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• Abstract (300 words):  

Neighborhoods in poorly services parts of African cities embody structures of economic 

and social security that mainstream economies do neither register nor recognize. Multi-

form exchanges that occur from the household to the public sphere provide means of 

income and form livelihoods for the majority urban poor. Usually, these practices yield 

strong sense of self-definition and communal identity that manifest in peculiar ways. 

Spatial arrangements on various scales are adapted to these activities forming a 

collective structure that pertinent urban theory categorizes as ‘informal’. This results in 

exclusionary and obscure understanding of these urban forms further ill-informing 

urbanization actions decision makers are engaged in. The rapid urbanization of African 

cities that is led by policies and projects that emanate from such dispositions are putting 

African urban livelihoods at risk. 

One such city, that is threatened by a series of resettlement programs that fail to 

recognize the nuances of socio-economic interdependency, is Addis Ababa. A city 

whose growth was facilitated by indigenous initiatives and practices is now being 



challenged by emergent acts of urbanization. A diligent reading of the city and the 

values it embodies demands a contextual rather than the customary Eurocentric point 

of departure. Exclusionary categories of the 20th century urban theory need to be 

reviewed and space should be created for recognizing coexisting incongruities that 

manifest in African cities. 

It is based on such an outlook, that this paper pursues a methodological query into the 

urban forms in Addis Ababa known as Sefers. Based on three case Sefers and employing 

a cross-disciplinary approach, it will present cases of state owned ‘informality’ where 

communities use rented housing to generate livelihoods and social security. Using in-

depth interviews and visual ethnographic mapping this paper files cases to the larger 

argument, the need for context driven reading of African cities.  
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