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Book Review 

Bernard Apeku, PhD candidate -Architecture, University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee 

State of Slum: Precarity and Informal Governance at the Margins in Accra 

by Paul Stacey, London: Zed Books, 2019.   

Paul Stacey is a postdoctoral researcher at the Roskilde University, Denmark. His ongoing 

research focuses on urban informality, politics, and governance in Africa. 

This book outlines a vivid illustration of how urban marginals replicate systems of 

governance by taking extra legal measures to exercise political and social control through agency, 

sense of community and organization, and occasional collaboration with external agencies. Paul 

Stacey’s rich ethnographic work sheds light on the socio-economic, political, and cultural 

dimensions of Old Fadama. Old Fadama, Accra, the site for this study, is the biggest ‘slum’ 

settlement in Ghana. The author neatly captured the everyday lives and struggles of the residents. 

He showed how they live on the margins of the law to complement and resist statutory regulation 

to create extra-legal systems of governance and authority. The main argument is that slum dwellers 

possess their own unique structures of governance formed through agency, community organizing, 

and collaborations with external agencies. 

In an exceptional application of phenomenology, the book is structured on the personal 

reflections and experiences of different actors, whose live experiences centered the main 

discussions in the chapters of the book. Stacey’s book opens the world of the poor and 

‘marginalized’ to the reader and, offers the reader a unique and unusual perspective of life. This 

makes State of Slum a very informative book to read. It is well written and easy to understand. 

Stacey deserves ethical commendation for having a wider audience for his book in mind, especially 
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in making sure that the text is permeable, in terms of its comprehensibility, to the average person, 

especially to the members of the community he studied. 

For Stacey, the tenacious precarity and uncertainty of living in Old Fadama stems from the 

entrenched judicial position of the Government of Ghana’s official position that the community is 

an illegal settlement. The government’s position on the community releases it from the 

responsibility of providing basic social services and amenities to the community. The judicial 

declaration of Old Fadama as illegal provided the legal basis for the State’s sporadic demolition 

of developments and the forceful displacement of residents in the community, mostly with 

perfunctory notices.  

The legal declaration of illegality is raising an important yet difficult question of whether 

the government’s entrenched position on the settlement reinforces the precarity in Old Fadama. 

As Stacey showed, there are no straightforward answers. This becomes more complex with the 

contradictory positions taken by different state institutions. He shows instances where the state 

was involved in the affairs of Old Fadama, by sneaking in social service and amenities. In other 

instance, the state complemented local efforts to exercise development control in Old Fadama. The 

situation is further complicated, as Stacey found, by the State’s intermittent recognition of the 

community through city authorities showing up and extracting levies from businesses in the 

settlement and the issuing of certificates of payments, albeit, insisting that the settlement as illegal 

with a persona non grata declaration on all residents of the settlement. The State also recognizes 

the community through measures like increasing the provision of electricity, and the accreditation 

of the schools built in the community. All these measures severely contradict its official position 

on the community and the occasional demolition exercise in the community.  
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Paul Stacey’s book does an excellent job in discussing urban informality through rich 

ethnographic fieldwork and phenomenology. It contributes to blurring the hard line between what 

is formal and what is not, and it departs from traditional understanding of urban informality and 

the everyday perceptions of people living in slum settlements as living in warehouses of poverty 

and lacking agency. It adds to the understanding of cities from the global South which is a much-

needed dimension in urban studies. This is a must-read book for urban development scholars as it 

contributes to alternative understandings of governance.  

  


