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ABSTRACT 

 

In contemporary post-colonial Namibia, the concept of informality is widely applied 

with reference to the ‘informal economy’ and ‘informal settlements’, which are 

rapidly overtaking formal urbanisation processes inherited from colonial times. All 

the while, conventional professional spatial practices remain structurally elitist and 

seem ineffectual in settings of ‘urban informality’, which largely overlap with the 

lived experience of the black urban poor. Urban theory continues to reinforce a 

binary conceptualisation in which ‘informality’ remains framed as the non-formal, 

emphasising what it is not rather than providing a conceptual framework for what it 

is. This study is threefold: firstly, I investigate understandings of ‘informality’ through 

in-depth interviews with professional spatial practitioners in the governmental, NGO 

and private sectors. Secondly, I reconceptualise ‘informality’ as everyday spatial 

practice based on participant observation at the “Herero Mall” ‘informal market’ in 

Windhoek. Thirdly, I give account of my involvement in a co-productive spatial 

intervention at the Herero Mall with local traders. Through these three approaches, 

I found that the temporal overlap between Namibia’s decolonisation (from the late 

1970s until Independence in 1990) and the mainstreaming of the concept of 

‘informality’ in urban theory provided the conditions of emergence for ‘informality’ 

to become a discursive practice. By discursively constructing the world of the 

‘informal’ as the binary opposite of what is considered formal and legitimate, its 

actors and practices are delegitimised and thus continue to be structurally 

excluded. At the same time, I argue that the ‘informal’ everyday spatial and 

economic practices of the subaltern is a form of resistance to formal enclosure, 

weaving together fragments of colonial urbanisation into a decolonising urbanism. 

I argue that this form of alter-urbanisation provides a point of departure for an 

alternative professional spatial practice, the outlines of which I trace through 

reflecting on a co-productive spatial intervention at the Herero Mall.  
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CHAPTER 1 SITUATING THE THESIS 

The philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways. The point, 
however, is to change it. 

Karl Marx, Theses on Feuerbach (Engels, 2009 [1886]) 

This doctoral research emerged from my personal academic and professional 

engagements concerning issues of urbanisation in Namibia generally, and my 

home-base Windhoek in particular. Over the last 10 years my work has taken 

various forms: from academic exercises with undergraduate architecture students 

at the university where I teach; public art projects and debates on the state of the 

city; advocacy and support for community-based organisations; to architectural 

consulting work for local and central government authorities. The latter refers 

specifically to a feasibility study (Delgado and Lühl, 2014) commissioned by the 

City of Windhoek (CoW) in 2014, for the formalisation of the “Herero Mall”1 informal 

market in central Katutura,2 Windhoek’s apartheid-era black3 township. This work 

exposed me to the inadequacy of the prevalent regulatory, planning and 

professional practice paradigm in engaging meaningfully within conditions of 

‘informal’4 urbanisation. Rooted in colonial and modernist approaches to urban 

planning and development, this paradigm is yet to be challenged in views of 

increasing ‘informalisation’ – both economically and spatially. These developments 

 

 

1  Herero is the colloquial term for Ovaherero, one of the minority ethnic groups in contemporary Namibia. 
2  Katutura is an Otjiherero word for “the place where we do not want to live”, reflecting inhabitants’ 

resistance to forced relocation to this black-only township in the 1960s. 
3  Throughout this thesis, racial terminology is used reflecting the historical context. Where such 

classifications appear discriminatory, they are not used in the affirmative, but to support the analysis of 
ongoing and long-standing patterns of oppression. 

4  Conceptualisations of informal urbanisation and informal economy largely revolve around being 
unregulated. For now, I am putting the words informal and informality in scare quotes, as they serve as 
placeholders until I will develop more suitable conceptualisations below.  
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happen on the foundations of the segregated and highly unequal apartheid 

geographies Namibia inherited at independence, which continue to marginalise a 

majority of urban dwellers. This, in turn, reveals the inherent political dimension of 

space and raises questions around the complicity of spatial practice in the 

reproduction of such uneven geographical development (Harvey, 2006). While 

deeply critical of this reality, I am acutely aware of my own privileged position within 

this setting: a white, male Namibian of German descent, having studied in Europe, 

living in a central, affluent (former white) suburb, being employed at a major public 

university, and registered as a professional architect (one of only about 140 in the 

country). In other words: inhabiting a different ‘planet’ than the vast majority of 

urban dwellers who live only a few kilometres away in the ‘informal settlements’ of 

Windhoek.  

 

Through the feasibility study mentioned above I became immersed in this 

seemingly other world, and exposed first-hand to the field of socio-spatial power 

relations in which my own position was never neutral. Informal traders5 contravene 

zoning and trading regulations, health and safety procedures, and other 

established regulatory provisions. By occupying municipal land, they effectively 

challenge the paradigm of property. Yet in the near-absence of credible 

alternatives of formal employment, it is clear that such livelihood strategies are 

socially legitimate and should be supported to thrive. Having had the opportunity 

of entering such a paradigmatic field, I decided to use the market as a case study 

for my doctoral research with the following threefold aim: (1) understanding better 

the lived experience of that world which is typically labelled as ‘informal’; (2) 

 

 

5  The term ‘informal traders’ is widely used in everyday practice, including by the people who conduct 
various economic activities at the Herero Mall, and have named their representative association the 
Herero Mall Traders’ Committee (HMTC). Throughout this thesis I will use the term ‘traders’ to indicate 
business operators and those who are informally employed at the mall. 
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developing insights into what could constitute meaningful intervention in this 

context; and (3) contrasting this knowledge with the prevailing discourse on 

‘informality’ to critically review conceptualisations of our urban future. All three aims 

infer my personal participation and a first-person voice is the linking thread 

throughout this dissertation. 

1.1 How did I get here?  

Responding to a call for a tender by the City of Windhoek to undertake a feasibility 

study for the re-development of the Herero Mall ‘informal market’ in 2013, I 

submitted a proposal together with my partner and fellow architect and urbanist 

Guillermo Delgado. He was working at the Labour Resource and Research Institute 

(LaRRI), an independent research institute affiliated with the National Union of 

Namibian Workers, Namibia’s largest trade union federation. We were 

commissioned to undertake the study and were expected to conduct the work in 

two months, during March and April 2014. Without delving into the details of the 

process that ensued, which is elaborated in detail below, a brief overview is 

provided here for context. 

 

We established a research team including my 4th year architecture students and 

local field researchers and an ambitious research plan was developed. The first 

hurdle we encountered was that the traders’ committee would not engage us as 

they felt that the municipality had acted unilaterally in appointing us. It quickly 

transpired that relations between traders and the municipality were fraught and we 

found ourselves caught unawares in the midst of these dynamics, despite affirming 

our independence. The differences could not be resolved during the 2 months 

duration of the study and we had to rely on secondary sources regarding socio-

economic realities at the mall. When we presented our draft study – which 

recommended that the development of the market be based on principles of 
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autonomous self-management by traders and supported by the local authority – to 

the traders’ committee, we were told that they did not endorse the study even 

though they were generally in agreement with our recommendations. At the same 

time, the proposed trader self-management and the fact that we recommended 

allowing both the sale of alcohol and light industrial activities on the site, which is 

contrary to municipal zoning and market regulations, did not sit well with city 

councillors and officials. We had entered the field of urban politics. 

 

Our final report to the municipality was submitted in June 2014 and is still under 

consideration; meanwhile little has changed on site. The frustration amongst 

traders and the committee at this lack of progress is easily imaginable. This 

experience taught me that the conventional processes for the production of space 

are not conducive in the context of ‘urban informality’ and require re-thinking. My 

continued involvement at the Herero Mall provided an exemplary socio-spatial 

context to pursue more fundamental reflections through my doctoral research and 

led to my inquiry of ‘urban informality’ and – to a lesser extent – spatial co-

production as the central themes of this study. 

1.2 Research objectives 

The general research aims stated above range from the personal – i.e. developing 

a better understanding of a socio-spatial reality in which I find myself as an outsider; 

to practice – i.e. searching for meaningful methods of intervention as a spatial 

practitioner; to theory – i.e. aiming to challenge and shape conceptualisations of 

‘informality’. Here, the objective is to re-conceptualise ‘urban informality’ as socio-

spatial practice and – paraphrasing Brenner (2012) – as a site to excavate latent 

possibilities for more socially-just cities. Revealing discursive manipulations of the 

‘informality’ label and how it is reproduced and subverted in everyday spatial 

practice will contribute, I argue, to re-politicising the production of space in 
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Namibia. To achieve this, my practical objective was to bridge the distance 

between myself as spatial practitioner and ‘informal’ traders and to immerse myself 

deeply into the reality of the site to gain knowledge, while simultaneously engaging 

traders in the co-production of spatial interventions. These two objectives 

interacted dialectically; in other words, the one allowed me to advance the other. 

In this way I aim to make both a contribution to critical urban theory that is 

empirically situated in the Global South (Kloß, 2017),6 as well as to a critical spatial 

practice that is able to meaningfully engage with what I will continue to call ‘urban 

informality’ for now. 

1.3 Research questions 

The research undertaken for this PhD was framed by the following questions: 

 

How is the discourse on ‘informality’ constructed through the language and 

practices of activists, professionals, state officials, the media and other actors in 

spatial production in Namibia? This question was formulated to reveal ideological 

underpinnings of the continued use of the term ‘informal' in urban discourse, the 

power relations that are at play in it and its implications for a post-colonial urban 

politics in Namibia. 

 

How do people inhabit the Herero Mall socially, spatially, and economically? This 

question aimed to provide an account of everyday life at the site as a way of 

countering the formal – informal binary. It frames a way of accounting, in 

 

 

6  Following Kloß, my use of the term Global South does not delineate a merely geographic location but 
rather a condition of sub-alternisation within global networks of power. 
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ethnographic detail, the spatial characteristics, economic relationships and social 

dynamics at the case study site that cut across this ostensible dichotomy. 

 

What are the potentials and limitations of spatial co-production methods for design 

in the context of colonial socio-spatial legacies and the discourse of urban 

informality? This question informed my direct intervention at the site in collaboration 

with traders and other stakeholders. It also allowed me to reflect on my involvement 

at the Herero Mall prior to this research and leads to the final question that will 

frame the conclusion of this thesis: What are the implications of co-production for 

professional spatial practice in such contexts more generally? 

1.4 Theoretical framework 

Critical theory has no specific influence on its side, except concern for the 
abolition of social injustice.  

Max Horkheimer in  
Critical Theory: selected essays (Horkheimer, 2002, p242) 

Following Brenner, in this thesis, I identify with a critical approach to urbanism that 

“emphasizes the politically and ideologically mediated, socially contested and 

therefore malleable character of urban space - that is, continual (re)construction as 

a site, medium, and outcome of historically specific relations of social power” 

(Brenner, 2012, p11). Such framing should make sense to anyone who has 

experienced Southern African cities and the lasting legacies of colonial and 

apartheid policies and planning on contemporary social, economic and spatial 

dynamics. I aim to show that the Herero Mall is an exemplary case to study socio-

spatial power relations in the case of Windhoek, how they were historically 

produced, and how they are continually re-produced and subverted. What Brenner 

calls critical urban theory, sets itself apart from mainstream urban theory that 
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accepts the status quo as “transhistorical” (2012, p13), i.e. aiming to stabilise 

existing relations of power. Critical urban theory, he contends, combines a “critique 

of ideology” and a “critique of power” (2012, p13). He holds that critical theory 

“emphasizes the disjuncture between what is actual and what is possible” and 

focuses the search for such potential towards the “emancipatory possibilities that 

are embedded within, yet simultaneously suppressed by” capitalism (2012, p17). 

Brenner conceptualises these possibilities as “alter-urbanization” or the “collective 

imagination and radically democratic appropriation of the ‘right to the city’” 

(Brenner, 2017, p16). It is essential to note that he does not propose this as the 

pursuit of “alternative models of spatial organization” but instead as “alternative 

processes for the common appropriation and transformation” of the urban (2017, 

p17–18, original emphasis).  

 

He ascribes this epistemological angle to the “dialectical approach to radical 

socio-spatial transformation” developed in the 1970s by Lefebvre in his Production 

of Space (2009) and elaborated by Harvey in Spaces of Global Capitalism (2006), 

amongst others. Arguing that conceptualising the nature of space has been largely 

missing within the Marxian tradition, Harvey (2006, p141–142) constructs a matrix 

relating Lefebvre’s three spatialities – experienced, conceptualised and lived 

space – to his own tripartite categorisation of absolute, relative and relational space 

(see Table 1). Harvey argues that in both cases, space is not reducible to any of 

the three categories, but can become “one or all simultaneously”, the 

conceptualisation of which is “resolved through human practice” (2006, p125–

126). This dialectical understanding of space is critical to my doctoral research as 

I aim to transcend the understanding of apartheid and colonial spatial legacies that 

are too often framed primarily in terms of the absolute or material space of the 

segregated city (in the case of Namibia see Friedman, 2000; Simon, 1996; 

Pendleton, 1974 amongst others). 
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Conceptualising critical theory together with Adorno in the 1930s, Horkheimer 

contrasts it to “traditional theory,” which continues to be driven by disciplinary 

autonomy rather than social relevance (Horkheimer, 2002, p197). He argues:  

If, however, the theoretician and his specific object are seen as forming a 
dynamic unity with the oppressed class, so that his presentation of societal 
contradictions is not merely an expression of the concrete historical situation 
but also a force within it to stimulate change, then his real function emerges 
(2002, p215). 

Horkheimer goes on to state that in critical theory “constructive thinking, then plays 

a more important role than empirical verification” (2002, p221). The sought-after 

change, it must be noted, is not to be confused with a positivist outlook where 

research is aimed at finding normative solutions to problems. Rather, central to a 

critical theory is a forceful criticism of the pursuit of “instrumental rationality” 

(Kincheloe and McLaren, 2005, p305), which is considered to be at the core of 

positivist science and implicated in the stabilisation of the status quo. Brenner 

elaborates that “reflexive approaches emphasise their mutual constitution, 

practical interdependence and ongoing transformation through social relations, 

including in the contested realm of interpretation and ideology” (Brenner, 2017, 

p20). 
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 Material Space 

(experienced space) 

Representations of Space 

(conceptualized space) 

Spaces of Representation 

(lived space) 
Ab

so
lu

te
 S

pa
ce

 
 
walls, bridges, doors, 
stairways, floors, ceilings, 
streets, buildings, cities, 
mountains, continents, 
bodies of water, territorial 
markers, physical 
boundaries and barriers, 
gated communities… 

 
cadastral and administrative 
maps; Euclidean geometry; 
landscape description; 
metaphors of confinement, open 
space, location, placement and 
positionality; (command and 
control relatively easy) – Newton 
and Descartes 

 
feelings of contentment 
around the hearth; sense 
of security or incarceration 
from enclosure; sense of 
power from ownership, 
command and domination 
over space; fear of others 
“beyond the pale.” 

Re
la

tiv
e 

Sp
ac

e 
(T

im
e)

 

 
circulation and flows of 
energy, water, air, 
commodities, peoples, 
information, money, 
capital; accelerations and 
diminutions in the frictions 
of distance…  

 
thematic and topological maps 
(e.g. London tube system); non-
Euclidean geometries and 
topology; perspectival 
drawings; metaphors of situated 
knowledges, of motion, mobility, 
displacement, acceleration, 
time-space compression and 
distanciation; (command and 
control difficult requiring 
sophisticated techniques) – 
Einstein and Riemann 

 
anxiety of not getting to 
class on time; thrill of 
moving into the unknown; 
frustration in a traffic jam; 
tensions or exhilarations of 
time-space compression, 
of speed, of motion. 

Re
la

tio
na

l S
pa

ce
 (T

im
e)

 

 
electromagnetic energy 
flows and fields; social 
relations; rental and 
economic potential 
surfaces; pollution 
concentrations; energy 
potentials; sounds, 
odours and sensations 
wafted on the breeze. 

 
surrealism; existentialism; 
psychogeographies; 
cyberspace, metaphors of 
internalization of forces and 
powers; (command and control 
extremely difficult – chaos 
theory, dialectics, internal 
relations, quantum 
mathematics) – Leibniz, 
Whitehead, Deleuze, Benjamin 

 
visions, fantasies, desires, 
frustrations, memories, 
dreams, phantasms, 
psychic states (e.g. 
agoraphobia, vertigo, 
claustrophobia) 

 

Table 1: General matrix of spatialities, redrawn by author from Harvey (2006: 135) 

  



 

 
10 

Contesting ideology, while not new in the Marxian tradition, becomes ever more 

urgent as we understand, after Gramsci, that “dominant power in the 20th century 

was not always exercised simply by physical force but also was expressed through 

social psychological attempts to win people’s consent to domination through 

cultural institutions such as the media, the schools, the family, and the church” 

(Kincheloe and McLaren, 2005, p308). In his One Dimensional Man, Herbert 

Marcuse develops the tenets of critical theory in the 1960s context of Western 

consumerist society (Marcuse, 2002 [1964]). He argues that both the bourgeoisie 

and the proletariat, the “two great classes” of the industrial period observed by 

Marx, have ceased to be “agents of historical transformation”, requiring critique to 

be taken to a “high level of abstraction” (2002 [1964], pxiii). In his introduction to 

the second edition of the book, Kellner argues that the continued relevance of this 

work is that “critical and dialectical social theory should analyse containment and 

stabilisation as well as contestation and struggle” (Kellner, 2002, pxxxiv). In other 

words, while power continuously reproduces itself it is unceasingly resisted by 

countless other forces, which equally need to be accounted for. 

 

Yet social transformation is not inherently progressive and Frankfurt School 

theoreticians have been criticised for failing to escape an inherent eurocentrism, 

by Said amongst others, who accused them of a “motivated silence” on racism, 

colonialism and resistance within empire (Allen, 2016, p1). Allen argues that this is 

due to a belief in “historical progress” (2016), in other words, a successive 

progression towards a universal modernity emerging out of European 

enlightenment, which underlies much of contemporary Frankfurt School critical 

theory. To decolonise critical theory, she urges us to re-think the relationship 

between history and normativity (2016, p25), drawing on the work of the first-

generation Frankfurt School thinkers such as Benjamin and Adorno, as well as 

Foucault, who rejected the idea of historical progress as a “metaphysical illusion” 
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(2016, p164). According to Allen these thinkers envision social transformation not 

only as the “fuller realization” of existing normative ideals, such as democracy, 

inclusion and egalitarianism, but also allow the possibility of those normative ideals 

to be radically transformed, without pre-judging the outcome of such transformation 

(2016, p188). She argues that this requires that one reveal one’s own “historically 

situated” point of view by showing how it has been contingently made up and how 

this in turn is entangled with relations of power (2016, p190). Scheurich and 

McKenzie similarly argue that Foucault’s method of archaeology “decentres the 

modernist subject” (Scheurich and McKenzie, 2005, p848) by rejecting the idea 

that humans create history in a logical, rational and continuous manner, as the 

proponents of a history of progress argue. 

 

Another critique of (critical) social theory is formulated by Latour, who argues that 

it had for too long firmly held onto a false society / nature dichotomy, the first 

assembling all humans and the second assembling all non-humans (Latour, 2005, 

p164), both conceived as autonomous spheres. In following the natural sciences, 

Latour contends, social theory concluded prematurely on the existence of “social 

ties” as the all-structuring forces behind human activity (2005, p64). Instead, he 

suggests a “sociology of associations” – also known as actor-network-theory (ANT) 

or assemblage theory – which maintains that: 

Power, like society, is the final result of a process and not a reservoir, a stock, 
or a capital that will automatically provide an explanation. Power and 
domination have to be produced, made up, composed (2005, p64). 

ANT then does not assume a pre-existing ‘society’ structuring all else, but rather 

understands it as the whole of all relations (or translations) between things and 

humans, to both of which it assigns the role of actors (2005, p70). Including objects 

into the realm of understanding the continuous (re)production power relations 

resonates with Harvey’s conceptualisation of space (see p7), which combines 
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physical and non-physical aspects of spatiality. It is especially the possible 

designation of space as an agent in this reproduction – not just in its physical form, 

but also in its representations and as representation – that interested me here. 

Those who are much better versed in the theoretical debates might frown at this 

eclectic fusion7 of theoretical traditions that seem to be at each other’s throats.8 But 

for the purpose of my study, a political orientation provided by critical urban theory, 

combined with a Foucauldian understanding of discourse and methodological and 

analytical insights from actor-network-theory, is a useful mix as I will argue below. 

1.5 Methodological strategy 

Men of good will want to draw conclusions for political action from the critical 
theory. Yet there is no fixed method for doing this; the only universal 
prescription is that one must have insight into one's own responsibility.  

Max Horkheimer in the introduction to  
Critical Theory: Selected Essays (Horkheimer, 2002 [1968], pv) 

My research objectives and the theoretical framework imply that I aim not only to 

better understand existing urban socio-spatial dynamics that are often categorised 

under the catch-all label of urban ‘informality’, but also to co-produce some 

transformation of those dynamics. The research questions place my study squarely 

in the qualitative realm, and require a crafted methodological strategy that is 

critical, ethnographic, self-reflexive and in part participatory. While the aims of 

critical urban theory have been outlined above, its methods are less obvious. 

Though some authors choose to highlight the divides between Frankfurt School 

 

 

7  Fusion is meant here as it is used in haute cuisine, as the mixing up of distinct culinary traditions. 
8  According to Latour, ANT has been criticised to be “so indifferent to inequalities and power struggles 

that it offers no critical leverage” (Latour, 2005: 251), while throughout the book he claims repeatedly 
that critical social theory prioritises political relevance over scientific rigour. 
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critical theory and Foucault (Wandel, 2001, p368), I deem Foucault’s 

archaeological and genealogical methods useful to pursue parts of the critical 

investigation that I envision here. For Foucault, archaeology, rather than a 

discipline, is a “domain of research” that distinguishes between knowledge as 

savoir, an “implicit knowledge” specific to a certain society that is enabled through 

philosophical ideas, institutions, commercial practice, police activity and everyday 

life, and connaissance, which are formal or disciplinary “bodies of learning” found 

in scientific, philosophical and religious publications (Foucault and Faubion, 1998, 

p261). Savoir provides the often seemingly messy and irrational “conditions of 

possibility” for the emergence of formal knowledge or connaissance (1998, p262).  

 

A similar distinction could explain the tension between ‘informality’ and ‘the formal’, 

as different types of knowledge. As I set out to do, re-conceptualising urban 

‘informality’ understood as not formal requires one to first understand what ‘formal’ 

means in relation to urban: for now, in the context of Namibia the premise is that it 

is closely related to colonialism. Following Foucault, I studied the conditions of 

emergence of colonial spatial development, which – here is another hypothesis – 

has become what he would call a “false self-evidence” (Foucault, 1991, p75). In 

other words, something has become so ordinary that it seems to be self-evident, 

and hence remains unquestioned. In drawing from ANT, I am deploying the various 

agencies that made a difference, produced transformation, left traces and entered 

into accounts (Latour, 2005, p53) of urbanisation in Namibia. 

 

Foucault’s second method, genealogy, aims to analyse “power relations and their 

technologies” (Scheurich and McKenzie, 2005, p850), which is especially relevant 

to my inquiry as it is in space where inequalities are most explicitly produced and 

reproduced, as Brenner (2012) suggests. More importantly, in his seminal book 

Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, Foucault reconceptualised power 
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not just as the dispensation of domination – its most obvious function – but also as 

having what he termed “positive effects” ([1975] 1995, p23). Here, positive is not 

to be construed as the binary opposite of negative, or good versus bad, but rather 

an understanding of power as a social function, a creative force that produces 

something outside of the oppression it administers. To elaborate this view Foucault 

explores the history of the penal system and argues that it did not only administer 

punishment to the convicted, but also produced “correct behaviour” in the wider 

society (Scheurich and McKenzie, 2005, p854), which has much further-reaching 

and longer-lasting implications.  

 

Having first established the historical conditions of emergence of the ‘formal’, I 

investigated further the notion of ‘informality’ as a discursive practice, its inherent 

power relations and technologies, as well as how these are enabled by the positive 

effects of the formal – in other words, its power to normalise behaviour. This part of 

the inquiry thus deals mainly with aspects of what Kellner (2002) calls containment 

and stabilisation (see p10) or the re-production of dominant power, its sites and 

agencies. I approached contestation and struggle, the second aspect of necessary 

inquiry according to Kellner (see p10) as everyday resistance to the incessant re-

production of power and normativity, or what Brenner referred to as latent 

emancipatory possibilities (see p7). Returning to my aim of re-conceptualising 

‘informality’, I undertook an ethnographic study of the Herero Mall which, as I have 

outlined above (see p3), is conventionally designated an ‘informal market’ within a 

‘formal’ neighbourhood, and which embodies many of the socio-spatial legacies of 

Namibia’s colonial past. My own experience of being involved in a feasibility study 

for the formalisation of the mall has exposed me to the emptiness of the ‘informal’ 

designator, while being overwhelmed at the multiplicity of activities, relationships 

and spatial transformations occurring every day. As a mainstay of qualitative 

inquiry, ethnography provided me with suitable methods to better understand this 
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setting in its everyday life. In their introduction to the SAGE Handbook of Qualitative 

Research Denzin and Lincoln (2005) offer the following definition of qualitative 

research, which I found instructive:  

Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. 
It consists of a set of interpretive, material practices that make the world visible. 
These practices transform the world. […] At this level, qualitative research 
involves an interpretive, naturalistic approach to the world. This means that 
qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make 
sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to 
them (2005, p3).  

This definition aligns with ANT in as far as it positions the researcher as an actor in 

the field (or network) – which was certainly true in my case – though Latour insists 

that the interpretation should be left to the actors, rather than the analyst (Latour, 

2005, p30). This is particularly important as my professional and cultural 

background simultaneously and continuously exposed me as an ‘outsider’ in this 

particular context.9 My presence at the Herero Mall was not too far removed from 

Denzin and Lincoln’s description of the traditional “lone ethnographer,” the white 

male researcher who studies the “native in a distant land” (Denzin and Lincoln, 

2005, p15). Yet, this land is only mentally distant: after all it is the city where I live 

and its inhabitants (including myself) that were at the centre of my interest. 

Furthermore, I had become an actor in the field long before this study commenced. 

The research thus has – by necessity – an autoethnographic subtext as I make 

sense of my own agency in this context and the power relations implicit in my 

interactions. Holman Jones contends that autoethnographic writing requires 

“demanding attention and participation. Implicating all involved. Refusing closure 

 

 

9  My particular background as Namibian citizen of German ancestry often stirred suspicions, 
unwarranted expectations or other sentiments that impact the interactions with traders and visitors of 
the market as will become clear from all that follows below. The lingering colonial history, especially the 
Genocide of Ovaherero and Nama by German colonial troops, which is currently at the centre of public 
debate in Namibia, affects inter-cultural dialogue. 
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or categorization” (Holman Jones, 2005, p767). This seems to overlap with Latour’s 

understanding of the researcher – through the act of writing – as mediator amongst 

other mediators (Latour, 2005, p39). But self-reflexivity was certainly never my 

foremost aim. Only through the process of engaging and reflecting on my 

involvement at the site did I become aware of this aspect of the work and began 

embracing its implications. Consequently, the ‘participatory’ aspect of the 

research, which was central to my original research proposal, transformed as I 

began to understand myself as an active agent in the setting. I was already 

participating. Yet, in order to overcome the strangeness of my presence at the site, 

to ‘pay’ for having access, and to fulfil my desire for producing transformation – this 

seems to be the innermost drive of an architect – I pursued a spatial intervention at 

the site in collaboration with the traders’ committee, or in other words building as 

method. This direct involvement allowed me to literally construct a – perhaps 

insignificant – assemblage, allowing a glimpse into what might constitute an 

emergent alter-urbanisation, and the potential for a critical spatial practice. 

 

As mentioned at the end of the previous section, this study was methodologically 

eclectic. I combined critical urban theory with Foucauldian discourse analysis, 

features of actor-network-theory and architectural practice. Figure 1 below 

synthesises the overall strategy through which the various methodological aspects 

of archaeology, genealogy, (auto)ethnography and spatial practice are brought 

into relation with each other, the questions that each raises and possible overlaps 

between them. This was done without the explicit desire to reconcile these 

seemingly incongruent methodologies as it was not my aim to pursue theoretical 

feuds. Instead, as part of the conclusion of the thesis, I aim to offer a reflection on 

methodology and the limitations of this study. 
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Figure 1: Diagram of the methodological strategy of this research, which is also reflected in 
the structure of the four major chapters of the dissertation (Chapters 4-7). 
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1.6 Research design 

Informed by the theoretical framework and the methodological strategy, I 

approached the research project through a mix of qualitative methods in a single 

case study site that, as I have argued, embodies latent potential for different 

processes of urbanisation, and in which I was already embedded prior to this study. 

I conducted an extensive review of two major strands of literature to situate my 

study: firstly, debates on ‘informality’ from the definitions of the ‘informal sector’, to 

informalisation and ‘urban informality’; and secondly debates on spatial co-

production and its implications for architectural and spatial practice more widely, 

as well as its political dimension. These debates provided a set of coordinates for 

my empirical work and allowed higher abstraction of what was experienced on the 

ground. In addition, pointers from these debates informed the literature review on 

theory, methodological considerations and qualitative research methods 

presented in the previous section. I further conducted literature review to explore 

the historical production of space and power in the case of the Herero Mall in 

relation to Namibia’s and Windhoek’s particular socio-spatial development. This 

aimed to crystallise the Foucauldian conditions of emergence of the contemporary 

discourse of ‘urban informality’. 

 

In my empirical work I explored two spheres of inquiry that are investigated with 

different methods of data collection and analysis as laid out below: (1) the 

construction of discourse of ‘informality’ by professional spatial practitioners10 in 

the private, non-governmental and government sectors which are concerned with 

urban development; (2) the socio-spatial lived experience of the case study site as 

 

 

10  Throughout this thesis I use ‘professional spatial practitioners’ as a collective term for those who are 
professionally involved in the production of space, to distinguish them from all those who through their 
everyday activities are equally involved in producing and transforming space. 



 

 
19 

an actor-network. These two spheres are woven together, in autoethnographic 

fashion, by my own experience of the co-production of a spatial intervention with 

traders at the site, as a direct actor within an assemblage. Throughout the research, 

the methods remained preliminary, as they continued to be adapted, subject to the 

contingencies of the ongoing research dynamic. Methods included participant 

observation including conversations with traders and visitors at the site; semi-

structured interviews and spatial mapping with business operators at the site; in-

depth interviews with professional spatial practitioners; and construction of an 

architectural intervention at the site. As researcher I thus took up a role of 

methodological negotiator as well as mediator of differences, both between myself 

and traders, between traders individually, as well as collectively vis-a-vis ‘informal’ 

and established institutions including the HMTC, NGOs, the Windhoek municipality, 

and funders amongst others. I do recognise, however, that owing to the parameters 

of the doctoral research programme, I am here presenting the work under my sole 

authorship, with all the implications regarding representativity that this entails. 

1.7 Methods of data collection 

1.7.1 Participant observation 

Throughout the research I pursued extensive participant observation at the case 

study site. This allowed me to spend substantial time at the mall and interact with 

traders and visitors without always having a predefined agenda. I attempted as 

much as possible to cover different times of day, days of the week and months of 

the year. To deepen my understanding of the space, activities, as well as my own 

presence, I kept a detailed diary throughout the process. I do not speak 
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Otjiherero,11 the local lingua franca, so I was unable to follow most conversations 

that I was not involved in. Instead, I relied on English as the official language in 

Namibia, Afrikaans, which remains widely spoken, and surprisingly enough, 

German, which happens to be my mother tongue. Where translation was provided 

from Otjiherero to English or Afrikaans it would often seem partial, judged by the 

discrepancy between the extent of the original conversation and the brevity of the 

translation. This allowed people to determine the depth of information shared with 

me, requiring me to follow the traces of associations (Latour, 2005, p5) that I could 

perceive with more intent. Usually my presence raised interest, especially amongst 

visitors who do not expect ‘foreigners’ to spend time at the mall. I often had to 

explain that I am Namibian, and that I am collaborating with the traders’ committee 

on the development of the mall. That usually served well as an introduction, elicited 

the acknowledgment that I am indeed “from here”, and allowed conversations to 

flow more easily from there. As I took notes of the conversations as thoroughly as 

possible in my diary I also noted down my own observations on aspects of the 

surrounding context, including spatial distributions, material assemblages, 

activities, weather, soundscape, time of day, amongst others. These aspects thus 

relate largely to absolute space in Harvey’s matrix (see Table 1).  

1.7.2 Semi-structured interviews and spatial mapping with traders 

Secondly, I investigated the case of the Herero Mall with specific emphasis on its 

economic circulations, social relations and spatial dimensions. The chosen method 

here was a semi-structured interview with business operators at the mall, which 

combined quantitative with qualitative aspects. More conversational exchanges 

with traders, in addition to the interviews, were captured through participant 

 

 

11  Otjiherero is one of the multiple indigenous languages in Namibia spoken by the Ovaherero people. 
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observation, outlined above. I formally approached the traders’ committee to 

request its collaboration in the research and access to a sample of business 

operators at the mall. These included: food vendors; restaurants; shebeens;12 hair 

salons; shops; a car wash; a shoemaker / repairs; meat cutting / butchery. I 

selected the sample of operators partly through connections I had built up over 

time, especially with members of the traders’ committee, as well as snowball 

sampling based on suggestions by traders, or simply approaching a certain 

business with the request for it to participate in the research. The interview guide 

(see Appendices, p296) was largely informed by the literature on informal 

economies presented in the Literature Review below, as well as by conventional 

methods of architectural analysis including mapping and drawing of scaled, 

annotated, two-dimensional drawings. It was structured to cover aspects of 

demographics, economic activity, social relations, and spatial aspects of the 

business itself, as well as in relation to other businesses, the neighbourhood and 

other geographical sites and scales. Where applicable, I enquired how buildings 

were adapted over time. In addition to these questions, I asked permission to 

photograph the structure, which was not always granted. Finally, I asked 

respondents to draw up a timeline of their activities during the day to understand 

temporal rhythms. 

 

It was often difficult to keep to agreed times for interviews as business operators 

are very mobile and have to change plans on the go. This required flexibility on my 

part, and times of waiting were useful to pursue participant observation. The semi-

structured nature of the interview allowed me to generate somewhat comparable 

 

 

12  Shebeen is the popular name for (often unlicensed) bars. The word derives originally from the Irish 
language and is widely used in Southern Africa. Usually shebeens are to be found in former black 
townships, where they historically emerged as illicit alcohol outlets in residential houses to avoid colonial 
control of alcohol consumption. 
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data, though in practice the interview guide was not followed mechanically. Instead 

I allowed conversations to flow organically. The interviews generally took place at 

the business venue, and the interview guide allowed for interruptions as often 

operators had to attend to business activities. Research aims were explained to 

interviewees, emphasising the aspect of anonymity and protection of their data. 

Consent was sought verbally and noted on the interview guide. Conversations were 

conducted in English or Afrikaans, and often both, and were not recorded as that 

tended to raise some discomfort in this setting. Instead, I took notes on the spaces 

provided in the interview guide.  

 

In addition to the survey and documentation of a sample of individual businesses I 

mapped the larger area of Herero Mall. The aspects I mapped included built 

structures; spatial distributions and linkages; circulation and barriers; construction 

methods; institutional, economic and social linkages; shared infrastructure; and 

informal governance; amongst others. In terms of Harvey’s matrix, these mappings 

combine aspects of absolute space combined with aspects of relative space (see 

Table 1). I initially mapped these aspects in the form of two-dimensional sketches 

and in some instances involved traders at the field office to draw over and 

collectively improve the maps that I had developed, allowing us to refine the maps 

together. 

1.7.3 In-depth interviews with spatial practitioners 

To investigate the prevailing discourse on ‘urban informality’ I undertook in-depth 

interviews with practitioners, including two town planners, an architect, a housing 

advocate, a labour expert, an informal sector organiser, a municipal officer, a 

former local constituency councillor, and the former Mayor of the City of Windhoek.  

I was able to identify interviewees purposively – given the relatively small spatial 

practice field – selecting those who had been involved in participatory 
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development processes or had been working within settings of ‘informality’ in 

general or at the Herero Mall in particular. The interview guide (see Appendices, 

p299) was developed in relation to the relevant research question. Interviewees 

were first requested to share their personal background to help appreciate their 

professional rationalities, ethics and value systems. The questions that followed 

were slightly differentiated between those for spatial practitioners such as 

architects, town planners and housing advocates, and those of labour experts, 

informal sector activists, government officials and public office bearers, depending 

on their practice. 

 

Built environment practitioners were asked to describe their professional practice 

and the design process with a focus on projects for non-private clients, of a 

participatory nature or those involving sites of ‘informality’. Interviewees were also 

requested to reflect on what would need to change in the Namibian architectural 

and urban practice to facilitate engagement with such sites. Government officials 

and public office bearers were prompted on definitions of ‘informality’ and its 

perception amongst authorities and decision makers. They were asked to share 

examples where informal workers were accommodated in development processes 

and were questioned on the major challenges faced in their own work. Labour 

experts and informal sector activists were asked additional questions on how 

informal workers could strengthen their position within the politics of urban space, 

and what forms of organisation would be required. The interviews, most of which 

took between one and two hours, were conducted in English and recorded, while I 

took notes for later cross-checking. I transcribed the interviews verbatim and sent 

them to interviewees for verification. A participant information sheet (see 

Appendices, p294) and a consent form (see Appendices, p295) were signed and 

filed for reference. 
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1.7.4 Co-production of a spatial intervention at the site 

The fourth method can be best described as an architectural practice13 that aimed 

to co-produce a strategic spatial intervention with traders at the site. It was 

originally intended to develop self-built sanitation facilities at the mall, but in the 

meantime the municipality had installed a number of pre-cast concrete toilets, 

making this initiative redundant though enlightening, nonetheless. At the same 

time, to enable the practice of co-production, I aimed to have a permanent 

presence at the site by renting a vacant structure as my field office, where I had 

intended to spend much time working on the spatial intervention, as well as to use 

it as a meeting space and office for the traders’ committee. In 2017 I had received 

a GBP 2,000 (N$ 38,000)14 grant from the University of Westminster 125 Fund, 

which I had applied for to buy furniture and equipment for the office, which would 

later be transferred to the traders’ committee. As the structure was rented from one 

individual it became a bone of contention amongst traders, and the lease was 

cancelled. The proposal was changed to co-design and build an office and 

meeting space for the traders’ committee, which I could also use as field office 

during my research. I thus proposed to use the 125 Fund grant for buying building 

materials, while traders would contribute their labour. 

 

The practice of spatial co-production includes a broad spectrum of methods, 

including participatory mapping, meetings with committee members, two- and 

three-dimensional drawing, physical and virtual model building, on-site 

discussions on spatial design and construction methods, fund raising, mediation 

 

 

13  Architectural practice is here used in the sense that it has as a basic outlook the transformation of spatial 
and social realities. 

14  For comparative purposes I use the historical exchange rate of 1 GBP = 19 N$ (as of 1 December 2019) 
throughout this dissertation. Source: XE.com, accessed 08.03.2020 
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with local and governmental authorities, and external stakeholders, arranging 

workshops with resource persons, acquiring building materials, assisting during 

construction work, ad-hoc problem solving, archival research, letter writing and 

minute taking at committee meetings, availing technical expertise, drawing on my 

professional networks, and mobilising university students, amongst others. In other 

words, these activities could be traced as an actor-network and included my own 

agency as mediator of all these instances of practice. The documentation of the 

traces and assemblies is based on notes and document review from my personal 

archive of the process. 

1.8 Methods of data analysis 

As varied as my methods of data collection are the methods of analysis. Transcripts 

of in-depth interviews were processed using the HyperRESEARCH™ Qualitative 

Analysis Tool software in a process of open coding, grouping original quotes from 

the interviews arranged by their codes into two overall sections based on my 

research design: (A) understandings of ‘informality’; and (B) practices of co-

production. I proceeded to analyse quotes in terms of the way interviewees framed 

their understanding, how they related their practice, the explanations they provided 

and the references they used. Through an iterative process of re-reading, re-

writing, and cross-referencing with official statistics, media reports, policy 

frameworks and aspects of my literature review, I thus aimed to uncover 

conceptualisations of ‘informality’, inherent relations of power and their re-

production as discourse. 

 

Mappings and notes from participant observation, traders’ committee meetings, 

and conversations with committee members were transcribed and digitally coded 

to organise the data. Data gathered through semi-structured interviews with 
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business operators were processed by crafting a series of visual diagrams and 

maps that reflect spatial and economic logics, temporality, social relations, and 

aesthetic codes of individual businesses in relation to the mall, and wider territorial 

scales. This allowed me to visually construct the associations I was aiming to trace. 

My personal archive of the Herero Mall project from its initial beginning as 

professional consultancy was mined for additional data, including specifically my 

correspondence with the municipality on behalf of the traders’ committee, 

workshops with traders, and presentations to city officials and council members. 

Documentation of the design process and the construction of the traders’ 

committee office and meeting space was based on diary entries, design sketches 

and drawings, project-related documents and photographic documentation. In 

addition, I drew from memory, media reports and relevant literature to complement 

the data.  

 

Using this vast archive of traces, I used principles of actor-network-theory, and 

especially Latour’s understanding of “textual accounts” (Latour, 2005, p124) to 

develop a “thick description” (Patton, 2002, p437–40) – as ethnographers would 

have it – of associations between sites, mediators, intermediaries, agencies and 

scales. Latour criticises the distinction between description and explanation as 

another deceptive binary and instead calls for accounts that fully deploy – through 

text – the “networks that make possible a state of affairs” (Latour, 2005: 137). These 

textual accounts of the networks of associations have been iteratively reworked to 

slowly develop an alternative reading of ‘informality’ through lived experience and 

spatial practice. In a final step, ‘informality’ as discourse and as lived experience 

have been put into critical dialogue with each other to reveal the political 

implications for a post-colonial (alter)urbanisation in Namibia. 
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1.9 Ethical Considerations 

Ethical clearance for this study was obtained by the University of Westminster 

Architecture and the Built Environment Research Ethics Committee in June 2016 

and there have been no significant protocol changes during the project since then. 

The research was considered a Class 2 Application in terms of the University of 

Westminster Code of Practice Governing the Ethical Conduct of Research 2015-

2016. By definition Class 2 research might cause harm to participants, who in this 

particular case involve groups who are considered “vulnerable due to their social 

and economic situations” (University of Westminster, 2015). This is so because the 

Herero Mall is strictly speaking an illegal occupation of municipal land. Exposing 

the underlying socio-spatial dynamics through this research, and thereby making 

them visible to authorities, amongst others, could jeopardise people’s livelihoods. 

At the same time, most traders are registered with the municipality and have a 

representative committee that is acknowledged by the city council, which 

essentially confirms the intention of the municipal authorities to acknowledge 

traders as official stakeholders.  

 

My research participants included traders at the mall, represented by and 

contacted through HMTC, as well as other stakeholders identified during the 

feasibility study I had previously been involved in. They also included professional 

spatial practitioners in the private and public sector, many of whom I have 

professionally worked with in the past. In all cases informed consent was obtained 

through providing participants with a participant information sheet and a consent 

form. Consent was obtained either in writing by signing the form, or by providing 

verbal consent which was noted on the interview guides. Processing and storing 

of data were done mindful of the need to comply with the UK Data Protection Act 

of 1998. In writing this thesis I aimed to ensure strict anonymity to reduce the risk 

of negative impacts for individuals. To this end names have either been substituted 
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or interviewees are mentioned by their profession or role. In some cases, personal 

information about participants has been provided, but only where it was necessary 

to contextualise their social or professional background. Furthermore, care was 

taken not to disclose any information that could prove harmful or disadvantageous 

to participants in any way. Finally, as I made use of images and maps from the 

National Archives of Namibia, I am expected to make a copy of this thesis available 

to the Archives upon its publication.  

1.10 Structure of the dissertation 

The dissertation is structured in eight chapters. In Chapter 1 I introduced the 

rationale and central aims and research questions of the thesis; I situated the 

research theoretically and laid out the methodological considerations that inform 

the methods of data collection and analysis. I argue that critical urban theory 

provides a useful framing for this particular qualitative and action-oriented inquiry 

and outline its implications for the empirical work that follows.  

 

In Chapter 2 I present a reading of the literature on ‘urban informality’ and spatial 

co-production, which have emerged as the central themes of the study. I argue 

that while conceptualisations of ‘informality’ continue developing and gaining 

depth, they remain inadequate for understanding contexts such as the one I have 

been investigating. Similarly, I argue why spatial co-production, for all its 

democratic values, continues to conceal uneven power-relations in the urban realm 

and requires a political reading to become “emancipatory” (Allen, 2016).15 

 

 

 

15  I follow here Allen’s conceptualisation of emancipation as “minimization of relations of domination” 
instead of “a social world without or beyond power relations” (Allen, 2016: xiv). 
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In Chapter 3 I introduce the Herero Mall. I argue why I consider the mall a 

paradigmatic case for understanding dynamics of contemporary urbanisation in 

Windhoek and Namibia more generally. 

 

In Chapter 4 I outline the conditions of emergence of the ‘informal’ as discourse 

that is rooted in the unequal development of the colonial project, both spatially and 

socially. Departing from a territorial analysis I focus on Windhoek’s urban 

development and the emergence of ‘informal’ urbanisation during the process of 

decolonisation, as well as the dominant policy response. I argue that inherited 

colonial spatial logic is re-produced and entrenched and position professional 

spatial practice within this process. 

 

In Chapter 5 I investigate the ‘informal’ as discursive practice. Here I aim to expose 

how professional spatial practitioners construct discourse on ‘informality’ to lay 

bare its inherent power relations and technologies. I argue that in Namibia the 

discourse of ‘informality’ has taken on the particular function of delegitimising and 

marginalising the urban poor – the largely black majority of urban residents. 

 

In Chapter 6 I return to the field to excavate notions of ‘informality’ as lived 

experience. A thick description of everyday life at the Herero Mall allows us to 

overcome binary conceptualisations of formality vs ‘informality’ that I have argued 

are not only imprecise as concepts, but also reproduce unequal power relations 

within the socio-spatial development of the city. I argue that the world of the 

‘informal’ and its everyday practices can be understood as a form of resistance 

against the capitalist and neo-colonialist enclosure of all spheres of life. 

 

In Chapter 7 I trace my own professional involvement in a process of co-production 

of a spatial intervention at the site over the past seven years. I reflect on my 
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changing role within the network of actors at the mall on the potential and limitations 

of a critical spatial practice in a context of uneven development.  

 

In Chapter 8 I conclude on my contribution to critical urban theory and spatial 

practice in answering the research questions. I reflect on the relationship between 

the discourse of ‘informality’ and everyday practices of resistance in the context of 

post-colonial urbanisation in Namibia and consider the opportunities and 

constraints that this context offers to the practice of architecture. Finally, I outline 

the limitations of this study and opportunities for future research. 
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CHAPTER 2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 The problematique of informality16 

2.1.1 Informal sector: a contentious label 

The concept of the “informal sector” emerged in the early 1970s (Chen, 2012; 

Skinner, 2008; AlSayyad, 2004; Meagher, 1995; Simon, 1984). According to Chen 

(2012) it was believed in the 1950s and 60s that the development of the economy 

would eventually absorb traditional low-income economies by generating sufficient 

formal jobs. Meagher contends that this “marginalist” view of the informal sector, 

both in neoliberal and Marxist writings, was based on three basic assumptions: that 

the informal sector would be transitory and that development would lead to a 

modern, capitalist economy; that it would provide only subsistence-level activities; 

and that it would be primarily a feature of peripheral economies. This view was 

challenged in the 1970s as firstly state-led development failed to generate a 

growing and efficient modern sector; and secondly as informal activities were on 

the increase throughout developing and developed countries, which suggested 

potential for economic dynamism in an environment of formal sector recession and 

disintegration (Meagher, 1995, p261). It appeared that instead of an increase in 

formal employment, what took place was a rise in unemployment and under-

employment in developing countries.  

 

In a seminal anthropological study on low-income activities in Accra, Ghana, Keith 

Hart coined the term “informal sector”. He made a distinction between the formal 

 

 

16  In the literature review chapter, I suspend the use of scare quotes for informal and informality as these 
terms are widely used in the literature that is presented here. 
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and informal sectors based on types of employment (i.e. wage-earning or self-

employment respectively). He described how the urban poor often engaged in 

petty capitalism as a substitute for formal wage employment which was 

inaccessible (Hart, 1973). By 1972 the Kenya Employment Mission of the 

International Labour Organisation (ILO) had adopted the term and found the 

informal sector produced profitable and efficient economies (Chen, 2012, p5). This 

shift of focus to forms of production within informal settings popularised by the ILO 

gained widespread traction because it offered the possibility of “helping the poor 

without a major threat to the rich” (Bromley, 1979, p1036). This suited the context 

of global neo-liberal reform of the 1970 and 1980s and its promise of a de-

politicised, inclusive development. Castells and Portes, rejecting marginalist 

notions, offered the following definition of the informal economy: 

[…] it is unregulated by the institutions of society, in a legal and social 
environment in which similar activities are regulated […] by which we 
understand the explicit, active intervention of the state in the process and 
outcome of income-generating activities, on the basis of a set of enforceable 
legal rules (Castells and Portes, 1989, p12–13). 

Chen (2012) formulates four main schools of thought with regard to informal 

economies: Firstly, the “dualist school”, which postulates that the informal sector is 

composed of marginal activities that are separated or weakly linked to the formal 

sector and providing income and a fall-back for the poor in times of hardship. This 

school proposes that governments create more jobs and lend business support to 

the informal sector. Secondly, the “structuralist school”, which argues that the 

informal sector is inherent to the late capitalist development in an overall process 

of precarisation of labour to reduce labour costs, benefitting large capitalist 

economic players. This proposes that governments address the uneven 

relationship between big businesses and smaller producers by regulating 

commercial and employment relationships. Thirdly, the “legalist school”, which 

puts forward the idea that small traders choose to engage in the informal sector to 



 

 
33 

avoid costs, time and formal registration. This view maintains that a 

streamlined/simplified bureaucratic system and granting of property rights would 

incorporate workers into the formal sector. Finally, the “voluntarist school” also 

holds that the decision to operate within the informal sector is indeed voluntary, but 

it does not attribute this to prohibitive registration procedures. It suggests that 

informal enterprises be formalised in order to increase the tax base and reduce 

competition to formal businesses (2012, p4–6). Chen further argues that although 

there is merit to all the above perspectives, the “informal economy as a whole is 

more heterogeneous and complex than the sum of these perspectives would 

suggest” (2012, p6). Skinner (2008) calls on us to understand how the different 

perspectives add to a better understanding of informality. According to her, while 

the structuralists remind us how those working in the informal sector are integrally 

linked to the overall economy, the legalists focus on how the mechanisms of the 

state impact on the sector (2008, p4). 

 

While the structuralist analysis of informality sees the informal as part of the wider 

capitalist development, its crisis and reincarnations, it perpetuates a conceptual 

duality. Such a binary understanding remains problematic as it does not 

correspond with the lived experience in my own work at the Herero Mall. 

Boundaries between informal traders, owners of informal businesses, some of 

whom are employed in the formal economy, registered traders and formal 

enterprises supplying informal ones are blurry and cannot account sufficiently for 

what is going on. On first sight formal and informal seem to be easily 

distinguishable, especially on a visual level, but once one scratches the surface 

these distinctions melt into thin air. 
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2.1.2 Informalisation: from sector to process 

Early on, scholars insisted that understanding informality as an independent sector 

is not very insightful. Meagher (1995) criticised the two neoliberal perspectives 

(legalist and dualist) of the 1970s: one treated the informal sector as victim of 

excessive state intervention, while the other, favoured by the ILO, stressed that 

besides prohibitive state intervention, the weaknesses within the sector itself, 

including low incomes, low productivity and limited skills and technology, narrowed 

its growth irrespective of deregulation. The ILO prescription thus called for “more 

rather than less state intervention” (1995, p262). According to Meagher both these 

views lack an understanding of the operation and impact of linkages with the formal 

sector as well as an analysis of class relations within the informal sector (1995, 

p263). She positions the structuralist “informalisation” perspective as a theoretical 

framework for better understanding the informal sector, instead of reducing it to a 

marginalised economic activity. This essentially amounts to a shift in focus from 

“informality as a sector to informalisation as a process” (1995, p260), which 

requires analysis in terms of its historical socio-economic and political aspects. She 

further contends that informality should not be analysed as a result of inadequate 

state policy, but rather in light of shifting possibilities for accumulation – and I would 

add dispossession – within a context of global economic crisis (1995, p261).  

 

This notion of informality as a way to deal with a crisis of capitalist accumulation is 

echoed by others, like Hart (2015), who more recently revisited his earlier stance 

on the informal economy as the formal economy’s other, which had originally 

established the idea of a formal and informal duality. Forty years later he holds that 

the neoliberal revolution of the 1970s and 1980s saw the entire world economy 

becoming informal in the sense that there is no more political control over the 

money economy, as was the case in the period of what he calls “national 

capitalism” (2015, p39). He argues that deregulation caused the rapid expansion 
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of the informal economy, now embedded everywhere from informal street vending 

to multinational corporate tax evasion (2015, p39). Neoliberal deregulation had a 

large impact in Africa. Under the so-called Washington Consensus, emerging 

African states were required to undergo Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAPs) 

in return for accessing foreign debt. These prescribed the devaluation of 

currencies, privatisation of state entities, elimination of import controls and food 

subsidies, cost-recovery in health and education and radical shrinking of the public 

sector (Davis, 2007, p153). However, contrasting the predictions of increasing 

growth, SAPs increased poverty and inequality and thus the need for people to find 

alternative livelihoods. This liberalisation of African economies also led to 

increasing imports of consumer goods, many of which were sold through informal 

traders (Skinner, 2008, p6). This in part explains why, unlike in Latin America and 

more industrialised countries where subcontracting to informal enterprises 

occurred, informal economies in Africa were generally subsistence-level activities 

(Meagher, 1995, p266). Instead of depending largely on local raw materials, as 

was commonly believed, the informal sector often heavily relies on supplies from 

the formal sector and is thus subject to the global economy as a whole (1995, 

p276). 

 

However, understanding the linkages between informal and formal are more 

complex than simply tracing supply chains. In the early 2000s the definition of the 

“informal sector” was expanded to include “informal employment” – non-regulated 

and non-socially protected labour relations – in addition to the (lack of) legal 

regulation of the enterprise. Two main categories of informal employment exist: 

informal self-employment and informal wage employment (Chen, 2012: 7–9). The 

Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and Organizing (WIEGO) network 

defines six employment statuses: informal employers; informal employees; own 

account operators; casual wage workers; industrial outworkers / subcontracted 
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homeworkers; and unpaid family workers. This is visualised by distinguishing these 

categories according to average earnings, poverty risk and sex (Figure 2). On the 

basis of these considerations Chen offers the following definition of the informal 

economy: 

The informal sector refers to the production and employment that takes place 
in unincorporated small or unregistered enterprises; informal employment 
refers to employment without legal and social protection–both inside and 
outside of the informal sector; and informal economy refers to all units, 
activities, and workers so defined and the output from them (2012, p8). 

Such classifications help to avoid, as Meagher cautions, the misleading tendency 

to view the informal sector as an undifferentiated pool of entrepreneurs, rather than 

understanding the inherent social stratifications. Genuine entrepreneurs, she 

argues, only make up about 20 percent of African informal economies. Only those 

who have access to a minimum level of skills and capital hold the potential for 

accumulation. These social, physical and financial resources are usually available 

to the employed, thus further challenging the assumption that the informal sector 

provides a launch pad for the unemployed to prosper (Meagher, 1995, p268). 

 

Figure 2: WIEGO model for informal employment. Redrawn by author after Chen (2012: 9). 
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Others argue that even these expanded classifications are limited by their implicit 

perpetuation of the formal as the universal yardstick of development. Ferguson and 

Li (2018) argue that the concept of “the proper job” has lost currency as the 

culmination of the grand development narrative, which is steeped in “transition 

thinking” that imagines everyone to ultimately transition into formal economic and 

social formations. Yet while transition narratives have been widely discredited in 

academic literature, and the likelihood of obtaining formal employment in many 

parts of the world is rapidly diminishing due to neoliberal restructuring, the 

globalisation of production and distribution processes, as well as mechanisation 

and automation, amongst other phenomena. They note that the broad term 

“precarity”, aiming to capture everything besides formal employment, all too often 

tends to rely on negative analytical categories focusing on what something is not: 

“unemployment, informal economy, non-standard employment, instability, 

insecurity” (2018, p1–2, original emphasis). 

 

Instead, Ferguson and Li propose a list of questions for inquiry based on a political-

economic analytical framework that “foregrounds unequal access to resources, 

and attends to how socially-situated subjects sustain, navigate and transform 

power-laden meanings and practices in diverse and dynamic ways” (2018, p19). 

These questions include transforming dynamics of work, uses of land, access to 

livelihood resources, forms of social membership and the politics that emerge out 

of all those. This thinking emerges from ethnographic work undertaken in Southern 

Africa, and it requires, according to Ferguson (2015), emphasising the role of 

“distribution” in addition to “production”, which most Marxist analyses continue to 

prioritise over all else. According to him, common sense linkages of production and 

spatial and social organisation are increasingly coming under strain. His central 

argument is that people that are no longer integrated into systems of production 
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are increasingly busy with advancing systems of distribution and making claims on 

the income of others (2015, p89). 

 

With the effects of neoliberal global reforms, increasing deregulation and the retreat 

of the state becoming more visible in the 1980s and 90s, scepticism regarding the 

independence of the informal sector as a marginal economic activity grew. 

Evidence suggested that the informal economy was growing despite formal 

economic growth in more developed countries, while in many sub-Saharan African 

countries induced economic liberalisation and downsizing of the public sector led 

to the dramatic rise of the informal economy to fill the increasing income gap. These 

on-going dynamics, linkages to the formal economy, the role of the state and 

internal social stratifications amongst informal workers were studied increasingly 

as process rather than as a sector. Clearer distinctions in informal employment 

allowed the debunking of optimistic views that the informal economy would allow a 

surge of entrepreneurialism that would lift people out of poverty. 

2.1.3 Urban informality: from exclusion to inclusion and back 

Only towards the end of the 20th century have the spatial dimensions of informality 

been more widely discussed. Al Sayyad (2004) defines urban informality at the 

beginning of the 21st century as set of “practices” that have emerged in response 

to global economic liberalisation in various third world contexts (2004, p8). He 

argues that informality should be seen as a “mode of urbanism” which resembles 

patterns of urban behaviour and exchange of the middle ages, “made of 

segregated enclaves, […] dominated by militarisation, religious ideologies, and the 

maintenance of political structures that govern through patronage, division, and 

economic oppression” (2004, p27). He states: 

Perhaps it is time, then, to come to terms with the idea that formality may be 
the ‘new’ mode — that it was introduced to organise urban society only in the 
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nineteenth century. In this regard, many features of the formal / informal 
dichotomy may owe their origin to unresolved issues in this historical process 
(2004, p25). 

Watson describes how modernist ideology, aiming to rationally design social order 

in ways that matched positivist natural science, developed with the emergence of 

early modern statecraft in western societies. This ideology was subsequently 

applied in colonial and postcolonial territories, where “development and 

modernisation came to mean the same thing” (Watson, 2003, p396). Ferguson and 

Li (2018) have argued how in this process “the proper job” has become a “widely 

shared social ideal and expectation” influencing everything from social structures, 

the organisation of time and space, formal education, values of respectability and 

virtue, as well as contribution to the nation (2018, p1). 

 

Skinner elaborates that colonial urban planning approaches are often very 

persistent as they are deeply engrained in legislation, regulatory frameworks and 

everyday practice. Most African cities, she holds, inherited patterns of spatial 

segregation between the rich and the poor and many perceive informality as the 

representation of under-development. This fosters strong “anti-informality 

sentiments” at national and local government level, and the disappearance of 

informality is equated with progress (Skinner, 2008, p11). Similar to AlSayyad, 

Simone characterises modernisation of African cities as a “truncated process” 

which “has never fully consolidated apparatuses of definition capable of enforcing 

specific and consistent territorial organisations of the city” (Simone, 2004, p409). 

At times, national states have established punitive systems of control over informal 

trade. In apartheid South Africa, and by extension in Namibia, the state established 

a complex web of national and local laws effectively banning street trading and 

other informal activities (Skinner, 2008; Simon, 1984). Similarly, in socialist Tanzania 

a penal code was enacted in the 1980s “that branded all self-employed people as 
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unproductive, idle and disorderly” (Skinner, 2008, p9). But forced removals of 

informal traders are also a recurring aspect of most postcolonial African cities, 

ranging from large-scale evictions to perpetual harassment, and extraction of 

police bribes and other forms of corruption. The latter aspect highlights the 

systemic problem of often underpaid local officials in many African cities (2008, 

p10). Skinner reminds us that besides making a considerable economic 

contribution to local economies, it should be appreciated from a planning 

perspective that informal trade contributes to the functioning of cities that often lack 

appropriate services in the poorest areas (2008, p17). 

 

Exactly how this contribution looks in its most extreme form becomes evident in 

Koolhaas et al.’s investigations on Lagos (2000). They attest that the city has a 

“near-complete absence of those infrastructures, systems, organizations, and 

amenities that define the word city in terms of Western planning methodology” 

(2000, p652). This void has been filled with alternative systems that defy the notion 

of order, yet in the words of the author produce “large-scale efficacy” and thus turn 

Lagos into the representation of “a city at the forefront of globalizing modernity” 

(2000, p653). They sketch how spatial boundaries remain constantly in flux and 

property lines are subject to continuous re-negotiation based on overlaps of “land 

laws, taxes, claims, and interests” (2000, p661). In this scenario, public space and 

decaying modernist urban infrastructure are appropriated in various ways for 

entrepreneurial and industrial activities. What modernist rationality would deem 

inefficient, such as the “go-slow” or perpetual traffic jam, and various infrastructural 

“bottlenecks”, is here presented as economic opportunity (2000, p685). Such 

rather journalistic accounts of urban informality, always on the search for the 

spectacular, stimulate a rethinking of the way we understand the city itself. They 

do not, however, add to the understanding of that which is deemed to be ‘new’. 
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Nevertheless, the notion of informality as emerging practice resonates with 

Simone’s understanding of “people as infrastructure” (2004). He notes that 

infrastructure is usually understood in physical terms “as reticulated systems of 

highways, pipes, wires, or cables” (2004, p407). This is essentially a modernist 

view of how the city is efficiently structured, reproduced and its inhabitants, 

resources and spaces are partitioned, and accounted for. Based on ethnographic 

work in inner-city Johannesburg, he proposes extending the notion of infrastructure 

to include that which provides a platform for the reproduction of city life: “the ability 

of residents to engage complex combinations of objects, spaces, persons, and 

practices” (2004, p407). He claims that an “experience of regularity capable of 

anchoring the livelihoods of residents and their transactions with one another is 

consolidated precisely because the outcomes of residents’ reciprocal efforts are 

radically open, flexible, and provisional” (2004, p408). Again, Simone’s reflections 

destabilise and offer a negative critique to the dominant discourse, but they remain 

largely silent on what this might mean for an urban politics. 

 

Yet, expanding the boundaries of what is knowable has its own function within 

capitalist development. Roy (2015) observes the increasing global inclusion of the 

poor, or what she calls “the bottom billion”, into modes of capitalist accumulation 

based on their entrepreneurialism. Financialisation, through ubiquitous micro-

finance loans is one means through which the poor are integrated as new untapped 

markets. The second means is based on the legalist school of thought represented 

by de Soto who asserts that the poor already hold assets, which only need to be 

legalised in order for them to enable the poor’s participation in property markets. 

This is most commonly achieved through land titling to secure residents’ tenure 

rights in informal settlements, the efficacy of which remains contested (2015, p65). 

Roy further argues that for capitalism to expand in such ways requires poverty to 

be made visible and accessible first. This, according to her, is often achieved with 
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the help of urbanists and architects like Rem Koolhaas who see “great potential” in 

the experimental, creative and even emancipatory appropriations of the informal 

city and make this potential visible (2015, p65). 

 

Given the tensions between mental conceptions of what is modern and backward, 

local authority approaches to urban informality vary widely, especially with regards 

to informal trade in streets and public spaces. Generally, authorities either attempt 

to rid cities of such informal activities through law enforcement, or they tolerate 

them implicitly (Bromley, 2000). Both stances expose informal workers to 

uncertainty, harassment and possible victimisation and only a few cities have 

coherent policies that safeguard the interests of informal workers (Chen, 2012, 

p14). Bromley also points to the fact that there is often a large discrepancy between 

high-level aims of administrators and politicians, and street-level implementation. 

The complexity of regulating and supporting street vendors is staggering, not least 

by the vast number of actors involved, while the function of undertaking these tasks 

is often delegated to the lowest ranks of officials. He further raises the issue of the 

complex sets of regulations that are neither fully known to vendors nor inspectors 

and police at street level, often leading to ad hoc enforcement (Bromley, 2000, 

p17–20). Skinner further points to the aspect of decentralisation and frequent 

personnel changes in local authorities: often a tough response to informality is a 

popular way to “impress the public” (Skinner, 2008, p9).  

 

However, despite the high levels of informality in many cities in the Global South, 

urban development cannot be seen as simply beyond state control. Meagher 

stresses that ambiguous or incoherent policy mixed with partial or no enforcement 

is partly to blame for informalisation (Meagher, 1995, p277). Roy goes much further, 

and distinguishes between lack of order, and suspension of order, in that:  
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[…] the planning and legal apparatus of the state has the power to determine 
when to enact this suspension [of order], to determine what is informal and 
what is not, and to determine which forms of informality will thrive and which 
will disappear (Roy, 2005, p149).  

In Windhoek this observation holds true though it is not agricultural land that turns 

into informal settlements, but rather municipal land that was planned as reception 

areas or public open spaces, where informal settlement is tolerated whilst awaiting 

future upgrading. So, although the municipal authority in Windhoek has a wide-

ranging regulatory framework, and stringent byelaws, it selectively suspends such 

apparatuses in capitulation before the huge task (and expense) of instituting order. 

 

A typical policy response to street vending, which both aims to promote and 

regulate the sector, is to move traders into off-street dedicated markets (Bromley, 

2000, p18). This is also the case in Namibia including in Windhoek where a number 

of municipal markets have been developed over the years, as well as in other 

localities such as Oshakati, Ondangwa, and Tsumeb. However, often land availed 

for markets is not situated where informal trade would naturally occur and neglects 

the importance of pedestrian traffic through the area, which is widely regarded as 

crucial for informal trade (Mati, 2012; Skinner, 2008; Bromley, 2000). When traders 

are moved into the new premises, other informal traders appropriate their original 

space in the city. More sensitive approaches deal with informality where it exists. 

Following Skinner, trader-supporting infrastructure as a minimum should provide 

shelter, storage space and ablution facilities. The right to operate, through licences, 

further secures traders’ livelihoods and allows them to invest in their trading areas 

and is this a central requirement for improving the management of public spaces 

(Skinner, 2008, p12). Related to this Bénit-Gbaffou (2015) describes recent 

legislation in India which requires authorities to register all existing traders and 

adhere to the notion of “natural markets” i.e. to develop markets where there is 

already a concentration of traders (2015, p30). 
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Despite the various views provided above, urban informality continues to defy clear 

definition, classification and consensus. What Castells and Portes argued more 

than 30 years ago holds true: it is far more clear what informality is not (1989, p12). 

More clarity exists around the state response to informality, which swings between 

the outer poles of the exclusion-inclusion continuum. In a fractured field of enduring 

modernist and colonial idioms, partial state formation, conflicting policy 

landscapes, differentiated implementation and economic globalisation, urban 

residents are taking matters into their own hands, appropriating various forms of 

commons in the process. Often, well-meant responses of creating dedicated 

markets are counter-productive, and the notion of natural markets, pioneered in 

India, is one step to acknowledge residents’ inherent agency in the making of cities. 

2.1.4 Informality: an ideological representation 

The ways in which societies compose and invent themselves in the present 
(the creativity of practice) is always ahead of knowledge produced about them 

Mbembe and Nuttall (2004, p349). 

The above shows that it remains futile to define informality as a condition, and that 

for it to be re-conceptualised, as I aim to do using a critical urban theory lens, 

requires a critique of ideology (see Brenner, p7). This deserves a detour into the 

discussion of the city as concept. Wachsmuth (2014) revealed how the “city as self-

contained system”, one among three tropes of the traditional concept of the city 

with provenance in northern theory, continues to exist as an “ideological 

representation” in urban studies and the everyday lives of citizens, long after it has 

lost its power as analytical framework (2014, p81). He expands on how the concept 

of the city benefits capitalist elites and thus reveals their political dimension. Critical 

geography, in his view, should aim at exposing how these concepts are used to 

exploit and marginalise the majority of urban citizens. In respect of workers, whom 
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he claims know why and how they are exploited in the factory, a similar clarity of 

dynamics of exploitation does not exist in popular understandings of the city. 

Wachsmuth here points to an important disjuncture between a “category of 

analysis” and “category of practice” (2014, p76). In other words, a disjuncture 

between understanding urbanisation, and its lived experience. In relation to the 

topic of this thesis this means that while informality is commonly perceived to be a 

condition, it does not follow from this that it can be analysed only as condition. 

 

Negri (2008) maintains that indeed the metropolis, not the city – which he deems a 

rear-guard vision of a false identarianism – has today become a “source of 

production: the organized, inhabited, and traversed territory, has become a 

productive element, just as worked land once was” (2008, p35–36). He argues that 

from this arises the possibility of a “common”, which is neither the “private” of 

capitalism, nor the “public” or monopolised state ownership of socialism, but which 

is about “communal management” of public goods (2008, p38). Negri asserts that 

the left, however, is entirely unable to engage positively with these emergent 

realities as they go beyond established tropes of working-class struggle rooted in 

industrial capitalism and wage labour. He argues that a metropolitan politics will 

increasingly be linked to common services, housing and other issues to do with 

social reproduction (2008, p219). The notion of a metropolitan or urban production 

requires us to question the role of ‘informality’ within this overall production. 

 

According to Ferguson (2015), who is another voice calling for revisiting ossified 

theoretical conceptualisations in the light of contemporary urbanisation, Africa’s 

rapidly expanding cities are largely characterised by inhabitants “who lack both 

land and formal-sector jobs and who improvise complex and contingent livelihoods 

through a combination of petty trade, hustling, casual labor, smuggling, 

prostitution, begging, theft, seeking help from relatives or lovers, and so on” (2015, 
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p91). Much of these miscellaneous livelihood strategies are being captured under 

the label informal, while according to him their pervasiveness makes such a label 

increasingly redundant as it offers little insight into what is happening, rather than 

what is not happening. What emerges from ethnographic research across the 

Southern African region is that these livelihoods are generally very precarious and 

require constant “flexible improvisation” (2015, p93), and thus suit the 

understanding of survivalist strategies rather than entrepreneurial manoeuvres. 

However, he argues that more than about producing things for sale, such survival 

is often more about “securing distributive outcomes” (2015, p94). He shows how in 

Southern Africa anyone who receives an income in money will likely be faced with 

legitimate claims on that money from others, whether family or not. This explains, 

according to him, how so many people without any visible income are able to 

survive through what he calls “relations of dependence”. However, the ability to 

make such distributive claims requires “social labour” to build and sustain social 

relationships that provide the basis for the legitimacy of such claims: this he calls 

“distributive labour” (2015, p97). This definition does neither align with idealisations 

of teeming entrepreneurialism on the right nor with imaginations of a shared class 

consciousness on the left. He contends that just like production, distribution is not 

just about quantitative distribution of resources, but involves social processes, 

social relations and institutions. In Southern Africa incomes are distributed in such 

ways through vast geographical and social spaces through “petty reciprocities” 

(2015, p100–103). The question then arises why such practices are conventionally 

labelled as informal. 

 

The hypothesis I would like to advance here, following Wachsmuth (2014), is that 

‘informality’, widely perceived to be the modern (formal) city’s ‘other’, is a pseudo 

concept that endures as an ideological representation – i.e. the negation of the 

formal – while it has little purchase as an analytical framework. The concept 
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remains too invested in negative connotations about physical environments – in 

other words emphasising the condition of informality (Marx and Kelling, 2019) – 

drawing on Victorian definitions of slums, poverty and disease as many suggest 

(Varley, 2013; Mbembe and Nuttall, 2004). If, according to Brenner, critical urban 

theory aims to “excavate possibilities for alternative, radically emancipatory forms 

of urbanism that are latent, yet systematically suppressed” within contemporary 

cities (Brenner, 2012, p19), perhaps shifting the focus towards dynamics of 

distribution, as Ferguson (2015) is suggesting, will allow us to gain deeper 

understandings of what is at play.  

2.1.5 Conclusion: a binary that isn’t 

In this section I sketched the emergence of informality as a concept in urban theory 

and aimed to expose its inherent limitations. Most scholars continue to reinforce its 

opposition to the formal, with its positive connotations of order, modernity, and 

progress, however partial and uneven these have materialised in different parts of 

the world. The rise of the informal economy is often related to the evolution of late 

capitalism, feted by some as opening up new frontiers of economic growth. Others 

laud the ingenuity of people to survive in the face of poverty, underdevelopment 

and state repression. But the concept does not hold water in the face of the lived 

experience of cities in the Global South and North alike: it has not yet enabled 

theorisation beyond what it is not.  

 

This raises the question of who benefits from the perpetuation of this muddle. The 

hypothesis I advance here is that the informal is a seemingly de-politicised 

category that is useful to perpetuate colonial legacies of inequality while promising 

its eventual disappearance once all developmental plans and visions have been 

successfully implemented. It allows inclusion and exclusion – in other words to 

govern – without upsetting capital accumulation to continue unabated. I will deal 
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with this aspect in CHAPTER 5 of this dissertation. The second question that arises 

is how the processes and conditions described as informal could be 

conceptualised differently, without setting them apart from that which is knowable, 

measurable and thus formal. This will be the focus of CHAPTER 6. 

2.2 Positioning spatial co-production 

2.2.1 Architecture, participation and the false notion of consensus 

Cohen claims that the 20th century more generally saw the democratisation of 

architecture through the modernist project, though clearly this assessment is based 

on a global north experience. Certainly, the “field has expanded” (Cohen, 2012, 

p10) and architects have worked for wider social groups than ever before, 

especially through large-scale housing and public infrastructure developments of 

some parts of the industrialised and developing world. However, the explosion of 

architectural production during the 20th century, especially in welfare state 

contexts, has also firmly established the distinction between the expert or 

professional, and the common inhabitant, whose influence in the shaping of their 

urban surroundings decreased by the increasing scale and pace of development. 

Blundell-Jones et al. argue that modernisation has meant “removing people from 

decisions” and lead to their alienation. Furthermore, the representation of 

architecture in mass media exacerbates the general public's engagement with 

architecture on the aesthetic dimension which renders them passive consumers 

rather than what the authors call “active doers and makers” (Blundell-Jones, 

Petrescu and Till, 2005, pxiii–xvii). 

 

This divergence ultimately led to the widespread critique of modernism in the West. 

De Carlo ([1970] 2005) succinctly synthesised this in his seminal text Architecture's 

Public, pointing to the alignment of architects with the worldview of those in power 
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because of its dependence on money, land and authority to pursue their practice. 

This, he argues, permitted architects to solely deal with the “problems of how”, 

while leaving the “problems of why” unanswered ([1970] 2005, p5). According to 

him the Modernist Movement with all its formal commitment to the cause of the 

largest number did not overcome this inherent contradiction and propagated elite 

cultural and aesthetic codes. Modern architects were simply providing answers to 

pressing questions or capitalist development by developing ever more 

(cost)efficient solutions to urbanisation and housing ([1970] 2005, p6–8). More 

recently and in another context, Roy is of the view that planners tend to focus on 

utilitarian questions of where things belong, while disregarding the question of to 

whom things belong. She offers Lefebvre’s “right to the city” as a useful way to think 

about informality, emphasising use value over exchange value (Roy, 2005, p155). 

 

Participation, a seeming tautology in a democratic system, has since made its 

inroads in local governance from municipal budgeting to urban development, 

largely in order to achieve legitimacy in developmental projects (Mayer, 2010). 

However, participation and democracy are not necessarily the same and the need 

to define progressive participatory development - working with rather than for the 

citizenry - is critical. According to Blundell-Jones et al. participation is often 

accepted uncritically, based on idealised notions of consensus. These authors 

denote the important difference between the demands of clients (those with money 

and power) and usually represented by architects and other professionals, and the 

desires of users that conventionally have little influence on the spatial surroundings 

they find themselves in (Blundell-Jones, Petrescu and Till, 2005, pxiv: xiv). Till 

argues that conventional architectural practice resigns itself to an idealised notion, 

best represented by the Vitruvian triad - commodity, firmness and delight - the 

purity of which is “threatened” by the disorderliness of user participation. 

According to him, participation brings forward the “moment of reality” into the 
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design process and thus threatens normative architectural culture (Till, 2005, p29–

30). He proposes that architects “must project themselves into the spatial context, 

physical and social, of the user” (2005, p31–33) or become organic intellectuals in 

the way Gramsci defined it. Participation thus opens up a political space of 

negotiation of the individual with the collective – or the personal with the social – to 

collectively define a better vision. 

 

The reluctance of architects to deal with the political dimension of space and the 

urban persists until today. Cruz and Forman propose that “at this moment, it is not 

buildings, but the fundamental reorganization of socio-economic relations that 

must ground the expansion of democratization and urbanization” (2015, p209). For 

architectural practice this means to redirect architectural culture and its inherent 

value systems that are biased against the messy reality of politics (Blundell-Jones, 

Petrescu and Till, 2005, pxv) and have their own, professionally coded language 

and representation which generally obscure the design process to outsiders (Till, 

2005, p28). For de Carlo participation transforms architectural planning from an 

authoritarian act into a process that begins with the identification of users’ needs, 

through the formulation of organisational hypotheses and then the phase of use, 

which, unlike in conventional architectural practice, becomes part of a cyclical 

design process ([1970] 2005, p16–17). Discovery of the users’ real needs 

according to him means acknowledging their right to express themselves and 

question all preconceived value systems that were built on non-participation. 

Organisational hypotheses are then developed through the interaction between 

those real needs and “images of spatial configurations”. Each hypothesis enlarges 

the possibilities of previous hypotheses in a sequential manner. The planner's role 

here is to expand this sequence of hypotheses and enlarge it beyond the margins 

set out by the client, to expose to the users the difference between what could be 

possible and what authoritarian planning offers them. He goes as far as arguing 
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that the planner's role is to “re-establish the terms of class struggle” ([1970] 2005, 

p20). 

 

The Atelier d'Architecture Autogérée approaches participation as appropriation 

and transformation of temporarily available and underused spaces through urban 

actions. Petrescu (2005) describes her practice as a process of “assembling a 

collective economy of desire” and “creating space for liberated speech”, which will 

in turn liberate space. As such, she argues, “participation should be understood 

as a progressive and evolving process that constructs itself inferentially, by both 

integrating and adjusting its aims according to the newly created situations” (2005, 

p53). Knowledge and space are thus produced at the same time and use is no 

longer separated from the design process. The focus on the temporary 

appropriation and leftover spaces is because these are outside of the planned city 

and resist homogenous and stable appropriation. Instead of the object or place, 

the process becomes sustainable (2005, p58). 

 

The above theories and practices of participation are necessary steps for the 

future, ranging from establishing some form of counterculture in the interstitial 

spaces of capitalist urbanisation to calling for outright class struggle as the basis 

of re-directing practice and socio-spatial relations. While the former could be seen 

as a form of liberal realpolitik, the latter calls for the spatial practitioner to take a 

stand and position herself politically before advancing. However, this political 

position can only form the basis of the process; the process itself has to be 

envisaged in ways that allow those that participate to engage in meaningful 

negotiations. The main questions then – who defines the parameters for those 

negotiations, and how much is to be negotiated – are of major relevance.  
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2.2.2 Spatial practice: between normativity and negotiation of difference 

Recently urban scholars and architects have shown more interest in the social and 

spatial dimensions of urban informality as “places of social interaction, fostering 

cultures of different values and alternate relations” (Mörtenböck et al., 2015, p7). 

However, the shortcomings of conventional architectural practice have been 

alluded to, deriving largely from discipline-specific and wider class-based value 

systems that are untenable in the face of large-scale urban informality. But also 

planning theory continues to struggle with tensions between acknowledging the 

specific challenges of urban informality and the “desire to produce normative 

theoretical positions (relating to both procedure and product) which can be of 

generalized use to planners in practice” (Watson, 2003, p396). Yet, there are 

examples of approaches that are of relevance to informal markets, in that they 

suggest ways of co-production between the users, authorities and spatial 

practitioners, some of which I will present in this section.  

 

Sissoko (2012) describes the lessons learnt from delegating market management 

to informal traders in Bamako. Mali has only introduced local government structures 

since the advent of full democracy in 1991, in a context where 94 percent of 

employment was informal. The need for new local governments to raise revenue 

led to the delegation of market management to increase tax collection and improve 

the working conditions of informal traders. This approach has been implemented 

in Commune I, one of the six municipalities that make up Bamako, since 2005. The 

delegation requires independent entities to be established, usually in the form of 

cooperatives, which sign a contract with the local authority with a clear list of 

objectives, outcomes, obligations and responsibilities of each party. The process 

of setting up cooperatives is supported through educational material and training 

sessions, both for traders and for municipal staff. To determine the market potential, 

a taxpayers’ census was undertaken in collaboration with traders. Finally, a 
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monitoring and evaluation system was implemented to assist learning and 

improvements of services (2012, p35–41). Sissoko concludes that consolidation of 

traders’ cooperatives made them more effective partners of the municipality in the 

local development, improved tax collection by nearly 100 percent by ensuring that 

parts of the proceeds would be spent on improving the market, and encouraged 

traders to become directly involved in the operation and maintenance of sanitary 

facilities, waste collection and water provision (2012, p42).  

 

Skinner (2008) shows how after years of confrontation, Dar es Salaam in Tanzania 

started licensing street traders in the 1990s. Design solutions that allowed better 

display of goods, especially food, improved health and safety as well as the 

cleaning of streets and public space. Similarly, the last years of white minority rule 

in South Africa were marked by a more tolerant approach to the informal economy. 

The 1991 Business Act specifically banned restrictions on street trading, allowing 

for dramatic increases of informal activities in South African towns and cities (2008, 

p10). She also draws attention to forms of organising amongst street traders in 

African cities. The research suggests that the level of traders organised in 

associations is relatively low and the role of traditional labour unions, where they 

have incorporated the concerns of informal traders into their programmes, is 

becoming more important. Self-help schemes such as community-based savings 

groups play an important role in the absence of other financial services. The role 

of women is further indicative of the level of inclusion. Leaders of trader 

organisations are often men, while women provide the majority of the membership. 

Low levels of participation and accountability, as well as undemocratic election of 

leadership are some of the concerns (2008, p14–16).  

 

The municipality of eThekwini (Durban) became paradigmatic for its inclusion of 

the informal economy in its policy frameworks. In 1996 the Durban city council 
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embarked on an area-based urban renewal project for one of its more notorious 

inner-city areas: the Warwick triangle. On the edge of the CBD, this area comprises 

commuter train stations, markets, bus and taxi ranks, highway flyovers and a 

cemetery. In careful consultation with thousands of street traders over more than 

20 years, relatively small-scale infrastructural improvements were developed, often 

on a sector-by sector basis. At the same time urban management was improved 

through a coalition of the area-based local authority staff, technical support by Non-

Governmental Organisations and organised traders’ associations (Dobson et al., 

2009; Skinner, 2008; Lund and Skinner, 2004). In Warwick Junction participation 

was central to the project’s success. Dobson et al. (2009) argue that consultation 

helped to dispel conflict, ensured that interventions were based on user needs and 

led to an increased sense of ownership by traders in the area. The latter had a 

positive impact on improved urban management. Skinner calls this “planning by 

negotiation and contract” (Skinner, 2008, p12). 

 

Expanding beyond the dimension of Warwick’s spatial transformation, Lund and 

Skinner (2004) describe the consultative policy development process to integrate 

the informal economy into urban planning and governance in Durban. They 

describe the context of post 1994 transformation and the growing 

acknowledgement that the informal economy would become a lasting aspect of the 

city, reaching a point in which this is seen as part of economic development rather 

than welfare. This refers specifically to the newly-established policy task force 

engaged with informal traders as “workers”, rather than an abstract notion of “civil 

society”. The consultative processes had to deal not only with external 

stakeholders, but also with municipal staff who had to be re-directed to work in 

interdepartmental ways towards the formulation of the policy. As external advisers, 

the authors were the link to research and international advocacy groups. One of 

the major challenges was the issue of representativity of traders during the process 
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and entrenched hierarchies within municipal staff, which made it difficult for lower 

level civil servants to engage fully (2004). While only producing a policy document, 

which in itself does not guarantee material transformation, they highlight an 

important shift in the mind-set of authorities to see informality as ordinary, not as 

the unknown other that requires taming or formalisation. The Durban policy mind-

shift seems to have been a critical basis for the widely praised urban transformation 

of the Warwick Junction. 

 

Another central aspect of the success of the Durban approach was due to the 

empowerment of informal workers through advocacy and technical support. 

Conley (2015) lays out how Asiye eTafuleni (AeT), the NGO that supports informal 

workers at Warwick Junction, established a practice of supporting informal workers 

who operate in public space. The organisation works in direct consultation with 

traders to develop innovative design interventions, and continuously engages the 

public and government to legitimise the informal economy and advocate for more 

inclusive urban development (2015, p3–4). AeT argues that one of the critical 

aspects in its work is the inclusion of practitioners with professional experience in 

design, architecture, urban planning, law enforcement, research, facilitation and 

law as “active and essential agents of change” (2015, p5). AeT operates from a 

space within the Warwick area, which ensures its easy accessibility for traders and 

can be used as meeting space for traders independently. Besides this direct 

interaction, AeT engages continuously to sensitise architecture, urban planning, 

and built-environment professionals to the realities and needs of informal workers 

in urban settings. It also represents informal workers at various public fora and 

supports them by providing technical arguments to assist traders “to engage with 

power structures” (2015, p6). However, AeT admitted that one shortcoming of its 

operations is the inability to organise traders effectively. 
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Castells and Portes (1989) warning that informalisation goes hand in hand with the 

demise of the ability of organised labour unions to represent the working class 

raises the question of representativity. Where classic labour organisation 

happened within the confines of the factory, easily enabling organisation, informal 

labour by its dispersed nature and complex relations of dependence often lacks 

collective bargaining power. Instead, the absence of organised collective 

formations is swept under the carpet by insisting on uncritical concepts of 

‘community’. The idea that planning decisions can be reached through processes 

that allow all stakeholders to participate in fair and equal ways, contains the 

underlying assumption that consensus is possible in the face of real political 

divisions and conflicting interests (Watson, 2003, p398). 

 

Exemplifying such misguided notions, Bremner (1994) discusses the underlying 

aspects that caused a well-intentioned and ambitious programme of integrated 

development to falter in the context of pre-1994 violence in South Africa. She 

argues that its failure was caused by “inadequate conceptualization of 

development within the highly volatile political context” presupposing a “stable and 

cohesive community” (1994, p23). The prospect of introducing developmental 

resources into a context of extreme precariousness further increased existing 

tensions. While this is a case within a highly specific, volatile political context, it 

nevertheless points to one of the major misconceptions within much of the 

development discourse, the unquestioned existence of a community, usually 

implying progressive connotations. 

 

Where such imaginary stable collectivity does not exist, the impulse is to create it 

through “community building” (Simone, 2004). Simone criticises that this is often 

perceived as peripheral and distracting from residents’ actual needs to navigate 

ever-changing constellations of social collaboration. As such, community building 
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programmes aim to stabilise a broad range of political and economic relationships 

so that public safety is restored, and enterprise can thrive. However, according to 

Simone, such approaches are ineffective, as survival requires “not only 

opportunism but precisely the ability to hide one’s intentions and abilities within 

complex relationships of mutual dependence” (2004, p420). Simone elaborates 

that the drive to install normative behaviour in residents establishes an urban 

politics that does not allow for dialogue and mediation of difference, but rather 

measures residents against their ability to conform (2004, p420).  

 

At the Herero Mall the assumptions about community and coherence were quickly 

dispelled as I will elaborate later. Yet, participatory procedures to define the future 

development of the market were expected to produce a general consensus on how 

to proceed. This consensus, once formulated and voted on by the community, or 

that part of the community that actually attended the meeting, then enters the realm 

of rhetoric, used to give legitimacy to the project going forward. The concept of 

community is often glossed over in developmental discourse. It is problematic 

exactly because it de-politicises development as inherently positive and in 

everybody's best interest. Spatial practice can no longer remain neutral in this 

context, even in its well-intentioned versions. Rather than seeking out the cracks in 

the system and spatially transforming those in more or less ephemeral ways (as 

many architectural and artistic practices, certainly in the global North, have done), 

spatial practice needs to identify the critical moments within processes of 

urbanisation that require to be altered to enable radical socio-spatial 

transformation. Those few instances of spatial practice that co-produce space 

together with users are often driven by activist practitioners who engage with users 

at the place of transformation. Such engagements usually require such users to be 

legitimised in the eyes of authorities, which in many contexts leads to unreflexive 
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and problematic concepts of community and consensus being imposed on sites 

of relative complexity, and thereby de-politicising the production of space.  

2.2.3 Participation versus the proper political 

In Every Form of Art has a Political Dimension, Mouffe (2001) follows Schmitt to 

distinguish between “the political” (antagonism, friend/enemy distinction), able to 

arise out of any kind of relationship, and “politics”, an “ensemble of discourses and 

practices, institutional or even artistic practices, that contribute to and reproduce a 

certain order” (2001, p99). “Politics is always about the establishment, the 

reproduction, or the deconstruction of hegemony...” and because any form of 

artistic practice either contributes to the given common sense or its deconstruction, 

it is always political. According to her, politics, by defining a "demos” (populace), 

cannot do without a certain type of exclusion, defining who belongs and who does 

not. She contrasts this with liberalism that tries to replace political concepts with 

non-political ones such as “humanity” or “population” – and I would add – 

community. This tendency, according to her, defines the tension intrinsic to 

democratic liberalism (2001, p104), but also opens up a space within which 

pluralistic democracy emerges. She elaborates that while democracy tends 

towards the totalitarian, it is kept in check by liberalism's reference to humanity. 

While the liberal logic is one of assertion of rights, only through being a democratic 

citizen one can exercise rights (2001, p107). Mouffe thus argues for the 

establishment of a public sphere that allows for an “agonistic pluralism” which 

allows for people to negotiate their interests with those of others through 

democratic means. In that sense they would not seek consensus but rather 

agonistic confrontation that still contains a common allegiance to liberal democracy 

and liberty and equality for all (Miessen, 2010a).  
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Reminding of Harvey's Spaces of Hope, Swyngedouw (2016) critiques utopias of 

form - the arena of modernist architectural fictions - as either foreclosing “agonistic 

encounter” (the political) and pretending to “consensual but illusionary inclusion of 

all in liberal participatory governance of the givens” or generating the distinction 

between friends and enemies, i.e. “insiders and outsiders” (2016, p6), which 

ultimately leads to antagonistic conflict. He contrasts this with utopias of time that 

live by the promise of an inclusive future, but “disavow the perversities of the 

actually existing present”. Swyngedouw again draws on Harvey, who proposes a 

dialectical spatio-temporal utopianism as a way out, “nurturing radical openness 

while recognizing the inevitability of temporary spatial closure” (2016, p7). This 

raises the question of whether architecture, or rather the co-production of space, 

would be able to perform a similar role.  

 

In his critique of participation Miessen (2006) defines cities as “social and spatial 

conflict zones, re-negotiating their limits though constant transformation”. Rejecting 

notions of harmony and solidarity that are often implied in understandings of 

community or marginalised groups, he suggests that future spatial practitioners 

could enter such zones as outsiders, and instead of aiming to create and sustain 

consensus, start catalysing conflict between separate fields of knowledge 

(Miessen, 2010b). Such understanding of creative conflict opens up ways of 

thinking about the political dimension of space. Yet it does not point to the ways in 

which that conflict is turned into socio-spatial transformation that goes beyond the 

performative moment of an ephemeral intervention.  

 

Swyngedouw (2016) explores the possibilities of an “emancipatory politics” and 

the role of “insurgent architects” within it. He holds that architecture cannot be 

emancipatory in itself, but architects as practitioners can “co-animate political 

events and inscribe themselves in emancipatory political sequences”. Tellingly, he 
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positions “politics” as architectural practice as it aims at “intervention” or the re-

ordering of the given (2016, p3). Emancipatory politics, according to him, thus has 

to be “a practice, a set of affective and sequential acts”, similar to the definition of 

communism in Marx and Engels’s German Ideology, revolving “around the notions 

of equality, freedom, solidarity, and the ega-libertarian management of the socio-

ecological commons of life” (2016, p4). This position puts it in direct conflict with 

those who embrace capitalist enclosure of the commons in all its forms. He further 

spells out how emancipatory architects can go beyond their disciplinary limitations 

by engaging “with the political moments that already brew in the interstices of 

actually existing urban practices” (2016, p8). He suggests that the inability of 

critical theory to engage with insurgent architects of the various global urban 

occupations of the past years left the door open to nationalist, identitarian and 

antidemocratic politics to gain purchase. The mostly socio-spatial analyses of 

critical theory of the past decades failed to engage on the ground, continuing to 

situate the intellectual at the helm of radical urban politics (2016, p14). 

Emancipatory politicisation thus requires re-framing the political by articulating 

“dissent and rupture” (2016, p17). According to him, work needs to be done to 

spatialise and universalise the insurrectional moments of urban struggle, which re-

kindled a sensibility for “the polis as a democratic and potentially democratizing 

space” (2016, p19). At the same time, he argues that the violence inscribed in any 

spatial intervention that necessarily closes down certain possibilities – “the 

autocratic moment, or temporary suspension of the democratic” – must be fully 

endorsed including the possibility to “fail again” (2016, p21). 

 

The political dimension of space will undoubtedly delineate a progressive spatial 

practice from other forms of practice. Much of the developmental discourse in 

Namibia lives by elusive promises of ‘development’ (whatever that means) while 

shying away from asking fundamental questions about the distribution of resources 
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and opportunities in such a highly unequal context. Because the production of 

space is by definition political in that it both provides the arena for political 

encounter and a process of negotiating the distribution of resources, it is critical for 

the progressive spatial practitioner to align herself with those that are ordinarily not 

in a position of power. 

2.2.4 Conclusion: exposing urban politics 

In this section I reviewed literature that in various ways positioned spatial co-

production as a key sphere of urban politics as Mouffe (2001) understands it. I 

elaborated on the role of architecture and planning within this field. Historically 

these professions have been at the service of power and have contributed to the 

production and reproduction of hegemony, especially in the colonial setting as I 

will expand on in CHAPTER 4 below. But there are and always have been spatial 

practices that seek, sometimes ostensibly, to undermine dominant power. These 

often take the form of co-productive practices that range from conciliatory and de-

politicising interventions to legitimise the status quo, to radical disruptions of the 

established order. 

 

A progressive spatial practice needs to be conceptualised not merely as practice 

that alters space and therefore will alter the distribution of resources, but as a 

practice that needs to engage on multiple levels, and most critically negotiating the 

political dimensions of that which it seeks to change. It needs to question 

conventional notions of community, consensus, participation and of de-politicised, 

positivist visions of ‘development’ that dominate not only developmental discourse 

but also popular imaginaries. As Wachsmuth (2014) suggests, besides exposing 

the citizenry to the dynamics of their exploitation within the capitalist urban order, 

critical theory needs to be embedded within spatial practice to enable bridging the 

gap between theory and lived experience. It needs to be an agile practice that can 
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operate on various playing fields, navigate political spaces and dialectically weave 

such engagements into an on-going process of catalysing transformation. In this 

research project I aimed to explore how such a practice could take shape in the 

context of post-colonial Namibia. This will be the subject of the remainder of this 

thesis but let me first introduce the case study site in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 3 INTRODUCTION TO THE CASE STUDY 

Herero Mall is the popular name for an ‘informal’ market in central Katutura. It is 

situated on two adjacent plots of land at the heart of a residential area: a ca. 7132m2 

municipal plot (Erf R/6296) and a 1300m2 plot owned by the Ovaherero Traditional 

Authority (OTA). The previously vacant plots, reserved for future institutional use,17 

had originally been appropriated around 2005 by ‘informal’ traders, and today 

features food outlets, shebeens, a car wash, auto mechanics and welding services, 

hair salons, meat cutting services and small convenience shops amongst others. 

These businesses are housed in self-built steel and corrugated iron structures, re-

used shipping containers or discarded car bodies loosely arranged along two main 

vehicle thoroughfares traversing the site. Until late 2017 there was no sanitary 

provision at the site, electricity remains distributed through precarious networks, 

and storm water management is near to absent. 

 

Over the years the number of businesses has fluctuated, and it is difficult if not futile 

to determine. Many visitors frequent the place regularly, sometimes on a daily basis 

and weekends are considerably busier. Patrons from within the neighbourhood 

come for entertainment, some for traditional food, a chat and a drink; farmers from 

hundreds of kilometres away buy cattle feed-troughs from local welders; others rent 

a trailer to transport cattle over the weekend; while others need to get their car 

repaired or washed while they wait and socialise. Some come from wealthier 

neighbourhoods across the city to get meat cut to size and others just want to play 

some pool accompanied by local music.  

 

 

17  On a municipal map dated 30.05.1980, Erf R/6296 is indicated as “Old Age Home” and neighbouring 
Erf 6300 is indicated as “Parsonage”. Source: Office of the Surveyor General. 
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Figure 3: Map of the “tribal” division of Katutura by the apartheid administration, 1976, 
showing areas for Ovaherero residents in orange. The site, marked with a X, was allocated 
for the purposes of a “park” and “pre-primary school”. Source: National Archives of 
Namibia. 

The neighbourhood had originally been designated “Herero Location” by apartheid 

urban planners in the 1960s (see Figure 3). Subsequent sale of municipal houses 

to tenants in the 1980s and 90s, which was meant to empower residents to become 

homeowners, fixed this ethnic segregation in space, leading to an enduring 

dominance of Ovaherero culture in the area today. Three major institutions border 

the market (see Figure 4): (B) the “Commando No 2” multi-purpose community hall 

that falls under the auspices of the Ovaherero Traditional Authority (OTA); (C) the 

Oruuano church;18 and (D) the headquarters of the OTA and official residence of 

the Paramount Chief of the Ovaherero. Furthermore, a number of small political 

 

 

18  The Oruuano church was founded in 1955 as a Herero-dominated break-away church from the Rheinish 
Mission Society (RMS) that had its origin in Germany and remained under white leadership. Together 
with the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church, which had seceded from the RMS in 1946, the 
Oruuano was amongst the first independent black churches in the country (Tjibeba, 2003). 
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opposition party headquarters, some of which are considered to be largely 

composed of Ovaherero groups, are either situated at or in close vicinity of Herero 

Mall. The site has thus gained major significance not only in the everyday life of the 

neighbourhood but specifically in the cultural, political and religious life of the 

Ovaherero (see Figure 6) both in Windhoek and extending into far-away villages 

and farms, as well as in the diaspora, as I will elaborate below. 

 

Figure 4: The Herero Mall (A) along Clemence Kapuuo Street within the “Herero Location” 
neighbourhood in Katutura. Institutions neighbouring the mall: (B) Commando Hall, (C) 
Oruuano Church and (D) Ovaherero Traditional Authority (OTA) Headquarters. Notice the 
encampment in the OTA yard. Source: Google Earth.	

Despite the civic potential of the site, and the fact that municipal service 

infrastructure such as water, electricity and sewer mains are available, the market 

remained without any sanitary provisions or other public amenities until late 2017. 

This resulted in traders and patrons using open spaces between structures for their 

sanitary needs. This critical sanitary challenge has been compounded by the fact 

that since 2016 the backyard of the OTA headquarters (see Figure 4) has 

transformed into a dense encampment of hundreds Ovahimba petitioners from the 

rural, far north-western Kunene Region. The chairperson of the traders’ committee 

told me that they had assisted the South African army to fight SWAPO ‘terrorists’. 

After Independence, the South African army gave money to the new Namibian 
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government for compensation of these veterans who are now petitioning to receive 

that money. According to him they would not return to their rural homes until they 

get an answer from government.19 In order to suppress the stench of urine, old 

motor oil was spilled onto the ground, creating yet another environmental hazard 

as the site forms the beginning of a seasonal river system which drains stormwater 

to the nearby Goreangab dam. The site thus performs a major public function within 

the neighbourhood and wider afield, yet it lacks the most basic infrastructure to do 

so. 

 

The current situation has divided public opinion. For some, the Herero Mall is an 

eye sore and the representation of underdevelopment and social decay. In a 

popular English daily, a well-known political analyst described it as “a symptom of 

our failure 17 years after Independence, notably our half-hearted attempts at 

nation-building and innovative city planning” and called for the City of Windhoek to 

tear down the market and replace it with something that would offer a proper place 

of entertainment, especially for the youth (Hengari, 2007). His somewhat misguided 

comparison of the Herero Mall with a famous entertainment area in Tokyo, Japan, 

exposed his elite vantage point and sparked a fierce public debate in the print 

media over the meaning and identity of the Herero Mall: while some stressed its 

role as an enabler of livelihoods and a hub of cultural identity and social interaction 

(Tjirera, 2013), others saw it as a direct challenge to law and order (The Namibian, 

2011). Nevertheless, most commentators called for its development rather than its 

closure. I undertook a detailed media review of the period form 2007-2014 as part 

 

 

19  The encampment has been demolished a week before submission of this thesis under the state of 
emergency declared in response to Covid-19, while the residents were temporarily accommodated in 
tented camps elsewhere to prevent the spread of the pandemic (Mutanga, 2020). 
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of the feasibility study (Delgado and Lühl, 2014) which I include here for reference 

(see Appendices, p292). 

 

Since the initial controversy in 2007, the city council has been undecided on what 

to do with this particular plot of land occupied by about 300 informal traders at the 

time. One considered option was to offer it for sale to the OTA, which would have 

probably prevented the development of an open market and thus put livelihoods in 

jeopardy. In the wake of increasing complaints by surrounding residents about 

deteriorating conditions including crime, alcohol abuse, and noise pollution in and 

around the Mall, in July 2011 the city council resolved to restrict trading hours to 

07:00-19:00 instead of the conventional 07:00-22:00 applicable to trading sites and 

municipal markets elsewhere in the city. A subsequent dispute between the local 

constituency councillor and a shebeen operator in August 2011 led to the Namibian 

Police and City Police moving in on the Mall to enforce the operating hours, facing 

stiff opposition from traders and visitors. On two occasions police used teargas to 

disperse the crowd, and in the event not only affected traders and visitors, but also 

surrounding residents including children, who had to flee their homes to avoid 

being affected (Allgemeine Zeitung, 2011; Die Republikein, 2011). This 

unprecedented harsh public policing response drew wide public criticism and 

accusations of racial discrimination of Ovaherero by the authorities that are alleged 

to be Aawambo-dominated.20 The various Aawambo ethnic groups represent about 

half of Namibia's population, while the Ovaherero account for about seven 

percent.21 Other entertainment hot-spots in Windhoek with similar characteristics 

 

 

20  The Aawambo are the majority ethnic group in Namibia, comprising about half of the country’s 
population. 

21  Some argue that current resentment amongst the Ovaherero relies not only on the original trauma 
inflicted by the German colonial regime during the 1904-07 genocide and its socio-economic legacies, 
but also in the fact that the genocide greatly diminished the Ovaherero’s political weight in post-colonial 
Namibia. From personal conversation with a Herero Mall visitor on 27.1.2019. 
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that are Aawambo-dominated were not subject to restrictions and police violence, 

seemingly confirming allegations of tribalism.  

 

Allegations of unfair treatment of the Herero Mall traders by the municipality and 

City Police continued through 2012, and it was claimed that over 40 businesses 

had to close down owing to restrictive trading hours (Kangootui, 2012). Reacting 

to the confrontations, Windhoek’s CEO had already announced the development 

of the Mall into a formal municipal market (Kisting, 2011). However, the city council 

resolved that in future the sale of alcohol and light industrial activities would not be 

allowed, in line with municipal regulations for public markets. As a direct 

consequence of these measures, a large majority of traders would have had to re-

locate or change their business to conform with regulations. In April 2013 the 

Namibia Informal Sector Organisation (NISO) launched a feasibility study for the 

development of Herero Mall, sponsored by a German development foundation. 

Amongst the study’s major recommendations was the re-zoning of the land to 

“business” in line with the CoW's policy for business corridors,22 and to sell the land 

to NISO for further development as a mixed-use market. The city council rejected 

the study, claiming it had been undertaken without council’s input in defining its 

terms of reference. These developments ultimately led City of Windhoek to 

commission an independent feasibility study for the re-development of the Herero 

Mall into a formalised municipal market in 2014, which I will elaborate in CHAPTER 

7 below. I was part of the team responsible for the study and this doctoral research 

emerged out of my frustration with that process and my interest to continue to 

engage professionally within this context. 

 

 

22  The CoW business corridor policy was established in 2008 to incentivise the re-zoning of residential 
properties along selected “high streets”, including Clemence Kapuuo Street adjacent to the mall (Figure 
4). For further discussion of this policy and its effects see (Charman et al., 2017) below.  
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I argue in this dissertation that the Herero Mall embodies the full complexity of 

Namibia’s post-colonial urban landscape. On the one hand it presents a rupture 

with inherited spatial patters of the apartheid city, on the other it is a space where 

many social legacies of colonialism are re-produced. As an ‘informal’ market within 

a formal neighbourhood it is technically illegal yet practically tolerated by municipal 

authorities, though not enough to provide basic services to affirm its existence, 

suspending traders in ambiguity for years. It is a unique local space of difference, 

imbued with meaning far beyond the scale of the neighbourhood and the city, 

which split public opinion about the nature of post-colonial urban development. 

From my own perspective it laid bare the failure of professional spatial practice to 

engage within such a context. But to read the many layers of significance that the 

Herero Mall embodies requires us to first trace the country’s socio-spatial context 

and its historical development. 

 

Figure 5: Patrons at a shebeen at the Herero Mall on a Saturday afternoon. Photo by author.  


