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The Future Is Here

“Design is absolutely central”: one of Africa’s foremost thinkers 
on the role design can play in addressing the continent’s urban 
challenges 

With “Making Africa—A Continent of 
Contemporary Design”, the Vitra Design 
Museum sheds new light on an area 
that has been under-represented in the 
international design discourse. Showing 
the work of over 120 African artists and 
designers, the exhibition illustrates how 
design accompanies and fuels economic 
and political changes on the continent. 
Beyond these aspects, Africa is presented 
as a hotbed of experimentation that is 
generating new approaches and solu-
tions of worldwide relevance—and as a 
driving force for a new discussion on the 
potential of design in the 21st century. 

The exhibition focuses on a new gen-
eration of entrepreneurs, thinkers and 
designers from and within Africa who 
address a global audience and provide 
the world with a new vantage point on 
their continent. They often work across 
several disciplines simultaneously and 
break with conventional definitions of 
design, art, photography, architecture 
and film. The works include the eyewear 
sculptures by Kenyan artist Cyrus Kab-
iru, the furniture of Cheik Diallo from 
Mali and the photography of Mozam-
bican Mário Macilau and Nigerian J.D. 
’Okhai Ojeikere. It shows the architec-
ture of Francis Kéré, David Adjaye and 
Kunlé Adeyemi, remarkable cardboard 
city models by Bodys Isek Kingelez and 
animation art by Robin Rhode, a South 
African artist based in Berlin.

In the lead-up to the exhibition, the 
curators conducted an unprecedent-
ed research effort that yielded a vast 
archive of source material. This also in-
cludes specifically conducted interviews 
with Africa’s trailblazers in design, art, 
architecture and urban studies. Here, 
we feature an interview with one of 
Africa’s foremost thinkers on urban 
issues, Edgar Pieterse. He is the director 
of the African Centre for Cities at the 
University of Cape Town (UCT), which 
was founded in 2007 with a unique 
mission—to be a hub for urban research 
that can not only influence policy in 
South Africa, but also to create a net-
work with organizations and institu-
tions across the Africa and the Global 
South. Pieterse takes a macroscopic 
view of urbanism—he is as fascinated 
by the promise of the future, as he is 
grounded in the tough reality of cities. 
His counterpart in this interview is Tau 
Tavengwa, the editor of Cityscapes—a 
biannual magazine about urbanization 
(and cities) in the Global South. 

You and others have called this 
the Urban Century. What exactly 
does that mean?

At the most fundamental level it refers 
to a demographic transition. If we look 
at the global population around 2008 or 
2009, the majority of our species living 
on this planet went from being predom-
inantly rural-based to being predomi-
nantly urban-based. But this is not the 
end of this process; the two regions in 
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The Future Is Here

By Edgar Pieterse  
and Tau Tavengwa

the world that are still growing in de-
mographic terms—Asia and Africa—are 
both still en route to reaching that 50% 
mark. So what that means, essentially, is 
that by the middle point of this century 
something like 65% to 70% of the total 
population of 9.3 billion people will in 
fact live—in one way or another—in an 
urban context. Of course, this is not all 
in big megacities. A lot of these people—
in fact most of these people—will be liv-
ing in smaller towns, but the fact is that 
they will live an urban existence.  

 We’ve always had 
prominent cities. What role have 
they played in the past and now? 
Also, given the big transition you 
describe, what role will cities 
play in the future?

We now know that the 
global economy is, if you will, anchored 
down by what Saskia Sassen almost 20 
years ago called global cities. These are 
major hubs of the global economy—like 
New York, London and Tokyo—that 
bring together a full range of key eco-
nomic functions, particularly functions 
that allow for coordination at a global 
scale. And this makes these places pro-
foundly important, not just in terms of 
their size, but also in terms of the central 
role they play in how the global econo-
my functions, and more importantly in 
how culture and values circulate. 

Now, what we see is that 
the global economy and the spheres of 
influence shift away from the tradition-
al—let’s call it a Eurocentric—focus, 
towards a more multi-centred, multi-di-
mensional world where other key cities 
like Beijing, Shanghai, Jakarta, Bangkok 
and others play a major role. As addi-
tional anchor points within the global 
economy, we will see a very different 
role for all of these cities. 

We also know that 
the economy is shifting and the way 
people live is shifting, so we don’t have 
to coordinate everything on a global 
scale. Decentralization and processes of 
localization will become very important. 
What you will see is almost a cascad-
ing of these coordination-centralising 
functions at multiple levels, from the 
global scale—global cities—to the 
regional level within Asia or South-Asia, 
to Africa and so forth, but then also 
within sub-regions. So if we look at the 
region where we live in Southern Africa, 
Johannesburg and the greater Gauteng 
municipal area will become a key player. 
This wasn’t the case ten years ago. 

So what we anticipate in 
the future is that almost all cities, in an 
information era, will become fulcrums 
within a multiplicity of exchange and 
communication processes, and all cities 
will have to learn how to play that 
catalytic role, that switchboard role. 
But it’s not just the big cities that will 
matter; it will also be the secondary 
cities, the medium-sized cities, and, 
very importantly, the smaller cities. 
There you’ll have the scale to generate 

genuine, new innovation, and to figure 
out how to live at a smaller scale in a 
highly precarious world.  

So you are saying that 
information and access to it 
is quite central to how cities 
function?

  Well, this is the par-
adox of cities in a way. Going back 
to Saskia Sassen’s work, the paradox 
that she pointed out and that made her 
study ground-breaking was that in an 
era where information becomes more 
central to the viability and the possibility 
of economic success, it also ironically, or 
paradoxically, reinforces the importance 
of place. It’s not just important to have 
the hardware to generate and to circu-
late information; it’s also about having 
the software, the social infrastructure, 
the people, the relationships, the net-
works that enable useful information 
to be generated. That provides for the 
intelligence to figure out what is import-
ant to circulate and to distribute to other 
places in the world, and so on. 

So, yes, absolutely, infor-
mation is key. And we also know that 
the economy will go through a techno-
logical revolution over the next 20, 30, 
40 years as we go into this urban age. 
The core of that is the capacity to gen-
erate data, but more importantly to be 
able to interpret that data in meaningful 
and useful ways. And if you don’t have 
the right institutions, if you don’t have 
the right density of people and organiza-
tions and cultures and values, then you 
can’t fulfil that critical function. But the 
beauty of it is that this doesn’t just have 
to be in the traditional centres, it can 
also be in the new centres of the world, 
in places and in cities that are not on 
everyone’s lips at the moment but will be 
in 20 or 30 years’ time.

Let us zoom in from the 
global story and speak about Af-
rica. In terms of the urbanization 
phenomenon on the continent, 
there’s this broad category now 
that has gained ground: there 
is now a consistent reference to 
the “African City”. At the same 
time, there is a backlash against 
a homogeneous interpretation 
of the continent. So how do you 
reconcile these two things that 
seem to be pulling against each 
other?

  That’s a really central 
issue. As I mentioned earlier, Africa 
and Asia have got different speeds in 
terms of the urbanization transition. 
Latin America completed its urban 
transition in the 20th century. In Africa, 
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that process is only unfolding in the 
21st century. Because the nature of the 
global economy is different, geopolitics 
is different, the way modern culture 
works and operates at the moment is 
also different, one can’t quite equate 
the process. By their very nature, the 
processes of urbanization in Asia 
and Africa that are unfolding at the 
moment will be qualitatively different 
to what we saw in Latin America over 
the past 60 years. That’s one issue. But 
because of that distinctive nature, and 
because that process is happening now, 
we know that the African condition is 
unique. The main feature that makes it 
unique is informality. 
  If we look at the econ-
omy, something like 28% of total eco-
nomic opportunities—or let’s call them 
jobs, in good old-fashioned language—
are formal wage-earning ones. The rest 
are all precarious and informal. So that 
means 72% of the employment oppor-
tunities in Africa are informal. These 
are the entrepreneurs and the hustlers, 
if you will, that drive the production 
of African cities. That’s unprecedented. 
Linked to that, something like 62% to 
65% of most Africans who live in an 
urban context, whether it’s a town or 
city, fend for themselves. They build 
their own houses. People call them 
shacks, informal settlements—whatever 
the makeshift structure might be, but 
they fend for themselves essentially. 
And then on top of that they’ve got 
to figure out how, within the informal 
economy, to access the basics like wa-
ter, energy, waste disposal, etc. 
  These African cities are 
fundamentally, predominantly infor-
mal, self-organized, if you will, and 
shot through with very complicated re-
lations because this is not a benign set 
of social practices. It’s highly exploit-
ative—a lot of people live very tough 
lives—and very powerful informal 
forces combined with the threat of vi-
olence, or real violence, organized this 
organic response to the absence of the 
state. Now these conditions are at a 
very different level, in terms of inten-
sity and scope, than is the case in Asia 
or Latin America. And that makes the 
African condition, or let’s rather say 
the Sub-Saharan African condition, 
very unique and very specific.  

Now, that’s one part of the puzzle. The 
second part of the puzzle is that most 
African countries, and cities by exten-
sion, are what we call least-developed 
countries. In other words, the average 
incomes are between $500 and $800 
per capita per annum. 
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That makes these societies extremely 
poor. The states are very weak with very 
small tax bases. Not only have you got 
this informal system of reproduction, 
but you also have a very precarious 
formal state structure. So all of these 
factors make for something that we 
might call the African development con-
dition, or the African urban condition, 
and it is unprecedented. Within that we 
have to recognize that there are massive 
differences between Kigali and Cairo, 
or between Addis Abeba and Johannes-
burg, or between Lagos and Kinshasa; 
and these are all to do with the long, 
cultural traditions that operate in these 
places, with landscape, topography, the 
nature of a variety of languages that 
play through these societies and that 
manifest in the material culture. 
  To suggest that even a 
part of any of these cities is the same as 
another part in any of those cities, let 
alone other cities, would be completely 
absurd, and it would be to misunder-
stand, if you will, the unique DNA 
that goes into the production of place, 
into the production of household and 
personal identity. So we’ve got to play 
this game that we call strategic essential-
ism; we essentialize an African condition 
because it’s important politically and 
economically to talk about that massive 
dysfunction that is characteristic across 
the continent, but at the same time 
we have to be very, very careful not to 
create the idea that there’s a uniform set 
of problems or opportunities that can be 
resolved with simplistic solutions. 
  There are a lot of people, 
of course, in the solutions business who 
want to suggest that they’ve got the 
magic bullet or the magic wand that can 
solve all of these interconnected prob-
lems of urban dysfunction. 
  But I think it is import-
ant that we keep both of these perspec-
tives alive, that we are always alert to 
the fact that there are some trends or 
processes that create a generalized con-
dition that we can call the African city. 

But at the same time, especially when 
we think about how to respond, it will 
be really important to pay attention to 
what is specific and unique within each 
of these places.

A great number of coun-
tries in Africa at the moment 
have flawed political systems 
in place, which accounts for 
what you’re saying. At the same 
time, on a local scale, we’ve 
got pretty vibrant cultures that 
account for a lot of the creative 
energies and outputs that the 
“Making Africa” exhibition is 
exploring. What role do culture, 
creativity and design play in the 
construction of the city? What 
constraints and opportunities 
are there for creativity to play an 
active role in emerging cities and 
their future?

Design is pivotal, it’s 
absolutely central, and I’ll explain what 
I mean by that. On the one hand, we 
know that in the context of large-scale 
state failure and urban management 
dysfunction, people are, in a sense, 
left to their own devices, so there are 
a number of things going on at the 
grassroots, at the micro scale, that hold 
the seeds of future solutions, the seeds 
of innovation. That’s the one side of it. 
The second side is that if we want to 
solve problems at the city level, we have 
to create institutions that can facilitate 
the coordination of resources, skills, 
intelligence, so that we are best able to 
marshal what is available in that society 
or city to systematically deal with the 
big questions—whether it’s climate 
change, poverty reduction or robust 
economic development.
  Both of these things, 
in fact, require a mindset that one can 
boil down to design thinking. In other 
words, we take what is available, we 
research and study that very closely, and 
we extract from that a set of generic 
principles and a set of methodologies 
that, through institutional reorganization 
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and investment, can be scaled up to solve 
problems on a larger scale. Now, in that 
sense, design and creativity and innova-
tion will be fundamental to producing 
what one could call—to be strategically 
essentialist—an African paradigm for 
urban development in the future. 
  We have to see what it is 
that makes all of these traders survive, 
make all of these para-transit systems 
emerge in these cities and solve the 
problem of public transport to a certain 
extent, what it is in terms of everyday 
creativity that allows people to still get 
an education, to still access information 
about healthcare, despite all the odds. 
We have to know what the ingredients 
are, what’s there, and how, through stra-
tegic design engagement and institution-
al design, in particular, we can produce 
approaches that—and, for me, these are 
the criteria for an African paradigm—
qualify as high quality design but are 
also affordable to the people who use 
whatever that design response is.
  Secondly, we need 
responses that allow people not just to 
access opportunity in their immediate 
environments, but in the city at large. 
Because that’s the promise of the city: 
it offers you the possibility to access 
resources and opportunities that are 
way beyond your individual story or 
your individual narrative. Access to that 
opportunity, I think, can be designed. 
  Finally—and funda-
mental to the African context—any 
design response has got to guarantee an 
increased measure of security and safety. 
One of the biggest and the most compli-
cated by-products of urban dysfunction 
is permanent insecurity. If you are a 
woman, or if you’re a child, in most 
African cities you are often exposed to 
levels of vulnerability, insecurity and 
the potential of abuse that is, by any 
measure, completely unacceptable. For 
me, this is probably the most important 
marker or signifier of the degree of dys-
function in these areas and why we can 
never think that informality, in and of 
itself, is an adequate response, or some-
thing that has to be celebrated. We’ve 
got to understand that it is indeed, 
and often, a creative or an ingenious 
response in a context of deprivation, but 
it can never be enough; it can only be 
a starting point for a more durable re-
sponse. So, yes, I think a design stripped 
away of all of its pretension is central 
to thinking through and experimenting 
with what an African alternative could 
represent, or become in the future.

On resources, lately 
there’s been an extensive conver-
sation around the issue of urban 
land and its ownership. Who 
owns this resource in the cities 
of the future?

It’s a very controversial 
question in the sense that, of course, 
many Sub-Saharan African countries 
come from a socialist or a national so-
cialist background, so in the post-colo-
nial era there tended to be an orientation 
towards the nationalization of assets, 
including land, and lots of experiments 
to try and produce things that are akin 
to communist communes. Of course, 
we know, for a variety of reasons, most 
of these experiments were a disaster 
and failed in objective terms, but also 
often on their own terms. That has left 
a particular aftertaste, but it has also 
left a certain orientation within a lot 
of the old-guard political parties, who 
were the protagonists of those agendas, 
who fought the anti-colonial wars and “I
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often came in on the socialist ticket, but 
then themselves became co-opted by a 
very narrow accumulation project in the 
post-colonial era. 
  It is very difficult to 
return to a conception of collective own-
ership in a context where the political 
custodians have often corrupted those 
very ideas. On the other hand, we also 
know that if you go for a pure, mar-
ket-driven, individual, privately-owned 
model for collective resources, like water 
and forests and ecosystem services, or 
land, for that matter, that that will be a 
disaster as well, for exactly the reasons 
that I mentioned before—you’ve got so 
few people who are participants in a 
formal market economy. Because you’ve 
got very low incomes, you’ve got highly 
informal and uneven market systems, 
you can’t rely on a set of mechanisms 
that assumes everyone is a rational con-
sumer in a formal economic system.

  

What we need to work towards is real-
ising people’s fundamental human rights 
as the starting point for what system 
would make most sense. So, depending 
on the scale, the resource, the need and 
the level of the endowment that we have 
in a certain society, the answer to the 
question about whether to go collective 
or choose an individual market system 
will be completely different. The bottom 
line is that in almost all the Sub-Saharan 
African contexts you’re going to need a 
hybrid system, and that hybrid condition 
will be determined by local political 
debate and contestation. I think it is crit-
ical to secure a commitment to universal 
socioeconomic rights, in particular, so 
that we can end poverty within the next 
two generations and ensure that every-
one has the minimum basics to access 
urban opportunity and to exercise their 
creativity and their entrepreneurial skill. 
If we use those principles as a touch 
point, then at least we’ve got a way to 
think about and approach how different 
societies and cities can mediate these 
fundamental conflicts.

“Making Africa – A Continent  
of Contemporary Design”
March 3 – September 9, 2015
Opening hours: Daily 10 am – 6 pm

Vitra Design Museum, Weil am Rhein
Charles-Eames-Str. 2
D-79576 Weil am Rhein
www.design-museum.de
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