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Rapid urbanization and political liberalization is changing the nature of
African politics and societies. This book develops a framework for the
study of democracy and development that emphasizes informal institutions
and the politics of belonging in the context of daily life, in contrast to the
formal and electoral paradigms that dominate the social sciences.
Based on fifteen months of field research including ethnographic obser-

vation, focus group interviews, and original quantitative survey analysis
in Ghana, the book intervenes in major debates about public goods pro-
vision, civic participation, ethnic politics and democratization, and the
future of urban sustainability in a rapidly changing world. By developing
new understandings of democracy, as well as providing novel explanations
for good governance and development in poor urban neighborhoods, the
book transcends the narrative of a failing and corrupt Africa and charts a
new way forward for the study of democracy and development.

jeffrey w. paller is an assistant professor of politics at the University of
San Francisco. He has conducted fieldwork in Ghana, Kenya, Uganda, and
South Africa and his work is published in Polity, African Studies Review,
Africa Today, Journal of Modern African Studies, Africa Spectrum, and
Current History. His dissertation won the African Politics Conference
Group-Lynne Rienner Best Dissertation in African Politics Award. He is
secretary for the African Politics Conference Group and chair of the Com-
parative Urban Politics Related Group for the American Political Science
Association. He curates the weekly news bulletin, This Week in Africa.
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Preface

Ghana is one of Africa’s most successful democracies. It holds free and
fair elections, has experienced multiple turnovers of power, and hosts
an unrestricted press and independent judiciary. These institutional
developments emerge in a broader context of political liberalization
and urbanization, placing the country on what should be a healthy
path toward democratic deepening and consolidation. Yet this formal
institutional progress coincides with nondemocratic developments,
including the persistence of political clientelism, the capture of public
goods for private gain, and the sustenance of ethnic politics. This
prompts a puzzling question: Why do these nondemocratic elements
endure despite the strengthening of liberal democratic institutions?
Moreover, how do societies overcome these challenges to their political
systems? Conventional accounts of democratization blame governance
failures on formal institutions or entrenched societal structures, failing
to account for the ways in which these formal institutions interact with
informal social organizations in the context of everyday life.

These nondemocratic characteristics are even more surprising in cities,
where economic modernization and rapid population growth are trans-
forming Ghanaian society. Yet the reality is that the impact of urbaniza-
tion is uneven, contributing to different political developments in distinct
neighborhoods within the same city. This book provides a view from
below, giving a glimpse into how local urban communities make demo-
cracy work – or fail to overcome existing nondemocratic elements. The
book’s main argument is that informal norms of settlement and belonging
continue to structure everydaypolitics inGhana’s cities, helping to explain
logics of political clientelism, elite capture of public goods, and ethnic
politics. But they can also contribute to the development of legitimate and
responsive representatives, public spheres of collective decision-making,
and a multiethnic civic life in Ghana’s poorest neighborhoods. A demo-
cratic politics in Ghana’s cities depends on how informal norms of settle-
ment and belonging shape the everyday politics of its neighborhoods.
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