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The migration of millions of young African men and women from rural vil-
lages and towns to cities during the second half of the twentieth century 
has been one of the most dramatic demographic shifts in human history. 
Yet in the midst of this urban revolution, many African-nationalist intellec-
tuals, political leaders, and artists argued that Africans were an inherently 
rural people.

Nowhere was this contradiction more stark than in the postcolonial 
nation of Tanzania, where from 1967 through 1985 President Julius 
Nyerere launched a campaign to relocate citizens—at first on a volun-
tary basis, and later by force—into collectivized rural villages as the central  
policy of his program of African socialism. Nyerere envisioned the Tanza-
nian nation as a network of self-sufficient, egalitarian villages. Yet when 
by 1973 most Tanzanian peasants had not voluntarily organized them-
selves into village units, he launched a campaign to create African social-
ist villages by force. Simultaneously, in the cities, the ruling party tanu 
(Tanzania African National Union) carried out periodic campaigns to ar-
rest unemployed youth and relocate them to the countryside. In the city, 
tanu periodically deployed its militant youth branch, the tanu Youth 
League, to dismantle new squatter settlements, while the Ministry of In-
formation launched a vigorous propaganda campaign to educate youth— 
both urban-dwellers and villagers who might potentially choose to make 
the journey to the city—about the miseries of urban life and the rewards 
of rural development. Yet despite official policy, unprecedented numbers 
of young people from throughout East and Central Africa left their rural 
homes and made their lives in Tanzania’s largest city of Dar es Salaam 
during the socialist era.1

Then as now, young Tanzanians would explain that they went to the 
city kutafuta maisha: to “search for life.”2 Like their counterparts across 
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the global south, Tanzania’s urban sojourners sought material security, 
emotional satisfaction, and social recognition in circumstances radically 
different from those of their parents’ and grandparents’ generations. Ear-
lier, in the late 1950s and early 1960s, many Tanzanians had believed that 
decolonization would mean that the benefits that had been attainable to 
only a small elite living under colonial regimes would now become avail-
able to the African masses. Yet upon arrival in Dar es Salaam, Tanzanians 
encountered a dramatically different material reality. By the mid-1970s, 
Dar es Salaam was, like many cities in Africa in the era of the global recession 
and state decline, a city in dire economic straits. The urban population and 
the boundaries of the city expanded rapidly every year not as part of a col-
lective and planned vision of African prosperity, but informally, and often 
illicitly, as the growth of a city of squatters. The gap between the expecta-
tions of urban citizens and the material realities of the city grew greater 
each year over the course of the 1970s as the economy slowly collapsed, 
the central government systematically starved the city of resources, and 
rural socialism failed in the countryside, sending greater numbers of mi
grants to the city in search of life.

What did it mean to plan one’s life in an unplanned city? How did 
these urban sojourners reconcile the promises of national liberation and 
collective economic uplift with the realities of inequality, scarcity, and in-
frastructural collapse that they encountered in the postcolonial African 
metropolis? In what ways did the expectations, aspirations, and imagi-
nations of urban migrants shape the city itself? To answer these ques-
tions, this book explores the city as encountered by those socialist-era 
urban-dwellers who articulated visions of how life in the postcolonial Af-
rican city should be. These popular urban intellectuals include investiga-
tive journalists and newspaper gossip columnists, songwriters, Christian 
women’s advice writers, nurses and social workers, university sociologists, 
and underground pulp-fiction writers and publishers. Nearly all of these 
urban intellectuals were recently arrived migrants and part of a new gen-
eration of cultural producers in the city.

This book is both a literary history of Dar es Salaam and a retelling of 
Africa’s twentieth-century urban revolution. Taken together, these case 
studies of urban cultural production reveal a paradox: despite the Tanza-
nian government’s antiurban political philosophy and its systematic 
neglect and disinvestment from the city, the 1970s fostered the creation 
of a new kind of popular public intellectual who would innovate new 
modes and visions of urban community. While most African nationalist 
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intellectuals developed a moral terminology premised on a global order 
of things that presumed the nation-state as the primary actor, this book 
explores how migrants in the city theorized the postcolonial predicament 
based on their urban experiences. This book is about those intellectuals 
who addressed their visions to their fellow urban-dwellers, creating urban 
publics and mentalities that were connected to concrete conditions and 
practices of urban life. These popular urbanists developed a moral vocab-
ulary for the postcolonial city that was distinct from the moral vocabulary 
of African-nationalist liberation and nation building.

City, Country, and African Socialism

Tanzania’s program of African socialism drew on a philosophy encapsu-
lated in the term Ujamaa: a concept that, in Swahili, means “familyhood.” 
Priya Lal has shown that, in articulating its distinctive political vision, 
Ujamaa’s creators drew on multiple intellectual sources: variants of socialist 
thought from throughout the continent and Third World, long durée East 
African regional political idioms, colonial-era policies, and the Cold War–
era nonaligned movement.3 The intellectual genealogy of Ujamaa philoso-
phy also contained deeply antiurban strands, including colonial-era social 
science theories about the dangers of “detribalization,” Gandhian rural 
romanticism, and Third World agrarianism.4 Like other newly sovereign 
African nations, postcolonial Tanzania faced a severe lack of industrial in-
frastructure and skilled manpower and a seemingly impenetrable “devel-
opment barrier” that appeared to separate their economic path from that 
of the rest of the world.5 While urban industrial development remained a 
goal for some postcolonial African nations—notably Ghana under Kwame 
Nkrumah6—other African leaders envisioned models of socialism that 
could be attained in the absence of an industrial revolution and the cre-
ation of a robust urban proletariat. One way these Third World intellectu-
als, politicians, and activists claimed socialism as their own was through 
programs of rural reorganization. The argument that a productive coun-
tryside would be the engine of national economic and political liberation 
circulated widely in anti-colonial and socialist intellectual circles, inspired 
by a range of political thinkers from Frantz Fanon to Mao Zedong.

Lacking the infrastructure and skilled manpower of the industrialized 
global north, African countries aspired to rely on their own natural re-
sources and the physical labor of their bodies. “We must run while others 
walk,” Nyerere often said, echoing the words of India’s first prime minister, 
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Jawaharlal Nehru. What he meant was that the nation’s uplift must be 
based on physical labor, for that was the resource that Africans possessed 
and that would be used without incurring debts to foreign entities. African 
physical labor in rural areas would make up for the inequalities wrought 
by the legacy of what the political theorist Walter Rodney called under-
development.7 In that sense, rural development brought about by physi-
cal labor was linked with self-reliance—in Swahili, kujitegemea.8 Cities, by 
contrast, were understood to be unproductive sites where urban-dwellers 
shirked their duties to the nation and profited unfairly from the efforts 
of the peasantry.

Nyerere enshrined antiurbanism in the Arusha Declaration, the docu-
ment that officially inaugurated and defined the socialist program and 
the concept of Ujamaa in 1967. In theory, for rural communities, socialism 
would entail the spatial reorganization and modernization of rural life, as 
peasants would be relocated from dispersed settlements into the spatially 
condensed unit of “village,” or kijiji. More than the urban proletariat, in 
African socialism it was the rural peasant who would be the nation’s com-
mon man and ideal citizen: the one on whose behalf state actions would 
be carried out. Agricultural development, it was argued, would make the 
nation of Tanzania self-sufficient and independent from the outside 
world, whereas the building of modern cities would require equipment, 
materials, and loans that would keep Tanzanians perpetually indebted 
to the outside world.9 As a counterpart to rural villagization policies, the 
Tanzanian government carried out urban campaigns to remove women 
and unemployed youth from the city through forcible repatriations, while 
members of tanu’s militant youth branch the tanu Youth League (tyl) 
patrolled city streets and carried out squatter demolitions in attempts to 
stem the tide of urban growth.10

Yet meanwhile, like other cities in the global south, Dar es Salaam was  
undergoing a dramatic transformation, both in size and in character. While 
earlier historical periods of urban growth throughout the world coincided 
with industrialization and economic growth, cities in Africa and much 
of the global south expanded rapidly in the face of economic decline, de-
creasing real wages, and collapsing state capacities and infrastructures.11 
AbdouMaliq Simone describes this trend as “the reorganization of the city 
from being the center for a modernist elaboration of formal public and 
private employment to an arena for highly improvised small-scale entre-
preneurial enterprise.”12 In 1973, in the midst of this global urban shift, 
anthropologist Keith Hart first coined the phrase informal sector to describe 
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the extralegal income-generating activities he observed in the city of 
Accra, Ghana, and the term quickly caught on among academics and policy 
makers.13 At the same time, many Western observers and policy makers 
cultivated panic about crowded cities in the global south as sites of po-
tential catastrophe by invoking the specter of an impending “population 
bomb.”14 From 1975 through 1977, Indian prime minister Indira Gandhi 
declared a state of emergency and oversaw the coercive sterilization of 
millions of poor people in the name of population control and national 
development in Delhi.15 Signaling the recognition of these new urban pat-
terns as a global trend and collective concern of the international com-
munity, in 1976 the United Nations General Assembly convened “Habitat 
1”: its first conference on the problem of rapid unplanned urbanization 
in the “developing world.” In Africa, struggles to control urban growth, 
formalize the economy of the city and to bring urban activities within the 
actionable sphere of national governments were not new to the 1970s. 
Yet in the context of postcolonial nation-building efforts, mass urban 
migration took on new political significance since rapid unplanned urban 
growth ran counter to the narrative of state-controlled development, 
modernization, and sovereignty.

Dar es Salaam, like many of the burgeoning cities of Africa and the global 
south in the 1960s and 1970s, was a city of migrants. By 1971, 82 percent of 
people living in Dar es Salaam had been born elsewhere.16 According to 
World Bank estimates, during the 1970s, Tanzania was the country with 
the third-fastest urbanization rate in the world, after Mozambique and 
the United Arab Emirates.17 In 1967, the year that rural socialism was inau-
gurated, Dar es Salaam was a city of 272,515 people, and yet when Nyerere 
left office eighteen years later, it had quintupled in size. Today, according 
to some estimates, Dar es Salaam remains Africa’s fastest-growing city.18 
In the 1970s, Tanzania was simultaneously one of the most rapidly urban-
izing places in the world and the African nation with the most overtly 
antiurban policies and rhetoric.

This book is a history of the socialist period written from the perspec-
tive of those who left their rural villages and made their lives in Dar es 
Salaam. Writing a history of Tanzania from the standpoint of urban mi
grants and the problem of migration constitutes a departure from an 
academic historiography of Tanzania that is strikingly bifurcated be-
tween studies of rural socialism and studies of Dar es Salaam. The last decade 
has seen the burgeoning of a rich and sophisticated historiography of Dar es 
Salaam, making it one of the most well researched cities on the continent.19 
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Additionally, in recent years, scholars have begun to revisit and rethink 
the history of Ujamaa villagization.20 Yet one of the shortcomings of this 
scholarship about twentieth-century Tanzania is that, writ large, it inad-
vertently reproduces, rather than investigates, the presumed distinction 
between city and country that Nyerere found so morally potent and po
litically expedient.

As Raymond Williams has argued, representations of city and country 
perform critical political work.21 In postcolonial cities in the global south, 
from Jakarta to Calcutta to the Zambian Copperbelt, intellectuals have 
used contrasting images of city and country to contest political legitimacy 
and sovereignty, to define patriotism and deviance, and to name insiders 
and outsiders.22 This book shows how, by contrasting images of an idyl-
lic, authentically African countryside with images of a decadent, miser-
able, un-African metropolis, Nyerere displaced accountability for urban 
inequality and suffering from international and state actors onto urban-
dwellers themselves.23 Tanzanians who had, over the decades since World 
War II, begun to envision prosperous futures that would arise out of wage 
labor and urban living now were to be convinced through tanu ideology 
to imagine a rural future. It was not peasants and farmers who were the 
primary audience for a nationalist iconography consisting of bucolic im-
ages of rural life, but rather urban youth and restless rural youth consid-
ered to be at risk of migrating. The discursive dichotomy of urban and 
rural was a political tactic aimed at the control of mobility and an attempt 
to shrink or contain the city. Rural romanticism, in other words, was 
about the countryside in only a superficial sense. In this way, the national 
vision of socialist villagization and the challenge of managing the urban 
crisis were part of the same process.

By bringing the history of Dar es Salaam and the history of Tanzania’s 
vision of rural socialism into the same analytic lens, a new history of the 
city—and of Ujamaa—becomes possible. The history of Dar es Salaam as it 
exists today is largely a history of those who left rural villages in the 1960s 
and 1970s. The people who filled the streets and squatter settlements came 
from rural peasant families, and their presence in the city threatened the 
moral political legitimacy of socialism and its central mythologies. Ob-
servers of urban life witnessed not only the urbanization of Tanzania, but 
also a simultaneous ruralization of Dar es Salaam.24

Dar es Salaam’s newcomers were problematic to socialist boosters and 
ideologues not only because of the material claims they made on the city, 
but also because of what they potentially revealed about the rural areas 
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from whence they came and about the ideology of Ujamaa more generally. 
Through their very occupation of the city’s peripheral spaces, they con-
tradicted the central premises of African agrarian socialism: that it could 
reverse the inequalities of colonialism, that the countryside was prosper-
ous, that to live as rural villagers was to be authentically African, and that 
the Tanzanian people would choose it willingly. When urban migrant 
intellectuals rethought these premises and proposed new ways of living 
in the city, they—intentionally or not—forced a collective confrontation 
of the assumptions of Nyerere’s central ideologies.

To explore Tanzania’s socialist era from the standpoint of the city 
of migrants is to reframe the history of postcolonial Africa as a history 
of mobility, both in the physical and metaphorical sense. Sojourners 
“searched for life” in the cities to pursue what they did not find in their 
rural homes. The aspirations to social mobility implied by those who 
fled villages for the city threw into dramatic relief the incongruity be-
tween the desires of citizens and the state’s ability to make those desires 
attainable. This mobility was not simply a technical problem, but rather 
the revelation of a more devastating truth: imperialism impoverished 
Africa, and yet national sovereignty and socialism alone did not deliver 
a just resolution.

Popular Urbanists

In recent years, a sophisticated body of scholarship has explored the ten-
sions of national cultures in postcolonial Africa.25 By shifting the frame 
from national cultures to popular urban intellectuals, this book illuminates 
new themes, both building on and departing from this rich field of academic 
inquiry. The urgent questions of urban expressive cultures that I examine 
in this book sometimes touched on matters of national culture, but more 
often probed personal questions about what it meant to leave a rural home-
land behind, how to form viable personal relationships in an unfamiliar en-
vironment, and whether to resist or give into the temptations of new forms 
of wealth and pleasure in the city. From an itinerant songwriter composing 
songs and performing them in neighborhood bars to the mission-educated 
elite writing advice for young Christian girls in the city, how urban popu
lar intellectuals portrayed the city and the countryside revealed an array of 
hopes for, and diagnoses of, a rapidly changing urban condition.

This book offers to the study of postcolonial Africa the category of 
popular urbanists. In a sense, it takes up and elaborates on Karin Barber’s 
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1987 classic essay “Popular Arts in Africa,” in which she identifies a “new 
kind of art created by a new emergent class, the fluid heterogeneous urban 
mass. Located at the perceived source of social change, popular art was 
both produced by a new situation and addressed to it.”26 Neither urban 
planners nor policy makers, nor simply “urban-dwellers” or the subaltern 
landless urban masses, “popular urbanists” are intermediate figures who 
are able to conjure urban publics.27 My focus on popular urbanists, rather 
than more generally on urban-dwellers, highlights an approach that seeks 
out organic intellectuals who not only lived and survived in the city, but 
also theorized the urban predicament for a broader audience. Like Steven 
Feierman’s category peasant intellectuals, these popular urbanists are de-
fined as such neither by an objective measure of their intelligence nor by 
their academic or professional credentials, but rather by their ability to 
shape discourse and to call together an urban public.28

The work of these popular urbanists in socialist Tanzania was shaped 
by three historical circumstances. First, in Tanzania and beyond, across 
Africa and the global south, the growth of cities outpaced investments in 
infrastructure, economic growth, and planning. As time went on, as many 
African states faced financial strain and collapse in the late 1970s, the city 
and its trajectory gradually became unmoored from the prerogatives of na-
tion building. State propaganda had encouraged people to organize their 
lives in rural nuclear-family households, to see themselves as economically 
self-sufficient, and to earn their living through agricultural production or, 
for a small minority, regularized wage labor. Yet these lifestyles never be-
came the norm and countless other arrangements in the city continued to 
exist alongside these prescribed models. As state investments shrunk and 
the city grew, alternative forms of city-based community became increas-
ingly important to the life of the city.29

Second, the larger political ethos of the time inspired people to think 
about the city in moral political terms, linking their personal and collective 
struggles to larger historical questions about Africa’s place in an unequal 
world order. Participants in public debates drew from a wide range of sources 
in crafting their visions. They invoked utopian promises of African pros-
perity, critiques of neocolonialism and underdevelopment, Marxism, and 
discourses of Third World solidarity, and they combined these ideas with 
older regional moral idioms of sexual discipline, masculinity, and adulthood. 
They also drew on official Ujamaa rhetoric, and even moral narratives and 
characters from global popular cinema in genres including kung fu, Bolly-
wood, blaxploitation, and spaghetti westerns. Urban popular intellectuals 
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assembled and combined images of racial and economic justice from various 
sources, held them up against the urban realities they witnessed, and used 
the contrast as a starting point from which to voice critique and produce 
new visions of what a just and meaningful urban life might be.

Third, the expansion of networks of communication and media and the 
concurrent dramatic rise of literacy rates made it possible for people to 
communicate their urban visions to a wide audience. The Tanzanian social-
ist state was remarkably successful at raising rates of education and liter-
acy through a rigorous and comprehensive grassroots literacy campaign that 
spanned the territory in the early 1970s.30 Additionally, state investments in 
music and dance festivals, theatre workshops, and poetry competitions en-
couraged more Tanzanian youth to see themselves as producers of culture. 
Paradoxically, the infrastructural, cultural, and educational investments of 
colonial and postcolonial regimes made possible expressive cultures and 
visions that were unintended by, and sometimes at odds with, the de-
velopmentalist states that built them. Moreover, state protectionism and 
censorship against foreign cultural imports during those years produced 
a ready-made market for locally produced cultural goods.

As a literary history of migrant Dar es Salaam, this book follows the 
itineraries of a generation of urban cultural and intellectual producers who 
were grappling with the quotidian realities of decolonization, economic 
recession, and everyday life in an unplanned city. Ujamaa socialism and 
the mythologies of Tanzanian nationhood structured, but did not contain, 
the conditions of their production and thinking. By decentering the nation 
as the narrative through line, we can ask a different kind of question that 
does not center on the success or failure of the nation-state or of Nyer-
ere’s experiment with socialism. Instead, we can ask: at what moments do 
urban-dwellers understand the stakes of their experiences in national or 
socialist terms, and at what moments do they rely on, or innovate, other 
shared moral logics?

Cities, Textualities, and “Street Archives”

All cities are interwoven with stories. The stories people tell about their 
cities shape the urban environment in concrete, if not always straight-
forward, ways. For example, narratives about risk and sexual danger shape 
the terms on which differently gendered people occupy and move through 
urban space. Judith Walkowitz’s now classic City of Dreadful Delight 
shows how Victorian-era Londoners produced, consumed, and deployed 
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sensational narratives of sexual danger—such as stories about Jack the 
Ripper—as vehicles for shaping politics, policies, and unequal subjectivi-
ties in the city.31 Historians and social scientists have also documented 
the mutually reinforcing relationship between crime narratives and con-
crete practices of racial segregation and securitization in cities ranging 
from São Paulo to Johannesburg and beyond.32 Urban inhabitants design 
and construct domestic spaces that reflect their perceptions of crime and 
criminality and, in so doing, collectively transform the built environment 
in ways that entrench inequalities and perceptions of danger. At the same 
time, stories about cities also travel internationally in ways that impact 
global circuits of capital. Narratives that bolster a city’s reputation for 
being modern or “world class” can attract capital foreign investment, 
while narratives of pathology or corruption can perpetuate conditions 
of marginality, whether or not these narratives are true.33 Along these 
lines, Louise Young identifies Japan’s “Tokyo-centrism” as a phenomenon 
that is simultaneously literary and material.34 City stories change in tan-
dem with changing global-historical circumstances: a process that Gyan 
Prakash illuminates in his 2010 book Mumbai Fables by tracking how the 
city of Bombay/Mumbai was transformed from a city of cosmopolitan co-
lonial modernism to a “city of slums” in the collective national and global 
imagination over the course of the twentieth century. Prakash distills 
one of the questions at the heart of urban studies: what makes possible 
the telling of some city stories, but not others, at different moments in 
time?35

This is not an abstract question, for stories don’t simply flow unmedi-
ated between author and audience. At least in Tanzania, the production of 
city stories not only has material effects, but is also itself a process shaped 
by material possibility and constraint. By the end of the 1970s in Dar es 
Salaam, basic commodities such as ink and paper were often unavailable 
in government cooperative stores, and basic services such as electricity 
and public transportation were frequently unavailable. Moreover, histo-
ries of urban narratives cannot take for granted a public that can access 
and interpret those narratives in a predictable, uniform way. Mass liter-
acy was a new and growing phenomenon in postcolonial Tanzania, and as 
Rappaport and Cummins have argued, literacy is not a universal skill or 
technology that spreads evenly across a homogenous modernizing world, 
but is rather “a social process” that builds on various preexisting cultures 
of orality and expressive idioms. All of these factors shape how authors 
can convene audiences for their city stories.36
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In other words, narratives—urban or otherwise—do not float freely 
apart from the physical forms, genres, and social contexts in which they 
are expressed. As Brad Weiss argues, “Imaginative acts are in fact mate-
rially grounded in social activities . . . ​too often the act of imagining is un-
moored from the specific forms, times, and places through which persons 
project their possible lives.”37 Stories about the city and its possibilities 
become durable, shared, and embodied through specific forms of com-
munication or expression. While in theory, anyone can create a narrative 
about a city, not everyone is equally empowered to shape urban practices 
and successfully assemble others into a shared moral community, nor are 
popular intellectuals completely free to choose the terms and forms in 
which they do so. By analyzing city stories in such a way as to include the 
genres and media in which they are expressed and the spaces in which 
they circulate and proliferate, this book aims to make visible the material 
inequalities and possibilities of cities that make some versions of urban 
life sayable, actionable, durable, and others not.

This book investigates texts, instead of narratives, to reveal the inter-
play of material, discursive, and social forms that give shape and substance 
to city stories. Karin Barber defines “text” broadly as a “tissue of words.” 
She writes, “Though many people think of ‘text’ as referring exclusively to 
written words, this is not what confers textuality. Rather, what does is the 
quality of being joined together and given a recognizable existence as a 
form.”38 A collection of “urban texts” might include novels, newspapers, 
magazines, or religious books, as well as advertisements, graffiti, or the 
slogans printed on the sides of buses. It might also include oral texts, such 
as song lyrics, proverbs, and praise poems. It might include the Friday 
sermons amplified out from the speakers of mosques or the sales pitches 
of street hawkers shouted out of a megaphone: formulaic in some ways, 
yet also improvised and reshaped based on the dress and comportment of 
different potential customers encountered on the street.

Though often improvised, texts are not spontaneous or random; they 
are organic to the social worlds in which they resonate. Texts are both 
durable and mutable, revealing change and continuity over time. They are 
durable, for to perform work, they rely on social convention, genre, defined 
relationships between author and audience, and the expectations each 
has of the other. At the same time, they are mutable in that they change 
and can be deployed for different ends by their authors. Authors can 
create new texts by dis- and reaggregating old ones, through extracting 
and recasting fragments, through quoting or misquoting, and through 
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combining multiple texts to constitute new communities and audiences 
in changing circumstances. In this way, texts reflect the constraints and 
possibilities of the worlds in which authors produce them.

This book examines text-making as a mode of city-making.39 In this 
sense, I am not proposing to interpret texts produced in Dar es Salaam as 
evidence of urbanism; more than that, I argue that they are constitutive 
of urbanism. The Dar es Salaam texts collected and explored in this book 
instantiate the active efforts of urban-dwellers in the past to call together 
new publics, to innovate new spatial practices, and to construct urban 
moral communities that were at times separate from, and at times over-
lapping with, those of the ruling party and its documentary and bureau-
cratic conventions. Rather than reading texts as sources that deliver up to 
the historian an urban reality beyond themselves, I seek here to read texts 
as active components of the social worlds in which they were produced. 
How did the people who produced them seek to “matter,” and in what 
way, and to whom? How, in a time of material scarcity, did urban intel-
lectuals assemble the resources to produce and circulate texts for urban 
audiences? What were the contours of the social relationship that was 
being called into being through the author and her audience?

Such an approach to urban textualities is especially germane to the 
urban history of postcolonial Africa and other locations characterized 
by urban growth that occurs outside of the purview of state-based urban 
planning. Dar es Salaam during the socialist years was a city undergoing 
a massive transition. If the rhetoric of national citizenship in the late co-
lonial and early postcolonial “developmentalist” years led to a vision of 
urban life that consisted of full employment, the upgrading of housing, 
and better services and working conditions as the components of citizen-
ship, by the end of the 1970s and early 1980s, urban-dwellers from Abidjan 
to Harare to Lagos to Dar es Salaam began talking instead about being 
prepared to hustle; to “improvise” or “bluff,” to “use the brains” to respond 
to unpredictable changes, or to forgo straight and predictable paths and 
“zigzag” through the city.40 While historians have defined the post–World 
War II era as a time of policies of stabilization in African cities,41 eco-
nomic anthropologist Jane Guyer, writing about Nigerian cities in the 
wake of the oil boom and currency devaluation, identifies destabilization 
as a defining characteristic of urban life in recent African history.42 In this 
context, ethnographers have taken a broad and creative approach to ana-
lyzing forms of contemporary urban life. In the absence of conventional 
forms of state and private urban infrastructure, AbdouMaliq Simone tells 
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us, urban-dwellers invest in social networks above all else, mobilizing 
“people as infrastructure.”43

This shift in the language and tactics of urban citizenship was ac-
companied by changes in the official documentation of city life. If, as 
Frederick Cooper has observed, the era of so-called stabilization went 
along with new forms of official documentation of the lives of Africans 
by the colonial state,44 the retreat of the state from these forms of urban 
citizenship makes for a different kind of documentary record. As Jean 
Allman has argued: “At least in Ghana’s case, the state has not adopted 
the same role as the colonial state in naming, preserving, categorizing, 
classifying, withholding, or destroying its records. As importantly, it ap-
pears to be either unable to do so or uninterested, especially compared 
to its predecessor, in the archives’ panoptic potential.”45 Contrary to 
theories that emphasize surveillance and social engineering of top-down 
repressive states,46 Bähre and Lecocq have argued that one of the defin-
ing features of the postcolonial state is its inability to see its citizens.47 
While Bähre and Lecocq see this as a sign of the weakness or incapacity 
of the state, Ananya Roy defined a lack of government documentation of 
the city of Calcutta not so much as an inability to see the city as an ac-
tive strategy of neglect and flexibility, which she calls unmapping.48 How 
will historians investigate these vital forms of urban life that, by their 
very definition, elude conventional forms of state documentation and 
archiving?

One of the central arguments of this book is that the popular and ver-
nacular texts that were produced and circulated in socialist Dar es Salaam 
formed infrastructures of urban sociality. These texts can be read as un-
intended archives of an unmapped city: each collection of texts an unof-
ficial “street archive.” Reading these texts critically, as active components 
of city-making, reveals the everyday acts of creativity and imagination, 
as well as ad hoc logics of community and governance, that people de-
ployed in their attempts to make durable forms of urban life. They reveal 
that, while Nyerere and his international allies saw the exploding squatter 
city as a diagnosis of crisis to be resolved by curbing the flow of migrants 
from the countryside, many urban sojourners saw it as an opportunity: to 
create and sell commodities, to assemble Christian converts, to redefine 
adulthood on new terms, to map new solidarities, to establish a reputa-
tion, or to engage in a salvationist project of uplift. Reading collections 
of popular texts from the past as archives of the city can reveal these soft 
infrastructures that sustained urban lives and imaginaries.
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My point is not to romanticize urban textualities and the moral uni-
verses they improvised as a kind of democratic, liberating, or entrepre-
neurial alternative to the promises of state-directed urban modernity. In 
contrast with the more conventional narratives of modern African politi
cal history that seek to diagnose regimes in terms of success or failure or 
as stories of democracy or corruption, the popular urban intellectuals that 
appear in these pages elude these reductionist narratives. They did not see 
the Tanzanian socialist experiment as something to support or resist, but 
rather as a set of circumstances that they had no choice but to inhabit.49 
Approached as an alternative archive of city life, Dar es Salaam’s popular 
texts reveal urban communities called together in circumstances not of 
their choosing and that many of the new urban arrivals identified as unac-
ceptable and unjust. These street archives reveal urban-dwellers grasping 
toward new languages of political critique of the very circumstances in 
which they expressed their visions. Moreover, while street archives might 
reveal the ad hoc labor of producing networks, moral communities, and 
solidarities, like more conventional archives, they simultaneously reveal 
the work of power, hierarchy, and exclusion.

In the pages that follow, I mine texts produced in the city, along with 
interviews with the authors, producers, and sellers of these texts, to in-
vestigate the history of the migrant city. In this way, this book deploys the 
study of texts and textuality as a mode of urban historical investigation.

Method and Structure

My research method was to collect popular urban texts and analyze both 
their content and the ways in which they moved through the city and 
summoned urban communities. These texts were preserved in various, 
dispersed urban sites, and seeking out these texts and understanding how 
they were produced and circulated took me to many unexpected corners of 
the city. Over the course of my research, I spent time in church bookshops 
and the libraries of mission schools and Christian girls’ hostels, sifting 
through the storage trunks of itinerant used booksellers, in conversation 
with pirated cassette tape sellers, and at the rehearsal spaces where song-
writers composed songs and practiced with their bands. I spent much of 
my time interviewing those who authored, published, disseminated, or 
sold texts. I asked men and women about their knowledge and experience 
as text producers, focusing on the mechanics of producing various kinds 
of texts in Dar es Salaam in the socialist era. These interviews also took 
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the form of more general and open-ended conversations about the experi-
ence of migration to Dar es Salaam in the 1960s and 1970s. The chapters 
that follow draw on this combination of textual analysis, ethnography, and 
oral-history interviewing.

Chapter 1 weaves together an intellectual history of representations of 
rural and urban locations in twentieth-century African nationalist thought 
and an accounting more specifically of how Dar es Salaam came to occupy 
a central symbolic place in constructions of race, nation, and authenticity 
in African socialism. Drawing on the pedagogical texts and propaganda 
produced by state ministries, it examines the relationship between the 
ruling party and the city of Dar es Salaam, the historical conditions that 
made Dar es Salaam a site of cultural production during an era defined 
by rural romanticism and antiurban sentiment, and the attempt of the 
ruling party to cultivate a citizenry that defined itself as rural. It goes 
on to examine the city and its publics as imagined by “roving reporters” 
and investigative journalists who wrote for the newspapers produced in 
Dar es Salaam over the course of African socialism. It tracks the takeover 
of the press by the ruling party and the rise of a new authorial mode in 
which reporters constructed a dichotomy of rural racial authenticity and 
urban foreignness as a way of defining criminality and sexual deviance 
in the city. This shift in perspective reveals a larger historical process by 
which the ruling party, tanu, distanced itself from its urban origins and 
its claims to represent urban constituencies and began to portray the city 
as the nation’s foil.

Chapter 2 examines the intellectual and cultural work of middle-class 
Christian African women reformers who sought to model a modern urban 
African womanhood by composing advice literature for unmarried “girls” 
in the city. Through advice and prayer books, didactic novellas, newspaper 
advice columns, and public health pamphlets, these middle-class educated 
women advised female urban newcomers on how to live respectable Chris-
tian lives as workers in a city that had, until recently, been predominantly 
Muslim. The creation of distinctly female reading publics was linked with 
the attempts of reformers to make spaces of respectability and safety 
for women in the city, including the promotion of hostels for unmar-
ried women and of improvements in transportation and workplaces to 
promote women’s physical safety. In their advice to women about how to 
comport themselves in the city and in their broader attempt to politicize 
urban womanhood, reformers shared in common a privileging of mo-
nogamy, Christianity, and the nuclear family as the desired life outcome 
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for young urban women. Yet regional norms of sexuality and extended-
family-household composition and the economic precariousness of city 
life meant that this vision had limited appeal to most women for whom 
flexible sexual and domestic alliances were often a source of security, 
community, and material well-being in the city.

Chapter 3 uses songs and social rituals as an entrée into the nightlife 
of socialist-era Dar es Salaam. It explores networks of musicians, wait-
resses, bouncers, stage dancers, taxi drivers, and consumers who created 
a subculture in dancehalls and nightclubs of Dar es Salaam. Contrary to 
ruling-party ideals of austerity and physical discipline cultivated through 
national youth cultural curriculum, these influential urban denizens and 
social commentators elaborated an urban ethos from the stage and the 
dance floor in which access to leisure spaces, economic networks, and 
gendered modes of belonging were linked to cosmopolitan cultural knowl-
edge displayed through dress, dance, and conspicuous consumption. The 
songs they wrote, the social rituals they choreographed, and the slang 
lexicon they developed to describe urban social types reveals a precarious 
sexual economy in which reputations and belonging were crafted through 
the exchange of money, scarce luxury items, and sex. Economic scarcity 
put strain on this highly gendered sexual economy, and young partici-
pants increasingly expressed frustrated desire and ambitions as gendered 
animosity.

Chapter 4 uncovers the existence of a thriving literary movement started 
by a group of young urban migrant men, known as “briefcase publishers,” 
whose self-published crime thrillers and romance novellas modeled a new 
urban masculinity while generating powerful critiques of ruling political 
elites. These writers drew on international genres of romance and crime 
thrillers, set their stories in recognizable locations in Dar es Salaam, fea-
tured local urban characters as villains and protagonists, and composed 
their works in a colloquial Swahili idiom. Underground Swahili pulp-
fiction novellas valorized the struggles of young migrant men to find live-
lihoods and social recognition in the city of Dar es Salaam. I show that 
the plotlines of the novellas mirrored the production process of the books 
themselves. In creating a publishing industry out of pilfered paper and 
ink and distributing their texts through informal trade networks, writers 
not only described urban communities and reputations, but also created 
them.

If the question asked by party leaders was whether or how Ujamaa was 
possible in the city, by the end of the period, urban-dwellers had innovated 
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another term to capture the ethos of the era: bongo. In a way, the terms 
Ujamaa and bongo form chronological bookends to this study. Chapter 5 
tracks the collapse of African socialism in the 1980s and the rise of the 
popular concept of bongo: an urban ethos valorizing an ability to survive in 
a precarious economic urban environment through creativity and street-
savvy. The term bongo literally means “brains,” and it refers to the kind of 
creativity and street-savvy one needs to survive in the city. This chapter 
steps back from the case-study structure of the earlier chapters and 
tracks a changing urbanist lexicon across Dar es Salaam’s multiple “street 
archives,” including popular terminology for black-market trade, prestige, 
beauty, masculinity, and sexual prowess. I argue that for Dar es Salaam’s 
urban intellectuals, the ethos of bongo emerged as a shift toward a cynical 
realism about the place of Africa’s growing numbers of urban strivers in an 
uneven world economy.

Taken together, the various texts created by urban-dwellers about 
urban life do not congeal around a single urban vision, yet they do share a 
set of concerns and moral idioms centering on the question of entangle-
ment with the city and its networks. Whether to engage in informal-sector 
trade; whether to accept a gift from a lover; whether to wear the uniform 
of the tanu Youth League, or to accept a ride in a car from a wealthy man 
and move easily through town, rather than waiting in vain for the inef-
ficient and maddeningly slow public transport; whether to cohabit with a 
romantic partner or bring a pregnancy to term in the city before securing 
the recognition of rural relatives; these were all weighty decisions. To be 
sure, the challenges faced by these generations of postcolonial African 
urban sojourners were, on one level, economic decisions about survival 
and household composition. Yet they were also far more than that. The 
kinds of obligations that shape social networks are not simply about sur-
vival, but are the very substance of how personhood, respectability, and 
community are constructed.
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