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Post-apartheid Urban Dynamics in Namibia
is book is the result of ﬁve years of doctoral research that led to a Ph.D. in geography (defended at
the University Paris 10-Nanterre in December 2000). It
was published in Paris in 2004. It is entirely wrien in
French but English-speaking readers might be interested
to know that the author has also published in English
on diﬀerent or related topics.[1] It is a highly valuable
book from three points of view. First, although it is not
an isolated work in the ﬁeld of Namibian urban studies,
it is the ﬁrst book wrien in French that deals speciﬁcally with urban and housing dynamics in post-apartheid
Namibia.[2] It thus constitutes a major contribution to
the knowledge of a part of Africa that French researchers
have only recently started to investigate, thanks to postapartheid changes.

search into land regularization and self-construction in a
context of rapid urban growth, a shortage of housing, and
massive poverty that confronts institutional, legal, and
town-planning rules and constraints on urban dwellers’
practices in developing cities. It is also quite rich in detailed maps (p. 18), although more analytical maps (as opposed to descriptive location maps) would have been welcome, and it contains a short glossary, a list of acronyms
(useful for newcomers to Southern African urban issues),
and a detailed list of references.
Secondly, the book strongly echoes the South African
context (although this link is not emphasized by the author hersel), not only because it directly reminds us of
the impact of the South African colonization in Namibia
(in the 1940s and 1950s), but also because it indirectly
raises issues that the two countries share: the legacy
of apartheid legacy in the cities, the hope and promises
of the post-apartheid era (this research was done in the
1990s), the recourse to a systematic promotion of homeownership for the poor in the peripheries, the development of squaing, and the diﬃculty of addressing urban sprawl and the growth of the “illegal city,” etc. e
book therefore nourishes the essential scientiﬁc debates
on post-apartheid urban dynamics in Southern Africa:
the political versus technical dimension of the housing
debate, the political discourses on the legacy of colonization and apartheid, and the call for drastic and spectacular change. However, the comparison is not developed
explicitly: it is not the goal of this book, which has a
much broader aim.

e author provides the reader with a basic understanding of Namibian urban dynamics in the capital city
Windhoek, with a speciﬁc focus on the rapid residential
and socioeconomic changes occurring in its peripheries
(townships and informal selements). e ﬁrst section
of the book provides a historical bird’s eye view of the
colonial and postcolonial/post-apartheid situations. e
second section focuses on post-apartheid institutional
changes, diﬀerentiating the points of view and respective roles of three stakeholders in the peripheries: the
national state, the municipality and a semi-public institution (NHE, National Housing Enterprise). e third section of the book (and the most original contribution) consists in a detailed analysis of two housing programs and
of a household survey. Entitled “Compétences territoriales et diﬀérenciations sociales et spatiales,” it describes
the conditions of access to urban land especially for migrants, their abilities to beneﬁt from the recent promotion of home-ownership in the post-apartheid context (do
they manage to extend their houses and how?), as well
as the processes of community-building at stake in these
housing programs.

irdly, beyond this monographic interest, the book
has a strong theoretical purpose. It uses Windhoek as
a case study to address the issue of urban changes at
large. It focuses on the conditions of the production of
new norms of urban governance. e author thus questions the mechanisms of change and of permanencies at
the local scale (“le changement et l’invariant,” as she puts
is book therefore clearly ﬁts into a tradition of re- it). e book therefore seeks to “establish the basis for
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a systematic analysis of social and spatial change”: “the
thesis is in line with the issue of post-apartheid social and
spatial transformation. It focuses on the local scale and
on the residential peripheries of the capital city, Windhoek” (p. 7).[3]

political changes and at the same pace. For instance, the
“institutionalization of the constraints”[6] and the roots
of apartheid date back to 1912 and were initiated by the
German colonial power before Namibia was colonized by
South Africa (in 1915); likewise, resistance to segregation
and relocation was strong up to 1959, etc. e book also
shows that what remains untouched is at least as important as what has changed and that changes are oen the
condition of permanencies (as G. Tomasi di Lampedusa
stated).[7]

e peripheries of Windhoek and the rapid transformations induced by the decolonization process and the
post-apartheid “transition” in Namibia (to refer to the
lexis used in South Africa) constitute a very exciting case
study from this point of view: the shi to a democratic
Secondly, the resort to regulation theory forces us to
society challenges the ability of public authorities to conceive a new way of managing the city while its relation- consider urban change from the stakeholders’ point of
view, whether public (the political and institutional diship with the civic society is quickly changing.
mension of urban change) or private (the NGOs and the
e author explicitly resorts to a theoretical frameurban city dwellers’ practices). It forces the investigawork of analysis that she applies to interpret the changes
tion of the meaning of those categories of analysis, which
she witnessed: the theory of regulation.[4] e sysis particularly well done as far as communities are contematic, and sometimes too mechanical nature of her
cerned (chapter 9). However the private sector is rarely
approach, may be regreed (she refers, for instance,
mentioned and the stress is put on the relationship beto “political determining processes,” which might be
tween public stakeholders and civil society (this may be
questioned–“des déterminants politiques,” p. 118); the
due to the nature of local governance in the mid-1990s).
same applies to her interest in global and systematic dyHowever, one may regret that the interaction benamics which are somehow inspired by a structuralist approach. ose who are interested in individual portraits, tween those stakeholders and the way they inform each
vivid and suggestive illustrative examples of residential other in a dialectical manner are not always considered.
or professional individual trajectories will not ﬁnd them For instance, the author refers to the households’ houshere, since the author has almost banished this approach ing needs (“les besoins”), while this notion is highly quesalthough she conducted many interviews with residents tionable: both public and private oﬀers have a strong imthat are presented as having mainly illustrative value (p. pact on demand (this term would be more accurate); also,
233). is dimension may be lacking to some extent; nev- the author states that the administrative discourses are
ertheless her ambitious theoretical project is quite inno- neutral (“neutres,” p. 152) while their so-called neutrality
is ideologically constructed and meant to erase the politvative (especially for a French Ph.D. in geography).
ical dimension of the housing issue. is is all the more
is theoretical approach proves very valuable from frustrating given that the book shows perfectly well how
two points of view. First, it emphasizes the necessity of public action tries to catch up with urban dynamics that
looking at the “periodization” of urban change (“une péri- it cannot entirely control.
odisation du changement,” p. 13) and of addressing the isMoreover, it would have been interesting to investisue of the contrasted and sometimes conﬂicting or intergate
the origins and educational background of the adlocking temporalities at stake in town-planning practice:
ministrative
staﬀ as well as its changes or inertia (the
the book juxtaposes the quick changes of citizens’ pracbook
gives
us
some clues but does not investigate this
tices against the inertia of public action that has undersystematically).
is might have led to interesting contaken an in-depth and long reform process. It forces us to
clusions
regarding
the position of oﬃcials (at the national
put urban dynamics into historical perspective, a necesand
local
levels)
in
the political game and the connection
sity which is oen neglected in geography, although it is
between
public,
private,
and civic spheres that are inveshardly new.[5] Of course, in Southern Africa, it is hard to
tigated
separately
here.
ignore this necessity: quick urban growth, the development of informal housing, as opposed to the formal townFinally, the book only accidentally refers to the interships of the apartheid era (dealt with in the introduction national institutions (namely the World Bank and the Inand in chapter 3, pp. 77-93) as well as drastic political ternational Monetary Fund) although they played a key
changes force us to consider the temporalities at stake in role in the deﬁnition of the new national housing polthe city. e book searches for historical “breaks” and icy in a country recently independent and opened to
shows that they did not always occur at the same time as these inﬂuences. ey contributed to the focus on home2
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ownership and on the site-and-services formula (the author makes an allusion to Turner’s inﬂuence on p. 168,
but without connecting it to those international major
stakeholders).
Yet, these are minor reservations. Two other aspects
of the theoretical approach are more controversial and
therefore foster a two-folded critique of the book. Firstly,
the book lacks systematic critical analysis of regulation
theory as far as its central concepts, its main conclusions,
and its contribution, as opposed to that of the theory of
governance, are concerned; secondly, it reactivates the
epistemological debate about the relationship between
ﬁeld work and the theoretical dimension of research in
geography.
is theoretical framework resorts to concepts or notions inspired by liberal discourse (at least from a lexical point of view) and which are never discussed in the
book. ey revolve around two axes: the idea of compromise, consensus, and negotiation; and that of “eﬃciency,”
which tends to “dim” the importance of political struggle
and conﬂict behind the scenes. At the core of the theory is the notion of compromise (“compromis”), or social
compromise (“compromise social”) resulting from a negotiation process (“négociations”), (“un principe de négociation,” p. 15), based on arrangements and on a “social contract.” As Peyroux deﬁnes it, “the social compromise notion refers to political, economic, social and ﬁnancial constraints social stakeholders have to consider
and to the way they cope with them, adapting, adjusting
themselves so as to ’reproduce themselves’–ensure their
existence is not threatened, while addressing the needs
and the demand of the citizens” (p. 16). Similarly, the
author talks of “the new and increasing contractual nature of the relationship between citizens and public powers” (p. 318).[8] Both formulas imply a satisfactory balance of all sides (public authorities and citizens), based on
the idea that it is necessary to come to a compromise to
“make things work.” However, the “negotiation” involves
stakeholders whose power and forces are unbalanced; the
“negotiation” may be verbal or not, use diﬀerent media,
be peaceful or resort to more violent means, and ﬁnally,
it may not be a negotiation at all between equally powerful paciﬁc stakeholders; moreover the “compromise” is
not fair by nature, as the author demonstrates perfectly
well in the third section (which deals with increasing social diﬀerentiation and segregation in the peripheries of
Windhoek): it seems to be a selective compromise (not
inclusive of all); only the privileged are in a position to
exert community inﬂuence (“la pression sociale,” p. 317),
and not to remain mere “groups” or a “mish-mash” of residents, as shown in chapter 9. e “arrangements” (“les

arrangements” in French) is a formula directly taken from
English, but in French, the word does not have the same
technical and neutral dimension; it has a totally diﬀerent meaning, implying a peaceful selement or an agreement. e words “cohabitation” and “entente” are also
debatable.
Finally, is it possible to talk of a real “contract”? It
does not refer to the Rousseauian vision of the contract
since the political dimensions are never stressed while
the regulation is deﬁned as a purely social process (“processus social,” p. 321): “the regulation is conceived here
not as an unavoidable, automatic or structurally necessary process, but as the consequences of intentional social practices.”[9] is is all the stranger as the subtitle
of the book emphasizes the political dimension (referred
to explicitly as “les logiques politiques des acteurs institutionnels,” p. 317). It does not refer either to the legal
meaning of the word “contract”: what would be the contracting parties’ resorts in the case of disagreement?
is compromise is supposed to foster “social eﬃciency” (“eﬃcacité sociale,” pp. 118 and 187), a notion
that is questionable since the criteria of this “eﬃciency”
are not deﬁned while the contradictory and provocative
content of the association of words is not explained and
justiﬁed: it just seems to imply that a “compromise” that
“works” is socially eﬃcient.
In other words, one wonders why the lexis used by
the regulation theorists and the relevance and meaning
of the choice of words are not criticized by the author,
given what the Windhoek case teaches us. ese expressions tend to imply a technical dimension of the changes
(as opposed to a political one) and thus unfortunately
weaken the main idea defended here: the emergence of
new “norms” of governance (“des normes,” p. 12) as well
as the conditions of the “reproduction” of the system, a
Marxist terminology curiously used in an apolitical context here that diminishes the role of political forces and
conﬂicts at stake.[10]
is perspective leads the author to examine the solutions adopted in Namibia to accommodate the poor, in
quite a constructive perspective, without questioning a
number of received ideas: Does the promotion of home
ownership really lead to “an increased freedom and autonomy and to a wider choice for citizens at a more affordable cost” (p. 317), in “beer conditions” (p. 319)?[11] If one refers to the apartheid era, the answer is certainly yes. However, this does not mean that home ownership is a real choice. is does not mean either that
home ownership is a cheap and valuable option for the
poor. e indirect cost of services is not really taken into
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consideration here, but the author shows “the deepening social inequalities and the emergence of new forms
of socio-economic segregation” (p. 321).[12] Moreover,
was the pragmatic choice made by public authorities (the
adoption of the international and cheap formula of sites
and services) the only solution and should it not be questioned from a political point of view?

of course a totally diﬀerent book); she could have used
this case study to test the value of an abstract theory and
its relevance in a speciﬁc context. is would have implied questioning this theoretical framework in the ﬁrst
place, which is not the case here, and may have forestalled the lexical problems mentioned above. However,
the fact that the book raises such a methodological and
quasi-epistemological issue (that of the link between the
theory and the ﬁeld work, the nature and the status of
reality versus a theoretical construction) is, in itself, of
great value: it questions the methodological approach of
the French school of geography that favors in-depth ﬁeld
work applied to theoretical issues, rather than theoretical
work disconnected from speciﬁc case studies and from
the contextual dimension of the geographical approach.
e very interesting typology that shows the complexity of the socioeconomic dynamics at work behind the
“paysage” (a concept cherished by the French school of
geography) (p. 277), reﬂects this tension and the fact that
the author has hesitated between the two approaches.

is problem may also be linked to the direct “transplantation” of concepts forged and used by and for
economists, and this at the macro-economic scale. Indeed, when the author applies them to local and urban dynamics, she is forced to consider political forces
present in a speciﬁc territory and the balance of power
between them: this draws us back to the concept of urban governance–why is the “old” “urban governance” approach invalid and why does the author need to resort to
regulation theory to analyze changes in the city? What
does the concept of regulation bring to the debate? To
what extent does it explain these changes beer than the
concept of changing urban governance? What, if any, is
the relation between the “regulation framework” and the
Finally, the reader might be surprised to see that the
“governance” approach?
ﬁeld work was done almost ten years ago (the book itRegulation theory might indeed prove essential and self is two years old and was published four years aer
complementary to the governance framework of analy- the Ph.D. itself was defended), while it seeks to study
sis, but this is never discussed here. e concept of gov- the emergence of new norms of governance. One may
ernance is not at the core of the debate (and never de- wonder whether 1996-1999 was not too early to observe
ﬁned) and it is used in a very restrictive way: the author them and why the author has not updated the data and
states that she wants to study the “articulation entre un the analysis.
type de gouvernance, un contexte institutionnel et des
compromis sociaux” (p. 15). She thus rejects a large and
inclusive deﬁnition of governance (including its connection with urban temporalities) that would cover all these
ﬁelds (see Patrick Le Galès’ deﬁnition).[13]

Indeed, she chose to provide us with a book
that strictly reﬂects the work done in the late 1990s.
is is disappointing since she had an opportunity
to gather more institutional and political information–
if incomplete–using electronic and Internet resources,
Indeed, the main contribution of regulation theory since the main source of information, a ﬁeld survey, could
seems to be its capacity to address public action and cit- not be replicated.
izens’ practices in their temporal dimension: their ﬂuis is all the more frustrating since 2000 was too
idity and their fragility in time (that the author did not early to make deﬁnitive conclusions about the imporhave time to investigate the recent period (see infra), the tance of the changes observed: in South Africa for infact that consensus may be only apparent and in fact stance, the major political and economic shi took place
quickly rejected, or the rapid adaptation of public author- in 1997-98 when the RDP strategy (redistribution and
ities to the post-apartheid situation and their capacity to more social policy) was replaced by a liberal platform
integrate new “norms” so rapidly, maybe because these (along the lines of the GEAR), and it was only aer abo
norms had been in preparation for a long time. It would Mbeki was elected in 1999 that this became clear. Howbe fascinating to explore the concept of “principe de rou- ever, the book leaves a number of fascinating issues open
tine” that is largely used in this book along these lines. for young researchers, which is a major contribution: for
instance, does the social diﬀerentiation observed in the
is approach has a major epistemological conse- mid 1990s eventually lead to increased urban segregaquence: instead of looking at Windhoek through the tion?
prism of regulation theory, the author could have proFor more recent information, one can refer to more
ceeded all the way round (and the result would have been recent work of E. Peyroux, but the author seems to have
4
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chosen to develop the comparative dimension of her research (she is mainly writing on South Africa at the moment).[14]
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