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ABSTRACT

This is a dissertation about how Niamey, Niger is experienced in neighborhoods, through bodies,
and around water. I examine the particular colonial and post-colonial historical processes that
impacted development and distribution of Niamey’s water infrastructure, and trace shifts in
governance of this infrastructure over time. To understand how the contemporary city is
experienced, I explore it through households and neighborhoods and the very different ways that
people outside the piped water network get water. The city, through this understanding, becomes
not a city of fragments or splinters, but a city of neighborhoods and relational spaces. This
understanding of the city highlights spaces of alternative practices and foregrounds local
experience in ways that dystopian discourses of fragmented cities hold implicit, but fail to bring
to the surface. I further foreground local experiences by looking at the ways in which water
affects bodies, both materially and metaphorically. In this view of the city, bodies are intimately
implicated in struggles over natural resource governance, and power over water infrastructure is
also about power over bodies. These relational understandings of cities and bodies are brought
together to imagine new governance possibilities and urban futures.
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INTRODUCTION

This dissertation tells the story of how everyday lives and people’s bodies become
implicated in and inscribed by struggles over urban water provision. Intricate networks of water
circulation are central features to life in cities around the world. These water systems consist of
more than their physical infrastructure and service delivery components; they are embodiments
of power relationships and reflective of global neoliberal economic paradigms. Municipal water
systems in developing cities are rarely accessible to all residents, and thus provide a productive
departure point with which to examine city life and inequality. My focus here is on Niamey, the
capital and most important city in Niger. To understand this story of water, cities, and bodies, I
trace the historical development of the city and its water network, then present results on water
access from 25 neighborhoods of Niamey, and conclude with observations of how this uneven
urban water network affects individual bodies and everyday lives. My main themes are uneven
development and a need for more nuanced understandings of peripheral places; gender emerges
as particularly important theme in my discussion of water in everyday life.

For the first time in human history, over half of the world’s population lives in cities
(UN-Habitat 2008b). Cities are complex combinations of social, economic, political, and
economic geographies that constantly shift and change, especially as they grow. The United
Nations estimates that in the next two decades cities will continue to grow, and that by 2030 at
least 60% of humanity will inhabit cities (UN-Habitat 2008b). Urbanization has historically been
associated with industrial countries, but the fastest growing cities today are located in developing
regions of the world, such as Africa and Asia (UN-Habitat, 2008a). West African cities are

among the fastest growing cities of the world, with Abuja, Bamako, and Lagos included in the



list of the ten fastest growing cities in the world (UN-Habitat 2010). Maintaining effective
service provision in these quickly expanding cities has been a constant challenge, especially in
countries with lower levels of economic development.

Over the last decade, responsibility for water provision in many developing countries has
shifted from the state to private companies, with myriad combinations of institutional
arrangements. Those who favor private sector participation argue that it both alleviates pressures
of service provision in already insolvent states and increases the quality and quantity of the final
product reaching the citizen consumer (see Swyngedouw 2004). In human geography, studies of
water in African cities have largely focused on the shift from public to private service provision
as part of larger global economic restructuring processes and how these processes affect access
to and quality of water in urban areas (Keil and Debbane 2004, McDonald and Ruiters 2005,
Myers 2005, Page 2005, Gandy 2006, Loftus 2006, Ruiters 2006, Smith 2006, Loftus 2007,
Loftus and Lumsden 2008, Myers 2008; see also Smith 1984, Graham and Marvin 1991, Harvey
1996, Gandy 1997, Swyngedouw 1997, Bakker and Hemson 2000). Local responses to these
changes in access, especially the impact on everyday urban lives, have been implicit in much of
this research (McGranahan 2001, Budds and McGranahan 2003, Kjellén 2006, Kjellén and
McGranahan 2006, Kjellén 2007). In response, my project seeks to understand lived experiences
of water in urban areas by examining the relationships between water, the city, and individual
bodies in Niamey, Niger.

The first chapter contextualizes the research project. I show how Niger is a country in
many ways defined by marginality: on the fringes of the global economy, high rates of poverty,
in a challenging physical environment, and with a turbulent political history. Niamey rises from
these conditions as the premier, cosmopolitan city connecting both the world to Niger and Niger

to the world. Niamey dominates Niger’s economic, cultural, and political landscape and thus
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plays an important role in the geographical imagination of both Nigeriens and the international
community. The city faces many challenges, one of which is water distribution. Water allocation
is not simply a matter of transporting water, but rather a deeply political process that has been
governed over in multiple ways. To understand water governance in Niamey, I situate the
problem in the larger context of water governance in Sub-Saharan Africa. From this context, we
can begin to move deeper into the story of Niamey through its water.

Chapter 2 moves to the theoretical frame of this dissertation, which revolves around a
relational understanding of space, cities, and bodies as a way to understand contemporary
urbanity. I first outline the development of relational thinking about space, and show how
conceptions of absolute and relative space give way to relational framings to accommodate
difference and leave open room for transformation. I then discuss relational thinking in cities,
and show that when African cities are conceived relationally, space is made for politics rooted in
local experience. I then detail the relational city through the production of relational bodies is
then detailed, and I use the metaphor of the cyborg to help uncover both inequality and embodied
responses.

After the theoretical groundwork has been laid, I move to a detailed analysis of the
growth and development of Niamey and the urban water network therein. Chapter 3 examines
Niamey from 1920 to 1960 when the city was a French colonial capital of the Niger territory. |
examine how the city was a colonial creation, purposely chosen for its location at ethnic and
territorial crossroads and the absence of consolidated urban centers nearby (for these did exist in
pre-colonial and colonial Niger). Through colonial urban plans and subsequent water
infrastructure plans, we see how urban spaces and urban services were designed to be

fragmented and selective. An examination of French urban and colonial policies shows Niamey
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to be a place of both modernity and control. Finally we see how changes in the colonial core
shaped Niamey, particularly in the decade before Niger’s independence.

Chapter 4 investigates Niamey and its water infrastructure from the 50 years since
independence. Through correlating national politics, legislative developments, and international
discourses the gradual shift away from state authority becomes apparent. Until the 1980s, the
state retained complete control of urban water, but this was incrementally dissolved first through
decentralization and eventually to international and private sector participation. Concurrently,
Niamey experienced vast growth in numbers and expanded territorially, producing unique
challenges to urban planning and service provision. This chapter concludes with a discussion of
the new urban renaissance visions of the current president of Niger.

My fifth chapter presents results from a household survey I performed in 2010 with 550
households in 25 neighborhoods across the Niamey. Results from these surveys reveal that
location is much less a determinant of water than much literature contends—peri-urban location
does not always mean absence of water networks. Much more interesting were neighborhoods
located in the city center that have some of the lowest rates of water access (as measured by
household taps). These results reveal the need to look beyond the map of water pipes into what is
actually happening on the ground. In neighborhoods with little access to water in the form of
household taps, residents found a variety of solution to access water, and which of these
solutions dominates tells much about the neighborhood’s role in the city. Furthermore,
approaching neighborhoods as deep, relational spaces instead of splinters or fragments offers a
productive way of imagining urban futures, understanding alternatives, and building politics.

From understanding Niamey through neighborhoods I move to a perspective based on the
body. I use data from interviews, conversations, and observation to construct four case study

narratives that explore the interrelationships between cities, water, and bodies in Niamey. The
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case studies focus on circumstances where water is not accessed within the home. Focusing on
lack of access to water illuminates how the lack of water produces specific kinds of bodies. I ask
what kinds of bodies governance strategies produce, both materially and socially, and contend
that politics over water are essentially politics over the control and constitution of bodies.

I conclude the dissertation by revisiting ideas of relational cities, bodies, and water
governance through the example of Niamey. Understanding neighborhoods as more than
fragments or splinters, but as deep relational spaces, is a productive way of imagining city
futures. Develop radical urban possibilities starting from discourses of dearth rather than
abundance leads us back to top-down constructions of the city, which miss important lived
experiences on the ground. I next revisit the cyborg metaphor, and show that boundaries between
humans and technology (in this case infrastructure) are further blurred as human bodies become
a stand-in for infrastructure pipes in certain places. Governance of water, then, is also power over
and accumulation of bodies. A relational, corporeal understanding of water is shown to be
productive in asking new questions about questions about governance strategies. As we pay
closer attention to what kinds of bodies different governances produce, we can begin to start
other ways of forming alternatives to neoliberal governance. These questions not only pertain to
water, but can be asked of myriad questions about production of urban socio-natures. This
dissertation closes with the opening of new questions around the production of bodies in African

cities.
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CHAPTER 1: SITUATING THE FIELD

Niger is a country on the margins of the global economy, politically unimportant, and
environmentally precarious. Looking from the margins at systems of global politics and
economics can highlight extant inequalities and reveal deep injustices in the global status quo.
But Niger is more than just a place on the margin, but also a perspective from which much can
be gained. It is a country in which 16 million people (INS Niger 2011) live out their lives,
experience joy and sorrow, produce art, make mistakes, and experience all of the wondrous
moments that constitute life. By incorporating these two aspects—the marginal and the central—
we can move towards a deeper understanding inequality, the place itself, and how to bring forth
challenges to hegemonic systems. This marginal-central dialectic runs through this dissertation
as I seek to understand Niamey’s water in terms of the global-political economy and as
experienced by residents in place. I focus on water in Niamey because all cities and all people
require water, water infrastructure projects require investment that Niger lacks, so water in
Niamey becomes something at once decisively global and deeply personal.

To understand water in Niamey, we must know about the national stage on which
Niamey not only exists, but takes center stage. To understand water in the city we must know
about the historical processes and contemporary debates around which policies are made and
futures imagined. In this chapter, I situate my research on water in Niamey within the context of

Niger and debates of urban water governance.



Situating Niger

Niger is the second largest country in West Africa, with an area of 490,000 square miles,
(Decalo 1997) and has a population of approximately 16 million, of which 49% are under the age
of 15 (Niger PRSP 2008: 10). Niger consistently ranks as one of the lowest countries on the
United Nations Human Development Index; in 2011 it ranked 186" out of 187, just ahead of the
Democratic Republic of the Congo (UNDP HDI 2011). According to this same report, 92% of
the population lives in poverty and 43% live on less than $1.25 a day (UNDP HDI 2011).
Seventy percent of households in Niger reported being unable to meet their basic needs such as
food, water, shelter, and education (Niger PRSP 2008). The gross national income per capita in

2010 was $360, and is projected to fall each year by a rate of -0.2% (Unicef 2012).

Figure 1: Map of Africa with Niger Figure 2: Map of Niger showing Niamey. By Will
highlighted. By Will Penner. Penner.

Niger’s population growth rate is among the world’s highest at 3.4% a year, with the

average woman bearing 7.1 children during her lifetime (Unicef 2012). For every 1,000 infants



born, 73 die before reaching age one and 143 never reach age five (Unicef 2012). Life

expectancy is 54 years and only 29% of the adult population is literate (Unicef 2012).

Development indicators of Niger, 2010

Indicator Measurement
Gross National Income per capita, US$ 360
Percent of population living on less than $1.25/day 43
Infant mortality rate under 1 year per 1000 births 73
Under-5 mortality rate per 1000 births 143
Percent of children under 5 who are underweight 40
Total fertility rate 7.1
Crude birth rate 49
Crude death rate 13
Lifetime risk of maternal death 1:16
Life expectancy at birth 54
Adult literacy rate as percent of total population 29
Percent of population with access to improved drinking water 48
Percent of population with access to improved sanitation 9
Percent of population under age 15 49
Percent of population living in urban areas 17

Table 1: Development indicators of Niger, 2010. Source: UNICEF 2012.

Nearly one in ten Nigeriens resides in Niamey, but the vast majority of the population—
83%—Ilives in rural areas (Niger PRSP 2008: 10). These rural residents rely on agricultural

activities, such as farming and animal husbandry, as their prime source of income. This rural



population is concentrated in the southern portion of the country where the cultivatable land,
which accounts for less than 12 % of the total area in Niger, is located (Polgreen 2007). Niger’s
environments are overwhelmingly arid, with the Sahara Desert occupying the northern half of the
territory and the wettest regions of the south getting an average of 20 inches of precipitation a
year (Shinoda et al 1999). Niamey averages 21 inches of rainfall each year (Shinoda and
Yamaguchi 2003, Tarhule 2005).

Niger’s average annual rainfall measurements tell us little about the variability of rainfall
during the year and of climactic variability over time. Niger’s environments are marked by a
distinct wet season, lasting usually from May to August, and a short rainy season in January
(Shinoda et al 1999). The remaining months of the year are dry and hot, with average high
temperatures in the coolest months (December/January) of 90°F, and 103°F in the hottest months

(March to May; Shinoda et all 1999).
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Recurrent drought cycles are common in Niger, which has resulted historically and today
in both seasonal and permanent migration of rural inhabitants to urban areas (Decalo 1997). In
addition, drought cycles are expected to get more frequent and severe with the impacts of global
climate change (Dai et al 2004). Furthermore, when rains do come, they are increasingly more
intense, with rain falling in short amounts of time, creating flooding conditions (Shinoda et al
1999).

Niger also has its share of political challenges. After gaining its independence from
France in 1960, Niger was ruled as a one party state (but under two different regimes) until 1987
(Decalo 1997). After 1987, the political system opened up to multiple parties, but the road has
been marked by volatility. The first president of Niger to be elected, Ali Saibou, left office after
he was not reelected in 1993, but all subsequently elected leaders have been disposed in coup
d’états (Massalatchi 2011). Since 1996, there have been three military coup d’états, which have
generally been followed by transitional periods, and then elections. The last coup d’etat occurred
in February 2010, and elections followed the next April (Massalatchi 2011). Constant during this
political turbulence, particularly since the late 1980s, has been foreign aid and development
assistance, so much so that the Nigerien state has lost legitimacy in the eyes of the international

community (Alidou 2008).

Placing Niamey

Against this backdrop of national economic, environmental, and political challenges,
Niamey emerges as Niger’s cosmopolitan city. Niamey is the city where the world can be
accessed, the city of opportunity, the home of the national university, a primate city in the classic
sense. Niamey is a relatively new city—French colonists moved their capital from Zinder, an

historic trading city located in central Niger, to Niamey in 1923 (Fuglestad 1983). Since then, the



city has grown rapidly, from 4,000 in the early 1930s to 35,000 people at independence in 1960
to over 1.3 million people today (Niger PRSP 2008, INS 2012). Niamey’s population swells to

1.5 million during the dry season as seasonal migrants settle with families and on city streets to
ride out the “hunger season” in the city rather than on the farm (INS 2012, Bocquier and Traore
1998).

As more people move to the city, demand increases on extant service provisions. In
Niamey, the networked water system officially services about 65% of the city’s residents (Niger
PRSP 2008). Twumasi et al. (2005) measured a substantial decrease in water quality and
availability in the Niger River, the source point for Niamey’s piped water, between 1973 and
2001 as a result of increased urban usage. For those outside of the piped water system, a variety
of methods are used to secure water (detailed in Chapter 5), including reliance on water vendors,
public standpipes, wells, and neighbors. In Niger, household water is the woman’s domain, as
she manages the everyday household work of cooking, cleaning, and child rearing (Alidou
2005). Surely there are a variety of experiences of being a woman in Niger, but there, too, exist
commonalities as women face entrenched patriarchy and versions of Islam (97% of the
population is Muslim) that is increasingly political and fundamentalist (Alidou 2005: 6, Alidou
2008). Women in Niger, then, are on the margins in a country that is marginal in the
contemporary global order, but their lives and individual experiences are essential to
understanding Niamey urbanism.

Since the 1990s, Niger has been near the top of the list of highly indebted countries, and
firmly in the throes of International Monetary Fund and World Bank restructuring schemes, or
structural adjustment. Privatization of state run urban water provision systems was one such
restructuring program. The IMF and World Bank required the restructuring of public services as

part of their loan and debt relief package in many developing countries in the late 1990s, but this



process has in most cases proven inadequate in ensuring marginal populations access to water
(Budds and McGranahan 2003). What is interesting for me is thinking about how the people
experience the city through its water, both materially and symbolically. Urbanization and urban
growth not only affect material conditions of residents, but also deeply affect human
consciousness and changing realities across the globe; indeed, “urbanization of human
experience is, as a dominant phenomenon, a reality of the new millennium” (Carrillo 2006: xi).
To understand how people interact with urban water and its infrastructure, we first need
to examine how this infrastructure came to be and how it has been managed or governed. It is
through this investigation that we see how water in Niamey is both global and local; and
Niamey’s situation is not unique in Sub-Saharan Africa. Urban water systems in Sub-Saharan
Africa must be examined from multiple perspectives, both in terms of time (history) and space
(scale), to understand frames in which contemporary residents act and for the possibilities of

(re)imagining the future. It is to this topic I now turn.

Urban Water Governance in Sub-Saharan Africa

In 2010, more than half of the people living on planet earth live in cities, and every
second that passes by sees 2 more people added to this number of urban dwellers (UN-Habitat
2010). In Africa, the urban population is expected to triple by 2050 (UN-Habitat 2010). Figuring
out how to make sure people have access to water and providing for increasing urban
populations worldwide has taken center stage in policy and development circles. Nearly all of the
urban growth in the next 30 years is expected to take place in developing countries, especially
Africa, thus thrusting these regions and cities into conversations on water management at the

global level.



Rhetoric from international development agencies has equal if not stronger currency than
local management practices, histories, and ideas of water in developing countries (Njoh 2010).
Tracing how international organizations and corporations become intertwined with local service
delivery in most large cities in Africa is tantamount to understanding the ways in which residents
in cities today experience water in their cities and imagine the future. Water, it seems, is
particularly susceptible to extra-local interventions because of its mobile and fluid nature—
watersheds rarely lie within one country, and pollutants and uses upstream impact countries and
cities downstream. Water, then, needs to be managed and governed in ways that account for
more than just the local. In the following pages we see how an understanding of water as more
than local has taken shape through development discourse and also through contemporary
debates on relational and ecological governance.

In human geography, studies on water in African cities have largely been conducted
within the framework of urban political ecology, and have focused on shifts to and strategies of
privatization and neoliberal governance models (Kiel and Debbane 2004, McDonald and Ruiters
2005, Myers 2005, Page 2005, Gandy 2006, Loftus 2006, Ruiters 2006, Smith 2006, Loftus
2007, Loftus and Lumsden 2008, Myers 2008; see also Smith 1984, Graham and Marvin 1991,
Harvey 1996, Gandy 1997, Swyngedouw 1997, Bakker and Hemson 2000). Local experiences of
these changes and subsequent shifts in understanding urbanity have garnered less attention (see
McGranahan 2001, Budds and McGranahan 2003, Kjellén 2006, Kjellén and McGranahan 2006,
Kjellén 2007). My dissertation adds a more local, nuanced perspective of how water governance
affects cities and people in cities.

In this section, I outline shifts in urban water governance in Sub-Saharan Africa that lay

the groundwork for understanding urban water in Africa; the Niger experience is detailed in



Chapters 3 and 4. Unraveling these historical processes is vital to understanding how futures are

imagined in the contemporary era, after failures of both the market and the state.

Colonial Waterscapes

After the formal establishment of European rule in the late 1880s, cities in Africa existed
not for their intrinsic value, but rather were “embedded in times and rhythms heavily conditioned
by European domination” (Mbembe 2001: 9). Many of the most populous cities in
contemporary Africa began their role of primacy within colonial regimes. Examples of such
cities are Dakar, Abidjan, Accra, Lagos, Kinshasa, Nairobi, and Dar es Salaam (see Gandy 2005,
Myers 2003, Simone 2001). Different European powers practiced colonialism differently, but
there are enough commonalities in experiences under colonialism that enable comparison
between and across African cities (Myers 2011). The most important of these shared experiences
is the location and growth of African cities as “sites of resource extraction” that resulted in “the
functional retardation of African cities into roles as either entrepot/warehouse towns,
bureaucratic capitals, or both at once, rather than as organically grown industrial manufacturing
engines of value added” (Myers 2011: 51). Cities in Africa were valuable only as sites linking
resources and extractive rents to Europe, sites linking the hinterland to the core.

Once located firmly in place, these cities needed to be organized, or re-organized as is the
case with already existing cities, according to European visions of modernity in Africa. These
visions of modernity included European superiority, economies of extraction, selective inclusion
of local peoples, transformations of extant institutions, and development of the built environment
(Stoler 1989). These visions of modernity had material impacts on the form and structure of
African cities. According to Attahi et al (2009: 29-30), colonial urban plans shared the following

four guiding ideas: “the separation of living quarters according to status, the preoccupation with



public health and hygiene, strengthening the security of the French Quarter or “European town, ”
and the quest for practical modernism and a vision of the future of urban development.”
Geographer Ambe Njoh (2008: 91) explains that all colonial cities in French West Africa had
their own versions of “la ville blanche” (the white city) and “le village or la ville des indegenes”
(the village or the indigenous part of the city). Moreover, colonial cities became laboratories for
architects, urban planners, and social scientists as whole cities were formed and/or reformed
according to ideas of modernity and race (Wright 1991). This was especially true in Francophone
African cities in the 1920s and 1930s. During the 1920s and 1930s, French society was in a wave
or romanticism for rural life; French cities were largely seen as uncreative nodes of consumerism
and industry (Merrifield 2002). Disenchantment and apathy with cities at home was replaced,
for many, with nationalistic pride in new urbanisms in the colonies (Wright 1991).

Water played an intricate role in these modern-colonial experiments and practices of the
city. In the separate European quarter, Haussmann-style neighborhoods (patterned after those of
the infamous architect of modernist Paris), with wide boulevards and gridded street patterns,
undergirded with water distribution infrastructure were constructed (Baron 2006). In the
“Native” quarter, however, streets were narrower and not laid out in a formal grid pattern, but
rather were seen to take shape organically and by community decisions. This process was part of
a deliberate effort of French colonial policy of promoting certain “traditional” forms of
organization (Wright 1997). Water in the native or community quarter was modeled after rural
systems (Baron 2008). Water was also seen as a public health issue in the native quarters,
something the natives needed to be taught how to use and dispose of correctly in a city (Gandy
2006). Colonial urban planners viewed the “natives” as not ready or able to use the same
distribution system as Europeans; when piped water networks did reach the native quarter it was

only in the form of public fountains designed to mimic rural systems, and even this was
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extremely rare (Bakker 2010a). The home and private space of the native seemed too unknown
and uncivilized to risk contaminating the modern piped water network. Colonial officials
deployed committees of hygiene monitors to ensure the correct use of public fountains and
appropriate disposal of wastewater (Myers 2003). Water access and use became a foundation
upon which identity boundaries were constructed and indeed policed (Bakker 2010a).

As cities under colonialism grew, so did the piped water network, but only for the
Europeans and small groups of indigenous elites (Swyngedouw 2004, Gandy 2008, Loftus and
Lumsden 2008). As Kaika (2005: 110) explained, “projects that could potentially trigger local
independent development, such as irrigation or water supply, received little or no [support].”
The European modernist project of “taming nature” was exported to colonies to “not only
increase dominance over nature, but also dominance over human beings” (Kaika 2005, 109).
Unequal access was literally built into colonial infrastructure projects and had material impacts
on city form (Swyengendou 2004, Bakker 2010a). In Francophone African cities, a dual city
emerged with the European/modern quarter relying on piped water and the native quarter relying

on community management techniques that mimicked rural systems (Baron 2008).

Post-Colonial Modernization

With independence came limited investment in urban water infrastructures, as national
governments placed emphasis instead on “large-scale hydraulic works, particularly large dams”
as signs of modernization that helped served as markers of progress in newly independent
countries (Bakker 2010a, 9). This push for modernization was informed largely by Rostow’s
famous theory of economic growth, which contended all economies pass through specific stages
on their way to economic progress (Rostow 1960, Willis 2005). Rostow’s theory was built

around his idea of how European economies progressed from traditional societies, through pre-

11



conditions for taking off, take off, driving to maturity, and finally entering the stage of
development as evidenced through mass consumerism (Rostow 1960, Williams et al. 2009). Of
course, this theory did not take into account the myriad ways that European progress was built on
the backs of colonized peoples, places, and resources (Wolf 1997). Instead, this theory of
economic growth and accompanying stages was pushed as the inevitable road for countries
should they wish to develop and become part of the modern world. International institutions, like
the United Nations and the World Bank, became deeply involved in helping newly independent
countries finance large-scale water projects in the immediate post-independence era (Bakker
2010a).

What little infrastructure developed in cities were far from systems ensuring universal
coverage (Baron 2008). Local elites generally occupied former European quarters, and new
neighborhoods created by independent governments were integrated into the European quarter’s
water distribution network (Baron 2008, Coquery-Vidrovitch 1988). Baron (2005, 2008)
explained that the dual urbanism created under colonialism in French Africa persisted until the
1970s, largely as a result of underfunding, confusion over whether state or municipal officials
held responsibility, massive urban growth, and multiple systems of property rights. Property
rights became especially important in this post-colonial era. In French West Africa, there existed
two ways that land could be obtained: through the state or through the customary/traditional
leaders (Njoh 2008). Land obtained through the state was more expensive, and took a longer
time, but these titles were the only ones recognized as legal. Only legal settlements were eligible
for infrastructure extensions and water taps for personal use (Baron 2008). Land obtained
through traditional leaders was deemed illegal, thus not an area of state concern. In an effort to

bolster state and urban legitimacy, infrastructure extensions only served legal plots of land.
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Settlement deemed illegal continued to rely on community water management techniques such as
wells or pumps.

An emphasis on legality and property rights was a way for post-colonial states to both
gain and exert their legitimacy in urban spaces. Just as different spaces of the colonial cities
produced different subjects (i.e., whites, natives), post-colonial constructions of legal and illegal
settlements became a way of understanding who belonged in the city and who did not (Kooy and
Bakker 2008). Ultimately the state decided who was a legal resident, a citizen of the city, and
thus merited inclusion into city services. States did not promote equal access to city services for
all urban residents, but rather emphasized legal property rights as the avenue to urban
citizenship. In essence, the state came to be viewed as a “benevolent despot,” an absolute power
that distributed services according to its own logics of legality, however fraught with problems
they were.

In the 1970s, international development agencies shifted their focus from post-colonial
reconstruction and modernization to development and poverty alleviation, and water distribution
networks in developing countries became popular sites of intervention (Bakker 2010b, Baron
2008). One reason for this renewed interest in urban water supply networks were the links
between poverty, lack of water access, and poor health expounded by the World Health
Organization early on in the decade (Bakker 2010a). Clean water was, for the international
development agencies, a cornerstone of the solution to more productive and healthy local
populations. Cities took a front position in these development and poverty alleviation as sites of
positive externalities, such as labor pools, consumer markets, and the targets of large numbers of
rural migrants (Potts 1995). Loans and aid were given to state-run urban supply systems across

the African continent (Bakker 2010a).
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The United Nations designated the 1980s the “International Drinking Water and
Sanitation Decade,” and special attention was given to countries in Sub-Saharan Africa (UN
General Assembly 1985, Bakker 2010a). The United Nations provided technology and project
advice to developing countries, ministries, and water projects while the international
development institutions (primarily the World Bank) followed close behind with the necessary
investment capital (Black 1998). In 1983, the water and sanitation component of the World Bank
was reorganized and now fell under the office of urban affairs, further entrenching water
development as urban and infrastructural (Cairncross and Mundial 1992). Solutions early in the
water decade focused mostly on “hardware” solutions to water access problems, including both
low-cost technologies and massive urban infrastructure networks (Black 1998).

In 1985, things began to change. The international development community held a mid-
decade review of the water decade, and concluded that “software,” or questions of governance
and sustainability, were more important than hardware solutions (Cairncross and Mundial 1992).
In the early 1980s, African countries were struggling to find their footing amid a global recession
that saw commodity prices drop and import prices swiftly rise (Helleiner 1983). Governments
began to rely heavily on international aid for budget shortfalls and debt levels rose (Helleiner
1983). Water projects in which the development community invested often fell into disrepair, as
budgets were insufficient locally to fix hardware problems and the political will to fix
international projects stalled (Black 1998). Where cities were once seen as positive sites of
creativity and growth, they were now viewed as over-urbanized and heavy burdens (Potts 1995).
Governance and “software” issues became the focal point of the remaining half of the Water and
Sanitation decade. Governance issues focused on the failure of states to produce effective water

systems and promoted the market as the solution to state failure (Bakker 2010b).
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Neoliberalization

The end of the 1980s marked a dramatic shift in urban water governance around the
world. In most countries in Sub-Saharan Africa until the 1990s, urban water supply was state or
municipally-owned and operated, and retained a highly unequal pattern of access across cities
echoing colonial times (Jaglin 2005). Failure of these systems was tied, for development
institutions, to the inefficiencies and failures of the state. There was little acknowledgement of
problems within the global financing and modernization discourses themselves or their
application to different places. The state in Africa became discursively constructed as
“clientelistic, predatory, sorcerous, patrimonial, neo-patrimonial, criminal, imported,
kleptocratic, and so on” (Olivier de Sardan 2009: 39). In his influential book Markets and States
in Tropical Africa, Robert Bates (1981, in Arrighi 2002: 7) argued that “state officials in newly
independent African countries used the powerful instruments of economic control that they had
inherited from colonial regimes to benefit urban elites and, first and foremost, themselves” and
that the solution to this problem was “dismantling state power and leaving the peasantry free to
take advantage of market opportunities.” Where the state was once the focus of development
partnerships and international aid, the state now became the source of problems and the reason
for failing water supply networks (Bakker 2010a, Jaglan 2005). The state was discursively
replaced with the market as the most efficient way to deal with urban water inequalities. This
discursive shift was paramount in the reorientation of international finance and development
away from the state itself to semi-private and private entities.

Another factor in the shift away from state management of water networks was the
Dublin Statement on Water and Sustainable Development adopted by the United Nations in 1992
that recognized water as a finite good having economic value (see also Bakker 2010a, Jaglan

2005). The Dublin Statement asserted that “past failure to recognize the economic value of water
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has led to wasteful and environmentally damaging uses of the resource” and that “managing
water as an economic good is an important way of achieving efficient and equitable use, and of
encouraging conservation and protection of water resources” (United Nations 1992). This
assertion opened wide the gate of commodification of water resources internationally. Now not
only were Africa states despotic in their management of water networks, but they were also
negligent in their development of this important economic arena. African states were
discursively constructed as overburdened with industries and programs, making them unable to
fulfill their promises and enact their development ideals. This process, coupled with the global
recession of the 1980s, left African states cash poor and over-extended (Jaglan 2005).

The World Bank latched onto this idea of over-burdened states and the new definition of
water as an economic good, and reoriented its strategies away from state and parastatal
organizations to private operators (Baron 2008). The state became idealized as regulator rather
than operator of urban water networks (Bakker 2010a). The key to the World Bank approach
became “sectoral lending,” which frequently necessitated reform of the very sector before
lending could actually occur (Bakker 2010a: 71). Sectoral reform in the 1990s was often bundled
with programs of debt relief, especially in countries in Sub-Saharan Africa (Goldman 2007). In
order to qualify for debt relief and/or other structural adjustments by international finance
regimes, countries first had to comply with a liberalizing state-owned water services (Goldman
2007). In much of the developing world, and particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa, “financial
constraints on governments, rapid population growth, the qualitative infrastructure demands of
foreign investors and elite residents, the perceived ‘inefficiencies’ of state-owned enterprises and
general dissatisfaction with the supposed inflexibilities of centralized infrastructure” came
together and thus gave credence to liberalization policies of international institutions (Graham

and Marvin 2001: 99).
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The late 1980s marked the first of these sectoral reforms and associated private sector
insertions into water networks in developing countries (Bakker 2010a). By the early 2000s, 183
contracts between state and private companies had been signed in developing countries (Bakker
2010b). Fourteen contracts between states and private water entities were signed between 1994
and 2002 in Sub-Saharan Africa (Kirkpatrick et al 2006). Of these 14 contracts in Sub-Saharan
Africa, half were in countries in Francophone West Africa: Cote d’Ivoire, Guinea, Mali,
Senegal, Chad, Burkina Faso, and Niger (Jaglin 2005: 32-34). These liberalization contracts
between African states and private companies rarely meant the wholesale privatization of water
networks, but rather usually indicated the privatization of exploitation, operation, and
commercialization (Bakker 2010b, Jaglin 2005). The most common form of private sector
participation in Sub-Saharan Africa was, and is, the Public-Private Partnership (PPP). In these
partnerships, states tended to retain ownership of water infrastructure and were accordingly
responsible for investments and extensions. Private companies, conversely, took over as
exploiters and operators; they became responsible for advertising, collecting payments, and
dealing with customer service requests and complaints.

The opening up of water networks in poor countries to private participation in the 1990s
spurred a wave of debates, in academic and policy circles, as well as activist groups. Anti-
privatization activists and academics point to the failure of private companies to improve water
access, and of their tendency to raise prices and focus on economic measures, as evidence of the
fallacy of market solutions (Bakker 2010a). Proponents of private sector involvement highlight
lack of state funding, availability of private sector funding as multinational corporations tap into
global economy (stock markets, futures trading, debt trading, etc.), and the innovative nature of
the market as reasons to further encourage private participation (Kaika 2005). Fifteen to twenty

years after their implementation across the continent, though, access has not dramatically
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improved (Bakker 2010b, Baron 2008, United Nations 2010). Both state and market-led water
network management paradigms have failed to achieve more equitable distribution across and

within regions and cities.

Contemporary Debates

So now what? This is the question that most research on water governance and urban
water issues asks today. There still are proponents of state control and management, just as there
are proponents of increasing private sector involvement. Increasingly, though, debates on futures
of urban water governance focus on questions of politics of community (Bakker 2010a), the
partiality of neoliberalization (Loftus 2005, Kaika 2003), and the increasing fragmentation of
urban spaces (Graham and Marvin 2001, Gandy 2006) rather than critiques of the state and/or
market.

Karen Bakker (2010a) concluded her book Privatizing Water: Governance Failure and
the World’s Urban Water Crisis by outlining what she sees as a potential solution to problems of
water governance, contending that approaching water from an ecological governance standpoint
opens up space for a multiplicity of actors and ideas more reflective of the nature of water as a
natural resource, not just a human need or economic good. In her calls for ecological governance,
she leaves room for the private sector and for community participation, but more importantly
reasserts the centrality of the state in urban water governance. She calls for the state to be more
inclusive of “communities,” which vary depending on geo-ecological scale, from the watershed,
to the urban, to the neighborhood.

I see Bakker’s argument of opening up governance debates to include ecological scales as
a call to recognize the multiple scales at which water operates relationally. This call to
relationality is echoed across the discipline of human geography and can be a productive way of

opening questions of water governance, which are ultimately questions of justice and equity.
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Recent (re)assertions of the relational nature of space buttress ideas of relational politics and
governance, and also lived experiences of urban life. The field of African urban studies has also
recently asserted the need to think relationally, and this notion intersects in productive ways with
geographical concepts of relational space. What I find most interesting in thinking about space,
urban life, and relationality is how these ideas, experiences, and practices become embodied
experiences, transcribed onto bodies of urban residents, particularly those residents without
access to the piped water network. Looking at water and the city through the relational body
reveals different ways that politics become embedded in everyday life and potential new sites for
understanding urban consciousness and experience. The following chapter explores these
different understandings of relationality and how they can be used to understand links between

and within water, cities, and bodies.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I laid the groundwork for understanding Niamey and Niger. I showed how
Niger lay at the margins of the global political economy, on the margins of the global
environment, and politically mercurial. Though Niger lies on the margins, Niamey is central to
the political, cultural, and economic functioning of the country and occupies center stage in the
national imagination. Water certainly plays a part in this, so I outlined debates over urban water
governance that will be key to understanding the histories of Niamey presented in Chapters 3 and
4. In the next chapter, I elucidate my theoretical framework of relationality that runs through and

threads together the rest of the dissertation.
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CHAPTER 2: RELATIONAL FRAMINGS

On April 12th, 2010 I sat with Hadiza in the courtyard of her family home in the Talladje
neighborhood of Niamey. It was the fifth day in a row that the water tap inside their courtyard
failed to yield water. Such events are common during the three month-long hot season in
Niamey, where temperatures regularly exceed 120 degrees F and water is in high demand.
Hadiza leaves the water tap open during times like these, hoping for some trickle of drops or an
unexpected gush of water to flow. When gushes come, it is during the night, so she has slept
outside near the tap for the past days just to make sure, but still nothing. During the day she gets
water from vendors carrying water from the airport a few miles away, but this water is
expensive. She gets enough so that her husband and children can wash themselves, but that she
hasn’t had a proper bath in a few days. She cannot cook without water, so she buys prepared
food for her family and worries that they will fall sick because of their compromised situation.
We walked together to the public standpipe where the neighborhood water vendors get water,
but their taps also ran dry. Here was a neighborhood well serviced by a variety of water access
points (public and private), one that by most measures would be classified as adequately
serviced, but that had no water. Water pipes everywhere, but not a drop coming out.

Figure 4: Water tap after fourth consecutive day without water. Photography by the author.
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Hadiza’s story shows us that water in Niamey is not simply a question of who has pipes
and who does not. To understand water in Niamey, we must look beyond the network map of
piped water. Places are not either serviced or un-serviced; water access functions in more
nuanced ways. Hadiza’s household, for instance, has a working water tap, yet the flow varies
seasonally and there are months where she gains little access through her tap. Other places may
not have a water tap, but have money and knowledge to build private mechanized wells that
function the same as water taps. But we have to look further than these different strategies of
water provision among people outside of the formal water network. Hadiza tells us that not
having water affects her health, her role as wife and mother, her body, and her household
economy. It’s not that there is less water during the hot, dry season, but rather that scarcity is
produced: there is ample water from the river and the storage capacity of water stations should
suffice. In reality, though, certain locales in Niamey are furnished first while others are left to
wait. The city is connected through its water network, not just materially, but socially. From the
physical water infrastructure we can unearth myriad ways the city comes into being through its
relations.

In the previous chapter, I introduced Niger and Niamey, and described how water
governance has changed over time. I concluded that contemporary debates on water governance
are really calls to understand water relationally. In this chapter, I develop ideas of relationality
into which water plays a pivotal role. I first look at space and relationality, and then argue that
these understandings mirror Bakker’s (2010a) call to ecological/relational governance. I extend
this understanding of relational space to both cities and bodies to uncover ways of approaching
questions of justice and city futures. I appropriate ideas of cyborg urbanization as particularly

important for understanding the links between water, bodies, and cities.
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Changing Ideas of Space

All human action is spatial action, as our material bodies move within various
constellations of atmosphere and earth; everything occurs somewhere. Questions of space and
the nature of space have been central to geographic understandings, but space itself has not
always been conceived the same. Different conceptions of space affect the ways in which human
projects are organized, both materially and metaphorically. These are particularly useful and
salient when considering urban water systems, as conceptualizations of space alternatively
formulated urban water as apolitical, universalizing, or partial and produced. In this section, I
outline three main concepts of space—absolute, relative, and relational—and how urban water

becomes differentially conceived.

Absolute Space

Plato, the classical Greek philosopher, explained that space is something which can be
observed, not something created like time, but more real in that humans can observe space (Warf
2010). As I look out my window, I can see space. Space is observable—it is there, I can see trees
at a distance and buildings behind that—features on and in space. Since space is observable, it is
knowable. Space is concrete, unlike time which is fleeting and but for the present moment
incapable of being experienced. Space is finite; time is infinite (Smith 2008).

During the Renaissance period, philosopher Rene Descartes took this idea of space as
knowable and further separated human’s experience into thought (which takes place in the mind)
and material experience (which takes place in space), detaching a “highly self-conscious self
from a universe that now lies decisively outside the self” (Bordo 1986: 444). In this view,

humans are the locus of knowledge as they experience the inner mind, assumed to be rational,
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asocial, and not located anywhere. The human subject, for Descartes, could discover and make
sense of objects (and material experiences) in space through rational thought and observation
(Warf 2010). Knowledge, then, was “neutral” and “disembodied,” the product of a rational mind
explaining observable truths in space (Warf 2010: 4). Absolute space became, in the words of
Lefevbre (1992: 49), “an antagonism between full and empty.” Space was empty as it was a
container, but full with human activity. Space and society, though occurring in the same place,
were separate entities (Smith 2008). Society acted upon space, but space did not have this
equivalent agency (Smith 2008).

Placing space outside of human life made space into something independent of human
thought, effectively dislocating the social from the spatial (Sack 1986). Space, in these absolute
terms, was an “immobile, closed system” (Massey 2005: 55). Understanding spaces as immobile
and closed typified early geographic scholarship that remained content with classifying and
describing patterns on the earth’s surface: “the job of geography [was considered to] consist
mainly of filling the ‘container’ with information” (Meentemeyer 1989: 164). This way of
thinking of space had political consequences, too. Massey (2005) explained that “so easily this
way of imagining space can lead us to conceive of other places, peoples, cultures simply as
phenomena ‘on’ this surface. Immobilised, they await [our] arrival. They lie there, on space, in
place, without their own trajectories” (4). In this world of absolute space, or primitive space for
Sack (1986), places outside of one’s own realm existed within their own contained systems,
unconnected from both natural and social systems across space.

Urban water in absolute spaces was merely an artifact of human organization that was
locally differentiated depending on physical characteristics and perceived cultural abilities of
different groups. Water systems were but a way that societies filled and acted upon their

concomitant spaces, but these systems were neither social nor spatially mediated. Indeed, this
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view of space was largely instructive in documenting physical and cultural water systems of the
world (like the ganat systems of North Africa or the aqueducts of ancient Rome), but left little
room for talking about how water spaces were connected across space (like the diffusion of

water technologies historically), and disregarded social aspects of water spaces (Sack 1980).

Relative Space

The increasingly connected world of the 20™ century was problematic for ideas of
absolute space. As distant places were increasingly brought into the fold of Western, global
capitalism, connections and processes became more important to understand than isolated traits.
Conceptions of absolute space ideas gave way to concepts of relative space that contended
“space can be defined only in relation to the object(s) and/or processes being considered in space
and time” and that “distance/relationships are relative and change over time and across space”
(Jones 2009: 49). Space, then, is not some a priori category acted upon, but rather space within
which various phenomena—processes, events, life—occur at different spatial scales and are
differentially experienced. Harvey (2006) aptly explained the difference between the absolute
and relative approaches to space: “Absolute space is fixed and we record or plan events within
its frame. Space is relative in the double sense: that there are multiple geometries from which to
choose and that the spatial frame depends crucially upon what it is that is being relativized and
by whom” (in Warf 2010: 4).

Ideas of relative space opened up space (and thus knowledge) for other ways of
understanding geography. Space was no longer universalizing, but partial and differential, and
critical post-positivist human geographies elucidated different experiences of space according to,
but not limited to, gender (WGSG 1984, Valentine 1989, Hanson and Pratt 1995), sexuality (Bell

and Valentine 1995, Nash 2005), race (Ruddick 1996, Crenshaw 1993), and class (Rose 1984,
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Smith 2008, Harvey 1996). This shift was immensely important in early post-positivist
geography, as scholars approaching human geography through critical lenses of feminism,
postcolonialism, and Marxism described multiple experiences of space and theorized the
different spatialities of social processes. Smith (2010: 106) described this sort of approach as
arguing “different societies use and organize space in different ways and the geographical
patterns which result bear the clear imprint of the society which uses and organizes this space.”
An implicit assumption in these ideas of relative space is the existence of some a priori space
that is differentially experienced, a space that is separate from society (Smith 2010). Social and
political processes mediated these experiences of space, but do not affect the constitution of
space itself. Critical geographers, wary of fetishizing space or according to space some sort of
agency, continued to assert the importance of the social over the domain of the spatial (Soja
1980).

Approaching urban water from the premise of relative space resulted in understandings of
the city that were functionalist and teleological, that cities were unevenly developed but the
promise of universal urban inclusion remained possible (Gandy 2004). Understanding processes
across space and connections between the political, social, and water systems became key in
understanding early privatization programs in the global South and unequal access to urban
water networks (Swyngedouw 1997, Graham and Marvin 2001). Solutions to urban water and
uneven access focus on changing the social structures in order to change space, and regularly
disregarded aspects of physical environment or materiality (Smith 2008, Bakker 2010a).

Scholars working on urban water issues since the 1990s have radically opened up
conceptions of the relationships between water, cities, and space to show that water not only
produces spatial patterns, but that water and space are co-constitutive and exist within a socio-

spatial dialectic (Soja 2010). These ideas echo ideas of relational space and radical ways of
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bringing together society and space. The socio-spatial dialectic approaches of Soja (2010),
Harvey (1996), Smith (2010) and Lefebvre (1996), with of course some differences between
their visions, remain important in highlighting how space and society are not only co-
constitutive, but how space itself is not natural or given, but always and continuously produced

(Heynen, Kaika, and Swyngedouw 2006).

Relational Space

Concepts of relative and absolute space both conceptualized space as something separate
from objects or processes, and insisted on the separation of space and society (Smith 2010).
Space exists and processes enacted upon it and are differentially experienced. Thinking about
space relationally, on the other hand, establishes that space never just is, but is always created.
All spaces are relational spaces, always produced (Lefebvre 1997, Soja 1980, Harvey 1998,
Smith 2010); never is space simply a given entity waiting to be filled, measured, or acted upon.
That space is produced means that there is not only a heterogeneity of experiences of space, but
rather a radical multiplicity of space itself. Massey (2005) aptly concluded that space is better
conceived of as “a simultaneity of multiple trajectories” that is produced “through the practices
of material engagement” (62). Space, in this understanding, becomes imbued with almost
existential qualities, but at the same time bracketed by interaction and material relations. Space is
unenclosed, yet bounded by relations: space is “open, multiple and relational, unfinished and
always becoming” (Massey 2005: 59).

Relational space is closely aligned with post-structuralist geographies that argue that
“space is made not by (underlying) structures but by diverse (physical, biological, social,
cultural) processes” and emphasize that “these processes are made by the relations established

between entities of various kinds” (Murdoch 2006: 19). Proponents of this framework claim that
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“the mingling of various entities in complex assemblages, networks and/or systems, might now
comprise geography’s main intellectual concern” and argue that this is best accomplished
through frameworks of relational space that include both natural and social systems (Murdoch
2006: 20).

Bakker’s (2010a) suggestion of approaching urban water from the perspective of
relational/ecological governance aligns closely with Murdoch’s call for geographical inquiry to
focus on relational frameworks. Bakker’s (2010a) ecological governance framework sees urban
water as more than just technological, political, or social processes, but also incorporates aspects
of water that are physical, environmental, and even mystical (see also Linton 2010). This concept
is an important addition to the ways in which urban political ecologists have used human-
environment relational understandings to question the commodification and neoliberalization of
water governance in cities around the world (Sywngedouw 1999).

Bakker (2010a) instead asserted the need to look at the relationality of water spaces, not
just city spaces, in the formulation of alternatives to state and market driven water reforms.
Approaching urban water and questions of access and inequality through the framework of
relational space affords an understanding of water access beyond the infrastructure and
conceptions of modernity to see how water shapes everyday lives in cities. | extend relational
understandings to water in a similar fashion as Bakker, but focus on physical and social aspects
of the neighborhood (Chapter 5) and the body (Chapter 6) instead of using the relational-
ecological scales of water. A relational frame of urban water means that all understandings of
water systems are situated and necessarily partial, and the story is continuously formed and
reformed as water is produced, consumed, represented, experienced, and imagined.

Relationality is not only a fruitful frame within which to understand urban water, but also

a useful lens to understand cities and urbanity, particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa, where

27



environmental and social processes are the target of international development intervention
because of their unevenness across space. Thinking relationally both connects the local to the
global, and looks beyond dystopian views of the city to understand the multiplicity of spaces that
constitute urbanity and everyday life. Relational thinking allows a local perspective, but one
grounded in connections, processes, and relations that tell us much more about how cities in
Africa work and how they are experienced everyday. This call to relationality also resounds with

contemporary work in African(ist) urban theory.

Relationality and African Cities

“Over the past ten years,” explains Jane M. Jacobs (2011: 1), “‘thinking space
relationally’ has had a profound effect on how urban geography is conducted and how its project
is conceptualized.” A relational understanding of cities contends that the city “exists in, and
manifests, a condition of relationality that defies territorial depiction” (Jacobs 2011: 1). The city
is not a territory, but rather an unbounded entity that relies on flows and networks—both material
and discursive—from other places. A city never simply is, but is continuously produced out of a
series of relations that extend beyond the urban to the rural, beyond the local to the global, and at
varying scales in between (Amin 2007). To understand a city is to understand its relational
context and the multiplicity of relations that exist within its nooks and crannies. As such, the city
is not something that can ever be fully known; all knowledge of the city must always be partial
because the city is multiple, open, and constantly in flux.

The destabilization of the category of “urban” in relational urban geography opens up
space for understanding the city as a set of flows, and as such reflects different processes
(cultural, social, economic, political) of urbanization around the world. Relational urban

geography “is a radically cosmopolitan urbanism that does not simply add in to urban geography
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different cities, but also enables urban geography to see difference” (Jacobs 2011: 8).
Approaching African cities from a relational perspective plays a key role in this cosmopolitan
urban project, and marks a distinct disjuncture from both developmentalist and relativistic

approaches to African cities.

The African City: From Chaos to Relational Urbanity

The bulk of scholarly literature on African cities approaches urban life as a series of
developmental hurdles—lack of infrastructure, poverty, slums, violence, informal economies,
street youth, unemployment, fragmentation, inequality, and disarray (Pieterse 2010). Rarely are
these qualities of African cities questioned; the focus remains how to intervene and act upon
urban landscapes in Africa, how to save the African city from itself. Cities in Africa have not
often been seen as cosmopolitan, creative, or exciting opportunities; Western cities were the only
cities imbued with such qualities (Pieterse 2008). In response, recent critical human geography
studies of African cities have shifted from demonstrating how they are disorderly, differ from, or
are exceptions to normative urban theory deriving from the West to examining them as
“fundamental dimensions to the global experience of urbanization” (Gandy 2006: 374; see also
O’Connor 1983, Coquery-Vidrovitch 1988, Coquery-Vidrovitch 1991, Mabogunje 1990,
Robinson 2002, Abrahamson 2003, Gandy 2005 and 2006, Freund 2007, Myers 2008, Myers
2011). Simone (2004: 15) contended that “it is important to emphasize that what is going on [in
African cities] has worth and value, and is a crucial aspect of Africa remaking itself.”

By shifting the focus from problems plaguing urban centers to positive gains that have
materialized, the African city emerges as what Robinson (2006: 1) calls an “ordinary city,” a city
in which the “ways of being urban and ways of making new kinds of urban futures are diverse

and are the product of the inventiveness of people.” Envisioning African cities as ordinary cities,
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argued Robinson, ruptured the trend of seeing African cities as “objects of developmentalist
intervention” and their need to catch up to standards that came out of western urban theory, but
extended to cities across the world as the urban idea (Robinson 2006: 2-3; see also Picterse
2008). By formulating cities as ordinary, Robinson fractured the Developed (Western)/Under-
developed (Other) binary, thus bringing all cities in all countries into the realm of urban theory,
opening up space for non-normative Western experiences.

Anthropologist James Ferguson’s (2006) further opened up space for ordinary cities
through his framework for the uncoupling of development (or modernity) status with time.
Ferguson showed how development and modernity thinking has been bound up with time, so that
less developed countries just need to wait until the promise of development/modernity can
materialize (Ferguson 2006, see also Fabian 2002). Underdeveloped places are thought to be
“lagging behind” and just need to “catch up” with developed countries. Ferguson (2006: 186)
contended, though, that the vast majority of African people no longer believe in this fictive
future: “the developmentalist reassurance that history would, by its nature, transform status and
that Third World people needed only to wait and to have patience and their turn would come,
ceases to convince.” Time ceases to have meaning in relation to development.

Uncoupling development/modernity from time, Ferguson (2006) explained, leads to two
responses. The first reaction, and an important one, has been the disavowing of modernity as a
universalizing conception of Western modernity and instead looking at alternative or African
modernities (Comaroff 1993). This multiplicity in the ways to be modern parallels the ideas of
the ordinariness of African cities. Multiple modernities and ordinariness allow for a re-
historicizing of African communities and places in order to see the contemporary not as
“traditional” or “modern,” but something concurrently different and similar, a different way of

being modern (Harrison 2006). Here, “modern” becomes synonymous with “contemporary” as
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the modern is opened up to include multiple modernities occurring within the same historical
moment. This idea mirrors Massey’s idea of relational space leaving room for multiple
trajectories at the same time (Massey 2005).

Besides appreciating a multiplicity of modernities, though, this approach does not address
real problems many Africans themselves see as the very lack of the modern: the “shamefully
inadequate socioeconomic conditions and their low global rank in relation to other places”
(Ferguson 2006: 186). In the second part of Ferguson’s (2006: 188) uncoupling argument, he
contended “with the idea of temporal sequence removed location in the hierarchy no longer
indexes a stage of advancement. Instead, it marks simply a rank in a global political economic
order” (Ferguson 2006: 188). This notion, too, aligns with Massey’s (2005: 8) conception of
relational space: she argued, “the real challenge of the contemporaneity of others can be
deflected by their relegation to a past.” By seeing African cities as lagging behind or not quite
modern, we deny them contemporaneous existence and place them in some fictive past. Once
space is acknowledged as relational, however, other places become accepted as
contemporaneous, and inequality is no longer a question of time but of hierarchical status.
African cities become “nodes in a relational setting” that are continuously being created and re-
created (Amin 2002: 391). Understanding the city beyond ideas of ordinariness and modernity,
seeing the city as relational space, opens up the possibility for change and the creation of a new

urban future.

African Urban Futures and Relationality
Pieterse (2008) argued that possibilities for African urban futures should start with the
informal aspects of urban life in Africa. For Pieterse (2008), understanding the survival

mechanisms of the poor living outside of the formal infrastructure, legal systems, and networks
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of resource provision is the first step in creating cities that are more just, and that ultimately just
cities should be the goal of urban planning. By foregrounding poor people’s survival
mechanisms, Pieterse showed that the city was not divided into categories of formal and/or
informal, but one in which people live out complex everyday lives and depend on a variety of
strategies and networks to survive in the city. I take Pieterse’s suggestion and apply it to my
understanding of how water works in Niamey by foregrounding experiences of neighborhoods
with low rates of water coverage (Chapter 5) and examining how inaccessibility to water shapes
urban bodies (Chapter 6).

The city, for Pieterse, is inherently relational and it is this relational nature that needs to
be accessible and democratic in order to make progress towards a city future that will work for
the majority of urban residents. Urban politics, then, becomes relational politics, as the relational
city is multiple, open, and becoming, and thus the site for radical politics. Myers (2011) extended
Pieterse’s ideas of the relational city and urban politics, emphasizing that relationality itself
changes depending on which of the multiple and changing identities people enact at any given
moment. In this way, the city never is, but is always becoming, and is a process that varies
widely between and within cities (Robinson 2011).

Despite this variability, cities across the African continent share patterns of inequality
that make urban life for some (even many) a game of survival. How to work beyond survival
mode and make cities that are more just and more inclusive is again brought to the forefront by
Myers (2011), but in a way that approaches the city as a dynamic lived experience instead of a
site of development intervention. An approach informed by relational space helps us understand
how inequality in the city is produced through social relations that have material effects:
“relational space is a ‘power-filled’ space in which some alignments come to dominate, at least

for a period of time, while others come to be dominated” (Murdoch 2006: 20). There is not one
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development solution, but rather myriad questions of how to understand how power is enacted
within various relations to create contexts within which people experience city-ness and urbanity
in Africa. After all, it is within relations that meanings and metaphors “slip into the clear text of
the planned and readable city” (De Certeau 1984: 93).

Studying urban water systems from a relational perspective is one such way to examine
how people experience urbanity, particularly in cities with stratified water distribution networks
and multiple modes of water provision. Understanding how water functions to create its own
version of the relational city can shed light on different experiences of the city and opening up
space for these nuanced differences can be the building blocks of radical, relational urban
politics. This is what I do in subsequent chapters: chapters 3 and 4 outline how the water was
intentionally used to create specific spaces in the city, but also how water as an ecological
resource (particularly the lack of water and drought) shaped the city and the water distribution
network. Chapter 5 builds on this historical development to look at experiences of places on the
margins and re-conceptualizes the city not as a series as fragments, but as a collection of
neighborhoods and relational spaces.

Through this work on neighborhoods and lived experiences of urbanity amid inequality,
the question of material, corporeal experience rose up again and again. It is not just
neighborhoods or spaces that become marginalized, but bodies within those spaces become
shaped by their very marginality. Understanding how bodies in marginal spaces are specifically
shaped by urban water systems becomes an important piece of imagining different futures and

radical, emancipatory politics.
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Relational Space and the Body

The challenge brought to us by relational understandings of space and cities are seeing
them both as material and tangible, open and always becoming, thus rendering them fleeting and
(im)material. Space and the city become something both perceived, yet never completely
knowable. They exist in moments, but are constantly created and re-created and radically open.
Moreover, space and cities are not just produced and re-produced, but they are experienced. As
subjects (humans and non-human animals and objects) experience spaces/cities, they then re-act
upon the very space or city itself based on their very experience. This socio-spatial dialectic
(Soja 2010) can also be extended to an understanding of bodies as relational and bodies as co-
constitutive in myriad environmental and social processes.

The body came to occupy central stage in human geography in the 1990s, led by feminist
geographers who argued for the social construction of gender and its corresponding implication
on the construction of geographical knowledge and the constitution of space. Integral to this
early feminist work was seeing the body as something produced through and inscribed by social
and cultural systems, rather than merely existing (Rose 1993, Blunt 1994, Hanson and Pratt
1995). Until the early 2000s, most work in human geography on the body retained this
constructivist approach, and focused on how power became inscribed onto bodies and how
particular spatialities were subsequently produced (Longhurst 2007). The body’s materiality in
these studies was de-emphasized and bodies became “little more than surfaces etched with social
messages” (Longhurst 2007: 23).

More recent work on the body in human geography, particularly within non-
representational theory, however, goes beyond social constructivism to study how bodies are
lived and experienced (Thrift 2008). Non-representational approaches argue that the body exists

outside of and before representation, and that bodies are deeply sensorial and life-giving (Thrift
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2008). Approaches, here, tend to focus on the body’s response to affect and emotion, the
subsequent shaping of spatial experience (Pile 2010), and how space itself produces affect and
emotion that in turn shapes peoples bodies (Bissell 2008, Anderson 2009, Abrahamsson 2011).
Feminist and post-structuralist geographers have critiqued non-representational theory for
overlooking important contextual questions of how different bodies experience phenomena in
different ways, particularly in relation to discursive power(s) (Barnett 2008). Understanding the
body as relational incorporates aspects of both social constructivist and non-representational

approaches to the body, and is thus a useful way to work beyond these debates.

Relational Bodies and Relational Space

The definition of relational bodies put forth by David Harvey (1998) seamlessly aligns
with Massey’s definition of relational space as multiple, open, and becoming through process.
Bodies, Harvey contends (1998: 98), are best understood relationally: “the body is not a closed
and sealed entity, but a relational ‘thing’ that is created, bounded, sustained, and ultimately
dissolved in a spatiotemporal flux of multiple processes” and is always “an unfinished project,
historically and geographically malleable in certain ways.” Harvey’s ideas of the relationality of
bodies are particularly important to my work here because of his use of a “‘relational-dialectical’
view in which the body (construed as a thing-like entity) internalizes the effects of the processes
that create, support, sustain, and dissolve it” (Harvey 1998: 98; see Lefebvre 1991, Haraway
1991, Merleau-Ponty 1992, Butler 1993, Grosz 1994).

This relational dialectic of the body rests on the foundation that bodies are
“simultaneously material and metaphorical” and that they “exist within contextual systems of
meaning and power” (Creswell 2006: 73). Furthermore, bodies at once impact and are impacted

by material and metaphoric processes (which are both environmental/natural and/or social). I see
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this notion as a corporeal extension of Soja’s socio-spatial dialectic, in which society and space
are co-constitutive, and indeed he contends that the “production of spacetime is inextricably
connected with the production of the body” (Harvey 1998: 100, see also Foucault 1977, Lefebvre
1991). Here, the struggles over spaces and cities also become struggles over bodies (Smith 2008,
Smith and Katz 1993). This understanding is particularly useful for me in Chapter 6 as I examine
how bodies outside of the piped water network are shaped by their marginality, and in turn how
their embodied marginality affects the network and struggles over governance. A relational
understanding of the body also resonates with African experiences and philosophies of the

body’s constitution.

African Philosophy and the Relational Body

In African philosophy, the body is understood both as material, as evidenced in sensory
and material experiences with the world (Stoller 1995) and metaphoric/social, or a canvas onto
which social and cultural ideas are imprinted (Izugbara and Undie 2008; see also Gyekye 1997,
Mbembe 2001, Appiah 2005). The body is “an extension of many other phenomena that are
central to the societies with which individuals are affiliated” (Izugbara and Undie 2008: 161).
Stoller (1989, 1995), for example, documented how sensory experiences were experienced in
unique corporeal ways in African settings and that this sensorial experience of the body was
integral to the understanding of the self in African culture. Bodies, also, are important sites of
discursive contestation and norms become transcribed onto bodies in particular ways, such as
acceptable styles of dress or appearance in public spaces.

This line of thought means that the body is site of the self, but that the self contains much
more than just the individual but the extension of an array of phenomena, such as sounds,

ancestors, or nature. The self, in African philosophy, arises not out of individual, isolated
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experience, but only within relations to both community and nature (Adams 2012). African
constructions of individuals emphasize “the experience of self as a relation node embedded in
contexts” (Adams 2012: 185). Adams (2012) argued that this interdependent construction of the
self is not natural or inherent, but rather the product of specific social and ecological contexts
from which these ideas arise. To understand the self and body as interdependent, relational, and
arising from particular geographic contexts, then, requires an understanding of grounded in a
relational framework of space. The body as the site of self is constructed interdependently and
emerges at the intersection of relations, continuously being formed and re-formed.

Understanding bodies as both material and social, or in terms or relational-dialectics of
embodied experience becomes a useful tool in both critical human geography and African
studies approaches to cities, water and governance. In Chapter 6 I present an embodied relational
understanding of water through case studies of women without access to water in their
households, and I trace the ways in which water becomes traceable materially and socially upon
their bodies. I take inspiration from Gandy’s (2004: 373) statement that “water implies a series of
connectivities between the body and the city, between social and bio-physical systems, between
the evolution of water networks and capital flows, and between the visible and invisible

dimensions to urban space,” and from his broader ideas of cyborg urbanisms.

Cyborg Urbanisms, or Links between Cities, Water, and Bodies

Donna Haraway’s (1991) Cyborg Manifesto introduced the figure of the cyborg as
critique of subtle forms of power and a radical opening up of identities, ways of knowing, and
experiencing. What is important here is how the cyborg blurs the boundaries of the body—“Why
should our bodies end at the skin, or include at best other beings encapsulated by skin?”” (178)—

and imagines a cyborg world that acknowledges both the imposition of controls and the “lived
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social and bodily realities in which people are not afraid of their joint kinship” (152). The cyborg
is both a phenomenon and a way of understanding. Cyborgs as phenomena are the amalgamation
of human and machine, or processes by which human beings are mediated by technology.
Cyborgs are also a way to push our understandings into lived experiences that encapsulate both
material and social phenomena (Gandy 2005). Haraway (1987: 152) contends “the political
struggle is to see from both perspectives at once because each reveals both dominations and
possibilities unimaginable from the other vantage point.”

Swyngedouw (1996) interjected Haraway’s cyborg into urban political ecological
understandings of nature and cities and argued for understanding urban water not as hydrologic,
but as hydrosocial, and that material bodies are linked through technologies that exist within
power relations focused on transforming nature. As Gandy (2005: 28) further argued, “the
emphasis of the cyborg on the material interface between the body and the city is perhaps most
strikingly manifested in the physical infrastructure that links the human body to vast
technological networks.” In African cities, these technological networks are not accessible
universally, so this view of cyborg urbanization (linking bodies to infrastructure technologies)
reinforces the relational understanding of cities, which posits that cities are multiple and the
boundaries between city and non-city are increasingly blurred. Let us not forget, too, that
infrastructure and technology are deeply political, and the struggles over control of infrastructure
then become struggles to control both cities and bodies.

Gandy (2005: 41) further argued “the [cyborg] concept simultaneously engages with both
the renewed recognition of urban vulnerability and the theoretical hiatus facing the study o