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THE VILLAGE COMPONENT OF AFRICAN CITIES

by
M. Smout

INTRODUCTION

The aim of this paper is to explore a few ideas about the evolving morphology
of cities in Sub-Saharan Africa. It will attempt to demonstrate, that with
the passage of time and the diminishing influence of western colonialism,
African cities are becoming increasingly similar to one another and to Third

World cities elsewhere,

The suggestion is, that the African city consists of three basic morphological
components and that these have developed, or will develop, despite wide varia-
tions in the evolutionary history of individual settlements. The three compo-

nents are:

(a) the western colonial settlement
(b) the African village settlement

(c} the African dormitory settlement.

Two of these components have been the subject of aumerous intensive studies,
but all too often the African Village component has been ignored - at least

by western geographers. This is partly because the economic importance of this
component has in the past been slight and partly because of its physical separa-
tion from the western colonial settlement with which most westerners associate.
It is suggested that the African Village component is growing, not oaly in terms
of physical size and population, but also in terms of its contribution to local
economies. In Southern Africa it is the urban component to which we should

pay the most attention.

THE NATURE OF THE THREE COMPONENTS

General characteristics of the three components are summarised in Table 1 and

are discussed below:

The 'Western Colonial Settlement® is an implant set up for strategic and adminis-

trative purposes and as a vehicle for the development of local resources. Its
layout is formal - often based on a grid pattern of streets - and development is
relatively low density and spacious when compared with European or African »
settlements, The westeran colonial settlement usually possesses the full range

of urban utilities such as a potable water supply, electric power and waste



"SEale |BIN) YIIM Sal)
Bujuayeam :aaueibaje
Jakojdwa pue
Aupge BuiAed juas o)
Buipioaae awabueve
|eneds sejew ajbuis,
pue Ajlwej Jeajonu

‘Hoddns J1ay) Joy
seale |eins ojuy spoch
J0 MoOJ} pue spuny
J0 JUaWasINgGSIp - MmO}
Aem auo e Ajjenjuassa

‘Awouo3a
[ewJoy jo'sqol pajjiys
-1assa| ‘pred Jamo|
ul siaylom |[e isowje

“leusiuiy st

JuawAojdwa jewsajul |
ul Jnoqe| jo ajes woyj
Ajulew paauap awoaul

"spJepue}s paanpal
0] saj|un Jiseq

jo abues yjny ‘padwess
10U Ing ‘snouojo

-uow - { ueyy Aysuap

Jaybiy- 1noAe| |ewioy

"} Jo a3ioy yom
snouaBipur Joj sadiasas
|enjuassa pue Buisnoy
pasipisqns sapiaoid

INIWITLLIS
Ad0LINHO0
NVIIH4V

€

‘sal} |eun)
Buons- amjonns Ajwey
paauejeq suonel
-l jesns o} Buipioaoe
pabuese syun Ajlwey
papuajxa pue Jeajonu
- Ajlun [e1oos Buoys

'spoof paimaejnuew
pue payesd ajdwis
sal|ddns ‘pajayJew

aanpoud |eans
- syul| Aem omy Buons

'$321MIa8
Jouiw jo peuAw
SaIIAILOR 10}23S |BWIO)
-Ur Ul Jagquinu Jueayiu
-B1s' ‘sawoour 3jqelaip
-aid sejnfias- 103088
|ewJoy ul pakojdwa
uordodoid Buihiea

‘sanian
-9e Aletya) Jouiw 4o
abueJ.apim ‘puepajuiy
|einJ pue | uaamjaq
jul| Ulew ‘10333
|ewJoyul Joj anuas
aJluas pue Jaylew

‘lonuod ou Ayjewiou
sasn pue| jo xiw yBiy
‘(awaibAyun uayjo)

" 3JeJ S3JNAIAS UGN

aiseq - padweld - yno

-Ae| senfaut |ewiojur

‘Aisoyne [equy
§O ]Bas sawawos
‘aijuad jayJew - Snaoy
Je120S pue |eljuapIsal
- a5uad snouabipul

INIWITLIIS
JIVTIIA
NVIiddv

[4

"alaymasi|a
$31)U3d Je(lwls Yum
uonjaesaiul Jsajeall

’$1039B} IIWOUDI3
-0190s 0} Buipios
-0 uonnqsIp jeneds
- sjun Ajiwej Jeajanu

"alaym
-as|a san Jejiwis
y3im sal} 31wouoaa

ulew - sjesauiw

Jo sdoJd ysea apiaoud

sapou padojanap uaym

1daaxa yeam Ajjewsou

*a2JaWwod
‘Alisnpul woyj Sawoauy
(ybiy Aj@anejal) sejnbal
yum Awouoaa |ewsoy
-J0 ued siayiom jsow

‘leudes pue
pie ubiaio} jo Jania2a)
- spanpoud Alewnd
J0 Jauodxs ‘plom
§0 183J YIm Hyui| ulew
- Awouo3a ulaisam
uJapow jo yed

Buruoz
pue |0Jjuod asn pue;
{awaibAy) sasmsas pue
saniun jo [aaa| poob

snojaeds pue Ausuap
MO[- InoAej |ewIoy

$321n0s3l

ju Juawdojanap
pue sasodind aanessi
-ulwpe pue d16alens
Joj juejdwi |ejuojo)

INIWIILIIS
1VINO10D
NE31SIM

L

NOILOVHILNI ONV
JHNLIANYLS TVII0S

AWONOD]

JHNLINYLS

" TVHNH HLIM AN

INFWAOTdWA

3Svd JIWONOJ3

WHO4

J413.0 NOSIVH

SININOdWO03

$331) ueslyy 1o spusuodwo) — | F19VL




" removal facilities and the environment is essentially an hygienic one. Fre-
quently the use of land is formally controlled and distinct land use zones or
functional regions may be distinguished within the settlement. The economy is
an integral part of the modern western system and this settlement is the main
link between the modern world and a particular hational economy, - Links with
the local rural economy are oftén weak except where developed rural nodes supply
‘cash crops or minerals, The western settlement exports mainly primary products
or those which have undergone only basic processing. It is an importer of
sophisticated manufactured goods, of'skills, foreign capital and foreign aid,
Most workers in the western component form part of its formal economy and earn
regular, relatively high wages and salaries in industry and commerce. The
social structure of the western component is based on the nuclear family and
their spatial distribution reflects in essence their socio-economic status.
Social interaction is greatest between this group and other similar groups in
other cities; often international social links are stronger than those with

other parts of the same territory.

The 'African Village Settlement’ is an indigenous centre; a social and resi-

dential focus which may also be an important market ceatre. Its layout and
organisation is informal and irregular and contrasts with that of the western
colonial component, Urban utilities are either totally absent or inadequate
2ad to western eyes an unhyjienic, cramped environment is often the result.
There is little or no control over the use of space in the African settlement
and a high mix of land uses results, many plois being multifunctional., Its
economic base is not always easily uaderstood. Firstly, it is the market

ang service centre of the informai sector of the local economy and further, it
gains income ‘from being the main link between the western component and the
rural hinterland. The wide range of minor tertiary services and almost infinite
division of labour provides many people with a livelihood ~ albeit a minimal one
sometimes described as 'subsistence urbanism’ (Breese, 1366). A significant
proportion of the residents of the African village component may be employed in
the formal economy of the western componeat and their regular, predictaﬁie
incomes filter down to support those engaged in the myriad of minor services in
the village settlement. Unlike the western settlement, the African village
component has strong two-way links with the local rural economy. Apart from the
constant -flow of people who possess both rural and urban affiliations, the
village component is the chief market for rural produce. The African village
component possesses strong ianternal social unity based on both nuclear aand-
extended family groups which are often arranged according to rural (tribal)
affiliation. Family structure is normally balanced (when compared to rural

counterparf regions) and there are strong social ties with rural esreas,



Figure 1 THE EVOLUTION OF CITY COMPONENTS IN
SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA
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of early 19th century travellers suggest that several of the major centres
such as Kumasi, possessed resident populations of 10 000 to 15 000 {Hull,

- 1976) with perhaps 100 0CO people involvad in the economic life of the settle-
ment., During the day the city population swelled several fold as psopie moved
from surrounding agricultural areas into the marke*s to sell goods, The
arrival of the European coloaists in liest Africa {rom the late 19th ceatury
saw the establishment of numerous western settlements and most of these were
sited at existing anodes. Hull (1976) refers to these as 'satellite towas of
European administration' and notes that for reasons of health and security
they were usually constructed just beyond the walls or boundaries of the
traditional city, 1In consequence 'the pro-colonial city remaised remarkably
intact in both layout and architecture', while 'the sateljite towns on the

other hand were often microcosms of the typical English town' (Kull, 1976).

In these early stages the social and economic distance between the colonists
and the indigenous population was reflected in their physical separation, but
with the passage of time and the gaining of political indepenseace, this
division has blurred and has been replaced by another, The western cdlonial
settlement now houses the urban elite comprised mainly of expatriate skilled
workers and-those indigenous Africans in possession of political or economic
influence, Unskilled labourers who predominate in the labour market, have to
some extent been drawn from the African Village settlement but effprts by
government authorities to provide cheap housing have resulted in the develop-
ment of the third component postulated - the African dormitory settlemeat
(Grove, 1978).
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In Southern Africa, urban morphology has evolved along different lines,. partly
because there were no indigenous pre-colonial settlements of the size and com-
plexity found in west Africa aand partly because of the more widespread colonial
influence. With the notable exception of Bulawayo, few of the southern African
citles sre located at pre-colonial settlement nodes and the initial city compo-
nent was the westera settlement which closely mirrored 4he urban morphology and

traditions of its colonial founders.

In Anglo southern Africa, the African dormitory settlement quickly followed,
for the colonial components sgon attracted an indigenous workforce, Eritish
administraters were against any form of indigenous African settlement being
allowed to develop close to the colonial settlemeat. Ia Salisbury for
example, an African encampment sprung up within days of the arrival of the
first white settlers only 2 km south-west of the original fort, The 3ritish
Couth Africa Company had very gquickly to lay out an African township ia order
to organize development and gain conirol of what it perceived to be hezlth

and security hazards (Kay and Smout, 1977).

Cver the years both the western and African dormitory settlements have grown
larger and more complex »ut the interactien hetween them has remained minimal,
for the economic dualism and plural nature of society has heen reinforced

by law. Attempts by the indigenous population to establish informal settle-
mants have been largely unsuccessful. The law aot oaly empowers urban authori-
ties to physically remove unplanned dwellings but alsp acts as a regulator of
rural migrants into urban areas (1), t is only in recent years that

informal African settlements have started to develop in Anglo-southern Africa,

In Angola and pzambigue the colonial administrators brought with them a
different set of ideas and values to those of their British counterparts.

As a result, cities such as Beira and laputo. evolved along differeat lines

to centres in South Africa, Zimbabwe, and Zambia, At no stage did the
Portugese enforce a legal separation of the races, although economic dualism
gave rise to a high degree of racial segregation in terms of place of resi-
dence. fFurther, there was little sympathy with the concept of providing
subsidized housiag for the indigenous workforce and no objections to the
esteblishment of African settlements within and adjacent to the boundaries of
colonial settlements. The rural African was kaown to construct his own
dwellings and the urban African in the Portugese territories was expected to
do the same according to his means., As a result of this policy, the informal
African village component houses the bulk of the African population of cities
like luanda, Maputo and Beira,and the African dormitory component is yet to

become a significant part of such cities,

14



THE EFRECTS OF CHANGING POLITICAL ATTITUDES IN SQUTHERN AFRICA

Changing political circumétances, coupled with economic necessity, are already.
affecting urban morphology in southern Africa, In Mozambique, the Marxist-

socialist government is now embarking on a programme to provide subsidised
housing to certain categories of urban workers and the African dormitory

settlement, a ubiquitous feature elsewhere in southern Africa, in curreatly

evolving in Maputo (2),

In Zambia, Zimbabwe, and South Africa the lack of any African Village type of
settlement within or adjacent to the cities was for a long time the result

of controls on the flow of rural migrants to urban areas - the removal of
political constraints, can result in very rapid change. Zambia, on gaining
political independence in 1964 wrote 'the right freedom of movement' into

its constitution. One of the results of this decree was a massive iaflux of
people to Lusaka and the Coppsrbelt towns; many of these people are accom-
modated in informal settlements such as 'Zambia City' on the Copperbelt, which
are rapidly taking on {he social and economic characteristics of African

village settlements.

A similar situation occurred in Zimbabwe in 1976. In August of that year an
informal settlement sprung up adjacent to the south western boundary of

Salisbury and within six weeks it possessed a population estimated at 1C CCC

‘people (Seager 1977), At that time rural urban migration was being accelerated

by war conditions in much of rural Zimbabwe and authorities were becoming
increasingly lax in their enforcement of laws normally used to control the
influx of rural migrants. The net result was the rapid development of the
Derbyshire squatter settlement, Bitter complaints from nearby farmers resulted
in the removal of its residents to a site and service scheme at Zengeza south-
east of Salisbury, However, during its short (three month) life the Derbyshire
settlement acquired a remarkable socio-economic complexity and approximated

very closely to the postulated African Village settlement.

At Zengeza 4 where authorities hurriedly pegged out plots of 10 x 10 m and
built communal water points and ablutions, the population grew equally rapidly
and within a year was estimated at 15 OO0 people in some 3 00O dwellings
(Adams, 1979). At that time the settlement was officially described as a
'temporary camp' and security of tenure was nil, but an understanding existed
that the population will not be disturbed for a minimum of five years thus
giving occupants relative security, The residents of Zengeza 4 were hopeful
that a Black government in Zimbabwe might given them permanent security of

tenure and from personal experience the mood in the settlemeat was one of

1>
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cheerful optimism, Studies now being carried out on this settlement (3) will
provide statistical information on its employment structure and degree of
internal social and economic complexity, It is already clear to the careful
observer that Zengeza is no dormitory for urban workers, It appears to
posses a balanced demographic structure and significant numbers are employed

in a wide range of activities within the settlement.

While it is hard to postulate policy changes that might océur following
political independance in Zimbabwe, it is likely that people will possess a
greater freedom of movement than in the past thus accelerating rural-urban
movements, This in turn will necessitate a greater freedom for people to
develop communities according to their own needs and along traditional lines,
so that the African village component can be expected to form an increasingly

important part of cities in Zimbabwe.

South of the Limpopo, the African Village component is still in its infancy,
for official policy has not favoured informal housing and settlements.

However, despite political policies and a receat decision to budget R750
million for a concerted attack on the couatry's housing shortage, (Natal

Daily News, 8 May, 1979}, 'The question arises whether our resources, fogether
with our current economic growth, are sufficient to be able jo commit this
amount of money to low income housing every five years' (3). Finlayson (1978)
continues 'the system of subsidisation constitutes a financial burden on the

South African economy, a burden that we are no longer able to.carry’,

In all likelihood economic reality will overruls political policies in respect
of housing and informal urban development. The official estimate of fhe
population housed informally in the Durban-Pietermaritzburg region in mid-
1979 was 600 000 (Natal Daily News, 25 September, 1973), and for the country’s
main urban regions a figure of 1,1 million was suggested (Msasdorp, 1978).

The implications for urban morphology in South Africa and its Black States are
clear: an increasingly large number of people will live in informal settle-
ments so changing the neture of the cities, Although this process has already
begun, the resulting settlements are in most cases illegal and their residents
labelled as squatters, They lack security of tenure and thig hinders efforts
to establish a home and community, Given security of tenure, settlements are
capable of upgrading themselves in terms of both thz physical and social
eavironment (Adams, 1979).

Two examples of what the future may hold for the South African city are

Ngangaliswe and Malakazi. Ngangaliswe is an unplanned African settlement 2 km
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from Umtata in the Transkei. Finlayson (1978) describes it as 'a reception

area for newcomers to the urban area' and notes that it houses some 17 000
people who constitute over 6 of the urban population of Umtata. Ngangeliswe
has a strong sense of community and neighbourhood identity. While the majo-
rity of its workers are employed in Umtata, there is significant employment
within the settlement itself and it clearly possesses the characteristics

of the African Village component.

The 600 000 people housed informally in the Durban-Pietsrmaritzburg region
occupy a variety of house and settlement tyves ranging from haphazard houses
on the hills of Clermont, to the 'shack farms' of the Natal north coast and
to large settlements such as Malakazi, which accommodates some 13 00C
people, Some 30c of the adult males and 6% of adult females in Mslakazi are
employed; most in the formal sector of the region’s economy, but informal
sector employment within Malakazi includes a wide range of occupations and
accounts for approximately 2 00C workers (Stopforth, 1973), Stopforth notes
that 35% of Malakazi's population were either born there or in the Durban
metro region and many are already part of the urban process, By virtue of
their urban experience, educational histories, and job opportunities they
can build not only their own sheiter but also their own comnunities, He
continues 'if their activities are fostered by planning authorities such
communities can progressively improve their living conditions and become

incorporated as part of the urban complex.'

CONCLUSION

Informal settlements of the African Village .type have become an established
part of Third Worid cities. MGee (1967) describes the 'rural like villages'
within the South East Asian city, while Breese (1366} talks of both the
'bustees' and the 'viliage enclaves' of Delhi and simiiar eiemeats exist in
the major South American cities. Clearly the urban processes affecting these
cities are similar. The-informal settlemeats like the Africigwﬁiilggg

component.are-an-expression of what.Breese calls 'overurbaaization', dggggiping

it-as a_sitnation .in.which.larger proporticns of a countries population lLive

Ana urban places than their degree of eco

nomic development justifies.

Most sub~Saharan countries still posse&s low levels of urbanisation and the
regions population as a whole is only 13% urban, However, if Africa is to
follow the rest of the Third World, massive increases in urban populations

can be expected in the next few decades.

It is unlikely that economic expansion will keep pace with such urban

population growth and an incresasing proportion of the population in Sub-



. Saharan cities is likely to be employed within the informal sector of the

economy and housed within informal or village components of the cities,

In South Africa the authorities are either unable or unwilling to conceive
of the4Village Settlement as a natural and integral part of urban development,
Canute-like, they attempt to stem the tide of rural migrants and expend vast
sums of money off subsidised housing, However, it is questionable whether
massive expenditure on low cost housing is in the best interests of the
country, Perhaps the provision of employment opportunities should carry a
higher priority, for there is little value to providing houses for those who
cannot afford even subsidised rents, In time, economic necessity may bring
about the policy changes needed to permit a regulated development of informal
elements in South African cities and at this point, the African Village
component will become an established part of cities throughout sub-Saharan

Africa,
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NOTES

1., Examples of such legislation in Rhodesia would be the Land
Tenure Act, the Vagrancy Act, and the African (Urban Areas

Accommodation and Registration Act, For discussion of the

effects of this legislation on rural to urban migration in
Rhodesia see Smout, M,A. Zambezia 4 (ii) pp 79 - 9l1.

2., Personal communication with African academic colleagues who
have recently discussed this issue with Mozambique authori-
ties in Maputo,

3. Research being conducted by the Department of Sociology and
the Regional and Urban Planning Centre of the University of
Zimbabwe,
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