship with its col-
onies. To acknowledge that with independence those nations will 
want to have a relationship with Britain which is of shoulder to 
shoulder, and they will not expect Britain to continue to be the big 
brother. . . .
	 ‘The more the British shout, the worse the situation will be in 
terms of relationship with Zimbabwe. That’s why sometimes I really 
question, when something happens in Zimbabwe and Britain shouts 
immediately. Can’t they just keep quiet? Sometimes you need just to 
keep quiet. Let them do their own things, let SADC (Southern 
African Development Community) deal with them, but keep quiet, 
because the more you shout, the worse [it is].’
	 Asked if Britain’s attitude is patronising to its former colonies, 
Machel replied: ‘I’m afraid so. And what I’m saying is they have 
expectations which do not always coincide with what are the aspira-
tions and expectations of those who are their former colony.’

	 The greatest single challenge in Africa today is for the external coun-
tries, and the agencies they control, to understand the nature of Weltan-
schauung – to understand how much of what they do and how they act 
reflects their own understanding of the way in which they see the world; 
and that this is not necessarily the way that others see it. The problem is 
that when yours is the dominant Weltanschauung, it is almost impossible to 
achieve an objective perspective. And there is anyway no reason for such 
introspective exploration, simply because yours is the dominant view.

The implications of external control over Africa’s 
intellectual space

There are two characteristics that are necessary for development ideas to 
flourish. The first is an internal research capacity, which creates ideas, and 
the second is the freedom to debate, which nurtures and improves ideas. 
UNESCO saw the critical importance of building research capacity in 
higher education in developing countries and ran a programme to 
support this development for a number of years. Unfortunately, it was 
phased out in 2008. This programme dealt with core research, and even 
this cannot be sustained. There are now western donor programmes (the 
European Union runs a major one) in which western universities have 
to  collaborate with universities in low-income countries. While such 
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collaboration may have a (limited) impact in building individual research 
capacity in Africa, it does little to further original thought or indigenous 
analysis. Because of the way in which it is structured, the outcome is simply 
that more African researchers are drawn into the dominant western 
Weltanschauung.
	 The combination of the four sources of thematic influence outlined 
above, underpinned by control over the knowledge and research base, is 
having a devastating effect in stifling African development. It totally domi-
nates Africa’s intellectual space and, because it is imposed from the 
outside, it is a form of colonisation. For this reason, what is happening 
here can be described as a colonisation of Africa’s intellectual space. 
There is little scope here for Africa to break free of this colonisation, yet 
this is what it must do if it is to develop its own future.
	 Yet in spite of the odds against it, it is possible for Africa as a whole to 
take back its intellectual space. The key lies in two actions. The first is for 
Africans to take back control of their own governance, and to control the 
governance agenda. The second is to empower the collective organisations 
emerging from Africa (the African Union, the African Development Bank, 
the Southern African Development Community, the African Ministers’ 
Council on Water) to take the lead in managing this governance agenda.
	 This discussion is about the relationship between knowledge, power 
and responsibility. Anecdotally, this recalls a personal comment that a 
community leader, recently out of detention, made about the apartheid 
regime in the 1980s, which was along the following lines:

The greatest oppression of the apartheid regime was not what the 
police did to us, and it was not the forced removals policy, evil as those 
were. It was the way they prevented us from gaining knowledge. They 
saw that knowledge was the real source of power, and by preventing us 
from gaining knowledge, they sought to keep control over us.15

	 There are different ways of controlling knowledge. The huge imbalance 
between internal and external access to, and control over, Africa’s intellec-
tual space, is one of them, whether intended or as the outcome of history 
or circumstance. To deal with this imbalance, though, it must first be rec-
ognised; only then can the real question be asked as to how to change this 
situation. To a large degree, external institutions, and governments, take 
an ostrich-like ‘head-in-the-sand’ approach to this issue. And one of the 
ways in which this attitude plays itself out is through what I term here the 
Newtonian physics approach to development. This concept will be 
described in greater detail in Chapter 2, but briefly it is based upon the 
Newtonian view that the observer in a scientific experiment is independ-
ent of the process being observed. Quantum mechanics demonstrates the 
fallacy of this concept when it comes to the level of sub-atomic particles; 
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it  shows quite clearly that the observer is also an integral part of the 
experiment.
	 And so it is with external actors in African development, particularly, 
though not solely, in the field of urban development. These external 
actors control the intellectual space almost entirely, and they are involved 
not only in defining the output, but also in the minutiae of processes. Any 
western website of an organisation involved in African development will 
talk proudly of its achievements – and this is across the development spec-
trum, from national departments for international development, through 
NGOs and academics, to the private sector. Rarely, though, will you find 
examples of their failures on these organisations’ websites: those are all 
the responsibility of African governments.
	 This control of intellectual space is the real failing of aid, and respons-
ible for the failings of current western approaches. If you control the intel-
lectual space, and development is built on ideas that emerge from that 
space, then you have to accept responsibility for the failures. Of course 
African governments must accept some responsibility, but the western 
countries must accept a great deal more. The world of ideas, and the 
reality of the dominant Weltanschauung, place African development on a 
par with particle physics: there are no independent external observers – 
everyone involved is a player, and they all influence, and help to shape, 
the outcome.

The importance of secondary towns and cities in 
sub-Saharan Africa

Sub-Saharan Africa is in the midst of an exponential growth curve that will 
see its population increase from approximately 800 million in 2007 to over 
1,400 million in 2030, and perhaps as many as 2 billion people by 2050 
(UN-Habitat, 2008, p. 4). Even on their own, these growth figures are 
huge; however, they are also being accompanied by a demographic shift 
which means that urban centres will be accounting for an increasing share 
of this growing population.
	 The urban population16 of sub-Saharan Africa was approximately 70 
million people in 1970, a figure that represented less than 10 per cent of 
the total population. By 2030 this figure is projected to be approximately 
760 million, at which point urban settlements will account for approxi-
mately 54 per cent of the total population. And on current trends, by 2050 
the urban population could be in excess of 1,200 million, at which point 
Africa would be 60 per cent urbanised. The impact of these changes is 
encapsulated in Figure 1.2. In 2007 the urban population was estimated to 
be around 373 million.
	 Of equal significance to the rural–urban demographic shift is the 
internal urban settlement pattern. UN-Habitat, the United Nations agency 
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with responsibility for urbanisation, focuses almost all of its attention on 
large cities (those with over 1 million inhabitants). Clearly, this is an 
important sector of the urban population. In 1970 there were no cities with 
a population of more than 1 million inhabitants in sub-Saharan Africa. By 
2008 the number of cities exceeding this population had reached 41. 
Figure 1.3 shows a map of Africa with the cities of over 1 million people 
indicated, as of 2007. This map illustrates the extent to which sub-Saharan 
Africa is essentially a continent of primate cities,17 particularly if Nigeria 
and South Africa are excluded, while UN-Habitat (2008) also highlights the 
growth of a number of regional development ‘corridors’.
	 Major cities are critically important, particularly in terms of their wealth 
generation capability, as a second UN-Habitat report, detailing the state of 
world cities in 2009, indicates. However, from an African perspective this 
rapid growth of major cities, and the subsequent international focus that 
follows this, is also seriously problematic. For as UN-Habitat’s own report 
highlights, there is another urban world out there, which is that of the sec-
ondary towns and cities. These smaller urban centres hardly feature in the 
international literature, and yet

[t]he rapid urban population growth in Africa is, contrary to common 
wisdom, not absorbed by its largest cities. In the foreseeable future, 
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Figure 1.2 � Projected urban population growth in Africa 1970–2050 (UN-Habitat, 
2008, p. 6).
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the intermediate cities (towns with less than 500,000 inhabitants) will 
be the localities where two-thirds of all African urban growth is 
occurring.

(UN-Habitat, 2008)

	 So, it is in the small towns and cities that the real crisis of urbanisation 
exists, yet this is where human and financial resources are most limited. 
In  this regard, UN-Habitat has failed Africa. While it may be able 
to  produce important and valuable work on the megacities, as its 2010 
global cities report on this topic indicates, its State of African Cities report 
(2008) focused on this area of megacities totally to the exclusion of these 
secondary towns and cities. More than anything else (although its report 
on slums comes a close second), this report demonstrates just how deeply 
UN-Habitat has been absorbed, as an international organisation, into the 
Anglo-Saxon intellectual ambit, as well as the dominant Anglo-Saxon Wel-
tanschauung. While the megacities and major development corridors 
clearly have an important role in any urban analysis, if only because of the 

Figure 1.3 � Map showing cities in Africa with populations greater than 1 million 
people (UN-Habitat, 2008, p. x).
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secondary towns and cities. More than anything else (although its report 
on slums comes a close second), this report demonstrates just how deeply 
UN-Habitat has been absorbed, as an international organisation, into the 
Anglo-Saxon intellectual ambit, as well as the dominant Anglo-Saxon Wel-
tanschauung. While the megacities and major development corridors 
clearly have an important role in any urban analysis, if only because of the 
economic impact of these regions, they still account for less than one-third 
of the urban population.
	 At least UN-Habitat was honest in admitting knowing virtually nothing 
of the secondary cities and small towns; yet this admission is not enough. 
Africa’s future urban sustainability depends on how these secondary urban 
areas cope with urbanisation. Large cities have the financial resources and 
create their own urban dynamic; and they do interact with the world 
outside. Small towns lack access to this level of resources and their sphere 
of engagement is much smaller and more localised. As a result, they 
require a different approach. It is to these secondary cities and towns that 
this book is addressed. And as the book will show as it evolves, the develop-
mental approach needed will be completely different from any currently 
available.

Outline of the book

This book argues that existing approaches to urban development in Africa 
have failed, and that the primary reason for this failure lies in the use of 
western development models. If African countries are to develop altern-
atives, though, then a radical shift in thinking about the nature of devel-
opment will be required. For such a shift to take place, change is required 
on two levels. On the higher level the imperative is to liberate Africa’s 
intellectual space from external control, in order to enable indigenous 
thinking to drive the development process. On a practical level there is a 
need to break free of the constraints of the traditional western model of 
urban development that was created almost two hundred years ago to deal 
with urbanisation under conditions that were fundamentally different 
from those that exist today.
	 Successful approaches to urban development depend, ultimately, upon 
successful approaches to infrastructure delivery and management, and 
that underlying construct provides the rationale for this book. We urgently 
require a new model, and a new way of thinking about infrastructure and 
its role in society, both of which will be provided here. To achieve these 
outcomes the analysis and discussion have been divided broadly into three 
parts: history, practice and future direction.
	 The first part, running from Chapter 2 through to Chapter 5, will 
explore the evolution of urban development from its colonial past to the 
present time, looking at the forces that influence and guide the way that 



36    Failure of western intervention in Africa

decisions are made, as well as the nature of the decisions themselves. 
Chapter 2 will look at the broad urban development trajectory of the later 
decades of the twentieth century and the growth of external control over 
Africa’s urban development process, showing how this represented a slow 
but persistent imposition of external intellectual control.
	 Chapter 3 will explore the evolution of infrastructure, following the 
thread from its origins in England and comparing its development there 
to the way that infrastructure planning evolved in the United States, with 
the objective being to understand not only how this development hap-
pened but also the nature of the relationship between urban infrastruc-
ture and broader views of development. Chapter 4 will then take the 
British experience and look at how it was transferred across to anglophone 
Africa under colonialism; as well as the way in which it developed subse-
quently. This examination will provide a wider canvass from which to 
explore the impact of the Anglo-Saxon Weltanschauung on African urban 
development.
	 Chapter 5 will move the focus from the technical and managerial 
aspects of urban development to the institutional structures associated 
with decentralisation. This chapter will highlight the extent to which the 
failure of African governments to decentralise has been caused by external 
forces. Furthermore, the outcome of this failure was not only the growth 
in power of external agencies but, equally importantly, the undermining 
of local government in Africa, brought about primarily by the policies and 
practices of those same external agencies.
	 The second part of the book, dealing with practice, is made up of two 
chapters, 6 and 7, both concerned with events in Ethiopia. From an 
African perspective this is a critical component of the book, since it illus-
trates the full extent to which African countries would be fully capable of 
generating their own solutions if western countries and agencies would 
simply withdraw from their current domination of African intellectual 
space. The first of the two chapters will describe Ethiopian development 
in a broad context, divided into three phases. The first will explore Ethio-
pia’s early history and lays the foundation for understanding the country, 
while the second will look at Ethiopia’s modern history, from 1991 to the 
present time. The third phase will comprise events that took place during 
a five-year study of eighteen secondary towns in the country. The initial 
findings of this study will be carried forward into Chapter 7, where the 
outcome will be explored in greater detail. The chapter will provide both 
a (brief ) technical and strategic analysis showing how the country moved 
from a condition where infrastructure was viewed as comprising purely a 
supportive role in an urban planning process to one where it became 
recognised by government as the major driver of social and economic 
development in the secondary towns. It is this transformation in thinking 
that lays the foundation for a completely new way of approaching urban 
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development in sub-Saharan Africa, the outcome of which is to demand a 
radical rethinking of the role of both urban infrastructure and urban plan-
ning in African development.
	 The third part of the book will deal with the future direction of urban 
development in Africa. To do this it will take the lessons from all of this 
diverse history and use it to create a new approach to urban development, 
using as its context the secondary towns – an approach that, for the first 
time, is grounded in African experience. This third part comprises four 
chapters, which together will provide a comprehensive framework for sus-
tainable urban development in the secondary towns of sub-Saharan Africa. 
Chapter 8 will begin this process by setting out a new methodological 
approach that can explore the current urban condition free of external 
bias and external influence. Using this approach, it then makes the case 
for a new policy process to be founded on a deeper understanding of the 
extent to which urban infrastructure is the major driver of development in 
the secondary towns of sub-Saharan Africa. In addition, it will show how 
urban infrastructure is the main driver of economic, social and environ-
mental development in the secondary towns.
	 Chapter 9 will build on this concept of infrastructure as the main devel-
opment driver to create a new urban development model. Combining the 
concepts of a city metabolism and an urban ecology, the chapter will show 
how the use of infrastructure to mediate resource flows in and around the 
city can integrate economic, social and environmental goals and objec-
tives. This new relationship between urban infrastructure and the flow of 
urban resources then provides the framework for the new sustainability 
model that can be applied to the secondary towns and cities. This new 
model is the foundation for Africa’s green urban infrastructure 
revolution.
	 Building on these principles, Chapter 10 will develop this concept of 
green infrastructure through a new approach to the delivery of infrastruc-
ture services, linking these back to different resource systems that together 
constitute the wider global ecology. For each of these systems, which 
include all infrastructure services, from water through energy, spatial man-
agement and sanitation to the digital surround, the chapter will develop a 
new technological and management framework.
	 Once this technological and management framework has been created, 
it becomes possible to create a new institutional structure with a frame-
work linking green infrastructure and urban governance in a single integ-
rated relationship. This is the basis for Chapter 11. Again this requires a 
new way of thinking about urban social systems, and particularly about the 
nature of good governance when applied in an African urban context. 
The chapter will show how the needs of urban good governance differ 
significantly from the good governance requirements at a national 
level,  being linked much more directly to the services provided by local 
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This discussion will lead to a new urban good governance model that 
would enable local government to play a key role in the delivery and man-
agement of green infrastructure across the full range of infrastructure 
services, while at the same time redefining the concepts of public–private 
and public–community partnerships in a new way that is free of western 
ideological preconceptions.
	 Chapter 12, the concluding chapter, will draw together the findings 
from the different part of the book. In doing so, it will complete the circle 
initiated at the beginning of Chapter 1, by returning to the two levels of 
exploration. At the local level the conclusions will summarise the new 
approach to urban infrastructure that provides the basis for the sustaina-
ble development of the secondary cities, showing how it is the correct 
choice of approach if we wish to integrate economic development with 
social equity and environmental sustainability in the context of fast-
growing, low-income towns and cities in Africa. At the higher level the 
book sets out how African countries can break out of the currently self-
perpetuating cycle of external dominance of the subcontinent’s urban 
development agenda to reclaim control over their intellectual space, and 
thereby provide their own indigenous capability to ensure long-term, sus-
tainable urban development that is geared to the needs of Africa in the 
twenty-first century.



Chapter 2

The evolution of urban 
development 

Introduction

There is by now a fairly strong international consensus in the West that 
people in the ‘developing’ world, including those in sub-Saharan Africa, 
should be able to make the critical decisions that affect their lives for 
themselves, and should be able to shape their own future. While I accept 
that this is a genuinely held belief, it remains pertinent to ask the ques-
tion: to what extent does this belief translate into practice? That is clearly 
a difficult question to answer, exploring as it does the balance between 
opportunities and constraints on the one hand, and the mechanisms of 
decision-making on the other. Perhaps it is too complex, or perhaps it is a 
question best left alone; but whatever the reason, it is a question that is 
given insufficient attention in the urban development discourse.
	 With colonial rule more than half a century in the past, the interna-
tional view would appear to be that the onus now lies with Africans them-
selves to take responsibility for the current situation in their countries. 
Some political scientists question the validity of this assumption, arguing 
that the impact of colonial rule still runs deep; but the majority would 
probably disagree. UN-Habitat (2008), for example, explicitly places the 
failure of African governments to decentralise squarely on the shoulders 
of African politicians, blaming them for a lack of political will; while 
studies of urban development, as well as of both decentralisation and gov-
ernance, continually emphasise that the major cause is linked directly to 
decisions taken in the African political arena. Certainly, political leaders 
have to take some of the responsibility; but is this really a debate situated 
only in the political arena, or for that matter only in Africa?

Are the failings of African urban development 
political, or are they systemic?

The issue of where the responsibility lies for the current situation in Africa 
raises a fundamental question about how political decisions are made 


