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Introduction 
One of the most impor tan t demographic phenomena o f our t ime which promises to 
l oom even larger in the future , is the rapid g rowth o f towns and cities in the develop
ing nations. The a la rming levels and projected trends in urban popula t ion g rowth in 
the developing w o r l d were v iv id ly revealed in the 1978 U n i t e d Nations survey o f 
popu la t ion policies in the w o r l d ( U n i t e d Nat ions 1978). 

A s part o f the T h i r d W o r l d , the countries o f West Af r i ca are also undergoing mas
sive urban migra t ion . The overal l rate o f popula t ion g rowth in Af r i ca since 1950 has 
been unmatched by that o f any other major region in the w o r l d . The increase in its 
urban sector has been consistently higher than that o f any other region since then. 
The process o f g rowth and development which these countries have experienced 
since independence has been characterized as the process o f d i f ferent ia t ion. In a spa
t ial sense, employment oppor tuni t ies and development changes have been 
extremely concentrated in a few areas, especially in the cities (Gug lc r el al 1978).. 

Populat ion shifts o f comparable speed and inagnitudc d id occur in today's indus
tr ia l ized countries at the t ransi t ional phase o f their development . In their case, how
ever, there was an in t imate interplay o f the shifts in industr ial structure, urbanizat ion 
and in the character o f economic and social organizat ion. In contrast, the urban 
movement in West Af r i ca does not appear to have been part o f a to ta l process o f 
s tructural t ransformat ion; rather, it seems to have evolved f rom factors largely 
autonomous in character (Gugle r el al 1978). 

Missive popula t ion shifts under such condit ions obviously involve a series o f i m p l i -
catipns o f an economic and social nature. They place a heavy burden on already 
insufficient social overhead facilit ies, par t icular ly in areas such as housing, education 
a'lid hea l th , and combine w i t h other factors o f dissatisfaction to generate a state o f 
social in t rangui l i ty pregnant w i t h pol i t ica l and so c io - eco n o mic implicat ions . The 
rura l areas, which dominate bo th in terms o f popula t ion numbers and areal extent , 
have ei ther undergone l i t t le g r o w t h or have remained underdeveloped. This situa
t ion has created spatial imbalance in bo th economic and welfare oppor tuni t ies w i t h i n 
these countries. E m p l o y m e n t and income oppor tuni t ies , and educat ional , health 
and social facilities tend to be concentrated in urban areas. 

I n this context , by mov ing to urban areas, people are making ra t ional decisions in 
the face o f sharp and moun t ing u r b a n - r u r a l differentials and strongly l imi t ed rura l 
oppor tuni t ies . The result o f this process, unfortunately, .has been a dramatic rise in 
unemployment and numerous social problems. The researchers 1S(87 summer 
experiences in Niger ia indicate an inexorable rise in cr i i r ie . People have resorted to 
i l legal means in order to obta in the basic necessities o f l i fe . 
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Moreover , the rapid migra t ion to urban centers o f an unski l led and i l l - a d a p t e d 
rural labour force contributes to labour disquiet, depressed wages and low product iv
i ty . I t poses the fundamental p rob lem of creating efficient urban employment oppor
tunities and p rov id ing j ob t ra in ing facilities at the rate required by the rapid flow of 
newcomers. I t provokes distort ions o f the economic structure such as the emergence 
of a swelling service sector disproport ionate to the g rowth o f direct ly productive 
activTties. It tends to depress yields per person in all occupations whi le boosting price 
levels both direct ly , th rough the inflated demand for consumer goods and insuffi
cient facilit ies, and indi rec t ly , th rough the increase in current publ ic expenditures 
which it induces. These factors and the fast rate o f urbanization tend to undermine 
the efficient al location o f scarce resources. They also slow down the process o f capi
tal fo rmat ion in situations where all efforts should tend toward a systematic mobi l iza
t ion o f every available means for a lasting solut ion o f fundamental development 
problems. 

Conseiquently, through recognizing the importance of the overal l demographic 
g rowth in the region, the cri t ical issue which is addressed in this paper is the degree, 
to which national governments can formulate pt)pulation and development policies 
that can have an impact on trends in urban g rowth wi th in the next decade. 

Urban G r o w t h 
The t e rm "urbaniza t ion ' has taken on many meanings in social sciences. In this case, 
they range f rom the demographic (increases in the number o f people or in the prop
or t ion o f a popula t ion l iv ing in urban areas) to the characterizations of individuals 
(the extent to which they are economical ly , socially, and cul tura l ly anchored in urban 
areas) to social organizational changes related to the t ransi t ion f rom rural to urban 
society (e .g . , the g rowth o f bureaucracy) (Gugler crw/1978). A significant shift f rom 
agr icu l tu ra l -based rura l societies to nations which are quickly urbaniz ing has only 
begun in West Af r i ca dur ing the recent decades. 

Urbaniza t ion in Sub-Saharan Afr ica is largely a 20th century process. One per
cent o f the popula t ion l ived in cities at the tVirn o f the century. I n 1950, the region was 
about 15 percent urban, one o f the least urbanized regions Of the w o r l d . By 1985, i t 
had increased to more than 30 percent urban. Over 40 percent of the 277.5 m i l l i o n 
popula t ion o f West Af r i ca is expected to live in urban areas by the year 2000 ( U . S . 
Census Bureau 1985, 1987). 

Since the m i d - 1 9 3 0 s , West Af r i ca has experienced the urban expansion that has 
given its cities and towns* their present status. A l t h o u g h overall g rowth has been 
remarkable throughout the pe r iod , many observers argue that the rate o f urban 
growth since the 1950s has been alar ining. Between 1950 and 1970, the urban popu
lat ion increased by a factor o f 3.5. West Af r i ca thus holds the dubious d is t inct ion of 
having undergone the most rapid urban g rowth in the w o r l d (Gugle r et al 1978). 

Most o f this g rowth is associated w i t h Afr ica 's industr ial r evo lu t ion and has talcen 
place w i t h i n the past four decades in what has beeri described not as a popula t ion 
shift, but as an explosion. Afr ica 's cities, par t i cu la r ly the larger ports and capitals, 
are doubl ing in size every ten years, mak ing Afr ica ' s urban g r o w t h the most acceler
ated o f all the regions o f the w o r l d today. 
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The rapid g rowth o f cities in West Af r i ca has been largely due to the inf lux o f mig
rants who come seeking better opportuni t ies than are available at home, but who 
usually mainta in contact w i th that home. The urban migrants are a product o f a ru ra l , 
small scale envi ronment who must adjust to new and large scale levels o f human 
interact ion. They are therefore, developing a lifestyle o f t h e i r o w n a s the changes 
they make are different f f o m the changes new city dwellers make in developed 
societies. 

Rapid g rowth is the most readily apparent feature o f West Afr ica 's urbanizat ion. 
The Un i t ed Nations figure o f 20,000 and above is used to define an urban centre. 
Since the 1970s, Sub-Saharan Afr ica has generally had the highest popula t ion 
g rowth rate o f any region in the w o r l d . I t is-estimated to have increased steadily f rom 
2.1 percent annually in the 1950-60 per iod to 3.0 percent in the 1985-6 per iod . The 
Sub-Saharan A f r i c a n share o f wor ld popula t ion w i l l have increased f rom 9 percent 
in 1985 to an expected 11 percent by the year 2000. G r o w t h rates o f 3.0 percent or , 
more mean that the popula t ion doubles every 24 years. The popula t ion o f A f r i c a in 
1986 stood at 583 m i l l i o n ( U . S . Bureau o f Census 1987). Rapid urbanizat ion is not 
in itself a disadvantage. I t on ly becomes a p rob lem when the rapid g rowth outpaces 
the development o f equivalent services for all urban dwellers and when 
soc io -economic disparities result f rom popula t ion concentrat ion. 

Ear ly U r b a n Development 

Th roughou t his tory, cities have generally been recognized as p laying a vi ta l role in 
na t ion bu i ld ing . Anc ien t empires such as the Greek and R o m a n , have been noted as 
bo th products o f expanding urban power—centers and immense c i ty—bui lding enter
prises. Cities and empires in Af r i ca have bo th played a s imilar role in nat ion bu i ld ing 
The kingdoms o f the O l d Sudan, Ghana, M a l i ans Songhay, were the result o f 
expanding urban p o w e r - c e n t r e s . Due to their superior technology, they were able 
to con t ro l the f low of go ld to the Medi ter ranean (Gugler ct al 1978). 

A succession o f Sudanese empires, Hausa states and Fulani emirates developed 
urban systems as vehicles for the trans—Saharan trade w i t h N o r t h Af r i ca as we l l as 
for governmenta l purposes. Thus arose towns or cities such as K a n o , Kats ina, Zar ia 
and Sokoto . The towns o f the forest belt developed later in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries as pol i t ica l - cen te r s and as t rading centres w i t h intricate market 
systems between the towns and their rural hinterlands. 

Ear ly Portuguese explorers repor ted they discovered Ben in , which was prosperous, 
peaceful, order ly and devoted to the w o r k i n g o f metals and woods. There are, indeed 
some indications that Ben in was not the only city w i t h i n the Ben in C i t y - S t a t e t 
advance t o w a r d urban development at a relat ively early date. A n o t h e r ci ty , U d o , i 
said to have r ivaled Benin du r ing the same per iod (Davidson 1959). 

Presumably, the great mass o f the Af r i can popu la t ion , as wel l as those o f other reg 
ions o f the T h i r d W o r l d , has always been rura l . This lack o f urban g rowth was du 
pr inc ipa l ly to low level technological development and the nirmerous indigenou 
social organizations which d id not require urban centres. Nevertheless, West A f r i 
cans hard t rad i t iona l ly l ived in large, densely populated regions o f the cont inent 
Thus , there can be no question concerning the existence o f cities in the region befor 
the advent o f the European . For example, there were historical cities l ike A b o m e y 
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the capital o f Dahomey (now Benin Republ ic) in 1772, which had a populat ion of 
about 24,000 to 25,000 in 1980 (Gugler et al 1978 f rom Freeman 1844). 

A numner of Yoruba towns had populat ions over 100,000 in 1931,28 percent of the 
Yorubas l ived in nine cities w i t h populat ions o f 45,()()() whi le 34 percent o f the 
popula i ton was in cities o f over 20,000 inhabitants. Kano, in 1932, had a popula t ion 
of 97,031 (Bascom 1955). A s Bascom (1962) indicated, not only was there extensive 
urbanizat ion among the Y o r u b a at a fairly early per iod , but popula t ion den.^ity was 
very h igh. Populat ion densities o f 87,000 per square mile for Lagos iip 1950; 55,555 
for Ibadan in 1960; and 43,372 for Ogbomosho, 13,914 for O y o , and 5,720 for 
A b e o k u t a in 1931, compared wi th 24,697 for New Y o r k C i ty , 18,850 for Chicago, 
15,743 for Philadelphia, and 5,451 for Los Angeles , the four laigcst urban centers in 
the U n i t e d States in 1960. 

The p r e - i n d u s t r i a l Af r i can city was a inarket place, a city o f feudal power which 
was based largely on agricul ture. For example, in Yoruba C i t y , farms were situated 
on a belt o f land surrounding the city. There were also specialized groups o f weavers, 
dyers, and i ronworkers who provided all other members o f the city w i t h their par t icu
lar goods and services. The city specialized'to an extent that made each indiv idual 
economically dependent on i t , even though it lacked the degree o f specialization and 
dynamism which arc of v i ta l importance when considering urban development in 
relat ion to social change in Af r i ca . 

The social systems of the p r e - m o d c r n city were , in some respects, similar to those 
of its modern counterpart . Schwab (1965) indicated that Oshogbo, a precolonial 
Yoruba urban center, had a s e m i - a u t o n o m o u s legal system, and inst i tut ional ized 
exchanges o f agricul tural surpluses for goods and services in social di f ferent ia t ion 
based upon occupat ion, ski l l and/or pol i t ica l pos i t ion . Kinsh ip was the p r imary 
determinant of behaviour in every aspect o f communi ty l i fe . The economic hfe o f 
the p r e - m o d e r n city was in the hands o f the craftsmen who were kinsmen and 
organized in guilds. Bradbury (1957), who studied B e n i n , indicated that most o f the 
impor tan t indigenous crafts o f the city were in the hands o f special wards called 
guilds. There were guilds o f blacksmiths and brass-smi ths , w o o d and ivory carvers, 
leather workers , weavers o f special embroidered ;cloths, d r u m - m a k e r s and 
locksmiths. I n fact, the vi ta l role o f guilds in the p r e - m o d e r n city has p rov ided a clue 
to the nature o f social organization o f these early urban centres. K insh ip provided 
the basis for social organizat ion, and it played a most v i ta l role in social stratification 
and power structure. Those who governed the society were members o f various k i n 
ship groups. M i n e r (1^65) concluded after s tudying T i m b u k t u that it had developed 
in to a city indipendent o f Europe's industr ial r evo lu t ion , capitalist economy and 
democratic ideas. 

Today's West Af r i can cities are different f rom the cities which existed before the 
advent o f westerners. Greenberg (1965) indicated that post in te rven t ion urbaniza
t ion differs quant i ta t ively and qual i ta t ively f rom its earlier counterpar t , w i t h such 
contrasts as the size and number o f new towns as wel l as new or radical ly different 
functions they pe r fo rm. The new cities in West Afr ica are the products o f intense 
migra t ion in to cities and new urban development on t r ad i t iona l social organizat ion 
and culture o f city dwellers. 

The modern city is, therefore, a product o f forces external not on ly to itself, but to 
West Af r i can society in general. Consequently, it has g rown in response to the 
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emergence o f the market economy. People have migrated f rom the h in te i l and and 
settled in the city to sell goods and services. M c C a l l (1955) argued that the typical 
new ci ty d id not g row out o f needs o f service to its own h in ter land . Accord ing ly , a 
large urban popula t ion depends on the labour market for a l i v ing , the actual extent 
varying w i t h the degree o f industr ia l izat ion. 

Foreign technology has transformed the phisical and ecological organizat ion o f the 
p r e - m o d e r n city and has given b i r th to a modern ci ty . The result o f the impact of 
foreign technology has been a specialization o f land use. Consequently, land has 
acquired an economic value. The city is now characterized by new patterns o f bu i ld 
ing construct ion kept w i t h i n the frame o f the economy o f an industr ial ci ty. Streets 
are la id out in accordance w i t h rat ional plans, and the in t roduc t ion o f ci ty facilities, 
such as the wage system, are attr ibutes to the ra t ional iza t ion and secularization o f life 
which is associated w i t h modern social organizat ion. 

The most impor tan t social and economic changes in West Af r i ca are taking place 
in the cities. This pat tern o f change seems to attract populat ions f rom the rural areas. 
The cities are the places where ideas and ethnic/l inguist ic groups mix . Reissman 
(1964) asserted that centres o f decision and triggers o f social change are located in the 
cities and that urban societies cont ro l the wor ld ' s destiny. Th is also applies to West 
Af r i ca . The social consequences o f a money economy which has in t roduced a new set 
o f evaluations are inost clearly evident in the ci ty . 

Characteristics o f West Af r i can Urban i sm 

Urb an g r o w t h has an uneven d is t r ibu t ion which takes numerous forms. A t the local 
level , g r o w t h rates w i t h i n ine t ropol i tan areas differ to the extent that central g rowth 
is re la t ively min ima l whi le per ipheral g rowth increases. A t the nat ional level , there 
is an unevennes in count rywide urban g r o w t h in that populat ions tend to concentrate 
in the largest cities. I n fact, large cities o f over 100,000 inhabitants g row one and 
o n e - h a l f t imes fast than smaller urban areas. The large urban centres, k n o w n as p r i 
mate cities, contain more than hal f o f al l Sub—Saharan Afr ica ' s urbanitcs. Peil and 
Sada (1984) mainta ined that the pr imate ci ty takes on all high —level functions fo r t he 
count ry as a whole and inhibi ts the development o f smaller cities. A l s o , at the inter
nat ional level , the p r o p o r t i o n o f urban dwellers th roughout the regi<m varies mar
kedly. 

H i g h m o b i l i t y is a very common phenomenon in West Afr ica due to a search for a 
bet ter l ife style, and as a result . West Af r i can urban dwellers are higly mobi le . These 
urban dwellers are recent arrivals f rom the rural coinmuni t ies . Being uncni|->lo\cd. 
they t ravel to o ther towns in search o f employment . M a n y o f these urbanitcs main
ta in s t rong ties w i t h the rura l villages that they consider to be their home. The i r main 
reason for l i v ing in the urban area is to part icipate in the urban economy, but they 
remain loyal to the rura l communi ty . 

Migran ts main ta in regular contact w i t h their place o f o r ig in by frequent visits, and 
they main ta in t rad i t iona l customs. The exchange o f money, goods and services is 
usually between members o f extended k inship groups, but hometown support also 
takes in wider c o m m u n i t y interests. M u t u a l a id provides a security net for individuals 
and helps to equalize rura l —urban differences. 
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Characteristics ofUrban Environments 
The economic structure o f West A f r i c a n cities differs marked ly f rom that o f the 
industr ial ized nations. The occupat ional structure is characterized by high rates o f 
unemployment , ch i ld labour , and s e l f - e m p l o y m e n t - par t icular ly petty entrep-
reneurship. 

Deve lopment is con t ro l led by the pol i t ica l structure in West Af r i can countries. 
This means that the bureaucracy o f the pol i t ica l sector is more powerful than that o f 
the economic sector. This c la im is evident when one examines the pro l i fe ra t ion o f 
governments headed by mi l i t a ry leaders and those that are governed by one party 
systems. 

A n o t h e r p rominen t characteristic o f urban settlements in West Af r i ca is the steady 
increase in economic inequali t ies. There is a g rowing despir i ty between the r ich and 
the f)oor people. The vast major i ty o f West Afr ica ' s urban dwellers have a relatively 
low income. This makes i t very diff icul t for them to obta in the basic necessities o f l i fe: 
food , c lo th ing and shelter. This leads to overcrowded room ing apartments and 
undernourishment . The marked differences between the r ich and poor people has 
given rise to class consciousness in West A f r i c a . The middle class popula t ion is very 
small and in some countries i t is completely absent. 

The major differences between the inhabitants o f the cities are st i l l based on ethnic 
p lura l i sm. Mos t residents continue to be absorbed in to the social fabric o f a ci ty 
through ethnic, homeplace, and kinship ties rather than through those o f comtnon 
occupations or lifestyles. 

Demographic imbalances offer stark contrasts w i t h i n the popu la t ion . The rat io o f 
males to females in the cities is often 2 to 1. There is a surplus o f able bodies inakes 
in the cities between the ages o f 15 and 35. The dra in on rural manpower these figures 
represent is all to obvious ( M u y a el al 1988). 

W h e n translated in to social terms, the demographic statistics indicate that there is 
a separation o f ci ty migrants f rom their home, families, and the immediate 
psychological, social and economic support that kinsmen provide . Interactions in the 
small homogeneous communi ty are replaced w i t h interactions o f the mul t icu l tura l 
and mul t i l ingua l nature. The wider range o f values and accepted behaviours which 
newcomers must learn in the urban si tuat ion is often ove rwhe lming . This is best sup
por ted by the thesis that the cessation o f di rect ion social cont ro l as exeiciscil by the 
family land home communi ty gives rise to greater freedom in the city and, hence, 
higher levels o f delinquency and cr ime. 

The problems of West Afr ica ' s relat ively youthful cities reflect the negative side o f 
many of the characteristics ou t l ined earlier. First , the p rob lem that urban areas arc 
leaching much needed manpower and revenue f rom the rural sector is o f v i ta l con
cern. In short, it is widely agreed that one o f the most urgent and far reaching conse
quences o f urbanizat ion has been the st if l ing and neglect o f the rural sector. 

Poverty is a second concern. Associated w i t h pover ty is an alar ining rate o f unem-
ploment in the cities. I t is estimated that up to three mi l l i on high school graduates 
were out o f work in Niger ia in 1988 ( M u y a et al 1988). 

A n o t h e r aspect o f urban pover ty is the g rowing disparity between income levels o f 
the elite and o f the masses. In the struggle for urban resources it becomes increas
ingly clear that the highly educated elite are in a far better posi t i t in to dominate 
resources and resource al location than is the general publ ic . 



The provis ion -of amenities and services has been insufficient to keep up w i t h 
g rowth levels. Hea l th care, sanitat ion, refuse col lect ion and sewage treatment are 
inadequately developed. Ut i l i t i e s cannot expand fast enough to meet demands. 
Streets are congested. Educat ional facilities cannot handle student demand, and 
publ ic recreational facilities are m i n i m a l . 

There is a great demand for housing. F r o m the point o f view of heal th, houses are 
dangerously overcrowded. Cr ime and delinquency are inadequately cont ro l led . 
There is a lack o f po l icy making machanisms and a severe shortage o f coordina t ion 
between those administrat ive bodies tha t do exist. 

The supply o f urban land is generally scarce, and in many areas compet i t ion is bi t 
ter ly intense. Fur the rmore , legal codes have not kept pace w i t h land development 
needs. There are inadequate d t le registration procedures, taxat ion codes and zoning 
ordinances. 

Urban Strategy 
Despite that breadth and seriousness o f problems, there is a w i d e - s p r e a d feeling 
that West A f r i c a n c i t i e s o f f e r r e w a r d i n g o p p o r t u n i t i c s f o r d c v c l o p m e n t . The fact that 
about t h r ee -qua r t e r s o f the continent 's popula t ion is not u rban i / cd , the fact that 
most o f the cities are relatively young, the fact that the need for more secondary cities 
exists, and the fact that industr ial expansion is in its infancy suggest that it is not loo 
late for p lanned and creative urban g rowth . 

As ide f rom meeting this challenge wi th all possible speed, two under ly ing princi
ples should also guide d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g . The first in Europe and the U n i t e d States. 

This can be done w i t h projects that reach the very lowest strata o f the socio-economic 
scale - the pover ty s tr icken sectors - and which improve the qual i ty o f dai ly life 
and the urban environent . The second pr inc ip le is to provide assistance which is 
basic enough to have lasting effects. W i t h these general principles in m i n d , the f o l 
lowing guidelines for urban development are offered. 

First , urban development should be part and parcel o f regional and nat ional 
development . Indus t r ia l iza t ion in Europe , the Un i t ed States and Japan was pre
ceded by the development o f agricul ture . I n fact, urbanizat ion and industr ia l izat ion 

depended and was bui l t upon an agricul tural base. The size o f most Af r i can markets 
depends on farm income since agriculturalist constitute the bulk o f the popu la t ion . 
The fact that West Afr ica ' s urban popula t ion is t ied to the rural sector should facili
tate rural development , to say no th ing o f the possibil i ty o f some re turn migra t ion . 
However , only the possibil i ty o f equivalent economic reward w i l l sufficiently 
enhance the rural way o f life and stem ou tward migat ion o f a cont inuing high mag
nitude (Berg el al 1986). 

Second, urban development must be spread th roughout the new nations and sec
ondary cities developed. The agreement in favour o f decentralized urbanizat ion iS| 
much the same as the argument for ru ra l development . 

T h i r d , employment oppor tuni t ies must be increased, a l though there is the accom 
panying danger that this w i l l s t imulate increasing inmig ra t ion . This can be al leviated 
i f West Af r i can governments take in to account the s tructure o f urban income in rela
t i on to rura l income. O n e a l ternat ive is to favour labour intensive p roduc t ion over 
capital intensive activit ies. 
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1 A n o t h e r alternative is to stimulate the in fo rmal employment sector where ind i 
vidual entrepreneurship and craftsmanship abound. Here , too , is an oppor tun i tv to* 
develop apprenticeship programs though local entrepreneurs. These programs 
accept young people and give them valuable on the j o b t ra in ing and contacts w i t h 
which to begin their o w n careers. The young people spend five or more years in t ra in
ing. 

Conclusion ' ' 

O v e r a l l , for the foreseeable future , the centre o f gravity o f West Afr ica ' s space eco
nomy w i l l continue to remain in the urban centres. The popula t ion g r o w t h rates o f 
cities w i l l continues to be far^'in excess o f current labour absorption capacities. 
Despite high rates o f urban unemployment , as long as urban wages continue to rise 
faster than rural incomes, so w i l l the t ide o f r u r a l - u r b a n migra t ion persist and add 
further to the natural ly increasing urban popu la t ion . -Accord ing to R idde l l (1980), 
the real p rob lem is the difference in employment and income oppor tuni t ies between 
rural and urban areas. As long as these remain in favour o f the urban areas, migra
t ion w i l l cont inue. I t can be argued that unless very positive policies are fo l lowed to 
encourage the development o f the rura l areas in their own right and on a sufficiently 
substantial scale, urban areas may simply function as further magnets o f a t t ract ion 
for the neglected rural popu la t ion . The ul t imate solut ion to urban development 
problems, therefore lies, paradoxical ly , i n rural development . 

The problems of great cities in the T h i r d W o r l d , states Hauser (1957), derive n o t 
so much f rom "urbanism as a way o f l i f e " , but f rom the problems of the na t ion at 
large, especially low produc t iv i ty and mass pover ty . U r b a n pol icy , therefore, can be 
.viewed as the adopt ion o f those measures most l i ke ly to alleviate the worst aspects 
of urban problems caused by the nat ional state o f affairs. 
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L.A. Scruggs* 
In t roduc t ion , , 

I f the argument about p o s t - c o l o n i a l explo i ta t ion o f Af r i ca by speculators requires 
empir ical examples, the current trade in Af r i can art is an excellent one. W h i l e the 
issue o f the art trade in general , and stolen art in par t icular , may seem secondary to 
the immedia te condi t ion o f the peoples o f modern A f r i c a , the role o f the various 
inst i tut ions in the core -cap i t a l i s t states and the in ternat ional art market bear witness 
to the ongoing despoliat ion o f Afr ica ' s resources for the benefit o f capitalists in the 
West. This p rob lem is not unknown to the nat ion -s ta tes o f Af r i ca . That the problem 
is relat ively abscure in the West , and even in Western art circles, is more the product 
o f beneficial ignorance on our part than a mere oversight. 

I t is estimated that sixty percent o f the antiquit ies on the market is i l legally exca
vated, largely f rom underdeveloped nations in A f r i c a , L a t i n A m e r i c a and Asia . 
( B u r n h a m , 1975). One can quibble over percentages or the certainty o f the numbers 
especially given the fact that the trade is an underground affair and access to and the 
existence o f records is l i m i l c d . Bu t such quibbhng does not deny the t ru th that it is a 
major source o f the exodus o f Af r i can artifacts and a source o f lucrative business in 
the West. Some people mainta in that next to the drug trade, the art trade is the most 
significant i l legal act ivi ty in the w o r l d . ( A r t s and A n t i q u i t i e s , 1986). A recent auct ion 
of A f r i c a n artitacts i n N e w Y o r k was expected to gross over one b i l l i o n dollars! 
(Reif,-1989). 
However , much o f the l i terature neglects discussion o f this p rob lem as i t relates to 
the poorer nations o f the w o r l d (especially in A f r i c a ) . Rather , they decry the theft o f 
a few valuable paintings and sculpture f r o m Western museums. Perhaps even more 
tel l ing is the fact that most reports o f the theft o f A f r i c a n artifacts discuss their 
removal f rom Western museum . 

This paper is p r imar i ly a t tempt ing to analyze the current in ternat ional trade in 
Afr ican artifacts and demonstrate how this si tuation is a manifestation o f the broader 
pol i t ica l and economic system that perpetuates the underdevelopment o f A f r i c a . In 
this system "entrepreneurs" f rom both Af r i ca and the West make huge profits out o f 
artifacts by stealing or smuggling them out o f customs in A f r i c a . A f t e r being smug
gled, they are sold at high prices in the West. The result o f this process is that A f r i c a n 
who have ownership rights to such artifacts part w i t h l i t t le or no artfacts. A l l o f this 
is but a manifestation o f a broader, and perhaps more significant, pillage o f A f r i c a n 
resources and products based on unfair terms of trade and other methods o f exploi ta
t ion by Western nations. 

How the Illegal Afr ican A r t Trade W o r k s 

The central character in the trade is the middle man. He is the person who gets the 
art f rom indigenous sources. Once it is purchased or stolen, he either smuggles the 
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