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Abstract

Jonathan Woetzel, Jan Mischke, and Sangeeth Ram once wrote a comprehensive policy paper in the
Harvard Business Review that the world’s housing crisis doesn’t need a revolutionary solution.
Assuredly, what the world needs is an innovative solution to the housing crisis. Though urban researchers
have long been concerned with the transformation of the urban fabric, less attention has been paid to the
unraveling of the materiality of urban processes. With state intervention in housing and critical
infrastructure provision far from sight, urban dwellers, especially in the global south, are turning to
alternative strategies to deal with the realities of urban life. The container has effectively transcended its
core mandate as the facilitator of global trade. Against this backdrop, this thesis deconstructs
containerization from the global political economy to critical urban studies, a link, frequently ignored, in
mainstream literature. More specifically, this thesis investigates the normalization of urban anomalies,
such as the containerization of urban space. The thesis also explores the negative effects of container
urbanism, mostly the risk to spatial planning and sustainable urban development. The containerization of
urban space is an epoch-defining process and a watershed moment in the urban dynamic of Ghana.
Fundamentally, the container anthropomorphizes the urban condition. The container perfectly analogizes
bare life and exposes the lived realities of a large section of the urban population within the logic of glocal
neoliberal governance. This thesis subscribes to the notion that the concepts of disruption, momentum,
and risk are useful for understanding the mechanisms and framework for theorizing the materiality of
urban processes such as the containerization of urban space. The thesis adopts both qualitative and
guantitative approaches, using six neighborhoods within the Accra Metropolitan Area of Ghana as the
primary case study. The thesis draws further comparative cases from cities in the United Kingdom, South
Africa, and the United States of America. The empirical strategy also consists of secondary data drawn
from various sources. The analysis shows that whereas container urbanism serves as an expressive
symbology of architectural grandeur, monumentalism, and an ostentatious display of environmentally
conscious living in the western urban discourse, such interventions in the global south are genuine
attempts by low-income households to claim the right to the city. This thesis shows that the crisis and the
ethos of rage against the traditional property market have accelerated and magnified the transition towards
experimentation with ‘containers’ as an alternative process of urban housing and livelihood. The
spatiotemporal neighborhood-level analysis reveals that material durability, affordability, and a sense of
immediacy underpins the allure of container improvisation. For many, the improvisation of the container
has reduced some uncertainties of urban life by ensuring a stable transition into the formal property

market. The analysis also shows that container improvisation in Accra is a consequence of fragmentations



in the economic and social order. If this thesis has been clear on one singularity, it is that container
improvisation is no longer a fringe process in the urban built environment, but increasingly becoming
normalized, and hegemonized. The thesis also discusses the implications of container urbanism on the
de-professionalization of urban design and the illusion of control by local authorities regarding the

incremental and disorderly manifestation of informal urban processes.
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Abstract (Italian)

Jonathan Woetzel, Jan Mischke e Sangeeth Ram hanno dichiarato nel loro documento politico completo
sull'Harvard Business Review che la crisi immobiliare nel mondo non ha bisogno di una soluzione
rivoluzionaria, ma di una soluzione innovativa alla crisi degli alloggi. Sebbene i ricercatori urbani si siano
a lungo interessati alla trasformazione del tessuto urbano, meno attenzione € stata prestata allo svelamento
della materialita dei processi urbani. Con l'intervento statale nella fornitura di alloggi e infrastrutture
critiche lontano dalla vista, gli abitanti delle citta, specialmente nel sud del mondo, si stanno rivolgendo
a strategie alternative per affrontare le realta della vita urbana. Il container ha effettivamente trasceso il
suo mandato principale come facilitatore del commercio globale. In questo contesto, questa tesi
decostruisce la containerizzazione dall'economia politica globale agli studi urbani critici, un
collegamento, spesso ignorato, nella letteratura tradizionale. Piu specificamente, questa tesi valuta la
normalizzazione delle anomalie urbane, come la containerizzazione dello spazio urbano. La tesi esplora
anche gli effetti negativi dell'urbanistica dei container, in particolar modo il rischio per la pianificazione
spaziale e per lo sviluppo urbano sostenibile. La containerizzazione dello spazio urbano € un processo
epocale e un momento di svolta nella dinamica urbana del Ghana. Fondamentalmente, il contenier
antropomorfizza la condizione urbana. 1l contenitore analizza perfettamente la nuda vita ed espone le
realta vissute di un'ampia fascia della popolazione urbana all'interno della logica del governo neoliberale
locale. Questa tesi sottoscrive l'idea che i concetti di interruzione, slancio e rischio siano utili per
comprendere i meccanismi e la struttura per la teorizzazione della materialita dei processi urbani come la
containerizzazione dello spazio urbano. La tesi adotta approcci sia qualitativi che quantitativi, utilizzando
sei quartieri all'interno dell'area metropolitana di Accra del Ghana come caso di studio principale. La tesi
attinge ad ulteriori casi comparativi prendendo in considerazione citta del Regno Unito, Sud Africa e Stati
Uniti d’America. La strategia empirica € costituita anche da dati secondari tratti da varie fonti. L'analisi
mostra che mentre I'urbanistica dei container funge da simbologia espressiva di grandezza architettonica,
monumentalismo e ostentata dimostrazione di una vita rispettosa dell'ambiente nel discorso urbano
occidentale, tali interventi nel sud del mondo sono tentativi genuini da parte delle famiglie a basso reddito
di rivendicare il diritto alla citta. Questa tesi mostra che la crisi e I'ethos della rabbia contro il mercato
immobiliare tradizionale hanno accelerato e amplificato la transizione verso la sperimentazione dei
""conteiner" come processo alternativo di abitazione e sostentamento urbano. L'analisi spazio-temporale
a livello di quartiere rivela che la stabilita e resistenza del materiale, I'accessibilita economica e un senso
di immediatezza sono alla base del fascino dei container. Per molti, I’istallazione dei container ha ridotto
alcune incertezze della vita urbana garantendo una transizione stabile nel mercato immobiliare formale.
L'analisi mostra anche che tale fenomeno ad Accra € una conseguenza della frammentazione nell'ordine

economico e sociale. Grazie a questa tesi € stato dimostrato come lo sviluppo dei conteiners non € pit un

iv



processo marginale nel tessuto urbano, ma sta diventando sempre piu normalizzato ed egemonizzato. La
tesi discute anche le implicazioni dell'urbanistica dei container sulla deprofessionalizzazione della
progettazione urbana e I'illusione del controllo da parte delle autorita locali riguardo alla manifestazione

incrementale e disordinata dei processi urbani informali.

Parole chiave: Accra, Containerization, Disruption, Ghana, Urban space
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Chapter One: Introduction
1.1.Background

The world is increasingly becoming more urbanized (UN, 2014; Lefebvre, 1970; UN-
HABITAT, 2016; Myers, 2011; Jenkins et al. 2007). Empirically, urbanization has been strongly
associated with fundamental transformations of the earth’s surface. David Harvey, an authority
on Marxist urban discourse, remarked in Justice, Nature & the Geography of Difference that
“The future of the most of humanity now lies, for the first time in history, fundamentally in
urbanizing areas” (Harvey, 1996, p. 403). Davis (2006) suggested that about 10% of the world’s
population was urbanized at the beginning of the twentieth century. By 1975, the urban
population already accounted for a third of the world’s population. Urban population is expected
to reach 56 percent by 2030 (Davis, 2006). Compared to the rest of the world, the trend of
urbanization is accelerating much faster in low-income countries. From 1950 to 2000, the urban
population in low-income countries increased from 18 to 40 percent (UN-HABITAT, 2007).
Fundamentally, urban growth has allowed many low-income countries to achieve relative
economic development and lift people out of poverty through job creation. However, many
people are missing out on basic amenities, durable and affordable housing, and the right to the

city, as urbanization continues to rise in these countries.

What makes an urban space or city distinctive? Borden et al. (2000, p. 14) remarked that: “cities
are complex systems of representations, in which space and time are understood and experienced
in the form of a representation”. Historically, urbanization has been associated with other
important economic and cultural changes, which have brought greater geographic mobility,
lower fertility, longer life expectancy, and population aging. Cities are like a double-edged
sword, on one hand, they are important drivers of development and poverty reduction in both
urban and rural areas, as they concentrate much of the national economic activity, government,
commerce and transportation, and provide crucial links with rural areas, between cities, and
across international borders (UN, 2014). On the other hand, the rapid urban population growth
and migration rate threaten sustainable development when the necessary infrastructure policies
are not implemented to ensure that the benefits of city life are equitably distributed. Hall (2006)
also argued that the growing level of inequality in cities and understanding the processes that

sustain such inequalities necessitated the study of urban geography. Despite the fact that cities



account for 80% of global GDP (UN-HABITAT, 2016), an equally incremental exclusion of the
majority of the urban population is visible across both developed and less developed countries.
The reduction of the built environment in cities as a speculative instrument for financial

accumulation has contributed to this widespread marginalization.

Cities in the global south are increasingly becoming growth poles of investment, endemic
poverty, and systemic inequality (Obeng-Odoom, 2015, p. 555). The rising demand for urban
space has fueled high rent prices and predatory practices of landowners (Obeng-Odoom, 2015).
Harvey (1974) referred to this process as a ‘class-monopoly rent” where people are deliberately
excluded and discriminated against in the housing market through the house price inflation.
Consequently, high rents pushed the majority of the urban poor into the margins and contributed
to the development of urban slums and other cost-effective housing schemes. These settlements
are, however, characterized by limited security of tenure, poor sanitation, overcrowding, and
poor access to safe drinking water (UN-HABITAT, 2006). Studies have found a significant
relationship between urban population growth and slum development (UN-HABITAT, 2016).
Progress has been slow to address inequality and housing needs of the urban poor, despite a
significant drop in the number of people living in urban slums (urban slum population in Ghana
declined by 16% between 2000 and 2010) (UN-HABITAT, 2016; Ministry of Local Government
and Rural Development, 2015). This trend shows that the attainment of the Sustainable
Development Goal (SDG 11) is untenable. Furthermore, the implementation of neoliberal
policies in Low-Income Countries produced uneven development at both national and urban
levels. Trade liberalization and structural adjustment policies introduced in the 1908s re-enforced
and entrenched this unevenness at multiple scales. The institutionalization of neoliberal policies
in low-income countries hegemonized postcolonial capitalism which contributed to poor spatial
planning, rapid population growth, low expansion of housing units, weak urban administration
and governance system (Ardayfio-Schandorf et al., 2012; Gillespie, 2016; Grant, 2009; Owusu,
2008;2012; Yeboah & Obeng-Odoom, 2010; Sanyal, 2007).

1.2. Research Problem

“The real problems of prefabrication—as a means of providing more homes more quickly and at a lower
cost— (is that) ........... If you were homeless you would regard one as heaven, if you were a housing
manager, you would see them as a confession of failure” (Ward, 1979, p. 45)



According to UN-HABITAT (2016), 90% of urban housing in Ghana is provided by the informal
sector (consistent with the overall trend in low-income countries). On a global scale, an estimated
18% of all urban housing units in the world are a product of non-durable building materials (UN-
HABITAT, 2006). These non-durable housing units violate building codes and regulations and
are prone to disasters such as landslides, floods, and pollution (UN-HABITAT, 2006).

Grant’s (2009) treatise on Globalizing Cities: The Urban and Economic Transformation of
Accra, Ghana requires considerable attention when conceptualizing urban transformation in
Ghana. According to Grant (2009, p. 7), an urban environment in a globalizing city is
“fragmented, chaotic, and spatially messy. It does not fit neat categories and/or simple
compartmentalizations into traditional and modern, formal and informal”. Urban areas in Ghana
are associated with pronounced deterioration of infrastructures, poor housing environment and
deficit, and the demand for shopping and retail space (Ardayfio-Schandorf et al., 2012; Gillespie,
2016; Obeng-Odoom, 2009). These shortcomings and the resourcefulness of urban dwellers in
Ghana have necessitated the adoption of innovative materials such as the Steel Containers, as an
alternative mode of production (Grant, 2009). Fundamentally, these containers are much
cheaper, less time consuming, and happens on the blind side of the law. The wave of container
adoptions in urban space accelerated the institutionalization of container structures within the
general classification of a house. For instance, at the time of the census, the Ghana Statistical
Service (2012:11) defined a house as any shelter used as living quarters, such as a hut or group
of huts enclosed as a compound, kiosks, containers, and tents. The standard shipping container
has effectively transcended its core mandate as the facilitator of global trade. The conversion of
the standard shipping container to suit a variety of applications in construction, modular and
transportable factories, pop-up shops and retail centers, medical, temporal, and emergency
shelters have increased tremendously in recent years. The results from the 2000 and 2010
population and housing census indicated that the proportion of containers (largely categorized
under impoverished homes) in the Greater Accra region alone, the capital of Ghana increased
from 3.7% to 6.1% between 2000 and 2010 respectively (Ghana Statistical Service, 2012).
According to the Bank of Ghana (2007, p. 11), improvised houses (Kiosks/containers) are
widespread in urban areas of the Greater Accra and Ashanti regions. The Bank of Ghana (2007)
stressed that the proliferation of these improvised houses (Kiosks/containers) is as a result of

rural-urban migration. These improvised houses are especially for commercial and residential



purposes (Bank of Ghana, 2007). A large number of scholarships concerning urbanization in
Ghana are directed specifically towards the examination of rural-urban migration and
corresponding implication (Addo, 1969; Caldwell, 1969; Bobo, 1974; Aryeetey, and Aryeetey,
1992; Ardayfio-Schandorf et al.,, 2012; Davis, 2006), urban governance and land use
administration (Awuah and Hammond, 2014; Adarkwa, 2013; Mohan, 1996; Laryea-Adjeli,
2000; Grant, 2009; King et al., 2001; Yeboah and Obeng-Odoom, 2010;2013a; Owusu,
2008;2012; Owusu and Kotey, 2010; Gough, and Yankson, 2000; Yeboah, 2000) the growing
influence of urban gentrification (Eduful and Hooper, 2015; Amoah, 2012; Adarkwa and
Oppong, 2005) the informal sector as a catalyst for urban growth, and studies relating to
demographic transition of urban population (Adaawen and Jorgensen, 2012; Arguello et al.,
2013; Benneh et al., 1990; Oteng-Ababio, 2012; Obeng-Odoom 2010a; 2011;2012; Gillespie,
2015;2016;2017; Grant and Oteng-Ababio, 2016; Oteng-Ababio and Arguello, 2014; Yankson,
2000). Most of these studies have often failed to empirically address the fundamental question
of how certain innovation processes such as the Steel Containers are transforming the urban
landscape of Ghana. In essence, the proliferation of steel containers as an innovation process is
usually ignored in urban geography literature in the global south even though the innovation has
created a blind spot of startling proportions. Furthermore, context-specific studies on the
application of containers are limited to disaster and post-disaster situations (Cai and Hu, 2017,
Pena and Schuzer, 2012; Zhang et al. 2014; Gionvinazzi et al., 2011; Nigg et al., 2006). For
instance, Hong’s (2017) study explored the application of the container as a temporary housing
solution in disaster areas. Hong (2017) argued that the container provides both temporary shelter
solutions for disaster victims and easily recyclable. Lee (2012) also noted that the container can
be assembled within a short time and at a lower cost compared to steel frames, prefabricated
houses, and conventional brick and mortar structures. Exploring the sustainability dynamics of
the container, Hong (2017) further argued that the environmental cost of using the container is
minimal, contributes towards the recycling of industrial materials, propel the proliferation of
circular economy, because housing is a human right and the application of the container ensures
the provision of affordable infrastructure for the poor and marginalized. Hong (2017) also
acknowledged the comparative diversity of container improvisation between continental Europe
and North America. Oppong et al.’s (2015) study on Containerisation, Portable Architecture,

and the Image of Ghanaian Cities offer an insight into the container paradigm in Ghana, despite



lacking significant theoretical framing. This thesis is particularly significant because it
constitutes a clear departure from the analysis of containerization in mainstream architecture and
international trade. In this research, containerization is perceived through the lenses of the city
and how the container shapes the morphology of urban life.

Based on this analogy, this thesis explores the link between alternative urban processes and
sustainable urban development. Furthermore, the study addresses significant theoretical gaps for
understanding emerging urban processes in African cities. Mainstream urban research in low-
income countries often fails to conceptualize the relationship between or the impact of emerging
urban processes on spatial transformation. Western models still dominant contemporary
discourse on urban scholarship in the global south despite calls for an African agency for
understanding social and spatial configurations of cities (Freund, 2007; Myers, 2003;2011;
Pieterse, 2008a;2010; Robinson, 2004;2006; Simone, 2004). Myers (2011) and Pieterse (2008a)
shows, for example, how scholars such as Henry Lefebvre, Doreen Massy, Manuel Castells,
David Harvey, and Saskia Sassen write off the African urban struggle in urban theory production.
In light of the epistemological and ontological contradictions on the right frame of reference for
African cities, Locatelli and Nugent (2009, p. 4) proposed that:

African urbanism, therefore, must be understood as a phenomenon involving the interrelations between
global forces, which influence development on a worldwide scale, and local reactions and initiatives that
vary according to social, political, and cultural patterns in a specific context and period of time. This
approach facilitates the identification of the nature of old and new competing claims on urban spaces
and the understanding of how city dwellers forge their own way of dealing with expansion.

This research builds on Gillespie’s (2016) conceptualization of the spatial practices of informal
urban proletariats in Accra through his analogy of quiet encroachment to a bold appropriation of
urban space. Gillespie (2016, p. 979) proposed that the exclusion of informal proletariats from
formal wage labor and the property market has produced a very uneven urban geography and
resulted in the appropriation of urban space. Gillespie (2016) further observed how informal
traders create urban commons by transforming public space into vibrant improvised
marketplaces. Gillespie (2016) identified spatial practices such as the proliferation of
unauthorized structures along roads and public spaces by squatters and hawkers as a form of
quiet encroachment. Fundamentally, the bold appropriation of urban space in Ghana by hawkers
and squatters is a form of collective organization (referring IHVAG and GHAFUP) (Gillespie,

2016). This thesis departs from the widely accepted analogy that the processes of urban



appropriation are quiet, individual, and gradual (Bayat, 1997, p. 58; Gillespie, 2016). This thesis
instead floats the idea that the appropriation of urban space is disruptive, gaining momentum,
and risky.

It is hardly surprising that astute researchers continually conceptualize African cities as chaotic.
Forster and Ammann (2018, p. 5) argued that “writings on urbanization in Africa tend to be
normative; many views are either overly optimistic or pessimistic while balanced perspectives
seem to be the exception.” Such simplistic generalizations point towards the real crisis in both
contemporary theory and practice. To achieve the prerequisite theoretical framework, this
research assembles an interdisciplinary constellation of theories to contextualize the container

paradigm in urban space.

1.3. Research Objectives

This research seeks to understand how the social and spatial dimensions of the built environment
in cities in Low-Income Countries are appropriated and transformed by technological
innovations such as the container. Put differently, this present study concerns the

problematization of urban transformation through the prism of the container.

1.3.1. Research Questions

Pathway 1: Regarding Containers
a. What factors propel the adoption and innovation diffusion of Steel Containers as an
option for retail and dwelling space in urban areas?
Pathway 2: On the transformation of urban space
a. How are containerized spaces produced, co-produced, experienced, perceived, and
contested?
b. Does the innovation diffusion of Steel Containers in urban areas exhibit any spatial
structure?
c. Does the innovation diffusion of Steel Containers have an impact on urban planning and
sustainable urbanism?

d. Does the adoption of steel containers affect urban social interactions?



1.4. Why Containers? An Ontological Rendition

Klose (2015) posed a set of questions to guide researchers on how to conceptualize
containerization. Klose (2015) specifically, draws our attention to questions such as, what are
the requirements for thinking about containerization? What order of things and discourses

accompanies an age of containers?
Simply put, a container as defined by in Cambridge dictionary is

a hollow object, such as a box or a bottle, that can be used for holding something, especially to carry or
store it:

an airtight container, a plastic drinks container

or

a very large metal box used for transporting goods:

a container ship/lorry

Containers are either aluminum or steel (Rodrigue et al., 2006). In 1934, Italian politician and
entrepreneur, Silvio Crespi published a treatise in the inaugural edition of Der Behalter that laid
the foundation for the epistemic conceptualization of the container (Klose, 2015). Titled What is

a Container? Crespi explained that:

In the broadest sense, the word “container” (cadre or Behdlter) denotes everything which holds objects
of any kind. Thus, for instance, boxes were used since remote antiquity as a means of transportation.
Wild... .......... The modern container ... is no normal crate, but rather the mobile box of the carriage,
divided into subunits. In this sense, the container divides the carriage and the truck into two parts: first,
a portion that we will call the secure portion, and which is formed by the wheels, the springs, and the
platform, and second, the box. This box forms the mobile portion, can be detached from the secure portion
and can be transferred readily from one means of transport to another. ... In this way, the container makes
possible international house-to-house transport via multiple modes of transport. Reloading is kept to a
minimum, and the goods within the container are not touched at all.... In order to clarify the nature of
the modern container, the Italians call it the “cassa mobile” (mobile box). ... This view of the mobile truck
body is always on our mind in our advertising for the container.... (Klose, 2015, p. 39).

The focus on the container as the main object of study in this research might seem a bit trivial to
some observers. A critical look at the materiality, however, offers a multitude of possibilities
regarding the evolutionary dimension of the technology and the impact on society and, more
specifically, on the transformation and morphology of cities. Crucially, this study embarks on an

expedition to unravel the role of the container in urban transformation. To achieve this goal, the



study consults the philosophical writings of Martin Heidegger, and the materialist school of
thought to offer some guidance and a moderating perspective. Although a frustratingly
complicated read, Heidegger’s abstraction of The Thing, offers an insight into understanding the
materiality of the container. A material describes the physical characteristics of things (Hong,
2003). In the course of constructing a theory of material culture and the theory of things, Miller
(2005, p. 5) concluded based on his analysis of the works of sociologist Erving Goffman (1975)
and art historian E. H. Gombrich (1979) that:

Objects are important not because they are evident and physically constrain or enable, but often precisely
because we do not "see" them. The less we are aware of them, the more powerfully they can determine

our expectations by setting the scene and ensuring normative behavior, without being open to challenge.
They determine what takes place to the extent that we are unconscious of their capacity to do so.

Although objects are key determinants of social behavior and identity, they are seldom hidden
and inconsequential within our subconscious (Miller, 2005). The sustenance of the material life
of society is tremendously influenced by the container. Bourdieu (1977), also used the object to
draw an analogy of the organization of society. Clearly, it is paradoxical to reduce materiality to
mere ‘objects and artifacts’ (Miller, 2005). Various interpretations have been ascribed to
Heidegger’s complex philosophical work. Whiles his ontological exploration of ‘the thing’ offers
little relevance towards the general context and orientation of this study per se, his explanation
of what constitutes a ‘thing’ and an ‘object’ and their relationship with the environment is
essential towards conceptualizing and contextualizing the containerization of urban space.
Heidegger reminds us that everyday objects such as the container “are conceptual constructs
designed in conformity with our utilitarian interests” (Howe, 1993, p. 94). The objectification of
the container thereof lies in the value of its utilization. Klose (2015) captured the utility value of
the container by writing that “It seems that containers play as decisive a role in the organization
of people, programs, and information as they do in that of goods. They not only physically appear
in every imaginable place in the city (such as subway stops and airports) and in rural areas, they
also appear in such cultural domains as architecture and urban planning”. Conceptualizing the
utility value of the container offer a gateway for understanding the object's interlinkage with
cities and the global economy. Furthermore, if Turner’s (1973, p. 152) assertion that: “Housing
problems are defined by material standards, and housing values are judged by the material
quantity of related products, such as profit or equity”, is to be taken seriously, then the materialist

conceptualization of the container is imperative.
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The container is becoming a continually dominant feature in Adhoc practices. Adhocism was put
forward by Charles Jencks and Nathan Silver in their 1972 book on Adhocism: The Case for
Improvisation. Largely grounded in architectural discourse, Adhocism relates to the practice of
applying “an available system in a new way to solve a problem quickly and effectively” or using
“old systems with a few supplementary clip-ons” (Jencks and Silver, 2013). The Adhocist
principle is characterized by mass-customization and the infusion of hybrid specialization
(Jencks and Silver, 2013). The concept of Adhocism is accurately exemplified through the
Adhocist manifesto (Figure 1). According to Jencks and Silver (2013), Adhocism transcends
beyond the conventional heddles of bureaucratic and hierarchical norms as well as emancipate
an individual or a collective group of people to fulfill their purpose. Jencks advocated for the
plurality of actual needs, against restrictive and orthodox norms that organizations and society
impose. The centrality and universality of need among all living things underpin the
transformation of preexisting environmental subsystems (Jencks and Silver, 2013, p. 1).
Adhocism is distinguishable from other forms of activities because it involves a “general and
loose approach to a problem rather than a tight and systemic one” (Jencks and Silver, 2013, p.
2). Adhoc practices increasingly rely on the ability to combine redundant materials into
purposeful possibilities, for instance, the conversion or prefabrication of out of service shipping
containers into housing (temporary, emergency, and permanent) and pop-up shops. No longer a
minority affair (Jencks and Silver, 2013), the container has become an integral part of
mainstream urban design and transformation. Standardization, however, presents a considerable
impediment to Adhocism. Jencks and Silver posited that standardization is intended as a strategy
to purge competitors and guarantee maximum returns to corporations (in the case of technology)

in the guise of innovation.



An Adhocist Manifesto

Figure 1: An Adhocist Manifesto.

Source: Jencks and Silver, 2013

The writings of Colin Ward, John Turner, and Italian architect Giancarlo de Carlo offer a radical
divergence for understanding the containerization of urban space. A cautious elaboration on the
principle of dweller control and self-help offers some insight into understanding the
containerization of urban space. The principle of dweller control as proclaimed by John Turner
(cited in Ward, 1979, p. 8), relates to the freedom of dwellers to take control of the decision-
making process of their housing in the built environment. Using the Italian context as an

example, Giancarlo de Carlo (1948) stressed that despite the availability of techniques and new
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construction materials and processes, capitalism ‘was not building’ for the masses. De Carlo
(1948) further argued that the masses lacked the necessary purchasing power to advance the
capitalists’ extractive logic and profitability. The contrast with 21% capitalism is instructive:
accumulation by dispossession. In Giancarlo de Carlo’s view, since the state cannot be a
liberating agent, the task rests on the individual to directly take action to address their housing
needs (Ward, 1979, p. 9). In Dialectical Materialism, Lefebvre (2009, p. 59) remarked that “the
state is an ‘illusory community’ but based on existing connections: it intervenes in the class-war
as a referee, by claiming to represent the general interest, whereas it really represents the interests
of the social group which wields the political power”. The rigidity of regulatory frameworks and
building codes have given much impetus to individuals and communities to circumvent the
normative. Citing examples in cities across the U.S., Turner (1972) complained that owner-
buildings are not permitted under administrative building codes; housing that the urban poor
urgently needs. Turner (1972, p. 150-151) again reminds us that:

If governments cannot, or will not, make up the difference between what housing laws require and what
the effective demand can purchase, then why do they create these problems? Why is the common-sense
solution of allowing and encouraging people to make the best use of what they have treated as subversive
nonsense by the technocratic and bureaucratic authorities? Why do these authorities and the institutions

they control refuse to let people live and move between the extremes of neglected, dangerous slums and
residences suitable for middle-class Joneses?

According to Ward (1979), self-help buildings are collaborative and occur among an individual’s
social network. Ward (1979) further identified upgrades to sub-standard shanty buildings over
time as a form of self-built housing. In fact, the notion of self-help housing and infrastructural
schemes are not restricted to the Global South. Studies have also investigated the proliferation
of self-help schemes among the low-income population in the United States (Sullivan and
Olmedo, 2014; Durst and Ward, 2014; Durst and Wegmann, 2017; Durst, 2016;2018; Ward,
2004;2007; Ward and Peters, 2007). Moreover, in continental Europe, self-help schemes such as
the “baraccati”, i.e., those who live in “barache/shacks”, are widespread in Rome, Italy
(Ferrarotti, 1974; Forgacs, 2014). Ward and Peters (2007), proposed that self-help housing serves
as a strategy for poor households to transition into the property market.
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1.6. Structure of the Thesis

The thesis is organized around nine chapters. On both theoretical and practical levels, chapter
one provided an overview of the urban question in Ghana through the prism of the container.
Accordingly, the chapter identified gaps in the literature concerning innovative attempts to
addressing the urban crisis in African cities in general and Ghanaian cities in particular. The
study is unique in the sense that it investigates the link between sustainable urban transformation
and container urbanism, a connection previously ignored in mainstream urban research,

especially in the global south.

Chapter 2 of the thesis provides a comprehensive history of the shipping container, firstly, its
invention in the 1950s, then the container’s role in the globalization of trade, and finally, the
relationship between the container and the urban question. The chapter explores the economic,
legal, political, social, cultural, and environmental dimensions of the container. More precisely,
the chapter dislodges the uni-dimensional conceptualization of the container as a facilitator of
global trade. For instance, the chapter dissects the contradictions of the container as an instrument
of power, resilience, and vulnerability. Significantly, this chapter calls into question the
militarization of the container: as an instrument of warfare, as a tool for the legal and illegal arms
trade, and for the detention of enemy combatants. In recent years, shipping containers have
become a symbol used to amplify the trade tension between the world’s two largest economies:
The United States and China. Furthermore, the container embodies a tool for perpetrating
unspeakable crimes and violence such as illicit drug trade and smuggling, human trafficking, and
torture. The chapter also examines the environmental fallouts of the shipping container market
exemplified through the pollution of the ocean, threat to biodiversity, and climate change in
general. More importantly, chapter two explores the background of container architecture
through the seminal works of Le Corbusier, Walter Gropius, and their contemporaries. The
chapter provides insights into how the early pioneers rationalized the assembly-line mass
production of affordable modular housing to promote the right to the city. The study shed
significant light on how container homes and shops emerged from the shipping container
industry, and how cities became the forefront of container culture and communities. From

container art exhibitions to the dystopic representation of container communities in popular
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culture, the chapter offers a glimpse into epoch-defining and the heterotopic composition of the

container.

In chapter 3, the thesis proposes a framework for conceptualizing emerging processes of urban
transformation in cities in the global south. More importantly, this thesis contributes to existing
approaches for understanding the unraveling of disruptive projects in urban space. Consequently,
the theoretical framework serves as a bridge between the hugely elaborate manifestation of
formal and informal disruptions in cities both in the global north and south. Paradigmatically,
the chapter builds upon Christensen’s disruptive innovation concept and de Carla and Falletti’s
(2013) socio-spatial theorization of disruption. Accordingly, the chapter proposes a framework
based on the premise that as more individuals embrace disruptive projects as an alternative
process of production of urban environments, especially in the global south, the risk to
sustainable urban development also rises sharply. Put differently, the high socio-spatial
momentum of disruptive projects such as container urbanism reinforced by social validation
invariably increases the risk to sustainability irrespective of environmental, political, cultural,

and economic dispensation.

Chapter 4 discusses the general research design and analytical framework used to unravel the
various dynamics of the containerization of urban space. The thesis adopts a case study approach,
involving an integrated research design. The advantage of case studies includes a combination
of multi-methods to collect data from a variety of sources. Consequently, the study uses a
qualitative, quantitative, and spatial approach to gather data from a variety of stakeholders
involved in the containerization of urban space. This methodological approach is necessary to
provide more dynamic aspects of the container. The primary case study for the thesis is the city
of Accra, Ghana, followed by selected cities in the United States, Africa, and the United
Kingdom. The choice of Accra as the primary case study is in line with the new waves of
informalization in African cities characterized by the “rising importance of unregistered social
networks in the built environment, livelihood strategies, social reproduction, cultural

organization, or political mobilization” (Myers, 2011, p. 73).

Chapter 5 describes the urbanization process in Ghana in general and reflects on the
transformation of Accra. The chapter explores how a variety of factors such as colonization,

population growth, migration, poor spatial and urban planning, urban bias and fragmentation
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policies, and neoliberal governance have contributed to the rise of the informal sector and
alternative modes of urban housing production. Put differently, the chapter discusses the long
history of policy failures to address the myriad of urban challenges in Ghana at large and the city
of Accra in particular. The chapter also shows how elitism thrives in Accra’s evolution from a
colonial to a globalized city. More crucially, the chapter describes how elitism in urban planning

policies over the decades pushed the majority of urban dwellers into the margins.

Chapters 6, 7, and 8 lays out the empirical analysis of the data. Using in-depth interviews, chapter
6 explores the container home market to understand the key stakeholders in the innovation
diffusion of container urbanism in cities across the global north and south. The main reason for
examining these dynamics is to understand the opportunities and challenges in the global
container home market. Chapter 7 explores the dynamics of container urbanism from the
perspective of container users in selected neighborhoods of Accra. Chapter 8 focuses on the
neighborhood and institutional responses to the innovation diffusion of the containerization of
urban space in Accra. Chapter 9 draws the relevant conclusions and the theoretical and policy

implications of the containerization of urban space.
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Chapter Two: Epistemological Deconstruction of Containerization
from Global Political Economy to Critical Urban Studies

This chapter departs from the nuanced characterization of containerization in mainstream
literature. As we shall see, the chapter reflects on the broader role of the container in both

international trade and the urban question.

2.1. Containerization within the Global Political Economy

For a long time, the recurrent motif of the container in the systemic network was prevalent in the
container stories—a kind of flow chart of transport with the container as an image of itself and
simultaneously as a symbol of the overarching structure carried by it—an icon of logistics. Recently,
however, the container has increasingly become an object on which to project other meanings. In a
modern retelling of the myth of Pandora’s box, the shipping container is broadly subordinated to
containing evil things. The containers have been transformed from black boxes of globalization into
Pandora’s steel boxes (Klose, 2015, p. 317).

The container is one of the 50 things that made the modern economy (Harford, 2017). From a
classic political economy perspective, Cowen (2014, p. 104) citing Reifer (2011) speculates that
“Marx might have begun Capital by noting that the wealth of nations in the 21st century
increasingly appears as an immense collection of containers. Thus, Marx might have begun his
analysis of capital by analyzing the container, its contents, and the network of global social
relations of which it is an integral part”, although she downplayed the prospects of Marx using
such analogy. The world is made from the container. Containerization has transformed
international trade and the circulation of capital (Cowen, 2010;2014; Griffin, 1969; Heins, 2015;
Klose, 2015; Levitt, 1983; Levinson, 2006; Martin, 2014; Neise 2018; Knight, 2003; Kim and
Sachish, 1986; Rodrigue et al., 2006; Rodrigue, 2010;2012; Stopford, 2009; Saxon and Stone,
2017; Trace, 2001; Talley, 2002; Willis and Ortiz, 2004; van Ham and Rijsenbrij, 2012). The
concept is further reinforced by the emergence of the neoliberal order. The container Heins
(2015) observes, was crucial (to some extent) towards attaining global unity. Historically, the
containerization of global trade can be traced to the emergence of shipping in the 3rd century
BC. For more than half a century, international trade revolved around what Levinson (2006, p.

1) described as “a soulless aluminum or steel box held together with welds and rivets, with a
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wooden floor and two enormous doors at one end”. The modern shipping container is also
synonymous with innovation, securitization, disaster, and risk. According to Klose (2015, p. 4),
the container promulgated the emergence of globalization and the diffusion of capital by creating
production systems and consumption across the globe. Levinson (2006), also argued that the
container enabled the mobility of capital by way of lowering the cost of shipping. In her 2013
book on Deep Sea and Foreign Going: Inside Shipping, the Invisible Industry That Brings You
90% of Everything, Rose George argues that containerization revolutionized shipping to the
extent that it “makes more financial sense for Scottish cod to be sent 10,000 miles to China to be
filleted and then sent back to Scottish shops and restaurants, than to pay Scottish filleters”
(George, 2013). Since its invention, the shipping container propagated the transportation of
goods at a much faster and cost-effective way to the far reaches of the known world
(Containerisation International, 1970; Rodrigue et al., 2006 Forgash, 1963).

Rodrigue (2012, p. 6) summarized the importance of the container within the following context:
“Among the factors that lead to the usage of containers to ship commodities are trade imbalances
providing a pool of empty containers for backhaul movements, the rising long term price of
commodities making containerization an increasingly cost-effective proposition, and intermodal
transport systems that have extended market coverage”. van Ham and Rijsenbrij (2012, p. 3) also
argued that the advent of the container reduced transportation costs and promoted
competitiveness. Attesting to the adaptability and potentiality of the container, Saxon and Stone
(2017, p. 11) remarked that “the flexibility of the container trade makes it resilient: one product
may go out of fashion but another will come along to fill the box”. Cargo shipping containers
generate enormous economies of scale by reducing transit time and packaging as well as the
labor required at the ports (Strom, 1972; Hall, 2009; Levinson, 2006; Rodrigue and Notteboom,
2008; Rodrigue et al., 2006; van Ham and Rijsenbrij, 2012). Economies of scale, however,
generated challenges such as the inability of harbors to handle the emergence of larger
containerships (Rodrigue, 2010). Cowen (2014, p. 112-113) reports that ‘“containerization
reshaped work dramatically across the logistics sector; the slow, dirty, and physically intensive
labor of moving bulk cargo was quickly transformed into the fast and dangerous work with metal
and machines.” Containerization enabled the proliferation of just-in-time (JIT) production
techniques (Cowen, 2014; Cidell, 2011; Levinson, 2006; Parker, 2013). For instance, Levinson
(2006:10) discovered that the combination of the container and the computer equipped
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companies like Toyota and Honda to develop JIT which linked customers and suppliers. Global
production systems have evolved and been transformed to accommodate the adoption of the
container. The container meanders through and adapts to the various transportation systems and
infrastructure on a global scale (Heins, 2013;2015). Containerization is, therefore, a second-order
system (Heins, 2015, p. 347; Van der Vleuten, 2004, p. 404-406). Every stage of the freight
distribution system is dominated by the containerization process (Rodrigue et al., 2006).
Furthermore, the success of intermodal technological has been profoundly influenced by the
advent of the container (Cowen, 2014; Rodrigue and Notteboom, 2009). The container
transformed the production and physical distribution process from a push to a pull logistics
system (Rodrigue and Notteboom, 2008). Unlike other tools, the container is inherently self-

sustaining because it requires no manipulation and functions automatically (Sofia, 2000).

Containerization has indeed transformed the global economy by removing the old production
and distribution system (Farley and Roberts, 2011, p. 48). The container increased trade in both
containerized goods like auto parts and non-containerized products such as assembled
automobiles (Bernhofen et al., 2013, p. 4). For instance, the containerization of automobiles
remained stable at 25% over the past decade (Saxon and Stone, 2017). It is certainly true that
containerized trade has changed the mass consumer culture around the world (Klose, 2015;
Levinson, 2006; Rodrigue and Notteboom, 2008). In other words, the shipping container is
fundamental to the social organization of life. Rodrigue et al. (2006, p. 145) observed that the
shipping container enabled easy access to resources and low-cost labor. Van Ham and Rijsenbrij
(2012, p. 3) also highlighted that the emergence of containerization reduced voyages for
maritime cargo. For instance, Bernhofen et al. (2013, p. 10), documented how containerization
reduced the journey between Europe and Australia from 70 to 34 days. Rodrigue (2012)
acknowledged that economies of scale in maritime shipping, container shipping rates, and

changes in commodity prices are key drivers for sustaining containerized trade.

The intermodal container originated from the United Kingdom in the 18th century (Fenton et al.,
2018). The modern standard shipping container, however, emerged in the 1950s through the
ingenuity of Malcolm McLean, a North Carolina trucking magnate. McLean contracted Keith
Tantlinger, a container engineer to design an aluminum container as well as repurpose a

decommissioned tanker to haul the new container (Martin, 2014). The premise behind the use of
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‘containers’ (not the standard shipping container) in the 1800s was to protect goods from the
‘elements’ (Strom, 1972). Before standardization, companies’ purpose-built containers created
compatibility issues such as the corner fittings (Levinson, 2017). Furthermore, transporting
goods by ship in the 1800s was very expensive. Rodrigue and Nottenboom (2008) and Rath
(1973) also argued that the application of containerization during the early years was limited in
scope and considerably risky endeavor. The process of standardizing the shipping container
began in 1958 (Egyedi, 1999; Levinson, 2017). Standardization also coincided with the diffusion
of container technology across the world (Bernhofen et al., 2013). The standardization of
container sizes was adopted in the mid-1960s based on the twenty-foot equivalent unit (TEU) or
20° x 8 x 8’6" (length x width x height), and the forty-foot equivalent unit (FEU) container
configurations (Rodrigue and Notteboom, 2008; Rodrigue, 2010; Meisel, 2009). Standardization
was initiated to ensure efficiency in the shipping container industry (Neise, 2018). For instance,
standardization improved speed within the value chain at the origin and destination of the cargo
(Neise, 2018). Standardization also ensured effective coordination between the various

stakeholders in the industry to ensure the fluid flow of cargo (Neise, 2018).

In 1956, 58, 35-feet containers of Malcolm McLean’s Ideal-X (Figure 2) embarked on its maiden
voyage on the SS Ideal X stocked with tons of petroleum from Newark, New Jersey to Houston,
Texas (Cudahy, 2006). The full integration of containerization in international trade began in
1966 (Bernhofen et al. 2013). McKinsey rightly predicted (in their two reports between 1966 and
1967) that “Now that standardized containers have been introduced in the shipping industry, the
rush to ‘get on the bandwagon’ will probably lead to substantial overexpansion” (Saxon and
Stone, 2017). According to McKinsey, the container shipping industry will be dominated by a
disruptive digital ecosystem over the next 50 years (Saxon and Stone, 2017).
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Figure 2: First Containership Ideal X.

Source: Maersk/Sealand.

Van Ham and Rijsenbrij (2012) argued that the profitability of containerization which emerged
from the materialization of the transport market propelled investments in container capacity.
Market trends also show a general shift towards the adoption of bigger container carrier vessels
in a drive to improve efficiency (Neise, 2018). Fenton et al. (2018) noted that the capacity of
shipping liners reached 21,000 TEUs in 2017 (Figure 3), representing a significant increase of
1000 TEUs during the maiden voyage of the first cellular container ships. For example, major
shipping container firms such as Maersk integrated design elements such as economies of scale,
environmental sustainability, and energy efficiency during their vessel expansion strategy
(Neise, 2018). Furthermore, low oil prices on the global market contributed to the growth and
demand for larger container ships (Neise, 2018). Container ships are generally classified into
five different groups based on the nature of their evolution (Neise, 2018; Rodrigue et al., 2013).
These comprise of the early container ships based on modified bulk vessels in 1956 to the fully
cellular container ships in the 1970s, the Panamax container ships between 1980 and 1985, the
Post-Panamax and Post-Panamax | and 1l from 1988 to 2000, the new Panamax introduced in
2014, and the Post new Panamax and Triple E container ships introduced in 2006 and 2013
respectively (Neise, 2018, p. 75-76).
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Container-ship capacity has grown massively since the SS Ideal X,
a converted World War |l oil tanker, first sailed, in 1956.
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Figure 3: Scale and Temporal Dynamics of Containership Capacity

Source: McKinsey, 2017

Shipping accounted for approximately 90% of all international trade volume in 2006, with the
container dominating all seaborne trade (Cowen, 2014). Willis and Ortiz (2004, p. 1), Heins
(2015), Romero, and Timmons (2006) also reported that 90% of global cargo is containerized.
In 2015, 1.5 billion tons of cargo were transported in containers (Neise, 2018). The contribution
of containerized trade to global GDP is unparalleled, accounting for two-thirds of the value of
global trade (World Shipping Council, 2017). Before the 1950s, the export of raw materials such
as iron ore, oil, and wheat dominated international trade (Rodrigue et al., 2006). Between 1950-

2003, however, the container substantially contributed to the global export of manufactured

goods from 53.2% in 1963 to 75.5% in 2003 (Rodrigue et al., 2006).

20



The shipping container industry is believed to have created over 1.1 million direct and indirect
jobs in the United States contributing an estimated 100 billion dollars to the country’s Gross
Domestic Product (Thibault et al., 2006; World Shipping Council, 2004). According to Cowen
(2014), global container traffic gained momentum across the Atlantic in 1966. Container traffic
began in the Americas and the Caribbean and later extended to other parts of the world. On the
European continent, the first container vessel began operations in Hamburg in 1967 (Meisel,
2009). In the years that followed, containerships sailed the oceans to and from ports in the Middle
East, India, and the African coast (Cowen, 2014). Global container trade volume consistently
grew from 2000 to 2016, exemplified through container port traffic (Figure 4). Such growth was,
however, mirrored by volatilities in the global economy, specifically, the global financial crisis
between 2007 and 2008 (Neise, 2018). For instance, dominant container shipping lines lost an
estimated 1.5 billion US dollars in revenue in 2009 (Beddow, 2010).

Figure 4: Global Container Port Traffic

Source: World Development Indicators, UNCTAD (Note: Port container traffic measures the
flow of containers from land to sea transport modes., and vice versa, in twenty-foot equivalent
units (TEUs), a standard-size container. Data refer to coastal shipping as well as international
journeys. Transshipment traffic is counted as two lifts at the intermediate port (once to off-load
and again as an outbound lift) and includes empty units, World Bank, 2017)
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Astonishing visual evidence from Kiln and the UCL Energy Institute shows the scale of
containerization in international trade. Rodrigue (2012, p. 20) claims that approximately 62% of
global ISO container fleets are owned by maritime shipping companies. These companies
provide a wide range of services and networks of operators and shipping lines. As Figure 5
portrays, millions of shipping containers were freighted across the ocean destined for different
geographic locations and consumers. These shipping trade routes comprise nearly 500 liner
shipping services transporting goods across various ports (World Shipping Council, 2018). For
instance, the top eight containerized trade routes based on the twenty-foot equivalent units
(TEUS) in 2017 comprised of the Asia-North America route. The Asia-North America route
accounted for the top position, with a total of 26 million TEUs (East and Westbound) (World
Shipping Council, 2018). Shipping liner services also dominate the Asia-North America route
with the Asia-West Coast North America route constituting the majority of services (54 liner
services as of 2017). In recent years, innovators in the shipping container industry have emerged
to disrupt the market (Ciddel, 2012).
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Figure 5: Continental shipping routes in 2012

Source: (shipmap.org)
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China and the United States dominate the global containerized port traffic and cargo trade
(Fig.6). Data from the World Trade Services and UNCTAD show consistent growth in the export
of containerized goods from ports in China (31.3 million TEUs in 2010 to 36.0 TEUs in 2014).
The United States is the second net exporter of containerized cargo, despite marginal growth
(11.2 million TEUs in 2010 to 11.9 million in 2014). According to Neise (2018), the global
demand for containerized transport from China decreased by 53 percent in 2016. On the
European continent, Germany and Italy dominate the containerized export cargo landscape. The
import dynamics of global containerized cargo trade also portrays a dominant United States-
China nexus. Rodrigue et al. (2006, p. 147), asserted that the Trans-Pacific trading route is
growing faster than the Trans-Atlantic with China playing an active and dominant role. For
instance, the ports in Guangdong province in China handle twice as many containers compared
to all ports in the United States (Rodrigue et al. 2006, p. 150). According to Saxon and Stone
(2017), the container helped propel China as the World’s factory through the production of

manufactured goods and the importation of significant quantities of natural resources.
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Figure 6: Container port traffic by country in 2017

Source: World Development Indicators, UNCTAD
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(Hall, 2009; Hesse, 2006; Klose, 2015). Containerized cargo ships emit significant quantities of

carbon dioxide (CO2), and other greenhouse gases into the atmosphere (Rodrigue et al., 2006).
Ben-Hakoun et al. (2016) observed that containerized cargo ships from Far-East Asia, North
America, and Europe are the largest emitters of carbon gases. Shipping accounts for 10% of
global carbon dioxide emissions in the transportation sector. Cidell (2012, p. 240), reports that
“containers in motion cause problems because of the vehicles on which they ride. Trucks take
up road space, produce noise and air pollution, and create more wear and tear on local roads,
especially those connecting distribution centers and freight terminals to major highways”. Also,
there exists a correlation between containerized cargo shipping and water quality. Put differently,
the growing demand for shipping services has a devastating impact on water quality. Waste
discharges and dredging dominate marine emissions. Dredging, in particular, modifies marine
biodiversity and hydrology despite its relevance for port accessibility and operation (Rodrigue
et al. 2006). According to Ben-Hakoun et al. (2016), the economic and environmental impact of
international shipping will reach 356% by 2030 if the industry retains the business as usual
(BAU) trend.

Freight containers pose a significant health risk to dockworkers and communities close to port
cities and container yards or depots. Baur et al.’s (2010) study of 2113 contaminated freight
containers at the port of Hamburg demonstrated the risk of toxic chemicals on human life. They
found that 70% of the containers were contaminated with toxic chemicals above the chronic
reference exposure levels (Baur et al. 2010). They further argued that 30% of these contaminated
containers exceeded the required exposure thresholds (Baur et al., 2010). Their groundbreaking
research shows how toxic industrial chemicals generated from the fumigation of freight
containers directly affect human health. Fumigation of freight containers causes accidents,

diseases, and sometimes death (Baur et al., 2010).

The tragedy of the MSC Napoli, a United Kingdom-flagged container ship Mediterranea
Shipping Company-MSC, constitute one of the greatest maritime and environmental disasters in
modern history (Figure 7). The vessel with 2300 containers and 3,800-tonnes of oil on board was
on a voyage heading down the English Channel from Antwerp, Belgium to Durban, South Africa,
when a storm battered the vessel on the 18th of January 2007 off Brittany near the coastal village

of Branscombe in Devon. It is, however, surprising how a 62,000-tonne cargo vessel was
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humbled by the vagaries and unpredictability of the open sea. On the tenth anniversary of the
MSC Napoli disaster, the UK government in an official press release described the incident as a
nightmare scenario that lasted for 924 days at a cost no less than 120 million pounds during the
international salvage operation (UK Government, 2017). As Klose (2015, p. 27) perfectly puts
it: “each lost container has the potential to bring about a variety of incidents and accidents:
pollution of the environment and poisoning of people through transported hazardous materials;
containers causing collisions with ships; loss of the transported goods, whether a container
cannot be found or recovered, it breaks open and loses its cargo, or it is plundered”. Swamps of
tourists and visitors descended on the picturesque coastal village of Branscombe either to witness
the devastation or to plunder (UK Government, 2017). The cargo vessel was assorted with goods

such as wine, coffee, explosives, fertilizer, weed killers, perfumes, car engines, and vodka. The

wreckage and spillage had a detrimental impact on marine life (UK Government, 2017).

Figure 7: MSC Napoli Shipwreck Disaster

Source: UK Government, 2017.

In Moby-Duck: The True Story of 28,800 Bath Toys Lost at Sea & of the Beachcombers,
Oceanograp hers, Environmentalists & Fools Including the Author Who Went in Search of Them,
Donovan Hohn (2011) writes that:

“Fall overboard and no one would miss you. You’d inhale the ocean and go down, alone. Nevertheless,
there you are, not a goner yet, gazing up at the shipping containers stacked six-high overhead, and from

them, cataracts of snowmelt and rain are spattering on your head. There you are, listening to the stacked
containers strain against their lashings, creaking and groaning and cataracting with every roll, and with
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every roll, you are wondering what in the name of Neptune it would take to make stacks of steel—or for
that matter aluminum—containers fall.”

The irony of this scenario is rapaciously depressing. Retrospectively, Hohn (2011) tracked some
major misfortunes involving freight containers at sea in the 1990s and the greater part of the
2000s. He draws our attention to an incident in 1990 involving the Hansa Carrier which was
battered by a storm somewhere south of the Alaskan Peninsula (Hohn, 2011). He described how
several containers loaded with Nike sneakers fell overboard the freighter and were discovered
months later washed up along Vancouver Island (Hohn, 2011). Two years later another cargo
ship loaded with “a shipment of 29,000 rubber bathtub toys including ducks, beavers, turtles, and
frogs, fell overboard from a container ship” (Hohn, 2011). The rubber toys were later discovered
on the shores of Alaska, Greenland, and the Atlantic Ocean (Hohn, 2011). Clearly, George
(2013) was right when she said, ships were at the mercy of the sea. Farley and Roberts (2011, p.
49) argued that most of these containers and essential cargo lost at sea are “destined to float for
eternity, pulled by the currents, endangering shipping. Written-off beyond rescue, these surreal

time capsules are cut loose.”

Containerization and securitization are inextricably linked. Security constitutes a component of
the container shipping system alongside speed, cost, and reliability (Willis and Ortiz, 2004).
According to Knight (2003, p. 17), the dynamic of container securitization at the beginning of
the 21st century focused on bombs in containers. Knight documented the hysteria that emerged
from the security establishment and the mainstream media about the dangers sealed in containers
(Knight, 2003). According to Klose (2015), the US government vigorously pursued awareness
campaigns about potential scenarios of bombs in containers (Figure 8). Klose (2015, p. 313)
eschewed that: “As icons of globalization, they no longer stand only for the omnipresence of the
capitalist system but now also stand for the dangers and fears that the worldwide consolidation
of commercial and cultural spaces conjures up.” The United States accordingly spearheaded the
standardization of the global logistics chain security (Cowen, 2014). Realizing the growing
security implications of the container, The Container Security Initiative was instituted to inspect
and clear containerized cargo at the ports before shipment to the United States (Willis and Ortiz,
2004, p. 4). Knight (2003:17) described the Container Security Initiative as an insurance policy
against terrorism. The shipping container hegemonized maritime terrorism (Farrell, 2007; Willis
and Ortiz, 2004; Thibault et al., 2006). Willis and Ortiz (2004) and Thibault et al. (2006) further
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argued that before September 11, 2001, port securitization was mainly directed towards
combating stowaways, smuggling, cargo theft, and misrouting, however, after the terrorist attack,
port security architecture in the United States, in particular, were upgraded and strengthened.
Thibault et al. (2006) cited some incidences, such as the 1985 Achille Lauro hijacking and the
merchant shipping attacks by the Tamil Tigers in the 1990s as a precursor for the major overhaul
in post-9-11 securitization of shipping containers and ports of operations. The probability that
the container might be compromised during transit further reinforced the fear of terrorist attacks
(Thibault et al., 2006). In 2006, the US Congress passed a law requiring all containers destined
for American ports to undergo rigorous scanning to detect any dangerous materials or unlawful
cargo. The law, however, encountered some drawbacks. For instance, the Economist (2014)
acknowledged that scanning steel was both expensive and dangerous. Rodrigue et al. (2006, p.
138) also emphasized that without X-ray scanning, the manual inspection of the entire container
was both time consuming and virtually impossible task. Knight (2003, p. 17-18) also documented
a specific incident in the United States on the Anniversary of the September 11 attack as follows:
On September 9, with New York straining under surveillance for the anniversary of the September 11
attacks, the liberian-registered Senator Palermo steamed into port. Strange noises were coming from the
ship and US customs, noting that it had called at Gioia Tauro, a port on the Straits of Messina in southern
Italy famous for smuggling and arms trading, diverted it to Newark. Only then was it realized that the
Palermo was emitting traces of radiation. The ship was towed six miles out to sea and three days after
arriving in New York, Navy SEALs and the Nuclear Emergency Search Team were still scouring it with

Geiger counters, searching through the 2600 containers of mixed general cargo. The radiation was being
emitted naturally by a container of clay tiles.
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Figure 8: Which one’s got the bomb in?

Source: Knight, 2003:17.

A crucial component of port securitization relates to the experimentation with so-called smart
containers, or high-tech shipping containers. In High-Tech Shipping Containers: Boxing Clever,
The Economist (2014) reported that:

One idea Dr. Lechner proposed is to make containers out of carbon-fiber composites. Such containers
would be easier to use, because they would be lighter and also—if designed appropriately—might be
folded flat when empty, saving space. Dr. Lechner reckons a carbon-fiber container would need to travel

only 120,000km (three times around the Earth) to prove cheaper than its steel equivalent. It would also
be more secure because it would be easier to scan without being opened.

The adoption and normalization of carbon-fiber containers will have implications on the job
security of custom officials (The Economist, 2014). McKinsey also predicts that by 2067,
“Autonomous 50,000-TEU ships will plow the seas—perhaps alongside modular, dronelike
floating containers—in a world where the volume of container trade is anything from two to five
times greater than it is today” (Saxon and Stone, 2017). Waldrop (2007) also envisages the future
of cloud computing in shipping containers. He proclaimed that “The next steel shipping container
you see being hauled by a truck or train might not stow the usual mass of lumber, textiles, or
foodstuffs. It might hold 10 tons of finely interlaced computer servers, ready to be deposited in
a parking lot to serve 10,000 employees at a corporate headquarters—or 10,000 people on the

28



Internet” (Waldrop, 2007, p. 90). According to Waldrop (2007), the shipping container will
replace corporate data centers and transform the computing experience. Waldrop (2007) was

referring to Project Blackbox, an initiative by Sun Microsystems (Figure 9).

Figure 9: Shipping Container Data Center
Source: Waldrop, 2007.

The rise of containerized trade affects the sovereignty of nations. A clear demonstration is the
militarization of the Gulf of Aden to address rising pirate activities (Cowen, 2014). On May 15,
2012, the sovereignty of Somalia was infringed when the EU Naval Force deployed maritime
aircraft and attack helicopters to bombard a village along the Central Coastline of Somalia
alleged to be the den for pirates (Cowen, 2014). Moreover, stakeholders in the maritime sector
perceive piracy around the Horn of Africa from a supply chain security perspective rather than

from food insecurity and unemployment dimension (Cowen, 2014, p. 135).

The shipping container is also a symbol of criminal activities such as smuggling, trafficking, and
murder. For instance, Knight (2003, p. 18) demonstrated how human traffickers and other crime
syndicates exploit the container system for criminal activities. A clear example was the discovery
of the bodies of fifty-eight Chinese asylum seekers in transit from Zeebrugge to Dover inside a
shipping container (Knight, 2003, p. 18). Roberto Saviano (2008) also detailed similar patterns
of human trafficking and organized crime in Gomorrah: A Personal Journey into the Violent

International Empire of Naples’ Organized Crime System. According to Parker (2013, p. 368-
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369), Saviano described an incident where “one container breaking free of its crane, lurching
wildly in the air as the doors break open and it tips the frozen bodies of Chinese women, men,
and children, down onto the concrete where they break on the ground. They were identifiable
only by tags around their necks, migrant workers who had died in Italy and wished to be buried
back in China”. Saviano (2008) himself described in detail the harrowing experience and
psychological scar imprinted in the memory of the port crane operator who witnessed the incident
firsthand. Saviano (2008) writes, “the port crane operator covered his face with his hands as he
told me about it, eyeing me through his fingers. As if the mask of his hands might give him the
courage to speak (....... ) He still couldn’t believe it and hoped he was hallucinating, due to too
much overtime”. Containers can contain anything was Parker’s (2013, p. 369) conclusion to the
unimaginably horrifying and haunting incident at the port of Naples. Klose (2015, p. 314) also
declared that the container in the above story “becomes a somewhat unearthly place of
disappearance into a superhuman context”. The container also embodies the horrifying tales of
Stowaways on containerized cargo ships. For decades, determined and desperate migrants
burdened by the constraints of reality embark on dangerous journeys to seek greener pastures in
Western countries as stowaways. These stowaways conspicuously hide onboard the containers
of cargo ships at the port of origin and transit. According to Knight (2003, p. 18), the shipping
industry applies measures such as carbon dioxide probes to protect containers and deter

stowaways.

Intermodal depot and container yards are characteristic of the containerization process. The
Intermodal Association of North America IANA (2018) defines an intermodal depot or container
yard as a location for storing shipping containers. These yards are either located within the
premises of rail and marine terminal or an off-site location (IANA, 2018, p. 9). These yards are
used for storing empty containers or for holding units in transit (IANA 2018, p. 9). These storage
locations are also used to run container repair and maintenance services. In Flows and Pauses in
the Urban Logistics Landscape: The Municipal Regulation of Shipping Container
Mobilities, Cidell (2012), explored the implication of container yards on cities and communities.
Cidell (2012, p. 240) argued that these informal container storage areas are difficult to regulate

due to the constant fluidity of motion of individual container boxes.
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2.2. The Container and the Urban: A missing link? (Towards a Container Revolution?)
(The Urbanization of the Container)

“Containers are coming to a street near you” (Farley and Roberts 2011, p. 51)

How has containerization been studied? Much of the analysis on containerization is dominated
by fields such as management, international trade, logistics, transport, and economic geography.
The sociological and human geographical analysis of containerization, on the other hand,
emerged in the 1960s, focusing on the impact of the container on labor relations at seaports. The
geographical conceptualization of containerization coincided with the quantitative revolution in
the 1960s. In recent years, scholars like Klose (2015), and Parker (2013), have challenged the
narrow interpretation of containerization to logistics and international trade and transportation.
Klose (2015), in particular, cautioned against the confinement of containerization to the
transportation of goods and logistics. Instead, Klose (2015, p. 326) speaks of the emancipation
of the container from modern consumer capitalism to the socioeconomic and spatial
configuration of cities (Fig.10). Klose (2015, p. 305) described how construction workers live in

cheap temporary stacked containers on expensive inner-city plots.

Making the case for an expansive conceptualization of containerization, Parker (2013, p. 369)
argued that “containers, as a mobility-system, can be demonstrated to produce complex and
paradoxical effects. As materials, they are in a moving relation with heterogeneous and multiple
spaces, always being entangled in trajectories that make new relations.” This research builds on
Parker’s exposition and explores how the container creates new relations in cities. Parker (2013,
p. 369) further reflected on the fact that, in as much as, the standardization of the shipping
container rationalized global trade, it also brought about crime, art, and housing. Parker (2013,
p. 369) referred to Massey’s (2005, p. 9) evocation on space to justify the imperative for an

epistemic shift to conceptualizing containers.
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Figure 10: The World from the Container
Source: Klose 2015: 299

Marc Levinson's book on The Box: How the Shipping Container Made the World Smaller and
the World Economy Bigger offer a significant point of reference for conceptualizing
containerization. Levinson (2006) used the box as a euphemism to explain how the modern-day
standard shipping container became an integral part and dominating force in global trade.
Containerization dominates a growing body of transdisciplinary research on mobilities (Anim-
Addo et al., 2014; Cowen, 2014; Steinberg, 2013; Sheller and Urry, 2006; Jarzemskiene, 2007).
For instance, Hayut (1981) explored the impact of containerized transport systems on port
structure and operation. Using container ports in North America as a case study, Hayut (1981)
concluded that the dimensions of the local logistical landscape, such as the size of the local
market, market accessibility, the nature of port management, the localization of the port, and how
adaptable the ports are to new systems significantly affect the port structure and operation of
containerization and transport systems. From an explorative approach, Weldon (1958),
systematically analyzed the likelihood of Matson Navigation Company adopting a cargo-
container shipping service as part of its operation. Weldon’s study showed how firms proceed to
adopt the container technology during the early decades of its invention. Weldon (1958, p. 649),

however, found limited guidelines for the design of optimal containerization systems.
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In Containerization: A Pandora's Box in Reverse? Strom (1972), challenged the portrayal of the
container as the solution to problems within the transportation and distribution system. Strom
(1972), stressed that literature on containerization only portrays a part of the whole concept. For
example, Hall (2009), found a limited association between the implementation of
containerization and the earnings of port-logistics workers. Using the port of Baltimore in the
United States as a case study, Hall (2003) further examined the impact of technological change
on institutions. Herod’s (1998) study on Discourse on the Docks: Containerization and Inter-
Union Work Disputes in US Ports, 1955-85 also explored the implication of the container
technology on port union relations. Additionally, according to Notteboom and Rodrigue (2009),
the future development of containerization will depend on macroeconomic, operational, and
governance perspectives. Studies by Talley and Schwarz-Miller (1998), Hirsch and Macpherson
(1998), Chadwin et al. (1990), Talley (2002) also found that the implementation of
containerization reduced the demand for dockworkers and overall wages. For instance, the

demand for dockworkers declined by 40 to 60% in some countries (Zarocostas, 1996).

Airriess (1993), also explored the relationship between the diffusion of container technology and
the structural transformation of port operations in ASEAN countries. Crucially, container
technology transformed the manufacturing sector of ASEAN countries. According to Kim and
Sachish (1986), the implementation of containerization contributed to an 85% growth in the Total
Factor Productivity (TFP) of ports. The impact of container adoption on port productivity is not
uniform across space. Using Canadian ports as a case study, Wallace (1975) concluded that low
port traffic, delays, and competition from the United States hinder the containerization adoption
process. Hall et al. (2006) also found an asymmetrical relationship between container adoption

and perceived economic benefits such as employment.

Citing the works of (Hayut, 1981; McCalla et al., 2004; Notteboom and Merckx, 2006; Fowler,
2006), Cidell (2011) also critiqued the overemphasis on infrastructure in the conceptualizing
containerization-metropolitan areas relations. Cidell (2011), instead proposed the analysis of the
impact of containerization on land-use and socio-economic processes. Cidell (2012),
accordingly, argued that shipping containers create problems for municipalities and communities

irrespective of the nature of their mobility or immobility.
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Other studies have explored the impact of adverse weather conditions at sea on container safety.
For example, Acanfora et al. (2017) found that unprecedented weather conditions cause
significant container losses at sea annually. Average annual shipping container losses at sea range
from 59 to 2000 (Morris, 2017). Aside from economic loss and environmental damage, container
adrift present real concerns such as navigational problems and the risk of collision with other

container ships.

In a feminist twist to the container paradigm, Sofia (2000) elaborated on the intelligible
relationship between femininity and the maternal dimensions of container technologies. Drawing
on Lewis Mumford's (1934) Technics of Civilization, Sofia (2000, p. 187), claimed that
containers are generically feminine because the “female body provides our first sheltering
container and source of supply.” Sofia (2000) insisted that the biological constitution of the
human body, such as the skin, mouth, stomach, bowel, can be likened to a container. She further
argued that men are particularly associated with container technologies because “some men may
be particularly interested in technologies of containment as compensations for their own relative
deficiency in the reproductive container department” (Sofia, 2000, p. 187). Sofia's (2000)
scholarly work dispels the masculine (re)constitution of container technologies. Lee (2010) also
stated that as a tool of concealment, the human body epitomizes the container. Lee (2010)
explored the concept of the container more generically, citing portable containers such as
backpacks, purse, suitcases, etc). Lee (2010) used the human body as a euphemism to challenge
the legality of the Container Doctrine. The Supreme Court of the United States defined the
container as the capacity of an object to hold another object (Lee, 2010, p. 1414). Lee argued
that the definition was contradictory because a car, a house, and the human body can be
considered as containers “since it too is an object capable of holding another object.” According
to Lee (2010), a paradox emerged from the Supreme Court’s more expansive definition of the
container. On the one hand, Lee argued that the court failed to distinguish ‘worthy and unworthy
container’ (Lee, 2010, p. 1414). In practice, however, the court treats containers differently under
the Fourth Amendment protection against state interference (Lee, 2010).

Agamben’s concept of the state of exception is instructive for understanding the relationship the
container and civil liberties. Refugee centers and deportation camps are clear symbols of the state
of exception (Figure 11). Klose (2015, p. 305) argued that “the most underprivileged of the global
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distribution system—the refugees without money or papers and without the prospect of returning
to their countries of origin—are forced into container camps or similar internment and regulatory
architectures”. Agamben’s reflection on bare life is useful and appropriate for understanding the
relationship between containers and various forms of incarceration. Klose (2015, p. 306) eerily
likened the devaluation of people to bare life in containers to house pets and even slaves.
Conflicts and post-disaster situations in recent decades embody the materialization of bare life
through the container. For instance, the Syrian conflict shows how families fleeing war and
persecution live in shipping containers in neighboring countries like Turkey, Lebanon, and
Jordan (Weinthal, 2013). For example, the so-called Container City, located in the Turkish
province of Kilis, hosts Syrian refugees under a temporary protection programme. The success
of the container city in Kilis resulted in the construction of other container settlements in the

provinces of Sanlurfa and Gaziantep (Giiger et al., 2013).

The controversial and infamous Guantanamo prison camp in Cuba offers a possible pathway for
conceptualizing the state of exception and the container. Under the guise of national security and
trapped in absolute obscurity, Guantanamo Bay detainees were stripped of their rights in a post-
September 11 terrorist crackdown. The dark machinations of supervised institutionalized torture
and the degradation of the basic human dignity of Guantanamo detainees transpired in containers.
The container operates within a legal vacuum created by the ascendency of biopolitical
governance (Klose, 2015). The case of Guantanamo Bay shows how the degree of separation
emboldens the modern police-state to engage in dehumanizing infractions of detainees in
shipping containers. Moreover, the general population often fail to confront the proximity of
container installations because of the perceived temporality of these settlements or detention
centers (Klose, 2015, p. 209).
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Figure 11: A Container Camp for Refugees and Asylum Seekers in Firth

Source: Klose, 2015, p. 307.

Interestingly, Michael Sorkin (2001) addressed the ‘container question’ in his book on Some
Assembly Required. Michael Sorkin produced an extensive body of work on architecture and
urbanism. Sorkin (2001, p. 185) summarized his perception of the container by suggesting that
“I have a bad reaction to the idea of containers.” As an instrument of despair, the container raises
anxiety about leakage, the uncontained, and spontaneous events (Sorkin, 2001, p. 185). Sorkin
(2001, p. 185) cited the Chernobyl disaster to explain how containers produce cataclysmic
consequences such as thousands of lingering deaths, territorial destruction, and abandonment.
Furthermore, the focus of much of US foreign policy against the Soviet Union was the
‘containment policy' which places the container at the center stage of international relations and
global politics (Sorkin, 2001). On the integration of the container into mainstream urban design,
Sorkin (2001, p. 186) described how the poor and marginalized in society are housed in
containers to satisfy the democratic purpose. As an instrument to ensure people and things are in
their place, the container can be a dominant force of social control (Sorkin, 2001, p. 187). Klose
(2015:336) also drew a parallel between the container as an instrument of social control and

Michel Foucault's disciplinary society. Klose (2015, p. 336) further asserted that the spatial
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organization of the container ensures the efficient operationalization of social control of the
individual. Sorkin (2001) proposed that concerns about the container should be directed at the
character of its membrane. For Sorkin (2001), the container is a double-edged sword. On the one
hand, it keeps things out, and on the other hand, it assumes the role of pouring-in (Sorkin, 2001).
The container paradigm coincided with the rise of consumer culture. According to Sorkin (2001),
the case of Walter Hudson epitomizes the impact of containerization on postmodernity. Sorkin
(2001, p. 188) argued that: “Hudson simply makes visible a containerization to which we are all
susceptible, the idea that the body, positioned at a nexus of surveillability, immobilized by the
possibility of continuous observation and regulation, becomes the modularized degree-zero of
architecture.” Hudson died in 1991 of Myocardial infraction weighing 1,200 pounds. A section

of the house was torn down to forklift his corpse (Sorkin, 2001).

2.3. Living in a Box: A Resurgence of Container Living?

A great epoch has begun.

There exists a great spirit.

Industry, overwhelming us like a flood which rolls on towards its destined end, has furnished us with new
tools adapted to this new epoch, animated by the new spirit.

Economic law unavoidably governs our acts and thoughts.

The problem of the house is the problem of epoch. The equilibrium of society today depends on it

(Le Corbusier, 1986, in Towards a New Architecture)

Steven Spielberg’s 2018 adaptation of Ernest Cline’s 2011 bestseller dystopic fictional novel
offers some insight into the potentiality of normalized container settlements. Described by Rubin
(2018) as teetering settlement of stacked blight, Ready Player One portrays settlements
comprising containers and trailers stacked on top one another conveniently referred to as The
Stacks. The film is set in 2045 and depicts a disadvantaged and marginalized population of
Columbus, Ohio. There appears to be a parallel to be drawn from the unraveling of container
improvisations in cities and the heterotopic dystopia dramatized by Spielberg. Klose’s (2015, p.
333) popular culture reference of Aki Kaurismaki’s film titled The Man without a Past also place
the container at the center of the social organization of life. The film tells a story of how a man
found refuge among a community of homeless people in empty container units in Helsinki. The

film uniquely depicts loss, love, death, inequality, and dispossession.
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Is “Less is More” (a mantra that emerged in the 1960s and attributed to Mies van der Rohe and
Walter Gropius), socially and spatially constructive? The allure of rational, and cheap mass-
produced housing is rooted in the works of architects Le Corbusier and Walter Gropius (Klose,
2015; Birch, 2011). Le Corbusier made his mark on architecture through bespoke buildings that
dominate the landscapes from Paris to India. According to Curtis (1986, p. 12), Corbusier's
buildings provide a sense of order and complementarity. Corbusier’s utopian dream accrued from
his idealization of institutions (Curtis, 1986). Corbusier (1986, p. 234) questioned the rationality
for excluding the construction of factories for mass production of housing while factories exist
for making airplanes, cannons, lorries, and wagons. Corbusier believed in the utility value of
modern architecture has to offer (Smith, 2010). Crucially, the post-war housing shortage in
France inspired Corbusier on the importance of mass production houses (Curtis, 1986). Corbusier
championed the idea of an ‘architectural cell’ (Figure Corbusier) as a metaphor to explain how
people will be dwelling in the smallest living units, such as prison cells or modern ship’s cabin
(Klose, 2015, p. 249). Corbusier's work introduced and normalized Taylorist and Fordist mode
of house production (Curtis, 1986; Klose, 2015). For Corbusier, a fundamental step towards
addressing societal problems revolved around the mass production of housing (Smith, 2010).
Corbusier's time with industrial architect Peter Behrens and Parisian architects Auguste and
Gustave Perret placed a role in his interest in mass-production houses (Klose, 2015). Corbusier
firmly believed in scaling-down on classical orders for the epoch of the time: for a machine age
(Curtis, 1986). For Corbusier, then, a house is a machine for living in (Curtis, 1986, p. 53).
Corbusier insisted that architecture must be machine-like and functional (Hall, 2014:239).
Corbusier (1986, p. 229) cited a proposal to build 500,000 dwelling units in France by MM.
Loucheur and Bonnevay as a massive step towards standardized and cheap mass-production
housing. Corbusier (1926, p. 243) emphasized that “We must never, in our studies, lose sight of
the perfect human cell, the cell which corresponds almost perfectly to our physiological and
sentimental needs. We must arrive at the house-machine, which must be both practical and
emotionally satisfying and designed for a succession of tenants. The idea of the old home
disappearing and with it, local architecture, etc., for labor will shift about as needed and must be
ready to move, bag and baggage”. The design of Citrohan House epitomizes Corbusier’s house-

machine proposition (Smith, 2010).
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Setting the tone for his argument, Corbusier proposed the mass-production state of mind as a
pre-requisite for any mass-production housing programme. He went on to argue that without the
right state of mind for living in mass-production housing, the initiative will be fraught with
challenges (Corbusier, 1986). He wrote that: “if once the mass-production spirit came to life,
everything will quickly be begun” (Corbusier, 1986). The current state of the housing and real
estate market has re-ignited interest among scholars and city authorities about Corbusier’s
proposition on mass production. The formal property market in many parts of the world has
transformed the notion of the house as a speculative tool on the global market. Rent-seeking
landlords and developers in their quest to maximize profit exclude the average everyday urban
dweller from the property market. He complained at length about how most of the materials
necessary for the mass production of houses were not even ready (Corbusier 1986, p. 232). He
emphasized that despite the availability of new material such as cement and limes, steel girders,
and sanitary fittings, the cost and labor involved meant the production of half and half solutions
(Corbusier, 1986:232). He conceded that due to the general disapproval of mass production
houses by architects and the general public alike, the possibility of examining the various
components of such initiative becomes very problematic (Le Corbusier, 1986, p. 232). According
to Klose (2015, p. 250), Corbusier conceived of the container stacking principle in architecture

long before gaining momentum in the transportation sector (Figure 12).
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de base de « Pessae ». La constructio

Il o'y a qu'a en jouer suivant ses gonts.

Figure 12: Le Corbusier’s Standardized room module

Source: Klose, 2015.

The German architect Walter Gropius was another pioneer of mass production housing in
architecture. Gropius founded the Bauhaus movement and rationalization of architecture
(Seelow, 2018). The purpose of the Bauhaus movement is to ensure the masses have access to
basic infrastructure. Gropius advocated for standardization and mass production of small houses
as well as comprehensive plans to finance them (Pevsner, 1960, p. 38). He proposed an offsite
fabrication strategy to reduce the high cost of housing (Smith, 2010). Contrary to van de Velde's
call for individualism in architecture, Gropius followed Hermann Muthesius' stance on
standardization (Pevsner, 1960). In Gropius's (1965) view, standardization is a prerequisite for
the advancement of civilization. The standardization of housing also has significant economic
benefits (Gropius, 1965). Unfortunately, Gropius's ideas did not proceed beyond the conceptual
stage despite his role as the father of the modernist architectural school and a champion of social
equality (Smith, 2010). According to Pevsner (1960, p. 214), Gropius insisted that “the architect,
to represent this century of ours, must be colder, cold to keep in command of mechanized
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production, cold to design for the satisfaction of anonymous clients.” In the New Architecture
and the Bauhaus, Gropius denounced what he referred to as the propensity to “borrow our styles
from antiquity and perpetuate historical prototypes in decoration” (Gropius, 1965, p. 24).
Gropius (1965, p. 25) bemoaned the rigidity of traditional raw materials in construction in favor
of new synthetic substances-steel, concrete, and glass. On the logic of industrial production,
Gropius proposed the creation of a flexible construction kit and assembly line serial production
(Seelow, 2018, p. 2). Gropius favored the Americanization of production culture, specifically the
Fordist and Taylorism mode of production (Klose, 2015; Seelow, 2018). Gropius argued that the
Americanization of production systems would reduce the infrastructural shortages in postwar
Germany (Seelow, 2018). Upon his arrival in the United States, Walter Gropius and Konrad
Wachsmann proposed the mass production of 'Packaged House' to reduce the housing deficit in
the during wartime (Smith, 2010).

Of immense importance to this present study relates to Walter Gropius’ proposed Honeycombs
(Figure 13) and the Steel House by his proteges: Georg Muche and Richard Paulick. The
Honeycomb construction kit “consists of a basic module that derives its great variability from
the honeycomb-like addition and attachment of linked space cells according to the number of
heads and the needs of the inhabitants” (Seelow, 2018, p. 9). The honeycomb is a euphemism
for representing the organization of society (Klose, 2015). Building on this, Gropius (1965, p.
37) asserted that “As the cellular unit of that larger unit, the street, the dwelling-house represents
a typical group-organism. The uniformity of the cells whose multiplication by the streets forms
the still larger unit of the city is there calls for formal expression.” Gropius’s honeycomb system
found an ally in Walter Rathenau, a German politician and industrialist who believed that new
cities comprising honeycombs cast in concrete were undergoing construction (Klose, 2015, p.
261). The integration of a dry-assembly method and its modern design contributed to the success
of the Steel House (Seelow, 2018, p. 14).

On the rationalization of mass production, Gropius (1965, p. 39) envisioned an epoch where
ready-made houses are mass-produced in factories and delivered from the stock to customers.
With rationalization in a full circle, Gropius placed the assembly-line doctrine to the test in 1928
by constructing 130 houses in 88 days. (Seelow, 2018). Gropius's dream of mass production

housing has gained considerable interest among housing advocates in recent decades. For
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instance, disruptors have emerged in the real estate market, providing cost-effective and
affordable modular housing units made of prefabricated shipping containers and other materials.
Small and middle firms such as SG Blocks, Inc., LOT-EK, Tempo Housing, Container City™,
and Cargotecture are providing alternative business models that challenge the traditional real
estate market. These market disruptors commercialize the economic and sustainable dimension
of shipping container architecture. For this reason, the Modular Building Institute (2017)
provided an instructive manual for container improvisation titled Safe Use and Compliance of
Modified ISO Shipping Containers for Use as Buildings and Building Components. The Modular
Building Institute is an international non-profit trade association founded in 1983 to promote
modular construction. Members of the institute consist of stakeholders of the building and
construction industry as well as service providers. The institute's mission is in line with Walter
Gropius's dream of the offsite construction of high quality and innovative modular structures for

various uses.

@

(a) (b)

Figure 13: Honeycomb System

Source: Seelow, 2018.

The proliferation of container homes and shops in recent years is driven by the price of steel (the
material for manufacturing shipping containers) and the structure of the shipping container
industry (Parker, 2013). As a result of this, it is comparatively cheaper for exporting companies
and countries to manufacture new containers as opposed to shipping back empty container boxes
(Parker, 2013, p. 376). Parker (2013) emphasized that the comparatively low cost of

manufacturing shipping containers generates surpluses and deficits in some countries. Parker
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(2013, p. 376) observed that: “This has led to a huge variety of innovations with the use of
containers for housing, office space, pop-up events, and so on.” Parker (2013) observed that the
most common types of container developments are riverside or dockland housing projects. Parker
(2013) noticed a parallel between container housing projects and Corbusier’s ‘Dom-ino’ system.
Container development projects such as the Habitat 67’ project in Montreal-Canada, the
‘Container City’ in London, and other multi-purpose container projects in cities in South Korea,
the Philippines, Vietnam, Ukraine, the United States, and Hungary show the utility value of the
box (Parker, 2013, p. 376).

Steve Dietz and Gunalan Nadarajan's 2006 research also confirms the emergence of a container
subculture. The Container Culture initiative was an exhibition developed by the Curatorial
Working Group to promote shipping container artwork across different port cities (Dietz and
Nadarajan, 2006). The authors explored the role of the shipping container as a medium for
promoting transnational art and culture (Dietz and Nadarajan, 2006, p. 291). The container
culture initiative offers an alternative narrative of the container as the white cube for exhibitions
(Dietz and Nadarajan, 2006). Dietz and Nadarajan (2006, p. 291) emphasized that containers are
“spaces that mimic the white cube as an empty container, even while potentially enabling the
subversion of the white cube's immobility by their portability; of its transcendence by their
quotidian-ness; of its neutrality by their border crossing.” The container culture traveling
exhibition captured cross-cultural encounters and exchanges in a complex socio-economic,
political, and art-historical landscape (Dietz and Nadarajan 2006). The exhibitions were
colloquially themed to correspond with a country or a city. For instance, The China Container,
The Hong Kong Container, The Singapore Container, The Vancouver Container, The Seoul
Container, and the New Zealand Container (Dietz and Nadarajan, 2006). Curated by Zhang Ga,
the China Container (from China) explored the cultural globalization of the container from an
artistic perspective. The China Container exhibition acknowledged the tremendous role of the
box as a facilitator of trade and sustenance of life. The installation observed that: “The container
records history; its trajectory reveals the global tides of political intricacies, economic
speculations, human mishaps, and the collective unconsciousness” (Dietz and Nadarajan, 2006,
p. 292). The China Container displayed artworks such as an artistic paper trail of accounting
record transactions documenting the activities of the British American Tobacco Company in
China. The China exhibition also explored issues such as the import of electronic waste from the
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West, cultural fragmentations, and time capsules. The Vancouver container culture exhibition,
on the other hand, described the mobility of capital, goods, and migration of people “through the
ports and public spaces of Vancouver, Canada, and San Jose, California” (Dietz and Nadarajan,
2006, p. 297). The Singapore Container showcased the work of two Singaporean artists named
Margaret Tan and Shirley Soh (Dietz and Nadarajan, 2006). The exhibition explored the
internationalization of trade in Singapore through the prism of containerization. Themed as
Sticking Point, the art installations showcased the Free Trade Agreement between the United
States and Singapore (Dietz and Nadarajan, 2006). The installation comprised of a 10 ft meter
blob of chewed-up gum transported in a 20ft container from Singapore to the United States (Dietz
and Nadarajan, 2006).

Farley and Roberts (2011) also explored how the culture of the container encompasses everyday
life in the city. They articulated the memetics of the box (Farley and Roberts, 2011). More
specifically, they called attention to the container, becoming a meme. After all, culture is best
studied through the prism of memes (Kilpinen, 2008, p. 218-219). On the memetics of the
container, Farley and Roberts (2011, p. 50-51) wrote:

Some use it as temporary storage, some as an off-board attic. Some use it as a playroom, or hobby room.
But now there’s a new twist. Some of these containers are being rented out as start-up offices. Simple and
cheap, they offer a place to site, an internet connection, a phone and a small space of your own, until
your business grows and you can move in to one of the multi-occupancy office buildings in the nearby
business park (... .........) Think of budget hotels with rooms as small and bare as containers, or garden
offices for the self-employed, or modular urban housing. Containers are coming to a street near you. And
to the Southern Ocean. Shipping containers once enjoyed a second life as mobile shops on housing
estates. Easy to secure at night, and difficult to broach without serious cutting gear, they superseded the

Luton vans or caravans propped up on bricks that had formerly been used to serve a community of a few
streets and squares.

In his 1994 book on How Buildings Learn: What Happens After They 're Built, Steward Brand
offers a brilliant abstraction architecture and material improvisation. Framed within the scope of
architectural history (Bluestone, 1995), the book focuses on how various stakeholders such as
homeowners, contractors, and architects adapt to the evolution of buildings. A firm believer in
vernacular architecture, Brand (1994) provided a fascinating account of his own experience in a
container structure, offering a meticulously temporal dimension of his stay. Brand provided
aesthetic delectation of his container experience between 1990 and 1993. Brand (1994) explained
that:
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My research library was in a shipping container twenty yards away—one of thirty rented out for self-
storage. | got the steel 8-by-8-by-40-foot space for $250 a month and spent all of $1,000 fixing it up with
white paint, cheap carpet, lights, an old couch, and raw plywood work surfaces and shelves. It was
heaven. To go in there was to enter the book-in-progress—all the notes, tapes, 5 x 8 cards, photos,
negatives, magazines, articles, 450 books, and other research oddments laid out by chapters or filed
carefully. When the summer sun made it too hot for work, | sawed a vent in the wood floor, put a black-
painted length of stovepipe out of the ceiling, and slathered the whole top of the container with brightly
reflective aluminum paint-end of heat problem. That’s how Low Road buildings are made livable: just do
it.

Brand (1994) repeatedly mentioned Low Road Buildings to highlight the depth of his container
experience. Low road buildings are low-visibility, low-rent, no-style, and high-turnover (Brand,
1994). Brand (1994) argued that new users easily adjust to life in low road buildings. He also

believed that creativity flourishes in low road buildings (Brand, 1994).
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Chapter Three: Theoretical Approaches to Critical Urban Studies

This chapter constructs an interdisciplinary theoretical paradigm for understanding the
transformation of urban space through the prism of containers. The chapter interrogates three
theoretical dispositions by shifting the debate from a purely Marxist preoccupation with political
economy to an Avant-garde, socio-techno-materialist hegemony. Embedded in these theories lie
significant paradigmatic adaptability that this present study seeks to convincingly utilize to

deconstruct the dynamics of container urbanism in critical urban studies.

3.1. The right to the city (Revisiting the Orthodoxy)

...... over the last decade, the idea of the right to the city has undergone a certain
revival........... . the idea of the right to the city does not arise primarily out of various
mtellectual fascmatlons and fads (though there are plenty of those around, as we know). It primarily rises
up from the streets, out from the neighborhoods, as a cry for help and sustenance by oppressed peoples
in desperate times (Harvey, 2012, p. xi-xiii).

Published in 1968 and described by Merrifield (2006) and Harvey (2012), as a ‘provocative text’
Henry Lefebvre’s illuminating essay on The Right to the City (Le Droit a la Ville) is a thrilling
and fulfilling conceptualization of the city. David Harvey and Edward Soja are credited for
reviving Lefebvre’s quintessential formulation on the city in English speaking discourse
(Saunders, 1981, p. 105). In formulating the right to the city, Lefebvre rejected class
reductionism and economism (Purcell, 2014, p. 145). In place of class reductionism, Lefebvre
(1991) proposed ““a more holistic understanding of social life, one that is always attentive to the
many aspects of human experience.” Lefebvre’s thought on the city has been variously analyzed
and with equal measure criticized for homogenization and generalization. Lefebvre’s ideas are
sometimes highly speculative, self-consciously utopian, and lacking in academic rigor
(Saunders, 1981, p. 105-106). Lefebvre also failed to clarify what those rights constitute. Many
scholars also questioned the impracticality of Lefebvre's abstraction (Attoh, 2011; Moore, 2009;
Mitchell, 2003). Despite criticism from numerous scholars and commentators, Lefebvre's
abstraction of the city is still relevant for conceptualizing the urban question.
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Over the years, urban justice movements have emerged using Lefebvre's concept to externalize
the struggles of everyday life in the city (Harvey, 2012). Lefebvre (1968, p. 158) cautioned
against the return to traditional cities. In his characterization of the city, Lefebvre called for a
new humanism (based on his critique, and a stark departure from the old humanism); proposing
a new right, the right to an ceuvre, the right to the city (Harvey, 2012; Marcuse, 2009; Merrifield,
2006, p. 71; Lefebvre, 1996, p. 149). He exquisitely illustrated that “The city historically
constructed is no longer lived and is no longer understood practically; It is only an object of
cultural consumption for tourists, for aestheticism, avid for spectacles and the picturesque”
(Lefebvre, 1996, p. 148). The individual's responsibility for shaping their density is at the heart
of the right to the city. Merrifield (2017, p. 14) confirmed this by stating that “The urban as a
whole should be yours, yours to move in, yours to explore, possess, feel you have a stake in—

should you want it.”

A recurring theme in Lefebvre’s (1996) characterization of the right to the city is the concept of
an oeuvre (Parker, 2004:20). He described the ceuvre as the manifestation of creative activities.
Lefebvre believed that the city should transcend the sheer production and consumption of
material goods. According to Lefebvre (1996:75), ceuvre is a form of use-value. Lefebvre (1996,
p. 148) insisted on “places of simultaneity and encounters, places where exchange would not go
through exchange value.” In Lefebvre's (1996, p. 127) view, the city traded its oeuvre, its

character of appropriation for mass mobility, and consumerism.

The city can reclaim its ceuvre through ‘revolutionary initiatives’ from groups of social and
fractional class (Lefebvre, 1966, p. 154). The right to the city is a cry and demand for the right
to centrality (Lefebvre 1996; Merrifield, 2017). The right to centrality implies the geographical
proximity to the center of the city (Merrifield, 2017). Lefebvre passionately insisted that the city
cannot exist without centrality (Merrifield, 2006, p. 71). Interestingly, the back to the city
movement in the 1990s has brought the notion of centrality back into the debate of urban
citizenship. The back to the city movement, however, resulting in gentrification, touristification,
dispossession, financial centers (Merrifield, 2017). The right to the city empowers outsiders to
get inside (Merrifield, 2017). With growing urbanization, however, the notion of centrality has

become increasingly irrelevant. Merrifield (2017, p. 14) asserted that “Today if we were to
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reframe creatively the right to centrality, we would see it less as a geographical right than as an

existential and political right.”

Lefebvre believed that the right to the city is symptomatic of the transformation and renewed
right to urban life (Lefebvre, 1996, p. 158). Harvey (2012) agreed by asserting that the cry for a
right to urban life is amplified by the crisis of everyday life in the city. In essence, the right to
the city lay to bear the struggle of everyday urban life (Attoh, 2011). The demand for urban life
is a recognition of the inherent crisis in cities (Harvey, 2012). Marcuse (2009, p. 190) weighed
in by arguing that the cry for the right to the city represents those alienated, and the demand seeks
to address the needs of those excluded from attaining the material necessities of urban life.
According to Lefebvre, maximizing opportunities for the poor through inclusive governance
guarantees the right to the city (Merrifield, 2006, p. 77). Harvey believed that:

The right to the city is, therefore, far more than a right of individual or group access to the resources that
the city embodies: it is a right to change and reinvent the city more after our hearts' desire. It is, moreover,
a collective rather than an individual right, since reinventing the city inevitably depends upon the exercise
of a collective power over the processes of urbanization” (Harvey, 2012, p. 4).

The right to the city lacks direct legal precedence (UN, 2008). After all, the state is the sole
guarantor of rights (Harvey, 2009). Marcuse (2009, p. 192) insisted that the right to the city “is
not meant as a legal claim enforceable through a judicial process today (although that may be
part of the claim as a step in the direction of realizing the Right to the City).” The right to the
city transcends individual liberty to claim urban resources and relates more to a collective of
transformation (Harvey, 2008). From a human right argumentation, Harvey (2008;2012, p. 5)
acknowledged that the right to the city relates to the “freedom to make and remake our cities and
ourselves.” The ongoing contention between use-value (the city and urban life) and exchange
value (spaces bought and sold, the consumption of products, goods, places, and signs) has
necessitated the informal and sometimes forceful claim to the right to the city (Lefebvre, 1996,
p. 87). Marcuse (2009, p. 189) substantially dissects Lefebvre’s theoretical essay by asking
relevant questions such as: Whose Right are we talking about? What Right is it we mean? What
City is it to which we want the right? Harvey (2012, p. 4) also questioned the practicality of these
rights. Marcuse (2009, p. 190) maintained that certain beneficiaries such as the working class,
small business owners, capitalists, and the intelligentsia risk exclusion from the right to the city
initiatives. Lefebvre effortfully devoted a fair number of pages to clarify his position on what

constitutes rights (Lefebvre, 1996). Lefebvre believed that the externalization of the Judeo-
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Christian legal framework into formal legal rights was untenable. Formal legal rights Lefebvre
argued are “never God-given, nor are they natural rights that the framers of constitutions simply
write down” (Purcell, 2014, p. 146). These rights are earned through political struggles; through
the mobilization of collective claims to citizenship (Purcell, 2014).

The right to the city concept has amassed considerable following over the decades. International
organizations such as the UN-HABITAT (Fig.14) and UNESCO have endorsed and rallied
behind The Right to the City (Purcell, 2014; Soja, 2011). According to UN-HABITAT (2008),
the right to the city represents a concrete strategy for bridging the urban divide. They reiterated
that the right to the city is connected to the economic, cultural, political, social inclusivity in the
city (UN-HABITAT 2008). The World Charter for the Right to the City, the European Charter
for Human Rights in the City, and the Montreal Charter of Rights and Responsibilities are
legislative instruments proposed to promote the right to the city (Purcell, 2014, p. 141). The
HABITAT 2 conference put forward the idea about the right to shelter and access to land, despite
considerable contestations on what constitutes rights (Thorns, 2010, p. 7; UNCHS, 1996). The
World Charter for the Right to the City promotes the rights to habitat, social cohesion, and the
collective construction of the city, live with dignity in the city, co-existence, influence, and
access to the municipal government, equal rights (Mathivet, 2010, p. 23). The Brazilian
Constitution of 2001 stipulated a clause that guarantees the right to the city, further elevating and
cementing Lefebvre’s credentials as a quintessential authority in urban theory production
(Harvey, 2012). Established in January 2007 from the alliance of 30 organizations in the United
States, The Right to the City Alliance seeks to “build local power toward a national agenda for
our cities. So that, one day, we can build enough power to stand with our brothers and sisters in
the global South and demand global justice for humanity” (Perera, 2008, p. 12). The goal of the
alliance adopts a twelve-point principle for achieving the right to the city. These principles
consist of the rights to land and housing, land ownership, economic justice, indigenous justice,
environmental justice, freedom from police and state harassment, immigration justice, services,
and community institutions, democracy and participation, reparations, internationalism, and rural
justice (Perera, 2008, p. 13).

Dikec (2002) also epitomized the political dimensions of Lefebvre’s concept of the right to the
city in his essay on Police, Politics, and the Right to The City. Purcell (2002) also called for the
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reexamination of the notion of urban democracy of the right to the city. In fact, Marcuse’s (2010,
p. 87) synthesis of Lefebvre’s theory conceived of the right to the city as a “political slogan,
intended to broaden the scope of demands for social change to encompass a vision of a different
society.” Dikec (2002, p. 96) insisted that the right to the city should not be reduced to the right
to urban space but should be perceived as a political space as well. The democratization of rights
involves the participation of urban citizens in everyday life (Dikec, 2002, Gilbert and Dikec,
2008). Participation in everyday urban life implies the unrestrained access to the means of
production. Dikec (2002, p. 96) claimed that the participation in urban life does not imply a
quantitative engagement in urban life and struggle but “lies in its potential to generate a peculiar
relationship to the political order of things by constituting the city as a space of politics.”
According to Dikec (2002), the state plays a secondary role in articulating the participation in
the everyday urban struggle. He spoke of the “possibility of the formation of voices, of political
subjectivization”, of urban citizenship as against the formal participation in urban life (Dikec,
2002, p. 96). Merrifield (2017, p. 14) also emphasized that the right to the city does not imply a
total immersion in the everyday politics of the city.
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The right to the city also illustrates the struggle against the neoliberal order (Harvey, 2008).
Neoliberalization has brought along increased privatization, limited access to land and services,
speculation, restrictive urban planning processes (Sugranyes and Mathivet, 2010). For instance,
the privatization of social housing in the UK spearheaded by Thatcherian neoliberal policies have
created “a rent and price structure throughout metropolitan London that precludes lower-income
and even middle-class people from access to accommodation anywhere near the urban center”
(Harvey, 2008, p. 36). What the right of the city seeks to achieve is to roll back the catastrophic
effects of neoliberalization through the promotion of equity and solidarity.

According to Purcell (2002, p. 100), the right to the city assumes a hegemonic role against
capitalism and liberal-democratic citizenship. The unquestionable danger in the over-
romanization of the right to the city lies in its ability to produce new urban political paradigms
in the city. This Purcell (2002, p. 100) emphasized: “could also work to re-inscribe new forms
of domination.” Harvey (2003) also concurred that promoting the right to the city could upset
the balance of social processes. He illustrated this by drawing a comparison to the right to private
property as a juridical construction of individual rights (Harvey, 2003, p. 940). Harvey (2003)
further argued that private property owners invoke bourgeois virtues such as open market,
individual responsibility, limited state interference in the market economy to make a case for the
individualization of rights. The contradiction here is those free-market principles encourage
limited accountability and fairness (Harvey, 2003). Harvey (2003) used property rights in the

Rio Favelas to illustrate how power relations in cities the universality of the right to the city.

Soja (2011) proposed that a “critical spatial consciousness’ is required to materialize the right to
the city. Soja (2011, p. 2) emphasized that spatial awareness facilitates political mobilization and
activism towards equality and social justice. According to Perera (2008), a more proactive claim
is imperative to transform the power dynamics in the city. Mitchell (2003, p. 5-6), concurred that
the right to the city involves the right for marginalized groups to actively take public spaces.
Building on this, Boyer (2014, p. 173) also proposed a complete overhaul to the power relations

in the production of urban space and governance.

The right to the city has been applied in a wide range of settings to investigate the viability of
Lefebvre’s theory. More interesting is the operationalization of the concept in global south cities

in general and African cities in particular (Gillespie, 2016;2018; Huchzermeyer, 2011; Oteng-
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Ababio and Grant, 2019), despite numerous critiques of its western disposition. Crucially, some
of the propositions of the theory are in the constitution of most democratic countries in Africa.
Scholars have only relatively and reluctantly applied certain aspects of the concept due to the
lack of clarity on the composition of the theory. For instance, Gillespie (2016;2018), Oteng-
Ababio, and Grant (2019) found parallels between the right to the city and urban policies in
Ghana. Gillespie (2018) examined the manifestation of collective rights to the city in the form
of self-help and financial inclusion in informal settlements. Gillespie (2018) focused on the Amui
Djor Housing Cooperative in a peri-urban area of Accra to illustrate the collective self-help
initiative. The successful scheme helped low-income residents’ secure mortgages from financial
institutions to construct a three-story housing block as well as slum upgrading (Gillespie, 2018;
Oteng-Ababio and Grant, 2019). The practicality of the right of the city raises a question that is
relevant to this present study. For instance, disruptive urban practices may negate the necessity
of collective rights proposed by Lefebvre. Oteng-Ababio and Grant (2019, p. 4), in particular,
questioned whether the right to the city promotes an incremental rights agenda.

3.2. Conceptualizing Urban Space

Urban space gathers crowds, products in the markets, acts, and symbols. It concentrates all these and
accumulates them. To say 'urban space' is to say center and centrality, and it does not matter whether
these are actual or merely possible, saturated, broken up or under fire, for we are speaking here of a
dialectical centrality (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 100).

The logic of space is inescapable in the conceptualization of the city. According to Schmid (2008,
p. 121), “space is on the agenda like never before.” This study falls back on yet another seminal
work by Henri Lefebvre to theorize the spatial dynamics of containerization. The Production of
Space (La Production de I'espace) was published in 1974 and translated into English in 1991.
The theoretical abstraction and empirical manifestation of the production of space took
considerable time to diffuse into mainstream urban discourse (Schmid, 2014; Stanek, 2011).
Lefebvre’s conceptualization of space is regarded by many observers as an original abstraction
of the dynamics of everyday life. Lefebvre described how space is perceived, lived, and
(re)produced. Lefebvre's conception of space revolutionized our understanding of the dynamics
of urban spatial dialectics (Borden et al., 2000; Gottdiener, 1985; Lefebvre, 1991). Lefebvre’s
notion of space is fundamentally important for understanding urban morphology and
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transformation. According to Gottdiener (1985), community relations and social life are
impossible with space. The significance of Lefebvre’s conception of space in social theory lies
in its integration of space and the urban in unraveling spatial processes at different configurations
(Schmid et al., 2014, p. 4-5; Schmid, 2008, p. 27-8). Edward Soja used the ‘socio-spatial
dialectic’ to formulate the relationship between space and society (Borden et al., 2000). Soja’s
abstraction examined the codependence between places and people (Borden et al., 2000).
Ultimately, Soja’s socio-spatial dialectic seeks to sanitize the myriad of “systematic
misrepresentation of Lefebvre in the Anglo-American tradition” (Smith, 2008, p. 124).
According to Lefebvre (2009:186), the production of appropriated space provides meaning to
life and society. Three fundamental elements are quintessential to the theory of the production
of space (Schmid, 2008). These consist of material production; the production of knowledge;
and the production of meaning (Schmid, 2008, p. 41). Lefebvre hoped that the production and
dialectic of space were would promote Marxist traditions in conceptualizing space (Kipfer et al.,
2008, p. 9). Smith (2008, p. 111) also agreed that Marxist theorists have often failed to
conceptualize space in their abstraction of capital.

Lefebvre passionately promoted a neo-capitalist conceptualization of space, where space is
produced by occupying it (Lefebvre, 1991; Smith, 2008). Exploring the neo-capitalist narrative,
Lefebvre believed that space is the final frontier for the machination of capital (Smith, 2008, p.
123). Lefebvre (2009, p. 174) rightly predicted the conflicts inherent in the overproduction of
space as follow:

The old scarcities were bread, the means of subsistence, etc. In the great industrial nations, there is
already a concealed overproduction of those necessities of life that were formerly scarce, and whose
scarcity produced horrific struggles. Now, not in every country, but virtually on a planetary scale, there

is an abundant production of these things; however, new scarcities emerge-such as water, air, light, and
space, over which there is an intense struggle.

The silver lining of his prognosis is collective management and ownership of means of
production shaped by social needs (Lefebvre, 2009). He further proclaimed that the politicization
of space results in a divergence from the capitalist mode of production to a social production of
space. Elden et al. (2009, p. 185) also argued that space is a dominant process of capitalist
development. In Social Justice and the City, Harvey (1973, p. 13) also contended that space

becomes absolute when it transcends matter.
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Lefebvre introduces his book on the Production of Space by tracing the evolution of the concept
of space. Lefebvre (1991, p. 1) maintained that the concept of space was traditionally
transcendental or, at most, a mental abstraction. However, the pioneering work of Descartes
ushered in a paradigm shift from the traditional metaphysical thinking where space and to an
extent, time was “among those categories which facilitated the naming and classing of the
evidence of the senses” (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 1). Logics such as an absolute, relative, and relational
spaces constitute this epistemic shift in the understanding of space. Harvey (1973, p. 13) argued
that human activities, not absolute, relative, and relational abstraction dictates the understanding
of space. Harvey (1973, p. 13) proposed that we should move beyond the quest for the definition
of space and focus on “how is it that different human practices create and make use of different
conceptualization of space.” Instead of a more formal and logical understanding of space,
Lefebvre (2009, p. 172) proposed the examination of social practices. Grounded in Newtonian
and Cartesian traditions, absolute space centers on the fixed nature of space (Harvey, 2005).
From a social perspective, absolute space is the accumulation and rationalization of private
property as well as where ‘bounded territorial designations’ manifest (Harvey, 2005, p. 94,
Lefebvre, 1991, p. 85). Relative space, on the other hand, is predominately non-Euclidean and
associated with physicist Albert Einstein (Harvey, 2005). Relative space “depends crucially upon
what it is that is being relativized and by whom” (Harvey, 2005, p. 95). Capital embodies the
production of relative space (Smith, 2008, p. 113). Absolute space is crucial for understanding
the production of space (Smith, 2008). Absolute space produces relative space (Smith, 2008, p.
113). Spatial activities are identified based on their scale (Smith, 2008, p. 118). The spatial scale,

therefore, is contingent on the relationship between absolute and relative space (Smith, 2008).

For Lefebvre, space is ideological, historical, strategic, and political (Lefebvre, 2009). He
conceptualized space as a social construction, and not comparable to the production of the
commodity of an object (Lefebvre, 2009). Use value occurs in social space (Gottdiener, 1985).
Of course, there exists some form of relationship between the production of space and things
(Lefebvre, 2009). After all, space is a product of a ceuvre: of human creation (Lefebvre, 2009, p.
173). As social beings, people are responsible for shaping activities in space (Schmid, 2008, p.
29). The formulation of the production of space is an analytical rather than a historical endeavor
(Borden et al., 2000, p. 6; Stanek, 2011; Schmid, 2008;2014; Lefebvre, 1991).
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Lefebvre proposed a three-dimensional understanding of space (Schmid, 2014). These
dimensions are spatial practices (perceived space), representations of space (conceived space),
and spaces of representation (lived space) (Lefebvre, 1991 The three-dimensional dialectics of
space draws from Hegelian, Marxian, and Nietzsche’s abstractive configurations (Schmid, 2014;
Stanek, 2008). Spatial practices involve the production and reproduction of material life (Borden
et al., 2000, p. 6; Schmid, 2014, p. 37). According to Borden et al. (2000), spatial practices
involve activities that constitute everyday life in the city. These spatial activities range from
single rooms, subsidized housing to large urban projects (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 38; Borden et al.,
2000, p. 7).

Representations of space constitute professional cohorts such as planners, scientists, and
urbanists (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 38). Lefebvre (1991, p. 50) acknowledged the dominance of social
relations in spatial practices. Representations of space dominate the mode of production of
society, subject to a conscious codification of space (Borden et al., 2000, p. 7). Furthermore,

Representations of space are symbolic and aesthetic in manifestation (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 42).

Representational spaces, on the other hand, are “directly lived through its associated images and
symbols, and hence the space of 'inhabitants' and ‘'users” (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 39).
Representational spaces, thus, the lived experiences of everyday life, are dominated by the
representations of space (Zieleniec, 2018). Representational spaces are sites of contestations,
resistance, and liberation (Borden et al., 2000). Humanizing representational spaces, Lefebvre
(1991, p. 42) argued that this space is dynamic, full of experience, alive, and fluid. The nature of
these spaces (Representational space) implies that they are both experienced and imagined
(Lefebvre, 1991; Borden et al., 2000; Schmid 2008;2014; Stanek, 2011; Smith, 2008). From a
phenomenological disposition, social space is not limited to the concrete material abstraction of
space but extends to lived experiences as well (Schmid, 2008, p. 41). The three-dimensional
theory has, however, generated some confusion of interpretation. Schmid (2014, p. 41), in
particular, identified some core ‘dialectical confusions’ related to the conceptualization of
Lefebvre’s three-dimensional theory. Schmid (2014) showed how the work of influential
scholars such as Harvey, Soja, Shields, and Elden has fallen into the trap of ambiguity in the

interpretation of the theory.
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This thesis operationalizes the production of space to understand the containerization of urban
space. It is possible to see the unraveling of urbanization in Ghana through the lenses of
Lefebvre’s theory. I am a bit cautious, and to some extent complicit, in the transfer of western
theoretical paradigm to conceptualize urbanization in the global south. Yet, his ideas concerning
space are too ingenious to ignore. It provides a near-universalistic understanding of the dynamics
of urban space. According to Lefebvre (1991, p. 165), the appropriation of space occurs when
natural space is transformed to address the needs of people. Appropriated space can range from
a site, square, or a street (Lefebvre, 1991). The appropriation of space must encompass the
totality of the city- it must be on an urban scale (Lefebvre, 1991a;1991b; Stanek, 2011, p. 70).
The appropriation of space helps us understand how new spaces such as the containerization of
urban space are produced (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 167). Gillespie (2016) observed that the shift
towards an entrepreneurship-based approach to urban governance in Accra, Ghana created the
intense commodification of urban space (Table 1). Space has become a theatre of accumulation
for both capitalist and working-class urban dwellers as a result of the deployment of
entrepreneurial governance strategy. According to Gillespie (2016, p. 70), these strategies
constitute the commodification of land, forced evictions, displacements, and siege on street
hawkers. However, the hegemonic practice involves a scenario whereby working-class urban
residents are excluded from the formal land market through the expropriation of land meant for
the commons to private property developers (Gillespie, 2016). The ideological manifestation of
the historical and political production of space, in many African cities, can be traced to colonial
and post-colonial urban processes and practices. Representations of space were used as an
instrument under colonialism to expropriate communal land for so-called developmental

purposes, which in the end benefited the ruling elites.
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Table 1: The Price per square meter of residential property in the 10 most expensive African
cities in 2017, ranked.

City Per Square Meter in US$
Cape Town (Bantry Bay and Clifton) 6100
Durban (Lagoon Drive in Umhlanga) 2900
Johannesburg (Central Sandton) 2800
Nairobi 1900
Marrakesh 1800
Tangier 1800
Mombasa 1700
Luanda 1700
Casablanca 1500
Accra 1200

Source: Source: New World Wealth, 2018.

3.3. Neoliberalization

The unfolding of neoliberal practices in urban areas is a direct consequence of the global
political-economic system. The market economy is overwhelmingly dominated by the private
ownership of the means of production (Lefebvre, 2009). The massive accumulation of capital
and property embodies neoliberal practices. The outcome of neoliberal practices through the
insistence on the individual rather than the collective means of production has created the
following scenario where Duchrow and Hinkelammert (2004, p. 5) described as follows:

The boundless accumulation of money creates the illusion in the individual person of accumulating
infinite ‘means of sustenance’ and means of pleasure and thereby living forever. That means that the
striving for more property, provided by monetary mechanisms, is based on the desire, transcending the
individually desired object, for eternal life. Chasing after this illusion, the individual destroys community.

The neoliberal project idealizes socio-economic development through the liberalization of the
economy and competition (Peck et al., 2009, p. 50). A precursor to neoliberal policies was free-

market utopianism and Keynesianism from the 1940s to the 1960s.

An outcome of individualization is the production of social incoherence (Harvey, 2005). New

forms of consumption, commodification, and gentrification emerged as urban areas increasingly
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became attractive (Hamnett, 1989; Thorns, 2002). As a result of these flexible regimes of
accumulation, urban housing and the land market became unaffordable for many in Low-Income
countries. Based on his reflections on neoliberal practices in China, Harvey (2006, p. 39) argued
that:

informal land and property markets had arisen particularly in peripheral urban areas. This was
accompanied by powerful waves of primitive accumulation. Commune leaders for example frequently
assumed de facto property rights to communal land and assets in negotiations with foreign investors and

these rights were later confirmed as belonging to them as individuals, in effect enclosing the commons to
the benefit of the few and to the detriment of the mass of the population.

Low-income countries also endured the wave of global economic restructuring and
deindustrialization in the late 1970s and throughout the 1980s. Low-income countries were
unable to resist neoliberal reforms compared to their European counterparts (Harvey, 2005).
Accumulation by dispossession became the dominant practice. By accumulation by
dispossession, Harvey (2005, p. 32) implied the privatization of land, commaodification, and
neocolonial processes. Neoliberal policies emerged in Ghana in the 1980s through the
implementation of structural adjustment policies by the World Bank and IMF. These
liberalization policies resulted in the total restructuring of the economy by facilitating the
accumulation of means of production under a largely state-dominated mode of production.
Privatization became institutionalized, creating “accumulation through the valorization of urban

space” Gillespie (2016, p. 70).

For so long urban wealth has been concentrated in cities of the global north. Whiles this trend
persists, neoliberalism and globalization have transferred some wealth from cities in the global
north to the south. The shift in global production systems from the West to the East has
contributed to this transfer of wealth. It has been widely argued that wealth and inequality under
capital go hand in hand (Adam, 2004, p. 159).
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Table 2: Top 10 wealthiest countries and cities in Africa by total wealth, 2017

Country Total Wealth (US$bn) | City Total Wealth (US$bn)
South Africa 722 Johannesburg 276
Egypt 330 Cape Town 122
Nigeria 253 Cairo 140
Morocco 122 Lagos 108
Kenya 104 Durban 55
Angola 81 Nairobi 54
Ghana 63 Luanda 49
Tanzania 60 Pretoria 48
Ethiopia 60 Casablanca 42
Ivory Coast 46 Accra 38

Source: New World Wealth, 2018.

3.4. Sustainability

Equally significant to the conceptualization of containerization is the impact on urban
sustainability. Sustainability is at the heart of urbanism (Davidson, 2010). Sustainability is a
crucial component in urban studies through renewed calls for the implementation of sustainable
measures (Cohen, 2017; Wu, 2014). Renewed calls for sustainable development come at the time
of the rise of capitalism and extractive logic in cities (Davidson, 2010). Yet, historically, a
significant focus on both research and practice is directed to environmental sustainability at the
expense of social, political, and economic components. Lee and Kim (2015, p. 8241) observed
that achieving these goals simultaneously ensures comprehensive sustainable development. The
direct implication of the concept relates to the fact that developmental activities aimed at
ensuring sustainability should strike a balance between the needs of present and future
generations with regards to the exploitation of economic, environmental, and social resources.
The dimensions of sustainability have significantly expanded since the Brundtland
Commission’s (1987) report on Our Common Future to include cultural, institutional, energy,
integrative, technological, and material (Cohen, 2017). Cities are essential components in the
United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (UN, 2015). More specifically, goal

11 seeks to make cities inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable through slum upgrades and
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affordable housing provision by 2030 (UN, 2015). Various scholars have, however, questioned
the feasibility of these goals in low-income countries considering widespread pre-existing
structural and institutional challenges. The building sustainability assessment systems provide a
holistic approach to understand the relationship between containerization and sustainable urban
development. Sustainability assessment is a tool used to evaluate and understand urban
sustainability (Cohen, 2017; Wu, 2017). There are two parallels to conceptualizing the impact of
the containerization of urban space on sustainability. On the one hand, the chemical compositions
of the standard shipping container constitute harmful chemicals such as phosphorous, chromate,
and some lead-based paints (Pagnotta, 2011) that are considered harmful to the health and safety
of humans. On the other hand, repurposing containers for home or office space are considered
energy efficient and a safe refuge for eventualities such as lighting. In defense of the application
of the container for low-income housing, Cai and Hu (2017) characterized the material as
corrosion-resistant, waterproof and insulated, recyclable, and waste -efficiently, and

economically efficient.

3.5. Informal Urbanization: Contrasting Theoretical Paradigms

Human life is recognized as having both a formal and an informal side. At the individual level, informality
is understood here as a way of life. At the personal level, it is a reflection of human freedom, an implicit
or explicit choice that an individual actor makes to locate himself or herself in a retreat position vis-a-
vis the formal apparatus of society (Laguerre, 1994, p. 8).

More specifically, cities in the global south are playing a crucial role in urban theory production.
Additionally, commentators have noted that the future of urbanization does not lie within western
cities but in the global south (Myers, 2011; Roy, 2005; Robinson, 2006; Simone, 2005; van
Gelder, 2013). The legacy of colonialism through theatres of accumulation is characteristic of
many cities in the global south (Armstrong and McGee, 1985). These cities are spaces of multiple
contestations and appropriation. Schindler (2017) departs from the classic political-economic
characterization of cities in the global south, arguing instead for the conceptualization of these
cities through the prism of human settlement. Unlike cities in the global north, southern urbanism
shows a complete ‘disconnect between capital and labor’ as well as a ‘discontinuous, dynamic
and contested’ (Schindler, 2017, p. 54). Roy (2011, p. 308) also argued that southern cities
comprise of large megacities without power while first-world urbanism exerts considerable

control over the global economy. Thus, cities of the global south are characteristic of
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underdeveloped nations with flexible means of capital accumulation (Roy, 2011). Southern cities
are endlessly entangled in conditions that affect their ability to develop on their own, despite the
concentration of labor and other resources, that when given the commensurate attention, have

the potential to propel economic growth and social development (Roy, 2011).

David Clark wrote extensively on how the emergence of the new economic order created rapid
urbanization of the periphery (Table 3) (Clark, 2003, p. 100). According to Clark (2003, p. 100),
the shift in global production systems from the developed world has propelled the integration of
peripheral countries into the world economic system. Clark (2003) observed that the developed
world depends on low-cost manufacturing and agricultural products from the peripheries. At the
core of these dynamics is the circulation of transnational corporate capitalism and investment, in
manufacturing which, according to Clark (2003, p. 100), directly had an impact on urban growth
and indirectly on subsistence and farming systems. Clack (2003) attributed the rapid level of
urbanization in Southern America, Asia, and Africa to the interplay of these factors. The
dynamics of the global economy is not sufficient to explain urbanization processes in the global
south. Other factors, such as urban bias policies in many post-colonial countries diverted, critical
infrastructural investments to cites at the expense of rural areas (Clark, 2003, p. 103; Freund,
2007; Riddell, 1996; Simon, 1996). Urban bias policies created rapid rural-urban migration of
people to secure employment opportunities and welfare (Clark, 2003). Political and economic
factors at the macro level are also limited employment opportunities and created weak ‘social

redistribution’ in urban areas of the global south (Jenkins, 2013, p. 14).

Table 3: Features of the new economic order

Development Agencies

Globalization of manufacturing Transnational corporations, newly
industrializing countries

Globalization of consumption Brand management, advertising, marketing,
and merchandizing agencies

Globalization of food supply Supermarket chains, newly agriculturalizing
countries

Globalization of finance Banks, securities houses, exchange dealers,
brokers, insurers

Globalization of corporate services Advanced producer service providers

Globalization of personal services Insurance companies, banks, travel agencies,
hotel chains

Source: Clark, 2003, p. 90.
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The process of urbanization in the global south is informal. Data indicates that the global
informal urban population will reach approximately 1.4 billion by 2020 (UN-HABITAT, 2010;
van Gelder, 2013). As a rule, informal developments are depicted as a black hole, despite decades
in existence (Harris, 2018, p. 267). Pieterse (2008, p. 1) also argued that mainstream literature
on southern cities either focuses on an apocalyptic perspective or irrepressibly optimistic
disposition. Cities in Sub-Saharan African, in particular, are labeled as chaotic and disorderly
(Jenkins, 2013, p. 21). Accordingly, this makes the transfer of physical order from the global

north an impossible task.

It will be helpful to look at the rise of informal cities through the prism of the informal sector or
the informal economy (Myers and Murray, 2006; Myers, 2011). The informal sector emerged in
the 1970s from the African urban studies school (Hansen and Vaa, 2004, p. 10; Myers and
Murray, 2006; Myers, 2011, p. 71). A useful starting point for the conceptualization of the
informal sector is through Keith Hart’s 1973 groundbreaking paper on Informal Income
Opportunities and Urban Employment in Ghana. Hart (1973) explored the emergence of the
informal sector in Accra by examining a migrant group from the North of the country to the
urbanizing South. Hart argued that some defining features of informal economic activities
include precarious working conditions, low wages, and subject to the state of exception (Lindell,
2010; Raoy, 2005). In his account of Hart’s work, Myers (2011, p. 71-72) described the informal
sector as an autonomous, unregulated, often illegal, small-scale, low technology arena. In fact,
before Hart’s seminal paper, the International Labor Organization published a document in 1972,
providing ample evidence on the dynamics of employment and inequality within the formal and
informal sectors (Table 4). Pieterse (2008, p. 2) also noted that informal practices operate outside
the normative of formal governance systems. In the absence of services and welfare, the informal
sector is a safety net for the urban poor in many countries of the global south (Clark, 2003, p.
113). Another essential characteristic of the informal sector is its inherent vitality and dynamism
(Clark, 2003, p. 113). Furthermore, informality occurs across the streets in almost all cities in
the global south. The precarious nature of certain informal activities implies that the standards
of working are invariably low. Sanitation, waste management, safety, and hygiene are usually in
abysmal conditions (Clark, 2003). The sector is also known for the exploitation of women and
children (Clark, 2003).
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The informal sector is in clear contradistinction to the formal sector, which is characterized by
the production of goods and services for the professional class (Sinclair, 1976, p. 697). Scholars
such as Myers (2011), AlSayyad and Roy (2004), and AlSayyad 2004) documented the
unraveling of urban informality in Latin American discourse in the late 1970s. Compared to other
low-income countries, the extent of the informal sector in Latin American and the Caribbean is
much limited (Perry and Maloney, 2007, p. 1). The influential studies by Milton Santos (1979)
and Portes et al. (1989) shows the dynamics of urban informality in Latin America (Myers,
2011). Santos showed how the formal and informal sectors in Latin America are interdependent
(Myers, 2011). Profound compartmentalization exists in the conceptualization of urban
informality. For instance, Hart (2005, p. 459-460) observed the lack of comparative analysis in
Soto and Portes seminal work on informality in Latin America. Clark (2003, p. 116) observed
that the informal sector in South American cities takes the shape of a pyramid. At the hierarchy
of the pyramid is a form of quasi-informal sector businesses characterized by reasonably steady
sources of income and employment (Clark, 2003, p. 116). At the bottom of the pyramid are where
the majority of informal sector activities occur. The activities at this stage are high risk, low turn-
over, and uncertainty. Nestled between the pyramid is the possibility for either an upward or
downward economic mobility in the market (Clark, 2003, p. 116). Clark (2003) and Portes et al.
(1989) raised some ethical issues concerning the linkage between the formal and informal
sectors. According to the scholars, in an attempt to extract more capital and reduce cost,
transnational corporations subcontract part of the manufacturing process to the informal sector
(Clark, 2003, p. 113-114; Portes et al., 1989, p. 309; Perry and Maloney, 2007; Henken, 2005,
p. 367). While some may argue that these generate employment opportunities for the urban poor,
research has consistently shown the existence of widespread exploitation as well (Clark 2003).
Furthermore, there exists a linkage between urban informality and development (Perry and
Maloney, 2007; Roy, 2005; UN-HABITAT, 2008). The key promoters of the developmental
approach to urban informality are NGOs and multinational agencies (Hart, 2005, p. 460). The
developmentalists perceive urban informality as a stage in the developmental process (Perry and
Maloney, 2007, p. 19). Significantly, decades of developmental assistance failed to curb the rise

of informal settlements and slums in Sub-Saharan Africa (Jenkins, 2013, p. 16).

For decades, urban informality has proven to be quite a resilience system (Clark, 2003). Efforts
to restrict the informal sector by force has yielded little result. Clark (2003), argued that populist
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local politician tends to rally behind the informal sector. Economists also regard the informal

sector as a poverty reduction strategy (Clark, 2003; Cubitt, 1995).

Table 4: Characteristics of the formal and informal sectors

Formal Informal

difficult entry ease of entry

frequent reliance on overseas resources reliance on indigenous resources
corporate ownership family ownership of enterprises
large scale of operation small scale of operation

capital-intensive  and  often  imported | labor-intensive and adapted technology
technology
formally acquired skills, often expatriate skills acquired outside the formal school
system

protected markets (through tariffs, quotas and | unregulated and competitive markets

trade licenses)
Source: ILO (1972, p. 6)

In the early decades of its conceptualization, much attention was placed on the economic analysis
of informal activities, relegating the social, political, and environmental dimensions (AlSayyad,
2004; Harris, 2018; Myers, 2011; Roy, 2005; Konings et al., 2006; Lindell, 2010). Harris (2018)
and Hansen and Vaa (2004) also found that literature on the built environment is limited in the
analysis of informalization. Harris (2018, p. 270) proposed that informality is
a necessary ‘conceptual tool” for understanding urban development. According to Lindell (2010,
p. 1) and Pieterse (200), urban areas are experiencing new waves of informalization. This wave
takes the form of globalization, rising urban population and migration, and the institution of
structural adjustment policies. Moreover, most informal developments, at least, in Africa are the
relics of colonialism and fall within the framework of ‘Afro-pessimism’ (Freund, 2007). The so-
called ‘Afro-pessimist’ often argue that African cities are ‘beyond redemption’ (Myers and
Murray, 2006, p. 2; Gberie, 2005; Schwab, 2002). Informality across African cities is the
gateway for understanding how the constellation of ‘cultural and social mechanisms’ such as
religion, ethnicity, racial identities unravel at the neighborhood level (Myers and Murray, 2006,
p. 16). Harris (2018:269) noted that colonization produced new forms of landed property
ownership that challenged the traditional system. On the relationship between land development
and urban informality, Harris (2018, p. 268) explained that:

Urban land is distinctive in that social and economic pressures almost compel it to become real estate—
a commodity. Then, too, proximity increases the impact of externalities, which requires the regulation of
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land use, construction, and occupancy. Regulation requires a greater role for the state and, by extension,
more potential informality. In a village, amateur builders are unexceptionable; in a city, they may become
unacceptable. The change often begins, and may be most apparent, in peri-urban or suburban contexts
where rural land is dragged, sometimes kicking and screaming, into the urban fold (Harris, 2018:268).

Myers (2011) also agreed that land is central to informal settlement development. Unfortunately,
residents in informal settlements often face uncertainties and constant threats of eviction due to
limited security of tenure (Myers, 2011, p. 83). Building on this, Myers (2011) argued that urban
land use has shifted from traditional/communal to Western/individualistic (Myers, 2011).
Informal settlements are usually an illegal occupation land that either violates individual or
communal property rights and violates planning regulations and building codes (Hansen and
Vaa, 2004, p. 9).

Laguerre (1994, p. 11) described informal behavior as a social construct. The state also
influences informal behavior (Harris, 2018, p. 269; Laguerre, 1994, p. 14; Roy, 2005, p. 149).
The state (ill)legitimizes informality through legal instruments (Roy, 2005; Harris, 2018). People
engaged in informal activities are wary of state involvement due to the nature of the operation-
illegal and unregulated (Bayat, 2000; Harris, 2018). Informal settlements exist through a system
of ‘legal pluralism’ (Harris, 2018, p. 269; Simon, 1992; Benton, 1994; Teubner, 1991; van
Gelder, 2013). According to Harris (2018, p. 271), legal pluralism occurs in the urban fringes
where conflicts and compromises manifest. Simon (1992) noted a contradiction inherent in the
conceptualization of informal settlements. Informal settlements are often illegal in the eyes of
Western law and accepted within customary law (Simon, 1992, p. 109; Harris, 2018, p. 269).
Laguerre (1994, p. 13) argued that commentators should tread cautiously in the misrepresentation
of informal cites because these urban areas emerged from aggression and marginalization. The
politics of informality is crucial for understanding how the informal economy operates (Lindell,
2010, p. 25). The urban landscape comprises of a diverse group of actors and stakeholders
competing for control over urban space. For years, these actors have mobilized to collectively

represent the interest of the poor and vulnerable in urban areas (Lindell, 2010, p. 25).

Contrary to widely held assumptions, informal urban developments are not exclusively a global
south phenomenon (Roy, 2005). In fact, these developments are global (Harris, 2018). Earlier
studies by Hall and Pfeiffer (2000) have shown the emergence of ‘informal hypergrowth cities’
in the developed world (Roy, 2005, p. 148). They argued that the growth in migration from
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developing countries has resulted in the informalization of cities in the developed world. Hall
and Pfeiffer (2000, p. 129) uncharacteristically referred to this trend as the invasion of some
cities of the developed world by the developing world. Several scholars have challenged Hall
and Pfeiffer’s fatalistic conceptualization of informal cities (De Soto, 1989;2000; Hart, 1973,;
Fields, 1990; Portes and Schauffler, 1993; Portes et al., 1989). More specifically, Hart does not
consider urban informality as necessarily bad (Perry and Maloney, 2007). De Soto described
urban informality as ‘heroic entrepreneurship’ resulting from the inability of the state to provide
basic necessities for the masses (Roy, 2005, p. 148). Studies have shown the existence of
informal settlements in North America (Goff, 2016; Jindrich, 2016; Mukhija, 2012; Mukhija,
and Loukaitou-Sideris, 2014; Neuwirth, 2006; Ward, 1999;2004; Way, 2010). More specifically,
studies have linked informal urban housing to building permit code violations in the United
States (Rosen, 1986; Harris, 2018, p. 273; Listokin and Hattis, 2005). Informalization in
developed countries coincided with neoliberalization (Gaffikin et al., 2011; Harris, 2018).
Deregulation measures increased the cost of housing, created illegal housing renting, and
the Airbnb-nization of urban neighborhoods (Harris, 2018). King (2009, p. 4) also drew attention
to the ethnic and racial composition of informal urban dwellers in the global north. King (2009)
linked this dynamic to the economic, political, and cultural effects of imperialism. He explained
how almost 20% of the entire population in London are foreigners from postcolonial countries

in continents such as south-east Asia, Ireland, and Africa (King, 2009).

Furthermore, the general assumption that informal cities are the sole preserve of the poor is
misguided Hansen and Vaa, 2004; Myers, 2011). Hansen and Vaa (2004, p. 7) acknowledged
that some well-off of the urban population engage in informal activities such as illegal land

occupation and extracting rent from sub-standard housing.

In relative terms, a consequence of informal urbanization is the development of slums. For
observers of global south urbanization, Mike Davis’s (2006), celebrated book on Planet of
Slums is a repository of an intellectually dynamic position on slum developments in cities across
the global south. There is, however, confusion over the distinction between informal settlements
and slums in mainstream academic discourse. First and foremost, Myers (2011, p. 75) made it
clear that not all informal settlement slums and vice versa. Furthermore, the UN-HABITAT

(2003, p. 196) highlighted that slums were initially built with proper urban planning and zoning
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requirements. Informal settlements, on the other hand, are illegal, often occupied by squatters,

and lack the necessary building certifications.

Myers (2011) argued that urbanization in Africa has always been informal. Citing the work of
Knight (1992), Myers (2011) found no distinction between a formal and informal institution in
pre-colonial African cities. These subdivisions occurred during colonialism (Laguerre, 1994, p.
13). Infrastructure was inclusion and exclusionary measure to distinguish the colonizer from the
colonized (Pieterse, 2008, p. 25). After gaining independence, many of these African cities failed
to implement colonial planning regimes. Freund (2007, p. 165) described this stage as the clash
of ideas concerning the direction of the governance and management of African cities.
Realistically, however, colonial policies did not entirely disappear in the planning processes in
many postcolonial cities (Stock, 1995; Riddell, 1996). In fact, postcolonial governments
implemented some planning and legislative instrument inherited from colonial administrations
(Riddell, 1996, p. 132).

The implementation of structural adjustment policies by the International Monetary Fund and
the World Bank (IBRD) induced the growth of informal urbanization processes in the 1980s
(Riddell, 1996). The SAP transformed the dynamic of the urban economy by reducing the
regenerative power of the city. As SAP policies kicked-in, African cities no longer become
‘theaters of accumulation’ (Armstrong and McGee, 1985; Riddell, 1996). Mass-
underdevelopment ensued, embodied by the high cost of living, poor housing conditions,
reduction in wages, a rollback on essential services such as health and education, food shortages,
the weak value of currencies, capital flight, brain-drain, and trade liberalization (Riddell, 1996,
p. 142-142). The informal sector provided a lifeline for many, as the standard of living declined
(Riddell, 1996). Furthermore, public sector housing declined, paving the way for the proliferation
of informal low-income shelter (Obudho, 1996, p. 28). Consequently, state planning institutions
turned a blind eye to the proliferation of slums by adopting a ‘non-demolition policy’ of squatter

settlements (Obudho, 1996).

The crisis of urbanization continued throughout the 1990s and 2000s through the focus on ‘good
governance’ of formal institutions and civil societies (Koonings and Kruijt, 2009). The process,
however, failed to strengthen informal institutions, despite the rise of informal urbanization. The

'good urban governance' approach also failed to address the needs of the urban poor (Koonings
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and Kruijt, 2009). The dynamics of informal urbanization in recent decades is reflected in the
rise of urban grassroots movements, pro-poor activism, social mobilization, and political
participation (Koonings and Kruijt, 2009). Furthermore, low-income countries are increasingly
prioritizing urban development infrastructure to attract foreign investment. These projects,
however, come at the cost of the needs of the local urban population (Pieterse, 2008; Laguerre,
1994, p. 19). Pieterse (2008, p. 26) argued that the focus on ‘project-based infrastructure
investment’ has resulted in the rollback of comprehensive urban planning. The persistent
diversion of urban infrastructure projects to incentivize multinational corporations resulted in the

expansion of informal settlements in low-income countries (van Gelder, 2013).

3.6. Beyond Homogenization: Theorizing Urban Materiality.

Much of the dynamism in urban theory comes from finding disruptive exceptions — to normative
expectations, to hegemonic orders, to old models and taken-for-granted assumptions, to business-as-
usual conditions. (Peck, 2015, p. 163)

This thesis shifts from coarse generalization and homogenization to finding a disruptive
exception to conventionality. Jenkins et al. (2007) warned against the simplistic transfer of
theory, policy, and practice from the so-called urbanized world to rapidly urbanizing, mostly
developing countries. The emergence of postcolonial discourse or the southern turn in urban
studies is increasingly challenging the western, often universalistic hold on theory production
(Peck, 2015; Roy, 2009; Roy and Ong, 2011; Robinson, 2006;2011;2014; McFarlane, 2011;
Nijman, 2007). This diversification in urban theory production has significantly challenged the
neoliberal, global political-economic overgeneralization and fundamentalization in critical urban
research and energized scholars in the global south. By taking a more unorthodox approach, this
research looks at the role of mundane and rudimentary technological innovations in mainstream
urban debate. Of course, Manuel Castells, on his part, explored these concepts more broadly in
his books on The Urban Question: A Marxist Approach, The Rise of the Network
Society, and The Informational City: Economic Restructuring and Urban Development.
However, questions still linger concerning the unraveling of these dynamics in cities in the global
south in general and African cities, in particular. Moreover, a tear in the Marxian critique of
political economy unfolds when conceptualizing the materiality of urban processes. On the
materiality of the shipping container and the configuration of urban processes, Klose (2015, p.

iX-X) wrote that:
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The basic material quality of containers, the fact that they can be emptied just as easily as they can be
filled, also seems to reveal an effect on the semantic level of stories and images. Thus, one finds containers
not only in the business sections of newspapers and television broadcasts but also in films, plays, and
novels. Because of their versatility as modular spaces and because they can be assembled and
disassembled comparatively easily, containers have also been nearly ubiquitous in residential areas for
many years: as temporary accommodations and storage for people and materials, as business or office
spaces, and as kindergartens or kiosks.

For decades, materiality occupied the margins in mainstream urban sociology and geographic
research. There is still a general misconception that materiality is limited to the physical objects
that make up the city. In Morphology of Landscape, Carl Sauer (1925) offers an insight into the
material nature of urban processes. Sauer theorized that cultural activities diffuse through
material things such as buildings and tools (Latham et al., 2009, p. 63). Sauer's approach has,
however, drawn criticism for conceptualizing materiality as a brute matter rather than a dynamic
process (Latham et al., 2009, p. 62-3).

The adaptive reuse of the standard shipping containers or the fabrication of steel for various
purposes in cities is possible through the process of urban mining. Unlike the traditional form of
mining, urban mining relies on secondary raw materials that are ubiquitous in cities (Grant, 2016,
p. 22; Grant and Oteng-Ababio, 2016; Labban, 2014). For cities, urban mining alleviates the
reliance on natural resources as well as reduce air and water pollution (Aroraetal., 2017, p. 211).
Developing countries are at the forefront of urban mining practices. Metropolitan areas in Africa
are hubs for dumping e-waste and other materials used by a connected network of informal
recyclers and scrap dealers to produce affordable container structures for the majority of the
urban population (Grant, 2016). For instance, Grant (2016) asserted that cities like Accra, Lagos,
Nairobi, and Johannesburg have high concentrations of urban minefields. The materials extracted
from these urban minefields are useful for the improvisation of containers for affordable housing

and pop-up shops.
3.6.1. The Container as Technology: Decolonizing Technological Innovation

The "users” in urban struggles are demanding certain "qualities of space," thereby producing the
qualitative. (Lefebvre, 2009, p. 207)

Technological innovation is no longer the preserve of advanced capitalist societies. The struggles
of everyday life have resulted in the manifestation of ingenuity from users of the urban built
environment. The dispossessed in the global south are no longer innocent bystanders in the

struggle for urban space; they are taking a stand against mass accumulation and exploitation by
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the new generation of indigenous neoliberal elites. British Israeli architect Eyal Weizman
remarked that the decolonization of technology seeks to subvert normativity (VICE, 2017). The
basis of decolonization of existing praxis all along is to prevent the normalization of western
concepts in non-western contexts. Using the Israeli-Palestinian conflict as an example, Eyal
Weizman proposed the conversion of suburban settlements into open public institutions to
explain the decolonization of architecture (VICE, 2017). Indeed, the subversion of the container,
a tool of global trade, to critical urban studies in the global south is at the heart of decolonizing

technological innovation.

To what extent is the container a technological innovation? There is a general misconception
about what constitutes technology. According to Hecht and Allen (200, p. 13), narrowly
exclusive concepts such as complex machines and computer-related objects usually define what
technology entails Freeman (1982) also asserted that the complexity of an object should not be
the hallmark for defining technological innovation. A parallel exists between the subjectivization
of technological innovation and materiality. After all, some things are more material than other
things (Miller, 2005, p. 3). Building on this, the materiality of the container subjectively falls
within the spectrum of technological innovation. From an organizational perspective,
technological innovation improves competitiveness and growth (Mentz, 2006). Mentz (2006, p.
11) further argued that any attempt to conceptualize technological innovation must consider
factors such as Invention (To conceive and produce a new solution to a real or perceived need),

Realization (To develop this solution into a viable and producible entity), and Implementation.

3.6.2. The triadic conception of the containerization of urban space (Container
Paradigm): Disruption, Momentum, and Risk.

The container paradigm constitutes parts of the built environment increasingly shaped by the
activation and normalization of the shipping container. Put differently, the container paradigm
relates to the configuration, synchronization, and integration of 'containers' into mainstream
urban design and practices. In essence, the container paradigm is a heterotopic membrane. On
the one hand, the omnipresence of the container facilitates the globalization of trade. On the other
hand, the activation of these heterotopic spaces risk normalizing bare life and the spatial

organization of cities.
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Disruption

The considerable deficit and speculation in the housing and real estate market have driven up the
price of housing in urban areas in developing countries such as Ghana. This form of primitive
accumulation and excessive extraction of capital has dispossessed and excluded the majority of
the urban population in the formal real estate market, propelling a shift towards innovative
approaches to appropriate the urban built environment. Disruption is emerging everywhere.
Disruptions challenge traditional market models that are often out of reach of ordinary people.
This present century has witnessed significant advancements in technology that are more
accessible to the majority of the population. A significant proportion of these technological
advancements are taking place in the housing and real estate market in cities. For instance, market
disruptors such as Airbnb are restructuring the urban economies across the world. Christensen
describes this dynamic as a disruptive innovation. Joseph Bower and Clayton Christensen first
laid out the foundation of the theory in an article titled Disruptive Technologies: Catching the
Wave, in 1995. In its traditional form, the concept describes a situation where “new technologies
can create new markets or radically change, or disrupt, the status quo in existing markets” (Nagy
etal., 2016, p. 119). The theory of disruptive innovation has come a long way since Bower and
Christensen's 1995 work. In the years that followed, Christensen and other management experts
published a series of articles on the misrepresentation and misinterpretation of the theory
(Christensen et al., 2015; Christensen et al., 2016). To clarify the inherent contradictions of

disruptive innovation, Christensen et al. (2015) wrote that:

a process whereby a smaller company with fewer resources is able to successfully challenge established
incumbent businesses. Specifically, as incumbents focus on improving their products and services for
their most demanding (and usually most profitable) customers, they exceed the needs of some segments
and ignore the needs of others. Entrants that prove disruptive begin by successfully targeting those
overlooked segments, gaining a foothold by delivering more-suitable functionality—frequently at a lower
price. Incumbents, chasing higher profitability in more-demanding segments, tend not to respond
vigorously. Entrants then move upmarket, delivering the performance that incumbents’ mainstream
customers require, while preserving the advantages that drove their early success. When mainstream
customers start adopting the entrants’ offerings in volume, disruption has occurred.

Christensen (1997) hypothesized that technological change (Christensen later changed the
typology from disruptive technology to disruptive innovation) manifest in two ways: either
disruptive or sustaining. Sustaining innovations usually focus on improving the performance of

an existing product that is popular with mainstream customers (Dijk et al., 2016). Disruptive
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innovation, on the other hand, introduces a product onto the market, which has been largely
ignored by more established firms. Dijk et al. (2016) recognized the overlapping relationship
between endogenous and exogenous structural conditions that are imperative for the diffusion of
disruptive innovations. The endogenous conditions consist of six factors, namely: increasing
returns to scale, learning from the market, learning from users, cultural taste formation, learning
by doing, and competition (Dijk et al., 2016). Innovation is either a new-market or low-end
market innovation. According to Dijk et al. (2016, p. 78), “Low-end market innovations are those
that do not result in better product performance; they serve users who are attracted by low prices”

whiles “new market innovations are those serving new users.”

This study explores both institutional and non-institutional dynamics (role of informal
stakeholders in the city) in the production and utilization of disruptive innovations such as
shipping container homes and shops. Traditionally, readers and commentators often examine
disruptive innovations from a formal/institutional perspective (Adner and Zemsky, 2005;
Christensen and Raynor, 2003; Christensen, 1997; Dijk et al., 2016; Feder, 2018). However, how
informal actors drive the momentum of disruptive innovations is not addressed in mainstream
research. The emerging trends in disruptive innovation in the global construction industry,
according to Clark-Reynolds and Pelosi (2016:13), are characterized by mass customization,
products becoming services, and vice versa, the separation of ownership and use, the sharing
economy, agile design, and construction, and agile planning. Prefab modular housing with
materials such as the shipping containers are becoming more mainstream in the building and
construction industry. These prefab modular housing units are cost-efficient and economically

scalable and are the emerging disruptors in the real estate market.

The disruptive innovation theory has significant implications for critical urban research
regardless of its confinement to the field of business and management. The same logic can be
applied to the container paradigm and within the framework of the property market crisis evident
in major cities in Ghana and other low-income countries. For instance, the predatory practices of
the traditional real estate market have resulted in the adoption of disruptive innovations such as
containers. This alternative mode of production reduces poverty and housing inequality as well
as ensures the right to the city. Furthermore, a significant scarcity of affordable housing has
normalized the adoption of disruptive innovations such as the container (Dijk et al., 2016).
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Momentum

Is the container as a technological innovation gaining momentum in urban space? What frame
of reference should this momentum be analyzed? Technology historian Thomas Hughes
introduced the concept of technological momentum in his 1969 seminal article on Technological
Momentum in History: Hydrogenation in Germany 1898-1933 and subsequent publications
between 1983 and 1994. Hughes (1983) detailed the enthusiasm for the polyphase system to
explain technological momentum. Hughes (1983, p. 140) noted with detailed precision that:

During the 1890s the polyphase system gathered momentum. Because it encompassed the old contenders
in “the battle of the systems” (direct current versus single-phase alternating current), the new system
gained widespread support from men and institutions in the rapidly grow in g field of electrical
engineering, science, and industry. A supportive context, or culture, formed rapidly. Men and institutions
developed characteristics that suited them to the characteristics of the technology. And the systematic
interaction of men, ideas, and institutions, both technical and non-technical, led to the development of a
supersystem—a sociotechnical one—with mass movement and direction. An apt metaphor for this
movement is "momentum.” So, reinforced by a cultural context, and interacting in a systematic way with
the elements of that context, the universal system, like high momentum mailer, tended in time to resist
changes in the direction of development. Development proceeded along lines that could be extrapolated.

The universal system gathered a conservative momentum. Its growth generally was steady, and change
became a diversification of function.

This research argues that Hughes's theory of momentum is not the preserve of skilled decision-
makers in management positions but highly dependent on everyday users of urban space. Shields
(2007, p. 4) posed a similar question in his dissertation on Theory and Practice in the Study of
Technological Systems, which is relevant to the above assessment of technological momentum.
More specifically, Shields (2007, p. 4) argued for a consumer-driven analysis of momentum and
how these dynamics affect social change at the family level. Hughes applied momentum to study
large technological systems (Kirkman, 2004). According to Heins (2013), technological
momentum represents the fourth phase of Hughes's conceptualization of large technical systems
in the Network of Power. The hallmark of his idea relates to the interconnectivity between
technical, political, economic, and social factors within the framework of a technological system
or a socio-technical system (Sovacool and Sawin, 2010). Conventional analysis of technology
systems often ignores the social dimensions and rather embrace the study of technology within
the extreme spectrums of social constructivism and social determinism (Kirkman, 2004, p. 130).
Unlike the crude conceptions of social constructivism ‘the notion that social and cultural forces
determine technical change (Hughes, 1994, p. 102)’ and social determinism ‘the belief that

technical forces determine social and cultural changes (Hughes, 1994, p. 102)’, technological
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momentum allows social and political forces to determine whether a technology is accepted or
rejected (Sovacool and Sawin, 2010). Put intimately technological momentum, expressly
portrays a symbiotic entanglement between technology and social development (Hecht and
Allen, 2001; Kirkman, 2004; Hughes, 1994, p. 102). Scholars in the fields of sociology and
history tend to appreciate Hughes's conception of momentum because of the de-emphasis on the
technology itself and more on the culture surrounding the technology. At the momentum phase,
technological innovation moves beyond the intricate technicalities and embraces the usefulness
and applicability of the technology (Heins, 2013). The technology is available on a spatial scale,

and user adoption is rapid at the momentum phase.

Hughes's concept of momentum provides a subtle juxtaposition to the containerization of urban
space, regardless of its predominantly large technological system disposition. Heins’ (2013)
dissertation on containerization examined technological momentum despite his theoretical and
analytical focus on infrastructure and transportation. This research, on the other hand, takes a
more critical urban approach towards conceptualizing momentum. The momentum of disruptive
innovations is increasingly manifesting in informal settlements. The relative affordability of
disused shipping containers implies that everyday users of urban space have more access to this
alternative mode of production. Moreover, in comparison to traditional building technologies,
prefabrication of modular shipping container units is more efficient and environmentally
sustainable. Key stakeholders such as container and steel suppliers, welders and fabricators,
informal urban proletariats, landowners, and state institutions determine the high or low
momentum of containers in urban space. This research follows Bakker and Farla (2015:2) and
examines both the supply-side and associated policies, and the demand-side and related policies
to understand container diffusion in urban space. On the momentum of electric vehicles, Bakker
and Farla (2015) found that policies such as financial incentives, free parking space, to
designated bus lanes encourage consumers to adopt this particular innovation. On the momentum
of container urbanism, flexible planning policies such as the ‘malleability’ of building codes
promote the diffusion of the container. Also, the existence of a legal and regulatory vacuum may
propel the improvisation and diffusion of container urbanism. For instance, an examination of
the Local Government Legislative Instruments in Ghana reveals the lack of provisions for
‘container architecture’ and other modular structures. The technological system generates a

reverse salient as a sort of control and pushback against momentum. A reverse salient in the
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proliferation of containers relates to institutional bottlenecks in the form of planning and
regulatory frameworks that may impede the diffusion of such innovation. Urban planners,
landowners, for instance, represent a form of reverse salient to the momentum and subsequent

innovation diffusion of improvised disruptive technologies such as the container.
Risk

It is possible to observe the transpiration of a container society through the prism of risk. Indeed,
the globalization of the container is directly associated with risk. According to Mythen (2004),
risks are the gateway to understanding the dynamics of modernity. Risk is also synonymous with
threat and harm (Lupton, 1999, p. 8). Fundamentally, risks are like a double-edged sword. On
the one hand, the concept centralizes the ecological manifestation of the phenomenon by
invoking a sense of fear and uncertainty. On the other hand, risk simultaneously becomes a ‘very
elastic concept’ (Levitas, 2000, p. 200). Before proceeding to address the elephant in the
room: Ulrich Beck’s Risk Society, a general dialectic about risk is imperative. The etymology of
risk is multidimensional (Mythen, 2004; Levitas, 2000). For Beck, risks are anthropological,
socio-psychological, and governmental (Mythen, 2004). Mary Douglas played a crucial role in
conceptualizing the anthropological dimension of risks in the late 1960s to the early 1990s
(Mythen, 2004, p. 4). The anthropological approach to risk unravels the variations in risk patterns
and perception between individuals and groups (Mythen, 2004, p. 4). Proposed by Paul Slovic,
the social psychology of risk applies psychometric methods to examine the individual cognition
of risk (Mythen, 2004, p. 4). This approach measures an individual’s perception of risk and harm
(Mythen, 2004, p. 4). The third paradigm of risk centered on governmentality, which was
promoted by Michel Foucault, Robert Castel, Mitchell Dean, and Pat O’Malley (Mythen, 2004,
p. 5). The governmentality approach examines the mechanisms and roles played by institutions
in the formulation of risk. This approach also unpacks how these institutions weaponize risk to
shape human behavior (Mythen, 2004, p. 5). Risk society constitutes the fourth paradigm of
conceptualizing risks. Ulrich Beck and Anthony Giddens are the notable theorists of the risk
society perspective (Mythen, 2004). In the view of Ulrich and Giddens, risks are endemic in

everyday life. Thus, uncertainty is the cornerstone of the conceptualization of risk.

Beck (1992, p. 20) acknowledged that the process of modernization is creating hazardous side

effects on a large scale. Under modernization, technological processes increase the probabilities
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of physical harm to people (Beck, 1992, p. 4&21). Furthermore, risks are non-compensatory
under modernization. As the world moves from a class-based society to a risk society, the
production and distribution of risk become much more uniform (Levitas, 2000). In addition to
exploring the ‘social reconfiguration’ of risk on modernity, Beck explored the human-
environment relationship and the effects of institutional change on social experience (Mythen,
2004, p. 6). This study approach risk from a micro-scale, involving the negative effect of
emerging processes of urbanization on everyday life. This research also examines how risks
affect urban sustainability and social cohesion. Furthermore, what implications does the shipping
container have on bare life as the innovation becomes hegemonized in the public sphere? More
specifically, what are the impacts on the lived experiences of refugees, asylum seekers, enemy

combatants, and everyday producers of urban space?

Alongside the notion of risk, another critical foundation of risk society relates to the concept of
‘reflexive modernity’ (Beck, 1992; Beck et al., 1994). According to Mythen (2004, p. 17),
reflexive modernity describes the “way in which patterns of cultural experience are uprooted and
disembedded by underlying changes in social class, gender, the family, and employment.” In
reflexive modernity, individualization takes center stage of critical decision-making processes
(Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002). The failure of state institutions to produce structural
certainties creates reflexive modernity (Mythen, 2004, p. 17). A characteristic of reflexive
modernity in cities across the global south is structural adjustment policies. The liberalization of
trade and the subsequent decline of formal institutional capacity reduced access to decent
employment, right to housing, education, healthcare, and politics for many urban dwellers. The
emergence of self-help ideology in the wake of the crisis of urban planning in many African
cities confirms this. It is possible to draw an analogy between socio-spatial risk and container
urbanism. The environmental impact of the containerization of urban space is also pervasive. It
IS interesting to note that container improvisation transforms the spatial configuration of cities

through the transfer of health and safety risks to the general urban population.
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Chapter Four: Methodology

The chapter details the unit of analysis and how data for this study was collected and analyzed.
The data collection covered a wide range of issues relevant to understanding the containerization
of urban space. The study collected both primary and secondary data from various sources
spanning a specific period. The methodology also draws attention to the actors and stakeholders

relevant to the governance and management of urban space in Ghana.

4.1. Research Design

Undertaking a research project involves following a logical plan. However, the research process
does not always follow a logical path. The literature on the research design is ubiquitous and
equally contradictory. Consequently, the study consults the work of Howard Becker and his
colleagues to guide the research project. Reflecting on the dilemma encountered in their research
problem, Becker et al. (1961, p. 17) wrote that:

In one sense, our study had no design. That is, we had no well-worked-out set of hypotheses to be tested,
no data-gathering instruments purposely designed to secure information relevant to these hypotheses, no

set of analytic procedures specified in advance. Insofar as the term ‘design’ implies these features of
elaborate prior planning, our study had none.

Research design in the social sciences has come a long way from Kaplan’s (1964, p. 206)

",

infamous assertion that “if you can measure it, that ain’t it!”. Upon reflection on the components
and features of research design, this research adopts a multiple case study approach that involves
an integrated research design. In simple terms, an integrated research design “closely meshes
and integrates qualitative with quantitative approaches. The different approaches are integrated
interactively and dynamically along all stages of the research process” (Hollstein, 2014, p. 15).
According to Vogt et al. (2012, p. 110), case study research combines multiple methods to gather
data on a plethora of issues. Creswell (2007), Yin (2003), De Munck (2009), and Berg (2001)
also put forward a strong argument that case studies can overwhelmingly integrate a wide range
of evidence. Some other scholars, however, cautioned against extending the multi-method design
to the use of different methods within other paradigms (Snape and Spencer, 2009, p. 17).
According to Snape and Spencer (2003, p. 17), mixing methods may sometime create
irreconcilable analytical issues. Despite this, mixed method upholds a more pragmatic view of
understanding the world.
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4.2. Case Study: Site Selection

Decisions about where to carry out a piece of research, and on whom to focus, lie at the very heart of
research design. The process of making these decisions depends largely on imagination, ingenuity, and
a capacity for lateral thinking rather than the straightforward application of scientific principle
(Bechhofer and Paterson, 2000, p. 43).

A case study defines the unit of analysis or the entity of the research (Putney, 2010, p. 116). This
study uses cities as the unit of analysis. The core study area for this research is the city of Accra
in Ghana. The research also drew other cases (controlled cases) from cities in the United States,
the United Kingdom, and South Africa to understand the global dynamics of container urbanism.
Why Accra? Answering the question of Why Africa’s Cities Matter, Myers (2011, p. 104-104)
argued that African cities are multifaceted and not loosely based on obvious factors such as
neoliberalism, informalization, and governance structures. According to Richard Grant, an
authority on urbanization in Africa and more specifically Ghana:

Accra s a very different city from the "typical” African city conceptualized primarily in local and regional
terms in the earlier nationalist era. This more internationally oriented city represents an
incomprehensible city to government policymakers and others who fail to grasp the extent of the

transformation, and who instead still situate Accra in national, national regional, and local terms (Grant,
2009, p. 3).

The city of Accra represents the perfect case study to unravel the dynamics of the
containerization of urban space. The choice of Accra centers on socio-economic and political
considerations. Accra is one of the fastest-growing cities in West Africa. For instance, the
population of Accra grew 35 times larger between 1901 and 1970 (Bobo, 1974). Recent statistics
indicate that Accra has a population of around two million people (Grant, 2009; Ghana Statistical
Service, 2012). The study uses neighborhoods in the Accra Metropolitan Assembly as the unit
of analysis (Figure 16 and Appendix Six). The neighborhoods in the metropolis were selected

based on the average income levels.

79



p '.,
| Eastlegon Extention
Klsseman /\ '|' _/// y
T
/ \\ University of Ghana ¥
/ \ " East Legon
. \ ! ’_/""'
.’ |
'3 Achimota College \ h g/
\ et |
\, ,\ fth Dzorw).u ’\ '\._,\
* Abofu e West Res;ﬂe’nhal 1o
Akweteyman =1 X - | »
= ! Dzonwulu N ' ) B
N e ! Airport __,__l s
Abeka 4 \ Ay Abclenkposi o Aurkon Resndentla! S N \—
- - { Olleeﬁa\no - Roman Ridge! N L
R Tesano { {
\ ez > / Tesano "\m/m Alaj B ) { | 4 !
\ i i \ —{_ Kotobabi | /\ | / ) Y i
) =" New Fadama| /Y \ i o }
Aashiman\; [ _//Tesano \\A|B]O A // Mamobi \,' Ts ~— 7/ Buma Camp | i
= / A :'j Darkuman | X B / / / o ‘\;.- 7 ‘ /
a S 9 P | / ‘Kpehe ! - i A / >
/ b § N\ A Néw To! / { - A / /
/ ' | } e )"“ / / ' ki
X / ' § Y 1 { Kanda / Cant ts / /
l_ Horth Odorkoh o oo North \763\ | Nima antanmen N i
) -" / A | A\lengr / / p— SRl | BT
Soulh Odovkor | 4 4 | |Kokomlemle I / o = e __Xla Dadekotopon "~ [
(/ N | i |’ | A e N / p o )
¢ & = Wé\smh“sse/ @ \/A\\udnme N s / A |/ \ J
N ' Ium Down| “~./ Labone - N\ /
) / \\ / ane$| / Asy N'orm Rldgé "\" \T = La \\\ ___.//
s { Mateheko 7. ouf ndustrlaIAleu - B o
| ‘ {Abossey- Okﬂls Rm’gway Estite \\ ‘ e
‘;I p— __"‘J g / \ Est Ridgh Nyanlba Estate e i
Y Russia | ~ S0l Ind’ustua RS Osu
¢ Dansoman J 1 SEbon Zongo lA!e /Gﬁuth Laym
\*\ : [ =F ta nebmk@i’{/ --"‘Vlmstenal Area, e N
\,\ fSukura [——/ﬂu Korle ! | e _,_,_//
Y —\_'f \ "‘-\. {Korle DudorAcc'a Central —
' -&mps N =
! — b lamee --‘ Korle-Bu ™
,‘ r \\.. ag_Mampmb\ Ak ,ussnerjev“m
/i L. e \L.-»—'-"’“ ques Tomi Legend Accra Metropolitan Area
/ Nosie \ Mamponse ( Koile Gonfo [
!, NS \\/ N Hamprobl S0l
/ Y e o
Mpoase 7 Goegbeyise | Chorjn,n = Study Communities
/' =
/,,__«f’ 0 5 10 20 30 40 :I AMA
e Miles

Figure 16: Map of the Study Area

Source: Author
4.3. The Sampling Frame

The sampling frame (Figure 17) for this study captures the key actors and stakeholders in the
containerization of urban space. The sample includes institutional actors at the local and national

levels responsible for urban planning and development, service providers, NGOs, container
adopters and non-adopters, construction companies, and landowners.
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Figure 17: Sample frame

4.4. Qualitative Method

81

Creswell (2007, p. 11) highlighted the importance of qualitative research inquiry for
understanding social and human processes. This study focused on the interpretivist position of
qualitative methodology to explain the containerization of urban space. The interpretivism
position of qualitative research takes into consideration the historical and social experiences of
people (Snape and Spencer, 2003, p. 7). Interpretivism in social research explores the lived
experiences of people to understand and historize their social and cultural connections (Snape
and Spencer, 2003, p. 7). Clearly, the interpretivist position is in line with the underlying
objectives of this study, which seeks to understand the lived experiences of urban dwellers
(improvisation of containers). According to Creswell (2007, p. 24), interpretivism is suitable for




studying marginalized and underrepresented groups. This study utilized three qualitative

methods: in-depth interviews, ethnography, historical documents, and text analysis.

4.4.1. In-depth Interview

Who or which group of people govern the urban landscape in Ghana? How do these groups
promote or inhibit urban processes such as informality? In-depth interviews offer a significant
reference point for answering these questions (Yin, 2003, p. 92). For the in-depth interviews, I
approached ministries, departments, and agencies in Ghana by sending a formal letter explaining
my research and requesting the opportunity to conduct an interview(s) on the institutional
dynamics and the relationship between urban planning and containerization (Table 5). Sending
a formal request for an interview is one of the best ways of establishing rapport (Berg, 2001, p.
83). It is important to note that access to institutional actors to conduct in-depth interviews is
relatively difficult. According to Lindsey (1997, p. 35), arranging interviews can be challenging
because of the busy schedule of most people. In-depth interviews are also ideal for busy people
(Lewis, 2003:59). Moreover, a common-sense approach is required when interviewing key
stakeholders, such as policymakers (Lewis, 2003, p. 59). In-depth interviews are also ideal for
situations of power or status (Lewis, 2003, p. 60). An interview guide was attached to the letter
to ensure the participants are ready for the interview. Interview guides create a structure for the
interview session (De Munck, 2009, p. 140).

Some of the participants were anxious about recording the interview session. The highly
politicized dimension of urban governance in Ghana might be a reason for this. The fear of
politicians or ‘party foot soldiers’ gaining access to these recordings and distorting the contents
for propaganda purposes is quite common in the political landscape of Ghana. Recent events
such as undercover investigative journalism works have also contributed towards a general
distrust in recordings. Lindsey (1997, p. 35) cautioned against the use of hidden take recorders
during interview sessions. Yin (2003) also raised some ethical issues surrounding recording
interview sessions. Yin (2003, p. 92) forewarned that recording should be avoided when the
interviewee is uncomfortable in the presence of one, or when the recording may act as a
distraction to the interview process. In all the interviews conducted with policymakers, only two
outrightly asked not to be recorded. Consequently, the study switched recording for notetaking.

On average, each of the interview sessions lasted for an hour.

82



Table 5: Institutional Actors in the production of urban space in Ghana

Policymakers Institutional level Position of Person | Number Interviewed
Interviewed
Ministry ~ of  Spatial | National/local Director 2
Planning (Town and Senior Spatial Planner
Country Planning)
Lands Commission National Director of Public Vested | 2
Lands
Land
Ministry of Lands and Director of 1
Natural Resources
Accra Metropolitan | Local Deputy Director 2
Assembly
Environmental Protection | National/local Deputy Director 1
Agency
National ~ Development | National Director and Deputy | 2
Planning Commission Director
Ministry of local | National/local Director of 2
government
Ministry of Transport National/local Director of 1

Source: Field Survey, 2018

The study also utilized a snowballing sampling technique to interview local informal operators
in the container prefabrication sector. Interviews with local welders and vulcanizers occurred
their ‘workshops’ in order to observe the process of fabricating the container firsthand. The study
sampled workers with more than five years of professional experience in container
prefabrication. The rationale behind this was that those with ‘higher experiences’ understand the
temporal dynamics of the container market and will be able to provide much more useful
information. These interviewees were usually referred to as ‘seniors’ or ‘boss’ to reflect their

status and expertise in the workshops.

The study also applied a purposive sampling technigue to interview companies engaged in
container prefabrication (Table 6). Accordingly, the study drew samples from the Modular
Building Institute (MBI) and the Container Traders and Innovators Association (CTIA). The
MBI is an international non-profit organization with a vast network of member companies
ranging from dealers and contractors, manufacturers, owners and developers, and associates.
CTIA, on the other hand, represents the interest of container traders and conversion specialists
(CTIA, 2019). | contacted individual member companies directly dealing in containerized

structures through emails obtained freely from the website of the MBI and CTIA. | formally

83



requested the opportunity to administer a short interview on their business model and the

construction and real estate market in their various cities of business.

Table 6: Mapping Global disruptive innovation of the container

Firms

City/Country

Position of person Interviewed

B DY@"IA}N

Charlotte/United States

Marketing Strategist

CONTAINER
CONVERSION

Pretoria/South Africa

Sales Manager

Kansas City/United States

Owner

Brighton/United Kingdom

Marketing Manager

o0 TENROOUSI

Philadelphia,  Pennsylvania/United | Director of Modular Buildings
§SEA BOX -
Intermodal Concepls - ISO Shipping Containers
Accra/Ghana Business Development Manager

truth box inc.

Providence/United States

Principal

TAY NR

CONTAINER HOME BUILDER

AAAAAAAAAAAA

Sacramento/United States

Project Manager/Client Development

Source: Field Survey, 2018

4.4.2. Ethnography

According to Berg (2001, p. 134), ethnography captures the social dynamics between people and

groups. An ethnographic method combines various field observations, including interviews,
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document analysis, and listening (Berg, 2001, p. 6). Ethnography allows for an intimate and in-
depth exploration of attitudes and behaviors. 1 embedded myself into the everyday life of
container users in the study areas to better understand the lived experiences of these quasi-
heterotopic spaces. For the ethnographic method, | approached three families with the help of
close acquaintances. After explaining my research, | requested the opportunity to observe
(through participation) their lived experiences firsthand without compromising their living
arrangement and routine. The ‘getting in’ stage of the ethnography was not fraught with
challenges. This process requires significant caution (Berg, 2001; Shaffir et al., 1980; Shaffir
and Stebbins, 1991; Spencer, 1991). According to De Munck (2009, p. 179), participant
observation ensures a better understanding of the social realities of people. Participant
observations occurred within three weeks, with one week spent with each family. The study
adopted a problem-based ethnographic approach due to time and logistical constraints. | spent
the first week with a family of five in New Fadama, an informal, low-income settlement in Accra.
The family owns a 15ft locally prefabricated container. The family uses the container to generate
income by selling household provisions. | stayed with the first family for at least an hour a day
for one week. | carefully observed and took field notes on their activities and how they interact
with their surroundings. 1 also participated in the family’s activities in my capacity as both a
researcher and a temporary guest. After a week with the first family, I moved on to the second
family, who resides in a middle-income neighborhood of Adabraka. The young family of three
owned a 10ft dual-purpose container: thus, used for retail during the day and as a dwelling space
at night. To avoid unnecessary stress and discomfort to the family, | spent two hours a day for
one week. The third participant for the ethnographic procedure was a single male living in a 20ft
locally prefabricated container in the urban neighborhood of Korle Gono. During the data
collection process, | religiously adhered to Creswell’s (2007, p. 24) advice to respect and

acknowledge the power imbalance between the research and participants.

Ethnography presents challenges and limitations despite its merits. Schrank (2009, p. 60) was
right when he said, “ethnography can also be deeply frustrating.” A shortcoming of the
ethnography process is the limited time involved. Dedicating three weeks to the ethnography was
wholly inadequate, no matter how justifiable. The whole process felt rushed to meet the strict

time schedules proposed for the data collection. Furthermore, funding for undertaking a more
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comprehensive ethnography was limited. Moreover, ethnography raises numerous ethical issues

such as breach and intrusion of privacy.

4.5. Quantitative Method

The challenges that qualitative methods present necessitated the integration of a quantitative
approach. An Ethnographic approach, in particular, requires a certain degree of reflexivity from
the researcher, which is seldom lacking. Quantitative data collection, on the other hand, is
significant on many grounds. The study utilized a survey-based method to analyze the dynamics
of containerization in urban space. The obvious imperative of quantitative surveys is the ability
to make objectified inferences from the general population. The study drew the sample for the
questionnaire survey from household heads and container users at the neighborhood level. The
study classified households as non-container users in the neighborhoods. A pilot survey was
conducted in one of the neighborhoods to understand the property ownership structure. The pilot
survey also aims to avoid repetitive sampling. The underlying assumption was that some of the
households may own containers themselves and may, therefore, be biased in their response to
their perceptions of container improvisation. Since the objective was the understand the
contradictions and contestations across various social groups at the neighborhood level, it felt

prudent to sample households who did not improve containers.
4.5.1. Questionnaire Survey

Probability sampling in survey research allows for generalizability (Creswell, 2007; Merriam,
2009; Patton, 2002; Vogt et al., 2012). Since this research seeks to understand the overall
dynamics of containerization across space, it was prudent to apply a random sampling approach,
a component of the probability sampling procedure. A simple random sampling process ensures
that each member of the population has an equal chance of being selected in the sample (Vogt et
al., 2012, p. 122). Random sampling suppresses bias in the selection process (Vogt et al., 2012,
p. 122). The questionnaire survey addresses the demand side of the proliferation of container
urbanism. At the forefront of these dynamics are residents, on the one hand, and container
adopters, on the other hand. Table 7 shows the distribution of respondents across neighborhoods.
Data collection took place between October 2018 and February 2019. The research reached out
to 6 people in each of the study neighborhoods through community organizations and close

acquaintances. Crucially, these individuals had significant knowledge of the power dynamics in
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these areas as well as rapport with most of the community members. The selection criteria for
the research informants include longer duration of residence in those neighborhoods and
adequate educational background. Households for the survey were randomly sampled based on
their proximity to the containers and vice versa. The questionnaire surveys used KoboToolbox:
a free and open-source software designed for collecting large scale field data. The unique feature
of the software is the capacity to integrate an interdisciplinary approach to data collection. The
survey questions covered a range of issues such as livelihood strategies and lived experiences of
participants in the study areas.

Table 7: Summary of the questionnaire sample frame

Site Residential Category Number of Participants | Number of Participants

(Container adopters) (Household survey/non-
container adopters)

East Legon High Income 62 45

North Kaneshie Middle Income 85 128

Adabraka Middle Income 94 51

Korle Gonno Low Income 47 60

Kotobabi Low Income 46 -

New Fadama Low Income 168 53

Source: Field Survey, 2018

4.5.2. Spatial Approach

Spatial data collection involves multiple data points with the potential for evidence-based
decision making (O’Brien, 1992, p. 8). Shen and Guo (2014) also argued that the application of
geographic information systems facilitates the examination of urban sustainability patterns from
a spatial perspective. Referring to innovation diffusion, Parker and Asencio (2009, p. 142) stated
that “mapping the adoption of these new forms and practices can help us to understand the
process, the factors that might influence it, and the differences to be seen when comparing one
innovation to another.” The study used spatial data generated from the questionnaire survey to
conduct spatial analysis and produce heatmaps. This research also incorporated Unmanned
Aerial Vehicles (UAVS) to collect high-resolution imagery for a quantitative and qualitative
assessment of the various dimensions of containerization. Despite the ongoing controversy
surrounding the application of Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAVS), the technology provides

opportunities for land use planning, visualization of the cityscape, and the environmental
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mapping and monitoring (Lucieer et al., 2014). In addition to providing high-resolution imagery,
the utilization of UAVs optimizes sampling procedure concerning spatial resolution and sensor
type (D’Oleire-Oltmanns et al., 2012; Klemas, 2015, p. 1265; Lucieer et al. 2014; Valente, 2019,
p. 2). There is indeed a growing interest in the application of drones in understanding
environmental monitoring in Ghana (Owen, 2016). For instance, studies conducted by
Appeaning Addo et al. (2018), and Appeaning Addo (2016), utilized a drone for monitoring
coastal areas. The images captured using the UAV is significant for understanding the spatial
and temporal dimension of urban transformation. This study used a DJI Phantom 4 Advanced
drone to collect aerial photos in the study areas between April and May 2019. The DJI Phantom
4 Advanced drone (weighing 1368g) has a 1-inch 20-megapixel CMOS sensor and a camera
resolution of 4K (up to 4096x2160p/60fps/100Mb/s) as well as a flight time of 30 minutes. The
images were processed using Agisoft PhotoScan and analyzed with ArcGIS (Figure 18). The
study compared the drone images with historical data to visualize urban change through the prism

of the container.
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Figure 18: Workflow for Image Processing

Source: Author’s construction

4.6. Positionality

Combining more than one research approach can be a daunting task. Careful consideration went
into the adoption of an integrated research approach. More specifically, the objective of the study
demands the adoption of an integrated research approach to capture both qualitative urban
practices and quantitative spatial paradigms. Neutrality and objectivity are seemingly impossible
to achieve in conducting research. However, it is the position of the researcher to navigate
through these complexities and minimize bias through reflexiveness. For neutrality and
objectivity, the study ensured that community participation in the research process was
paramount. The participatory approach seeks to give a voice to respondents in the research

process.

4.7. Ethical Consideration

It is the position of every researcher to establish the line between objective curiosity for
knowledge and the violation of an individual’s privacy. Objectivity and neutrality in
ethnographic techniques are especially problematic to navigate. Yin (2003, p. 94), in particular,
stated that most of the time, researchers “assume positions or advocacy roles contrary to the
interests of good scientific practices.” Furthermore, using UAVs in human-populated areas and
urban centers presents several ethical problems. For instance, the low altitude of drone flights
and noise generated by the propellers drew the attention of most residents. Moreover, some
residents were justifiable upset about a drone hovering over their homes. Accordingly, the study
made significant efforts to minimize the violation of the privacy of residents. These included

drawing flight plans at higher altitudes that focus on buildings and vegetation.

4.8. Limitations

Conducting field study in some of the neighborhoods was especially problematic. The research
team encountered numerous challenges gaining access to high- and middle-income residential
areas, especially during household surveys. These residential areas are mostly gated

communities. Moreover, residents in most of these neighborhoods are usually were often
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reluctant to participate in the survey. In cases where participants agreed, responses were short
and lacked depth and substance. Consequently, the study approached domestic workers and
security guards in these high-income neighborhoods, most of whom dwell in containers and other

improvised structures.
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Chapter Five: Urbanization in Ghana in Retrospect

This chapter explores the historical dimensions of spatial planning policies in Ghana and Accra

in particular.

5.1. Urbanization Trends in Ghana

Urban planning and policy thus provide an entry into the investigation of current African problems
specifically from the point of view of city dwellers. When posited within the framework of the political
economy of African countries, urban planning and policy enable us to better appreciate the nature of the
forces ranged together within African cities and the character of their interrelations (Mabogunje, 1990,
p. 123).

Estimates show that urban areas in Sub-Saharan Africa will increase at a rapid rate in the next
two decades. This rapid urbanization coincides with uncontrolled population growth and urban
sprawl. The pattern of urbanization in Ghana illustrates this. Ghana was a predominately rural
country for the better part of the 19th century (Peil, 1972). Crucially, for economic and political
reasons, the urban population occurred in few towns such as Accra, Kumasi, and Sekondi. Since
then, the urban population in Ghana increased from 9% in 1931 to 43.8% in 2000 (Yankson and
Bertrand, 2012, p. 25). According to the 2010 Population and Housing Census, approximately
50.9% of Ghanaians live in urban areas. The World Bank (2015, p. 5) also argued that ate of
urban growth in Ghana between 1990 and 2013 far exceeded the West African average.
Urbanization in Ghana, however, failed to deliver the necessary development (World Bank,
2015; Korah et al., 2019).

Furthermore, urban growth in Ghana is not uniform across space (Ghana Statistical Service,
2012). The major urban centers in Ghana are Accra-Tema and few regional capitals such as
Kumasi, Sekondi/Takoradi, and Tamale (World Bank, 2015; Yankson and Bertrand, 2012, p.
25). For instance, urbanization rates in Ghana range from 90.5% in the Greater Accra region to
16.6% in the Upper West region (Table 8). A characteristic of the growth of urbanization in
Ghana relates to the physical expansion of the cities or peri-urbanization (Yankson and Bertrand,
2012). Metropolitan areas in major cities in Ghana expanded beyond their legal boundaries
resulting in their integration into the wider administrative region for efficient service provision

(Yankson and Bertrand, 2012). The growth of peri-urban areas in Ghana is emblematic of the
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rising cost of living, rapid population growth, congestion, and overcrowding in the urban core as

well as a rising middle class with disposable income.

Table 8: Trends in Urbanization as a percentage of the total population in Ghana, 1960-2010

Region 1960 1970 1984 2000 2010
Western 24.7 26.9 22.6 36.3 42.4
Central 28.0 29.1 28.8 375 47.1
Greater Accra 72.6 85.3 83.0 87.7 90.5
Volta 131 16.0 20.8 27.0 33.7
Eastern 211 24.6 217.7 34.6 43.4
Ashanti 25.0 29.7 325 51.3 60.6
Brong Ahafo 15.6 221 26.6 37.4 44.5
Northern 13.0 20.4 25.2 26.6 30.3
Upper East 3.9 7.3 12.9 15.7 21.0
Upper West 5.0 6.7 10.9 175 16.3
All Regions 231 28.9 32.1 43.8 50.9

Source: Ghana Statistical Service, 2010 Population and Housing Census

What are the drivers of urbanization in Ghana? Urbanization in Ghana is a direct result of
demographic urbanization. For instance, the United Nations Department of Economic and Social
Affairs revealed that approximately two-thirds of Africa’s population growth would be a
consequence of the natural increase in population (UNDESA, 2015). Demographic urbanization
occurs by factors other than a radical transformation in agricultural sector activities and industrial
revolutions (Songsore, 2003). Factors that determine demographic urbanization in Ghana include
the reclassification, rural-urban migration, natural increase (Songsore, 2003). Yankson and
Bertrand (2012) explained that fertility rates in Ghana over the years accounted for the natural
increase of the urban population. The Ghana Statistical Service (2014) argued that Ghana is in
the third stage of the demographic transition model, characterized by static fertility rates and

declining mortality rates. Yankson and Bertrand (2012) also suggested that the declining
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morbidity and mortality rates were a result of the concentration of health facilities in urban areas
compared to the rural areas. Infant mortality rates in Ghana have declined since the late 1980s.
For example, under-five mortality rates declined in both rural and urban areas (GSS, 2013).
Estimates show that natural population induced urbanization will rise in the next decade (Fig.
19). By 2035, the population of Greater Accra and Ashanti regions, in particular, are expected to
increase by 19% and 21%, respectively (GNSDF, 2015).

Upper West (1702858 population at 2010
Upper East 1.047 m population increase between 2010 and 2035
Volta 2311
Brong Ahafo 2311
Central 2202
Western 23786
Eastem 2633
Northern 2479
G Accra 4010
Ashanti 4780
0 1.000 2.000 3.000 g.{?&ﬁatmn&% 6.000 7.000 8.000 9.000

Figure 19: Projected Population Increase in Ghana, 2010-2035
Source: NSDF, 2013.

Besides the natural population increase, migration from rural areas to urban centers also accounts
for the past and current level of urbanization in Ghana. According to the GSS (2008), migration
induced urbanization was 54.5% between 1960-1970. Migration rates, however, declined by
29.5% between 1970-1984 before rising to 37.4% between 1984-2000 (GSS, 2008). Migration
has not always resulted in urban population growth. For instance, Simon (1996) noted that Accra
and other major cities in Ghana experienced a net outmigration during the early 1980s.
Consequently, migration from rural areas replaced significant outmigration from cities during
the economic crisis in the 1970s and 1980s. The Greater Accra region consistently received the
highest inflow of migrations from other parts of Ghana (GSS, 2014). Evidence shows that the
net in-migration to urbanization in Ghana will increase the year 2035. The contribution of net-

migration to urban growth will be 68% and 23% in the Greater Accra and Ashanti regions,
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respectively (GNSDF, 2015). The implications of these trends include a housing crisis in Accra
and Kumasi (GNSDF, 2015).

The reclassification of towns and rural areas offer insights into the urbanization process in
Ghana. According to the GSS (2014, p. 3), all localities with 5,000 or more population engaged
in non-primary economic activities are urban areas. The reclassification of towns increased in
the 1980s through the decentralization policy. Among other things, the policy seeks to bridge the
rural-urban divide by shifting decision making from a top-down approach to sub-national
jurisdictions. The decentralization programme resulted in the demarcation and the elevation of
areas with the 5,000-population threshold into district capitals (GSS, 2014).

Departing from the demographic urbanization debate, Korah et al. (2019) argued that urban
patterns in Ghana are a manifestation of a fragmented urban configuration. Socioeconomic and
ethnic divisions define a fragmented urban space (Kozak, 2008, p. 256). Korah et al. (2019, p.
3) argued that urban fragmentation manifests at the individual level, or through neoliberal and
laissez-faire developmental strategies. Unlike Western cities characterized by well-defined
spatial organization, cities in the global south are socially, economically, and politically
fragmented (Balbo, 1993, p. 24). The visible and invisible power of colonialism is the common
denominator for explaining the fragmentation of Ghanaian cities (Balbo, 1993, p. 25). For
example, calculatingly deceptive belief by the Europeans that mosquitoes cause the spread of
yellow fever resulted in the segregation of the black and white population in cities across

Francophone Africa during the era of colonialism (Balbo, 1993, p. 25).

5.2. Urban planning and Policy Transformation in Ghana

Spatial planning in Ghana falls within the lenses of colonialism, nationalism, and globalism
(Grant and Nijman, 2004, p. 50). During the pre-independence era, spatial planning in Ghana
was influenced by the British (Fuseini and Kemp, 2015; Acheampong and Ibrahim, 2015; Wood,
1970). The first spatial planning framework in Ghana was the Towns Ordinance of 1892.
However, small population clusters in tows during that time limited the implementation of the
1892 ordinance (Wood, 1970, p. 81). Decades later, Gordon Guggisberg, the colonial governor
of the Gold Coast (now Ghana), commissioned a more comprehensive National Development
Plan. The Guggisberg Plan (1920-1930) prioritized infrastructural and institutional development
(Fuseini and Kemp, 2015, p. 312). The plan was bold and revolutionary during that time, despite
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its Eurocentric characteristic (Adarkwa, 2012). Guggisberg’s plan integrated spatial planning
with economic development strategies. Overall, the plans significant infrastructural development
such as roads, railways, and the establishment of some notable institutions (Fuseini and Kemp,
2015). Guggisberg’s plan also established the Dispossessed Persons’ Housing Schemes of 1923
to support displaced individuals and households (Arku, 2009; Konadu-Agyemang, 2001; Njoh,
2006).

Guggisberg’s plan was instrumental for the subsequent adoption of the Town and Country
Planning of 1945, also known as CAP84. Described as a ‘comprehensive spatial planning
framework’ (Fuseini and Kemp, 2015, p. 312), CAP84 was commissioned in the aftermath of
the second world war to align British Planning Frameworks (the English Act of 1932) with that
of its colonies (Wood, 1970). The framework made provisions to address the growth in the urban
population and to provide basic amenities and services to veterans returning from the war
(Fuseini and Kemp, 2015; Wood, 1970; Otiso and Owusu, 2008). The 1945 plan resulted in the
establishment of the Town and Country Planning Department supervised by Town and Country
Planning Boards (Fuseini and Kemp, 2015). Researchers, most notably Mabogunje (1990, p.
122), argued that the establishment of planning departments were containment strategies by
colonial administrations to curb the surge of nationalism in the colonies after the second world
war. The implementation of the so-called comprehensive spatial planning framework was uneven
across geographic space. These spatial plans focused on resource-endowed areas, which were
the breadbasket of the British empire (Wood, 1970). The colonial administration systematically
exploited resources from the so-called Golden Triangle represented by Accra, Kumasi, and
Takoradi through infrastructural development for the sole advancement of the empire (Adarkwa,
2012; Fuseini and Kemp, 2015). The failure to implement spatial planning in other parts of the
country fueled widespread migration to regions in the Golden Triangle. Towns constituting the
Golden Triangle recorded a remarkable increase in population in the late 19th century throughout
the 20th century (Table 9). According to Wood (1970), the TCP board had limited financial
capacity to implement spatial planning policies in the whole country resulting in the
concentration of projects in Accra. Aside from the limited financial capacity, Wood (1970, p.
90) argued that CAP84 was too abstract and required modifications during every stage of
implementation. Citing the work of Sutherland (1958), Wood (1970) asserted that the 1945

ordinance required residential areas to adopt a minimum building standard, which was expensive
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for the average urban dweller in Ghana. According to Wood (1970, p. 91), the minimum wage
of the average Ghanaian worker at the time was low, resulting in the development of urban slums
and squatter settlements in clear violation of the ordinance. Consequently, a regulation relaxed
buildings standards in certain areas to include traditional and low-cost building materials (Wood,
1970, p. 92).

It is important to note that as the urban population grew, property rent rose, which resulted in
the enactment of the Defence (Rent Restriction) Regulations of 1942, criminalizing exploitations
by landlords (Malpezzi et al., 1990). The regulation of the rental market in Ghana continued
through rent control measures such as The 1952 Rent Control Ordinance, The Rent Control
(Amendment) Act, 1960, The Rent Act, 1963, AFRCD 5, 1979, and the Rent Control Law, 1986
(Malpezzi et al., 1990). According to Acheampong (2019, p. 34), although stakeholder
participation was encouraged under the 1945 ordinance, the actual implementation of
participatory instruments was reserved for the elite. Moreover, the 1945 ordinance provided a
legal framework for development control to tackle rural-urban migration and population induced
urbanization in the towns of Accra and Kumasi (Acheampong, 2019). Furthermore, unlike
Kumasi, where traditional social and land distribution structures survived, the legacy of

colonialism remained in urban centers such as Accra (Simon, 1996, p. 2).

Table 9: Population size of the four towns, 1891-2010

Year Accra Kumasi Sekondi-Takoradi  Tema
1891 16,267 3,000 1,276

1901 14,842 6,280 4,095

1911 19,582 18,853 9,122

1921 38,049 20,268 9,500

1931 60,726 35,809 22,421 898
1948 133,771 71,436 43,898 1,932
1960 337,820 180,642 75,450 30,261
1970 633,880 342,986 161,071 102,838
1984 969,195 496,628 188,203 190,917
2000 1,658,937 1,170,270 369,166 447,472
2010 1,848,614 2,035,064 559,548 633,011

Source: Peil (1972:5); Ghana Statistical Service (2014:29)
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On the implementation of spatial planning in the Golden Triangle, Peil (1972, p. 4-5) wrote that:

The British moved the capital of the colony from Cape Coast to Accra in 1877 and thus stimulated its
development as a commercial and transportation center. Though limited by an open roadstead from
which goods had to be landed through the surf in canoes, Accra remained an important port until the
Tema harbor was opened in 1962. The railway line from Accra to Kumasi was completed in 1923. It was
used mainly for forwarding imported goods since most of the cocoa and all the minerals and timber were
exported through Takoradi.

The implementation of the planning ordinance in Accra become particularly necessary after the
1939 earthquake, which crippled the urban infrastructure and created a housing shortage (Figure
20). The colonial administration embarked on infrastructural development projects, more
specifically, the construction of housing estates in the 1940s to provide shelter for the victims of
the earthquake (Peil, 1972). The colonial government introduced proactive measures such as the
Accra Earthquake Victims’ Housing Scheme of 1939 to provide housing for affected households
(Njoh, 2006, p. 66; Konadu-Agyemang, 2001). Njoh (2006, p. 67) described the residential
facilities in these pro-poor housing schemes as extremely basic, comprising of single attached
rooms, communal toilets, a kitchen, and a courtyard. The well-planned housing estates were,
however, distributed to the middle class at the expense of the poor who needed it the most. For
instance, local elites and Europeans received large plots of land in new residential areas.
Furthermore, the local elites and European bureaucrats resided in these housing developments
on a rent-free basis (Njoh, 2006, p. 67). Fuseini and Kemp (2015, p. 312-313) asserted that
colonial planning institutionalized and enforced segregation policies in various areas based on
the ratio of expatriates and the indigenous population. Property disparities (Figure 21) among
various social classes in Ghana, more specifically, in Accra is evident in the Layout Property
Survey of 1945 (Basel Mission Archives, 1945). Unable to secure decent shelter, the poor settled
in urban fringes such as Nima (Peil, 1972). Under CAP 84, the Town and Country Planning
Department constructed New Towns’ to address the housing crisis and population growth. The
country adopted the New Town policy for the redistribution of economic opportunity (Wood,
1970).
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A: Accra earthquake 1939: Upper part of a house which has collapsed  B: The side wall (of a building) has collapsed
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Figure 20: The Accra Earthquake of 1939

Source: Basel Mission Archives, 1939
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Figure 21: European Residential Area: Osu Manche's Layout Proprietary Survey (Accra)
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Source: Basel Mission Archives, 1945

Decades after independence, housing shortages still dominate the urban landscape of Ghana
(Table 10. Poor government policies evident through low investment in public housing, high cost
and accessibility to land, high cost of building materials, limited access to credit, lack of
monitoring and evaluation, outdated buildings codes coupled with rapid urbanization has created
a housing deficit in many urban centers (GoG/MWRWH, 2015, p. 9). Homeownership has also
declined, with approximately 60% of all urban households occupying a single room (UN-
HABITAT, 2011, p. 2). This trend is troubling because one-third of the total housing stock in
Ghana are in urban areas (UN-HABITAT, 2011, p. 8).

Table 10: Population and housing in Ghana, 1960 to 2020

Year Population Urban Housing Housing Housing Person per
Population  demand supply deficit House
(dwelling
units)
1960 6,726,815 1,551,174 - 636,198 - 10.6
1970 8,559,313 2,472,456 1,678,296 941,639 736,657 9.1
1984 12,296,081 3,934,796 2,410,096 1,226,360 1,184,636 10.0
2000 18,912,079 8,274,270 3,708,250 2,181,975 1,526,275 8.7
2010 24,233,431 12,545,229 7,417,607 5,817,607 1,600,000 7.3
2020* 30,043,278 17,336,000
2030** 34,715,384 22,565,000

Source: (UN-HABITAT, 2009; 2011, p. 2), Ghana Statistical Service (2005, p. 22; 2012*; GOG,
2012**)

Kwame Nkrumah's Seven-Year Development Plan (1963-1970) dominated spatial planning
practices during the independence era in Ghana. The plan seeks to promote self-reliance (Grant
and Nijman, 2004, p. 50). Nkrumah adopted socialist ideas to restructure the economy. For
Nkrumah, a building a socialist state was a pathway towards reconstruction and development
(Adarkwa, 2012, p. 7). Addressing the member of the National Assembly during the official

launch of the seven-year development plan, Nkrumah remarked that:
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The main tasks of the Plan are firstly, to speed up the rate of growth of our national economy. Secondly,
it is to enable us to embark upon the socialist transformation of our economy through the rapid
development, of the State and cooperative sectors. Thirdly, it is our aim, by this Plan, to eradicate
completely the colonial structure of our economy (Office of the Planning Commission, 1964, p. ix).

Nkrumah's plan involved import substitution industrialization and modernization of the
agriculture sector (Grant and Nijman, 2004, p. 50; Fuseini and Kemp, 2015). The colonial
approach to urban planning did not disappear after independence, despite Nkrumah’s
nationalistic predispositions (Korah et al., 2017). For instance, components of CAP 84 were
amended in 1958 and 1960 while maintaining the fundamental principle of CAP 84 (Fuseini and
Kemp, 2015). Of relevance to the study is the National Physical Development Plan (1963-1970),
a component of the seven-year strategy. The National Physical Development Plan was a long-
term strategy for a coherent economic, social, political, and physical dimension of development
(Acheampong, 2019, p. 36). As the first independent physical development strategy, the plan set
out to ensure adequate investment and annual budgetary allocation for the implementation of the
programme as well as a blueprint for development plans for cities in Ghana (Acheampong, 2019,
p. 36). Despite the recognition of housing shortages, the seven-year plan conceded the fact that
providing adequate housing needs for the masses was not feasible (Office of the Planning
Commission, 1964, p. 192). Contrarily, a significant social policy objective of the plan was to
control the growth of slums in the cities (Office of the Planning Commission, 1964). To address
the housing deficit and the proliferation of informal settlements, the government established the
State Housing Corporation (SHC) and the Tema Development Corporation (TDC) with the
express purpose of developing housing for workers in urban centers (Adarkwa, 2012, p. 11). In
fact, the policy direction of the government during the post-independence era, specifically, from
the 1950s to 1980, was state involvement in housing provision and rent control measures (GSS,
2014, p. 7). The government also earmarked funds for community members to construct houses
and improve existing building conditions. The government achieved through the establishment
of the Bank for Housing and Construction (BHC) and schemes such as the Roof Loan Scheme
(Adarkwa, 2012; GSS, 2014).

Spatial planning policies in the 1980s to the early 1990s were influenced by globalization through
the introduction and implementation of structural adjustment policies and a decentralization
programme. In the 1970s and the early 1980s, the economy of Ghana was in a crisis (Figure 22).
Low industrial output caused by poor economic management and volatility in the global
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economy triggered a slowdown in the Ghanaian economy. Also, the urban economy was affected
by the influx of people from rural areas. The assumption that the mass influx of migrants from
rural areas to urban centers contributes to widespread urban unemployment is misleading, at least
in the case of Ghana. The World Bank (2015, p. 3) noted that urban migration in Ghana occurred
without creating widespread unemployment. For instance, urban unemployment fell by 1.5%,
despite a rise in rural-urban migration between 2000-2010 (World Bank, 2015). Furthermore,
GDP growth peaked at an average of 5-6% between 1984 and 1991 and reached an average of
7.8% from 2005 to 2013 (Grant and Nijman, 2004, p. 51; World Bank, 2015, p. 3).

20

Urbanization growth rate
15

Real GDP growth rate

Percent

Figure 22: GDP Growth and Urbanization in Ghana
Source: World Bank, 2015 (WDI; World Bank staff calculations)

The 'Ghana Must Go’ revolution further compounded the economic crisis in the late 1970s and
the early 1980s. The Nigerian government deported over 1 million Ghanaians who subsequently
moved into the crisis-ridden urban centers of Accra and Kumasi. The deportation of Ghanaians
generated a lot of pressure on local authorities, infrastructure, and amenities and contributed to
significant shortages in housing in Accra and Kumasi. The majority of these returnees established
themselves in the informal sector and camped out in informal settlements, characterized by
precarious living conditions and poor access to basic amenities. In addition to the economic crisis

in the 1970s and 1980s, political instability in the form of military coups from 1966 to 1991
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affected the smooth and sustainable implementation of critical urban development policies and

strategies.

One of the preconditions of the structural adjustment policies was the liberalization of the real
estate market through the privatization of housing. Consequently, the state prioritized private
sector participation in housing production (GSS, 2014, p. 7). Accordingly, private real estate
developments emerged in urban areas such as Accra and Kumasi. These well-planned residential
housing developments, however, focused on the middle- and upper-class population (Obeng-
Odoom, 2010, p. 369-370). Moreover, the establishment of a National Housing Policy and
Action Plan (1987-1990) and the National Shelter Strategy, Vol. 1&2 (1993) to provide
affordable housing and upgrade urban slums during the economic liberalization era did not

proceed to the implementation stage (GSS, 2014, p. 7).

Spatial planning practices in Ghana in recent years relates to the downward spiral of the
professionalism of planning practices, on the one hand, and the normalization of alternative
urban processes, on the other hand (Korah et al., 2017, p. 363). In the era of self-organization,
urban planners have become transition managers of the built environment (Korah et al., 2017, p.
363). The proliferation of informal settlements in Ghana shows the normalization of self-
organization (Korah et al., 2017; Nunbogu & Korah, 2016). According to the World Bank (2015,
p. 25), land market friction, poor transport connectivity, insufficient financing, and weak
institutions are useful frameworks for analyzing the challenges confronting urbanization in
Ghana. Since returning to democratic governance in 1992, successive governments pursued short
and medium-term urban development policies such as the Ghana Poverty Reduction Strategy |
(2003-2005), Growth and Poverty Reduction Strategy 11 (2006-2009), Land Use Planning and
Management Project (LUPMP) (2007-2010), and the Ghana Shared Growth and Development
Agenda (2010-2013). A crucial component of these policy strategies is the provision of
affordable housing and slum upgrading/urban regeneration (GSS, 2014, p. 9). The
implementation of these policies was, however, limited. Consequently, the state established
national urban policy frameworks such as the National Urban Policy Framework (NUPF) (2012),
the Draft National Housing Policy (2013), and the Land Use and Spatial Planning Act (Act 925,
2016) to ensure a comprehensive urban development strategy. The National Urban Policy

Framework was instituted in part to sanitize the chaos in urban development and governance in

102



Ghana. The NUPF seeks to “promote a sustainable, spatially integrated and orderly development
of urban settlements with adequate housing, infrastructure and services, efficient institutions, and
a sound living and working environment for all people to support the rapid socio-economic
development of Ghana” (NUPF, 2012, p. 21). The policy framework seeks to sustainably develop
urban areas and towns by contextualizing socio-economic, environmental, spatial, and political
factors. The policy framework is a roadmap towards a comprehensive decision making
concerning urban growth at the national and local levels (MLGRD, 2012). The NUPF responds
to the complex and diverse urban problems such as the over-concentration of growth and
development in few cities such as Accra and Kumasi; the rapid deterioration of the environment
evident through ineffective land use and waste management, flooding, and weak environmental
protection; weak urban economy characterized by the dominance of informal activities and
deindustrialization; limited infrastructure and services; uncontrolled urban sprawl; growing
urban insecurity; endemic urban poverty and slum development; poor urban transport planning
and management; weak urban governance and inadequate urban investment and financing
(MLGRD, 2012). The NUPF consists of 12 key policy objectives, some of which include:

. To facilitate balanced re-distribution of urban population.

i To promote a spatially integrated hierarchy of urban centers.

i To promote urban economic development.

iv. To improve environmental quality of urban life.

v. To ensure effective planning and management of urban growth and sprawl, especially
of the primate cities and other large urban centers.

vi. To ensure efficient urban infrastructure and service delivery. vii. To improve access

to adequate and affordable low-income housing.

Despite a well-thought-out set of initiatives for the implementation of the NUPF, researchers
(Fuseini and Kemp, 2015; Obeng-Odoom, 2013) have cast considerable doubt about the
practicality of the framework. For instance, Fuseini and Kemp (2015, p. 316) convincingly
argued that redistributing the urban population by creating new growth poles does not translate
to good governance and service provision. Aside from the NUPF, it is also crucial to bear in
mind the relevance of the Land Use and Spatial Planning Act (Act 925, 2016) to urban

development. Labeled as a new spatial planning system, Act 925 revolves around three spatial
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planning instruments, namely, the National Spatial Development Framework (NSDF), the
Regional Spatial Development Framework (RSDF), and the District Spatial development
Framework (DSDF) (Acheampong, 2019:109). The spatial planning law is an updated version
of the Town and Country Planning Ordinance (CAP 84) of 1945, which seeks to address
contemporary urban and spatial planning challenges. The Act proposes to:

revise and consolidate the laws on land use and spatial planning, provide for sustainable development of
land and human settlements through a decentralized planning system, ensure judicious use of land in
order to improve quality of life, promote health and safety in respect of human settlements and to regulate

national, regional, district and local spatial planning, and generally to provide for spatial aspects of
socio-economic development and for related matters. (Land use and Spatial Planning Act 925, 2016).

The city of Accra is the perfect environment to explore the complex dynamics of these urban
policies. Spatial planning frameworks in urban areas in Ghana are re-emerging after decades of
dormancy and fragmentation. This revival is exemplified through the restructuring of national
urban development institutions, the establishment of ministries tasked with spatial planning and
urban development, as well as reforms of decades-old planning acts and legislations. It is crucial
to point out that the revival of spatial planning policies is bound to generate tensions between

formal and informal institutions.

5.3. Accra: Profile of a City (A city of Multiple Contradictions)

Accra is a primate city not only in terms of the size of its population; its primacy also manifests in every
respect: political, economic, and cultural (Yankson and Bertrand, 2012, p. 25)

Since its elevation from a small coastal fishing village to the capital city of the Gold Coast by
the colonial administration in 1877 (Figure 23), Accra quickly rose through the ranks to become
a truly global city. In addition to its administrative role, Accra concurrently assumed the mantle
of the commercial center of Ghana, a status previously held by the coastal town of Cape Coast.
Acquah (1958, p. 25) argued that Accra would have remained a small town had Cape Coast
remained the capital. During the late 1950s, the government falsely predicted that the
establishment of a new port town of Tema, which was 17 miles to the east of Accra, would result
in the decline of the city’s position as a commercial and distributive center (TCPD, 1958, p. 4).
According to Njoh (2006, p. 64), the relocation of the colonial administration to Accra increased
the population of the city. Njoh (2006, p. 57) further attributed Accra’s rise to prominence to the

localization of forts built during the period of European trade and commerce.
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a. Part of Accra with the sea in the background b. Street in Accra

c. Part of the town of Accra seen from the east

Figure 23: Accra in the 1880s

Source: Basel Mission Archives

The Accra Metropolitan Assembly is one of the 16 Metropolitan, Municipal and District
Assemblies (MMDAS) in the Greater Accra region (GSS, 2014, p. 3). Established in 1898, the
AMA is situated to the North of the Ga West Municipal, to the West by Ga South Municipal, the
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South by the Gulf of Guinea, and to the East by the La Dadekotopon Municipal Assembly (Fig.
24) (GSS, 2014, p. 1). With a total land area of 139.674 km2, the AMA extends from latitudes
5°5"27" N to 5°28"2" N and stretches between longitudes 0°4'58" E to 0°372" W (Akubia and
Bruns, 2019). According to Grant and Yankson (2003, p. 65), “The city of Accra is defined as
the continuously built-up area of AMA and the town of Tema. Broader definitions of Accra also
exist, such as the Greater Accra Region that includes AMA, Ga, Tema, Dangme West, and
Dangme East.” Before the arrival and subsequent colonialization of Accra by the Europeans, the
indigenous group of the area were/are Ga(s) (GSS, 2014). The Ga people first settled in James
Town (Ngleshie) and later settled in Nungua, La, Osu (Christiansburg), Teshie, and Tema (GSS,
2014, p. 3). In fact, the AMA expanded from these earlier settlements, historically referred to as
‘Old Accra’ (Grant and Yankson, 2003). The city of Accra has emerged as one of the fastest-
growing urban centers in Sub-Saharan Africa and the world. For instance, between 1991-2000,
the average annual population change in Accra was 7.2% compared to the subregion's rate of
7.8% and a world average of 4.5% (Atlas of Urban Expansion, 2016).
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Figure 24: Map of the Accra Metropolitan Assembly

Source: Ghana Statistical Service, 2014
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A defining characteristic of Accra’s urban landscape relates to the rate of spatial expansion (Fig.
25). Analyzing the spatial expansion of African cities, Dodman et al. (2017) singled out Accra
as one of the urban areas with a significant land cover increase between 1985 and 2000. The
urbanization process in Accra is expansive compared to a compact urban dynamic in other
African countries (Seto et al., 2011). For instance, the total built-up area of Accra grew by 4.6%
between 1991 and 2014 (Atlas of Urban Expansion, 2016). The urban extent of Accra increased
by 5.3% between 2000 and 2014, constituting a sharp decline from an annual average of 12.4%
between 1991 and 2000 (Atlas of Urban Expansion, 2016). The rapid expansion of Accra is a
result of the decline in population densities in the inner city and the central business districts. In
the 1958 Master Plan for Accra, the government took pride in the existence of open urban spaces.
They attributed the ‘satisfactory position” of open spaces in Accra to government ownership of
large areas of land as well as town planning control brought about by rapid urban development
(TCPD, 1958, p. 23). Open urban spaces have declined in Accra in recent decades. The rate of

spatial expansion has reduced the size of open spaces in the city (Figure 25).
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Figure 25: Spatial Expansion of Accra (1903-2014)
Source: Atlas of Urban Expansion 2016

Accra still serves as the economic center of the country. Estimates show that Accra accounts for
about 25 percent of the GDP of Ghana (Cities Alliance, 2016), with a 2.21 percent annual growth
rate between 1985 and 2000 (Angel et al., 2005). The city also attracts more than 80 percent of
all foreign direct investment in Ghana (World Bank, 2016). Compared to other parts of the
country, the economy of Accra is highly diversified with people engaged in both primary and

secondary sectors such as fishing, farming, trading, construction, services, manufacturing, etc.
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(GSS, 2014; Grant and Yankson, 2003). The economic growth of the city of Accra particularly
expanded rapidly in the aftermath of SAP. Despite occupying a relatively small land cover area,
Accra has the highest concentration of financial institutions, manufacturing industries, and other
secondary and tertiary sector industries (GSS, 2014; Obeng-Odoom, 2011; Grant and Yankson,
2003; Grant, 2007). The localization of these fundamental sectors generated employment
opportunities and fuelled migration into the city. The AMA has the highest concentration of
urban employment, with the formal sector accounting for about 20% and the informal sector
representing 70-80% (City Alliance, 2016). Since independence, successive governments have
institutionalized the concentration of the national economy in Accra at the expense of other cities
and towns (Grant and Yankson, 2003). The high level of remittance from Ghanaians living
abroad further contributed to the growth of AMA. Remittances are estimated to exceed the
foreign direct investment in the overall growth of the city (Buckley and Mathema, 2007; Bank
of Ghana, 2007; Obeng-Odoom, 2011; Quartey, 2006, Yeboah, 2000;2003; Diko and Tipple,
1991; Grant, 2007). Buckley and Mathema (2007) argued that these remittances are particularly
driving growth in the real estate market in Accra. Studying the role of remittances on urban real
estate in Ghana, Obeng-Odoom (2010) found that Ghanaian migrants in Sydney, Australia, save
about 33% of their incomes to build houses in Ghana and Accra in particular. Remittances to the
housing sector in Accra is so pervasive that Yeboah (2003, p. 117) asserted that “Ghanaians
living abroad now own half of all the new housing stock in Accra.” These investments, however,
focused on developments in gated communities, which contribute to the rise of inequality and
gentrification in Accra (Cities Alliance, 2016). Globalization has also created opportunities for
market speculators to dominate the real estate market in Accra with significant power on issues
of spatial planning and development. According to Cities Alliance (2016), speculation in the real
estate market in Accra is driven by local developers with Ghanaians in the diaspora as clients.
The real estate and construction sector in the city also experienced steady growth in recent
decades. The annual growth rate of the construction sector is comparatively higher than many
cities in the Sub-Saharan African region (UN-HABITAT, 2015). The boom in the real estate
sector is the result of economic liberalization policies in the 1980s. According to Yankson and
Bertrand (2012), trade liberalization facilitated easy access to building and construction
materials, contributing to the expansion of Accra. Yankson and Bertrand (2012) further argued

that rent control laws in the housing market faltered under SAPs. The lack of rent control laws

109



was mostly felt by low-income households, who sank deeper into poverty as rental prices soured
(Yankson and Bertrand, 2012). The Ghana Living Standards Survey (GLSS 3) reflected the rise
in the urban population in Accra during that time (Grant and Yankson, 2003).

The Accra Plan of 1958, officially known as Accra: A Plan for the Town, was a turning point for
the spatial planning and development of Accra. As the first postcolonial master plan of its kind
in Ghana, the Accra Plan was designed to guide the long-term development of towns and cities
in Ghana (Acheampong, 2019, p. 37). The purpose of the 1958 Master Plan was to complement
the 1944 plan and decolonize the development agenda. Per the Master Plan, the government was
apprehensive towards the mass industrialization of Accra and instead preferred to describe the
city in the following way:

Already the city can boast perhaps the finest University in West Africa, a museum, a large luxury hotel,
Achimota College, the Supreme Court, many other fine cultural, administrative and commercial
buildings, and the best retail shops in the country. It would be a pity if the obvious mantle that Accra is

assuming should be marred by large industries which in themselves could enjoy better facilities in the
developing port (referring to the Port city of Tema) (TCPD, 1958, p. 4).

It is important to note that the Master Plan lacked full implementational capacity. Weeks et al.
(2009, p. 3) attributed the failure to poor and fragmented planning. Weeks et al. (2009) perfectly
sum up the spatial organization and social structure of Accra during the various stages of the
city’s transformation: from a colonial, post-colonial, and a global city. According to Weeks et

al. (2009, p. 3), Accra was characterized by:

Q) Race-based town planning until 1923;

(i)  The development of elite areas populated largely by Europeans, including the military
cantonments;

(iii)  Older villages dominated by different ethnic groups and which are now incorporated
into the larger city;

(iv)  Parts of the city such as “New Town” that have been reception areas for migrants into
the metropolis; and

(V) An incompletely implemented urban plan, leading to wide disparities in

neighbourhood formality and infrastructure.

Zoning and land use planning laws enforced a strict spatial and social structure of Accra (Table
11) (Adarkwa, 2012, p. 6). The segregation of residential areas affected the indigenous
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population of Accra (Adarkwa, 2012). Housing in Accra is one of the most inequitable in Africa
(Grant, 2007, p. 32; UN-HABITAT, 2003). Despite accounting for 80 percent of the share of
housing stock nationwide (Bank of Ghana, 2007, p. 19), and recording a 108 percent rise in
housing stock between 1984 and 2000 (Grant, 2007, p. 32), the majority of urban households in
Accra dwell in substandard and congested living conditions (UN-HABITAT, 2011). For
decades, successive governments have failed to improve the housing stock in Accra (Awanyo,
2008; GSS, 2014; Buckley and Mathema, 2007; Obeng-Odoom, 2011). For instance, the housing
stock in the city was 131,355 in the year 2000, serving 365,550 households (GSS, 2005, p. 55).
The number of houses however, marginally increased to 149,689 in 2010 for a total of 450,794
households (GSS, 2014, p. 41). Furthermore, between 2000 and 2010, only 1.48 dwelling units
were built per thousand people (UN-HABITAT, 2011). Consequently, the World Bank (2015, p.
24) argued that “how Ghana tackles its housing development problems will become critical for
growth of urban areas in the coming decades.” The vacuum created in the housing sector has
contributed to the rise of informal housing arrangements. It is, therefore, not surprising that 91
percent of urban housing in Ghana is informal (UN-HABITAT, 2011). For instance, the share of
residential areas in housing projects in Accra decreased from 16 percent between 1903-1929 to
0 percent between 1991-2014 (Atlas of Urban Expansion, 2016). At the same time, the share of
residential areas in informal land subdivisions increased from 24 percent to 45 percent during
the same period (formal land subdivisions decreased from 18 percent to 7 percent during the
same period) (Atlas of Urban Expansion, 2016). The housing situation in Accra was so
precarious to the extent that between 1948 and 1960, the average occupancy of one-third of the
city’s residents was 20 persons per 