Nordic Journal of African Studies 23(2): 57-65 (2D1
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Social scientific research on cities in develomogntries has frequently had very
specific political aims, such as social justiceh@ emancipation of the subaltern
people. The writings of numerous academics havdiited racial or sociospatial
differences in these cities. As Myers and Murraynpout (2006: 12): “Colonial
strategies of divide and rule left their spatiapnnts on urban landscapes that
were at once physical markers of urban differemzesymbolic signifiers of the
dominant and subordinate positionalities in the@adtural order.” Myers and
Murray, as well as Mamdani (2012), further argua the colonial project sought
to domesticate these differences, making the sacidIspatial hierarchies they
had created, appear natural.

Thus, in order to make these indisputable raciadamiospatial differences
visible, it is imperative to study them in urbarttisgs. The danger is, however,
that once these differences have been draggethatayht, they may be used to
present the one and only true image of a partiaiiarNo other images will ever
be as credible — just like photographs of war ardifie represent “Africa” for
many people. Yet, these snapshots remain at theraadiscussions on African
cities, reproducing the coloniality of power (Quiga2000) with its inherent
boundaries and categories.

The age-old practices that still dominate the stoflypost-colonial cities
emphasize this potential danger. Ananya Roy pauatghat while “the cities in
the global north are often narrated through autiiiive knowledge, or Theory,
cities in the global south, are often narratedubloethnography, or idiosyncratic
knowledge” (2014: 16). Therefore, she suggests thath geographies and
methodologies of authoritative knowledge must bdermvgated and disrupted.”
Given AbdouMalig Simone’s assertion that the cmgjieof the study of the cities
of the South is “to think about lines of urban coomality, conveyance, and
intensity among different facets of urban life tbatthe surface don’t seem to get
together at all” (2014: 334), the reason for oueliest in mediations becomes
apparent.

Wherever humans organize their affairs, mediatomesir. They are often hard
to regulate or pin down. According to tBé&ackwell Encyclopedia of Sociology,
“[clonventionally, the verb ‘mediate’ has the meanf interposing something
as a medium between two things that are not coadet€his implies a separation
of the things and the necessity of mediation, asénhuman soul and God, the
subject and the object, the individual and soci&éty.mediate is to connect or
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reconcile separate things. Mediation is thus althérm between two things”
(Nicholls 2007).

The study of mediation is a way of contributinghe study of how people get
along in cities, rather than concentrating on trenktion of the dichotomies, or
boundaries, on the inside. McLuhan suggests thatiatien translates into
something common to all media: It converts expegennto new forms
(1994: 57). Cities become intelligible through actamediation, which in turn
become a form of “social envisioning” (Peters 1992) and a tool for
understanding and foretelling the city. Furthermdnese cities are mediated in
the ways people employ, imagine, and contextudiiea actions and relations.

Our cases from cities in South Africa, Nigeria, &ite d’'lvoire study urban
mediations as both negotiated and contested thnmegla. A medium can be any
locally defined action or material object, spacepaactice, such as places of
rituals, and uses of urban space, clothing, speeafformation. By choosing a
piece of clothing, or wearing a religious symbagbesison mediates urban change.
In the case studies, people move across socialdaoes to re-establish or
transgress them. They also show how mediation somagtwelds separate social
worlds together, blurring their margins, and chagghem. In addition, all these
articles explore the dimension of power in mediativna greater or lesser degree.

The study of these mediations will help us to fath@ new approach to the
study of the realms, overlaps, and interactiorsoofal and spatial differences and
boundaries in the cities of sub-Saharan AfricasBpecial issue of NJAS is the
first product of the Nordic Africa Institute’'s “Meated African Cities” research
project, which explores a little-known side of umlig in sub-Saharan Africa. The
articles in this publication demonstrate that thedg of mediation can bring a
fresh theoretical perspective to urban social apatial processes, and thus
contribute to a fuller understanding of the chagdife in cities.

URBAN AFRICA AS AFIELD OF RESEARCH

Cities have long been important fields of enquimysocial research. They are
much more than bricks and walls, roads and vehieleg people. Each city has
its own way of existing, its own particularitiestbquirks. What and how and why
things happen in the city, and what it becomesagéndepends on a vast number
of (often coincidental) social, historical, geodnagal, and political factors. Max
Weber was the first to produce a proper analysisiteds as a distinct form of
social organization in the early20entury. He even considered the cities outside
the West (1921). After him, however, the acadentardture largely ignored
cities in Africa, as well as those in other devealgpcountries.

The study of African cities remained marginal fdoag time, and the study
of cities in the developing world too often focuse the negative aspects of
urban life (Gottdiener and Budd 2005: 138; Myerd &furray 2006: 2—-3). The
prevailing Afro-pessimistic perspectives depictedridan cities as chaotic,
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primitive, and backward. For a long time the imafjan African city was that of
a problem (Freund 2007: 142). According to thedagfi coloniality, cities were
the domain of the white man and served as placas which he would govern
his subjects, the Africans, who were not seen &npeng to cities at all. For
Mahmood Mamdani, cities were also potentially theces where the silenced
colonial subjects could become citizens with a@aittheir own. They thus posed
a threat to the success of the colonial projec®§)9The heritage of those silent
and marginalized “subaltern voices” (Spivak 1988\tts African cities to this
day.

The scholars of the Rhodes-Livingstone Instituteenan exception. Instead
of participating in the silencing, they were thstfto carry out ethnographic urban
research in sub-Saharan Africa. Their work focusedhe cities of the Zambian
Copperbelt in the 1950s and demonstrated that#fsaavere not just members of
“tribes” who should live exclusively in the coundigle, as the colonial regime
would have it, but modern urban dwellers in theimoright (Ferguson 2002).
These researchers studied African cities as plaicesrmalcy where people live
their daily lives. These lives were in no way egpsitrange, or primitive, but the
same as in any other place where material deposivand political oppression
underlie the human condition.

The “subaltern voices” (Spivak 1988) echoing frdra African cities do not
only relate colonial wrongdoings, or the undispugptstemic violence to which
their inhabitants were often subjected. The pewptaties get on with their daily
lives, look after their families, meet their friendargue, buy food, and eke out a
living from their urban environments as best thag.cThis is where people live
their whole lives, and these places cannot simplydaluced to their traumatic
colonial histories. Along similar line of reasonjnennifer Robinson points out
that African cities need to be understood as “@dith(2006).

In recent decades, there has been a sharp risgsaarch on African cities in
the social sciences. This is partly the resulthef $tudy of globalization, which
opened up new spaces to challenge previous diclegprm turn creating
openings for a number of new and interesting dis@py approaches. One of the
most recent of these approaches is the initiativaudy urban life and modernity
in the cities of the “global South” (Comaroff & Camoff 2012; Oldfield and
Parnell 2014). Nevertheless, a developmentalist §il influences geographers
and those in development studies dealing with urdpaestions. As Marianne
Millstein (2013: 376) points out, “whilarban studies has limited things to say
about African urban experiences, development ssuties constructed particular
imaginaries of urban dysfunctionalism and margaaion. "'These reproductions
of urban boundaries can be seen as ‘“territori@iziraps” of regional and
developmental categories for thinking the urbansi{fiRson 2014: 58).

In the study of the urban social worlds, scholaesre focused almost
exclusively on exclusion, social categories, anblaar boundaries, which set
people apart, rather than on what actually unielsiacludes them. Cases in point
are the classical anthropological works on Africétres that have concentrated
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on newly established social boundaries (Meyer 184&tchell 1956; Wilson and
Mafeje 1963) in order to point out that Africang also modern urban dwellers
and not only “traditional” people who belong toitheiral “tribes.” While these
authors’ point was a valuable one, the intercoretkatss of urban dwellers was
lost in the process.

Whether in the field of geography, anthropology,amy other discipline
exploring African cities, the strictly category-hiing approach assumes battles
(Mitchell 2000: 11) and divisions. These are calfanot hard to find in African
cities. But while societies do have structuralelénces, it matters how we choose
to explore these differences. Are we exclusivetgnested in urban boundaries,
or do the mediations between them, as well as theectivities between
sociospatial categories, also count? Should we foola fuller picture? Or, as
Mbembe and Nuttall suggest, should we aim for meteshat revisits “the
frontiers of commonality and the potential of sap®sias-worldliness”
(2004: 351)7?

Once again, the subaltern voices go unheard if @emtange of practices of
the everyday life of the urban majority — Simon812) calls them the “missing
people” of the South — is ignored. It is a valuablgerprise to aim for an
understanding of the social boundaries and thendigins in African cities, but
such an understanding should never completely eléfia outlook on their social
worlds. The picture needs to be balanced and loaké®m more than one side.
Neither separation, nor unity, is in any way a natyprocess that occurs in
isolation, or in a social void. Social boundaries @orous, transparent, and
mediated. They seldom remain unchanged for longeyThre ephemeral,
relational, and frail. Their movement and mediatese aided or hindered by a
medium, and the successes of this mediation c&amidered or supported.

MEDIATION

In academic discussions, “mediation” takes on alemof slightly differing, or
overlapping, meanings, depending on the way in whiis used. A popular legal
term, it refers to arbitration between parties igpdte. It is also used in media
studies, in connection with Marxist theory, andsignify cultural, or religious,
mediation. We consider it a useful term, becaubeljis us tease out issues, and
view and interpret our field data in novel wayswasl as compare discourses on
cities of the South with each other, while avoidigrocentric assumptions and
generalizations. Eventually, it will also aid thetical augmentation of urban
theory on the cities of the South.

In a very basic sociological sense, mediation cGanrfderstood as a process
occurring between two social entities, where nesugjints, practices, and ideas
from one sphere of ideas seep into another, chgnigetarget and often changing
itself. Classical structuralist/poststructuralistraopological scholars have — in
the footsteps of Claude Levi-Strauss — attemptetiuy mediating categories as
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cognitive entities derived from the natural wolb(iglas 1966). Anthropologist

William Mazzarella points out that “the questionroédiation is a general one,
one that touches the very fundamentals of soc@iqss,” because mediation is
“a dynamic principle at the root of all social lif@004: 360).

Importantly, in order for the mediation to occunnadium is needed. It has
been pointed out that virtually any object, or pdr@enon, could be a medium
(Eisenlohr 2011: 1). However, in the classic staflynediation, this medium is
often the mass media: Benedict Anderson emphatieesle of the printing press
in his classic study on “imagined communities,” gfhican also be read as a
seminal interpretation of how Indonesian nationéhng was mediated by means
of the mass media.

However, Mazzarella (ibid.) pointed out that itngportant that we also look
outside conventional mass media to other forms ediation, as we should not
“choose only overdetermined nodes of mediationitas from which to explore
these issues.” The less determined (or much lesgiéntly studied) forms and
modalities of urban mediation should be explordte &uthors of this issue have
set out to fill this gap, and they use the termdragon” to discuss the processes
of social change in a few African cities where #wts of mediation establish
bridges and connections between social worldsheir &rticles, mediated social
ties become visible, power relations are revealad,tensions unearthed.

A helpful approach to the study of mediation iditst define the focus of the
particular mediation, and to then follow the mediana find the concrete content
(the mediated subject) within the medium. For examm an earlier study in
South Africa, | followed how the gaudily dresssthgomagtraditional healers)
mediate between this world of people and that efayond, which the ancestors
populate, and between the categories of male amalég as they can often
channel an ancestor of the opposite sex. Howevatewouth Africans trained
as African traditional healers also mediate betwednte’ and ‘black’ areas in
the cities, which have remained largely segregsitetk the end of apartheid. The
medium is the healer’s racialized body, which atsories different meanings
(Teppo 2011).

In this special issue, the authors deploy the goimiemediation to fathom the
changing social relationships and social boundamiédrican cities. In their case
studies, the process of mediation is a political.drhe authors therefore also take
the political tensions and power relations thatehewntributed to the formation
of these boundaries into account. Consequentlynaierstanding is established
of the mediation taking place in the urban envirentnwhich complements the
previous discussions on boundaries and differenoe<ities. Examining
mediation offers tools of understanding and pattsa@fyengagement with issues
of class, race, and mobility for urban theoriststheopologists, sociologists,
geographers, and others interested in African ustaglies.
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ON THE ARTICLES

In this journal issue, all the authors belong ® sbhmewhat loosely defined field
of “African Urban Studies” and have social anthrogy, ethnology, political
science, and political geography as a disciplimegkground.

The first two articles are anthropologically in@ah but seek new expressions
and explore new epistemic avenues. In anthropol@gy,part of religious
traditions, mass media is regarded as connectédtinetnew turn known as “the
return of the religious” (Hirschkind 2011: 90),a&s the “media turn” in religious
studies (Engelke 2010: 371). In fact, “religiorursderstood as mediation — a set
of practices and ideas that cannot be understotimbuii the middle grounds that
substantiate them” (ibid.). The focus has been asasimediation and the ability
of the new media to convey thoughts and ideas (EwQl2007; Eisenlohr
2011: 2). However, there can, and should be, &fbrh media anthropology to
the anthropology of mediation (Boyer 2012: 389).

The first article — a joint effort by Ulrika Trouval Eric Trovalla, and Victor
Adetula — concentrates on how specific and diffeveslys of movement define
the processes of mediation in the “landscape afdad ownership” (p. 67) that
Is the city of Jos in Nigeria. The tensions betw#enChristian and the Muslim
residents, as well as the ethnic conflicts, hattennvisible lines etched between
the urban spaces, and their juxtapositions havevigretarker. Movement
mediates images of friends and foes in Jos, wiherepatial order verges on the
chaotic. In the study, the media of these movemardspublic rituals, such as
street parades, or the clothes that citizens, valve ko commute from one part of
the city to another, wear. But movement is not pusteady flow forward: The
points at which the movement stops, or where thegze on boundaries that
cannot be circumvented, or breached, are also tapt.ooking at the city from
this perspective makes its logic clearer, althoughften seems chaotic to an
outsider.

Jesper Bjarnesen shows how the “diaspo” youth @uiladf the immigrant
youths from Cote d’lvoire encounters the originalifkinabé” youth culture in
Bobo-Dioulasso in Burkina Faso. Facing social stgeation, the newcomers
choose to mediate their youth culture as a degiisdtial brand, slowly inscribing
it “into the urban social fabric” (p. 91). Style & popular medium for these
youngsters: The right dress, right hair, and rigidy of speaking form
performances, which in turn become mediations wiieity in the urban spaces.

While mediations can be studied as the use ofidgtheligious symbolism,
or spatial actions, they can also be explored asisvand power plays: Political
discourses that are communicated further — or not.

The idea of power is present in all the articleg,tbe contributors understand
it very differently. The authors’ different discipary backgrounds also flavor the
papers: Victor Adetula, Ulrika and Eric Trovalles well as Jesper Bjarnesen,
approach the topic from an everyday life perspectihow power is produced in
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the movements in and around the city — but alwaym the grassroots perspective
up.

In contrast, in Marianne Millstein’s article, theegcise of power is perceived
from the top down (from the authorities to thezgtis) and from activities and
community groups — from the bottom up — as an @hah but essentially
mediated, process. Millstein requires more tharelational understanding of
mediation. She emphasizes the importance of uratlisiy what happens in and
through the mediational process, and how mediatiorks. The power involved
in mediation can only be seen as practiced. Ingerfa state’s relationship with
its citizens, the state can exercise power withormftion that can be
manipulative, or seductive, but which is hard tasgrunless observed in practice.
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