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PREFACE

The Cultural Politics
of Dirt in Africa
(Dirtpol) Project

In September 2013, the Cultural Politics of Dirt in Africa project team,
funded by the European Research Council, set out to understand practical
as well as cultural, political, and historical aspects of urban living through
people’s perceptions of waste management, public health, migration, public morality, environmental hazards, neighborliness, and town planning
in two African cities, Lagos and Nairobi. One of the motivations for this
interdisciplinary comparative project was a report published by the United
Nations that estimated an increase in African urban dwellers from 414
million to more than 1.2 billion by 2050.1 According to the un, African
city-dwellers were set to outnumber rural populations for the first time in
history. Furthermore, they estimated that 40 percent of the continent’s one
billion people lived in urban areas, 60 percent of whom inhabited dwellings
with inadequate sanitation and poor water supplies.2 We speculated that
the topic of dirt might have a great deal to offer researchers with an interest in people’s self-understandings in urban contexts, and that discourses of
dirt may have cultural histories meriting detailed examination.

As principal investigator on the grant, I assembled a team of researchers
in Lagos and Nairobi and designed the research topics for the group to take
into fieldwork. Through regular meetings, we worked together to develop
a set of interview questions that would probe how particular urban spaces
came to be regarded as dirty or full of dirt, and how certain objects and
subjects came to be labeled using categories related to dirt. The regional
coordinator of the project in Lagos, Patrick Oloko, and the six project researchers in Lagos and Nairobi — Jane Nebe, Olutoyosi Tokun, and John
Uwa in Lagos, and Ann Kirori, Job Mwaura, and Rebeccah Onwong’a in
Nairobi — came from disciplines as diverse as literary studies, media studies, education, public health, environmental studies, and biological sciences.
With a background in West African cultural history, I had noticed
that dirt permeated discussions of everyday urban life in British colonial
archives and African-owned newspapers in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. Dirt seemed to be more than an empirical substance in
these discussions: it was an idea—or a complex set of representations—that
shaped people’s perceptions of one another’s cultures and bodies and influenced their attitudes toward waste, urbanization, ethnicity, and health.
Through the Dirtpol project I wanted us to find out if and how ideas about
dirt continued to shape people’s perceptions of the urban environment, and
in what ways popular narratives and mass media contributed to the formation of public opinion about the dirt or dirtiness of others.
The Dirtpol project aimed to situate African discourses about dirt in
relation to urbanization as produced and understood by urban residents
themselves. In short, we wanted to find out about local understandings
of “dirt,” an English word chosen for the wide range of African-language
words, phrases, and connotations it broadly encompassed, as well as for its
own rich array of connotations in Anglophone contexts as an entry-point
into people’s responses to urbanization and the environment.3
Dirtpol began as a tale of two cities, proposing a comparative historical
study of Nairobi and Lagos as two African cities with superficial similarities
such as comparable positions in World Bank indicators of poverty ratios, life
expectancy, and urban development. Both cities contain a plethora of unplanned spaces in which the majority of residents depend for their survival
on informal networks of financial and social support, as well as planned urban spaces such as municipal rubbish dumps, public parks, and gated private
housing estates. As scholars have noted, the popular narratives and commentaries generated within these urban spaces give rise to common themes
in Kenyan and Nigerian popular media shared with many other African
xii
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cities about people’s lifestyles, political corruption, poverty and wealth, immigration, class, spirituality, pollution, and the environment.4
But very quickly Lagos and Nairobi started to populate our topics in
different ways, not least because the beginning of fieldwork in February
2014 coincided with the outbreak of the Ebola virus in West Africa. From
February onward, the Nigerian media and public discussion were dominated by Ebola stories. Ebola exemplified many themes of the project,
but it had a further distorting effect on the comparative framework. The
content of interviews and focus group discussions diverged significantly
across the continent: in Lagos basic urban practices such as shaking hands,
entering a bank, visiting a barber’s shop, and queuing for public transport became sources of extreme interpersonal anxiety, while in Nairobi life
continued as before, with one or two popular songs circulating about the
socially disruptive effects of Ebola in the west of the continent.5
Besides the obvious differences generated by such crises to the stories
about urban encounters that residents tell in Lagos and Nairobi, residual
differences in the two countries’ colonial and postcolonial histories also
have an impact on the shape of present-day urban cultures and the interrelationships of residents. Dirtpol researchers’ fieldwork showed how what
appeared on the surface to be broad common themes masked localized differences that generated vital gaps of noncomparison with implications for
comparative historical studies as well as cultural studies. Whether one’s
chosen theme is dirt, cleanliness, sexuality, gender, or another of the multifarious “ways in” to comparative cultural history, the primary challenge for
scholars adopting a themed approach is to preserve the cultural complexity of their chosen global cities while also creating space for nonreductive
historical and transnational comparisons.
Key methodological questions accompany this type of project and are
raised throughout the chapters that follow: Are global cities better studied in comparison with one another within assumed global (or postcolonial) networks? Or are they better studied in their specificity as singular
cultural entities, not comparable by too many factors for their superficial
similarities to be productive? My decision to focus on Lagos in this book,
rather than on Lagos in comparison with Nairobi, arose from the complex
intellectual and practical problems described above in combination with
my longstanding immersion in Nigerian cultural history. Throughout the
book, however, I try to situate Lagos within continental political and cultural currents.
The Dirtpol project could not have been undertaken by any one indi-
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vidual, but each of us developed a different understanding of the project as
a whole. Patrick Oloko published on contemporary Nigerian newspapers’
fascination for “wasted bodies,” that is, people abandoned on municipal
dumpsites around Lagos; John Uwa published on the history of fecal waste
removal in Lagos and its literary representations; all of the project researchers gave presentations at workshops in Nigeria and the United States.6
This book represents my interpretation of the interview material produced by the research team in Lagos in tandem and juxtaposition with my
own archival research. In examining local and transnational concepts of
dirt from the period of European colonial expansion in the 1880s to the
present day, the book tries to position contemporary Nigerian media and
public health debates in relation to the country’s long history of intercultural encounters with the Global North and other parts of the world. Not
least as a consequence of the transnational circulation of mass media such
as newspapers since the 1880s and films since the 1920s, the book is comparative across regions as well as periods. The first half draws on material I
gathered in African newspaper and colonial public health archives. Here, I
struggle to retrieve African perspectives from written colonial archives imbued with racist assumptions about the inferiority of “natives” in matters of
sanitation and public health. By contrast, chapters 6, 7, and 8, which draw
on in-depth interviews and focus groups conducted by Olutoyosi Tokun,
Jane Nebe, and John Uwa with contemporary Lagosians, is packed with
the voices and opinions of contemporary urban dwellers as they comment
in English and African languages on topics ranging from waste disposal
to homosexuality.7
The vitality of these interviews with urban residents contrasts starkly
with the limited presence of Africans as speaking subjects in the colonial
archives, a topic discussed in detail in chapter 5, where I reflect on whether
or not it is possible to bridge such a chasm in a meaningful way. The sources
for chapters 6, 7, and 8 were living people, interviewed by local Nigerian
researchers.8 As such, research for the second half of the book necessitated
a new set of approaches and generated different ethical, methodological,
and practical challenges from those I faced in newspaper and government
archives. The shift from cultural history to the study of contemporary cultures, and from archival documents to the analysis of interview transcripts,
involved a considerable change in my methods and orientation, not least
from the individual context of archival research to the collaborative context
of interviews undertaken by members of the team, working singly or together. No matter who conducted and transcribed the interviews, each docu
xiv
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ment involved collective interpretation, commentary, and consultation —
and on several occasions debriefing — during weekly team meetings and
one-on-one video conference calls, and in the weekly reports each team
member circulated to the group.
Where the first half of the book complains about the “whiting-out” of
Africans from British colonial files, and the irretrievability of Afrophone
audiences from written midcentury media commentaries, the second half
of the book involves challenges relating to the translation and transcription
of Yoruba and Nigerian Pidgin interviews into English, as well as debates
about uses of English words to describe highly localized theories of personhood.9 When transcribing material, I did not want us simply to turn voices
into texts for close analysis: I hoped we could find ways to transfer the nuanced, carefully intoned, and often doubly meaningful local categories for
dirty bodies, objects, and environments into English on paper without reducing them simply to versions of the English word “dirt.” Without assuming that people’s views can be retrieved in an unmediated form from digital
voice recordings, I wished as far as possible to retain the subjective qualities of interviews and to preserve the personalities — of the interviewers as
well as the participants — that often get lost in the written archive. For that
reason, in chapters 6, 7, and 8 the vital mediating presence of the Nigerian
researchers is emphasized alongside the individuality of interviewees.
The connection between the two halves of the book is not made through
anachronistic assumptions that present-day Lagosians somehow speak for,
fill in the gaps, or represent African urban residents from a century ago.
Connecting these different research contexts is the question of how public
opinion is shaped over time. The individuality of interviewees in the second half of the book offered me a model for listening out for local critical
commentaries and individual voices in the archives, albeit in the nonverbal
forms described in chapter 4.
In approaching the transcripts of interviews and focus group discussions, I wanted to understand the cultural politics of dirt: that is, the ways in
which dirt signifies politically through complex cultural networks in urban
Africa, and the ways in which urban identities and relationships may be
marked and transformed over time by categories denoting dirt. By developing a historicized understanding of public opinion during a long twentieth century of intercultural encounters in Africa, I wanted to ask about
the ways in which public opinion and popular media feed into wider narratives of African social and political history. In this book, I identify and
reflect on Nigerian representations and understandings of dirt in a histori-
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cal perspective in an effort to trace pathways from mediated perceptions
and opinions to political and social outcomes at the street level, and back
to the media once again. These processes constitute what I am calling public opinion, which arises in reaction to materials circulating in the public
sphere but not exclusively as their outcome. As this book will suggest, dirt
is a particularly useful tool to access public opinion in global cities, not least
because the histories of dirt continue to influence the terminology through
which people and the media interpret one another today.
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INTRODUCTION

While traveling with William Hesketh Lever and others on a lengthy tour
of inspection of Lever Brothers’ numerous trading stations in West and
Central Africa in the mid-1920s, Thomas Malcolm Knox (1900 – 1980), secretary to Lord Lever, adopted an interpretive framework that is both depressingly familiar today in antihumanist discourses, and richly descriptive
of the economic and emotional relationships between strangers in multicultural urban environments. The city of Lagos, Knox noted, “turns out
to be a town of unspeakable squalor. It is no wonder that it is the nurse of
disease. Filth everywhere.”1 For Knox, the source of filth was easy to identify, for “everything reeks of dirty natives.”2 Yet this same city, he recognized, “is the representative of a much higher state of civilization” than the
“squalid” African trading posts he recently visited in the hinterland of the
Belgian Congo, for Lagos boasted European shops built to supply local
consumers with household products manufactured in Europe using raw
materials exported from Africa’s “uncivilized” interior.3
Several scholars have commented on the circular, self-serving nature
of the connection between cleanliness and civilization in the writings of
European travelers during the colonial period.4 Perceived and narrated
through “imperial eyes,” the figure of the “dirty native” legitimized European cultural and economic expansion into the most intimate corners of
Africans’ daily lives.5 For European traders and government officials alike,
“dirty natives” were far more dangerous than objects discarded by the wayside, or trash, and necessitated regimes of sanitation and urban racial segre-

gation. In countless colonial-era travelogues and memoirs by white British
men, the same rhetoric of difference is mapped onto the bodies and beliefs
of others through a spectrum of dirt-related words, facilitating the same
dead-end conclusions about the inferiority of African cultures each time.
In the 1870s, for example, the trader John Whitford described Lagos as “a
filthy, disgusting, savage place and unsafe to wander about in the streets.”6
All across West Africa, local populations were “filthy” in his view, not because of a lack of soap and water, but because the unfamiliar appearance
of people and foodstuffs elicited strong feelings of revulsion in him, not
least the “hideously ugly” women who possessed “strong limbs developed
by hard work, which should pertain to a man only.”7 Other traders adopted
the same tropes as Whitford and Knox, describing local people’s unfamiliar clothing and physiques in visceral terms that conveyed their nausea as
if it were a natural sense perception rather than a reaction to the culturally
challenging norms of others. As one anonymous trader wrote of Nigerian
villagers in the 1920s, “not only did their bodies give off a horrible smell,
but their hair was tousled like dirty rope, and their skin a dull black. The
bits of cloth around the loins were pregnant with filth.”8
These expressions of disgust at the supposed uncleanliness of others
offer historically specific examples of a reactionary discourse that persists
into the twenty-first century, forming one of the pivots on which this book
turns. Understanding these strained and failed cross-cultural relationships
in past decades can help us to contextualize the antihumanist currents that
persist in contemporary debates about multiculturalism and toleration in
global urban environments. Whitford’s identification of African women as
“ugly” in the 1870s, Knox’s disgust at the strangeness of others in the 1920s,
and the similar reactions of numerous other European travelers and traders in Africa in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries provide
us with a historically situated prologue to an unpalatable side of discourses
about globalization and urbanization that persist in the present day.
In spite of his protestations of loyalty to judgments based on the observation of “empirical phenomena” in Africa, Knox’s disgust and repulsion
were not focused on unclean streets or unwashed bodies but on what was
unrecognizable to him.9 In Jebba, Nigeria, for example, he described how
“we stopped at various native stalls and examined their wares — capsicum
(pepper of a particularly strong variety), chop of various sorts, extraordinary and repulsive stuff all of it”;10 at the market in Zaria, in northern Nigeria, he found that “the meat presents the most disgusting appearance.
It is covered with flies and vermin and even were these absent seemed to
2
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consist mainly of the least savoury looking parts of animals.”11 Also at the
Zaria market, he found that “the knick-knack stalls were the most curious
of all. Little bits of stick, a few knobs of ginger, little bits of stone, a tooth
pick or two, all apparently things of little or no use.”12
The association of dirt with “useless” matter demonstrates the ways in
which dirt, as a category, names matter that is no longer regarded as having economic, social, or productive value, and is not therefore recognized
as part of human social systems. In Knox’s case, the “useless” matter comprised locally manufactured African products, the purpose of which he
simply failed to recognize. These products were useless because he wished
to supplant them with imported alternatives. All the way from Casablanca
to the interior of Congo, the marked preference of local people for locally
produced commodities — unrecognizable to the traveler — rather than imported commodities purchased from the European companies operating in
the region filled Knox with revulsion, and rendered local people nauseating
“others” who resisted assimilation into the global economy represented by
European traders. Their visceral responses had little to do with dirt as an
empirical substance and more to do with white traders’ subjective reactions
to local consumption practices. What revolted Knox was the entire public
habitus: the busy local streets and the messy, protuberant local commodities displayed for sale in the markets. What revolted him, in short, was the
presence of the foreign body as a consuming entity that participated in a
cash economy but desired merchandise that was completely alien to his
own trade interests. The powerful feelings of revulsion that he experienced
marked the moment at which he recognized the other’s humanity as a
consuming subject—eating, drinking, socializing, purchasing goods—and
instantaneously dismissed the other’s tastes as unpalatable to himself and,
crucially, beyond his economic control.
The examples of Whitford and Knox illustrate how dirt is far more
than an empirical substance: it is also an interpretive category that facilitates moral, sanitary, economic, and aesthetic evaluations of other cultures
under the rubric of uncleanliness. Operating through categorical oppositions between the (clean) self and the (filthy) other, dirt has a place in histories of reactionary social and political thought. Dirt sticks: it attaches to
bodies and ranges from colonialist understandings of “native” domestic
hygiene through to contemporary rejections of nonbinary sexualities and
global media representations of poverty in postcolonial cities. As a category
of interpretation, dirt has a vibrant historicity that reverberates through
the decades, changing with the times, but permeating how the bodies of
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strangers are produced by those with the power to tell stories and to be
heard in contemporary global contexts.
Knox’s dystopian vision of an Africa—with “children romping heedless
of the endless flies and vermin,” where “thoroughly repulsive” people and
“degenerates” live in “dirt, grit, dust,” where “deformed men and crippled
children” intermingle with “people wandering about suffering obviously
from loathsome and unspeakable diseases” — is an iteration of reactionary
Western responses to African urban environments during periods of famine or epidemic.13 With its remarkable staying power, this deployment of
the category of dirt has marked the status and proximity of an other whose
presence is embedded in the desire for exclusion or segregation on the part
of observers. Whitford’s and Knox’s descriptions conform to theorizations
of dirt as that which society expels, excretes, or treats as abject or excessive.14 Their interpretive framework matches Mary Douglas’s resonant assertion that dirt marks the limits of a society’s understanding of itself, signifying people’s need to withdraw from any habitus that is perceived to be
dirty, and, in reaction, to reassert their own social and behavioral boundaries.15 For Douglas, as Richard Fardon notes, “ideas of impurity and danger
hold members of a society to account to one another, and they do so with a
character and intensity that stems from and rebounds back upon that particular form of society.”16 From this perspective, dirt represents a type of
excess that can never be valued or conceived of in positive ways. For Knox
and his peers, dirt signified disorder, inefficiency, unfamiliar bodies, and
the unrecognizable; as a discursive category, it mediated between the margins and the mainstream, facilitating the expulsion of particular types of
matter from the realm of social approval.
Several scholars have noted how dirt was a key ingredient in the making of imperial identities and in the marketing of imperial products to
global consumers in the colonial era (fig. Intro.1).17 Out of it grew new
global markets to the extent that, in one advertisement at least, soap as a
commodity replaced the Victorian moral principle that “cleanliness is next
to godliness.” A famous advertisement from the Pears Soap Company in
1890 starkly reminded consumers, via a misquotation from Justus von Lie
big, that “the consumption of soap is a measure of the wealth, civilisation,
health, and purity of the people” (fig. Intro.2).18 Significantly, this advertisement was printed on the back cover of a special “Stanley Edition” of the
Graphic celebrating the recent Emin Pasha Relief Expedition led by Stanley from 1886 to 1889. Through numerous vivid drawings of Stanley’s expedition from the east coast of Africa into the interior of the continent, the
4
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Figure Intro.1. Advertisement for Lux. Progress Magazine: The Magazine
of Lever Brothers and Unilever Ltd, July 1925, n.p. Reproduced with kind
permission of Unilever from an original in Unilever Archives.

Figure Intro.2. Advertisement for Pears Soap. The Graphic, April 30, 1890, 36.
Author’s collection.

special issue illustrates the contrasts between the moral authority, bravery,
and leadership of British men, and Africans’ lack of control, made evident
not least by their lack of clothing (fig. Intro.3). Appearing in the wake of
these images and reports, the Pears Soap advertisement on the back cover
is a tangible by-product of the “dirty native” ideology.
The first two chapters of Histories of Dirt ask about the extent to which
the imperial culture’s myths and beliefs about the supposedly dirty tastes,
habits, and practices of Africans were carried over into the practical application of scientific discoveries, legitimizing racial segregation in the name
of public health. The archival materials examined in these chapters reveal
how British West Africa narrowly escaped formal racial segregation of the
type successfully imposed by town planners in East and South African
British colonies in the first two decades of the twentieth century.
Colonial town planning did not, however, avoid institutionalized racism at the levels of the interpretation of science and the implementation
of policy. A homogeneous African “native” was produced in West African
public health discourse in the early twentieth century, standing in for or,
in the case of malaria, replacing political responses to the problems of sanitation and disease. As the archives examined in chapters 1 and 2 indicate,
in the face of white traders’ fears of contamination from African residents,
and in the absence of funds for what Dr. Henry Strachan of Freetown
termed “sanitary salvation” in colonial cities, British West African governments carefully considered adopting a formal policy of racial segregation
in order to protect Europeans from the panoply of tropical diseases and
global “filth diseases” associated with urbanization, on the one hand, and
the proximity of “natives,” on the other.19
These two chapters discuss how British officials wished to transform
Africans into recognizably clean and healthy subjects through legislation
backed by teams of sanitary inspectors with powers to enforce municipal
rules.20 In a manner similar to that of the European travelers and traders in
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, British officials in West
Africa used their own moral and material categories of dirt to develop a set
of criteria that marked the boundary between unacceptable and acceptable
local domestic behaviors. Government intervention was deemed legitimate
and necessary in the case of “dirty” local practices in expanding African
cities, not only to protect European officials from contagion, but also to
protect Africans from themselves.
How African urban residents reacted to these public health measures —
and the opinions that underwrote them— is a key concern in this book.
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Figure Intro.3. “Forest Dwarfs Eating Snakes.” The Graphic, April 30, 1890, 10.
Author’s collection.

The viewpoints of educated local elites are preserved in the ample newspaper archives of the colonial period. In spite of substantial differences
of opinion among themselves on the topic of home rule, when it came to
town planning in the early twentieth century, Nigerian newspaper editors were unanimous in their adoption of government public health frameworks. While the radical, Afrocentric press published outspoken criticisms
of colonial failures to implement town-planning schemes that would benefit the majority and responded to racial discrimination with calls for self-
rule, conservative and pro-British newspapers such as the Nigerian Pioneer
and the government-backed Nigerian Daily Times published regular polite
requests for sanitary improvements and offered advice about the sources of
filth in Nigerian towns. In spite of the pseudo–racial science that underwrote colonial public health policy, discussed in chapters 1 and 2, for a variety of reasons none of the Anglophone African newspapers rejected public health discourse per se. But, as chapter 3 shows through a case study of
the conservative Nigerian Pioneer, editors worked hard to replace colonial
racializations of dirt with other explanations for “native” filth, swapping
out one maligned category of person for others and, in the process, splitting and contesting the hegemonic African produced by colonial discourse.
Focusing on the Nigerian Pioneer during the bubonic plague epidemic
of 1924 – 31, chapter 3 asks how and why a newspaper owned and edited by
an unofficial African member of the Legislative Council and a key participant in municipal affairs offered such sparse underreporting of this critical
epidemic.21 In highlighting the work of the conservative Pioneer rather than
its radical and anticolonial peers, this discussion underscores the ambivalent role of imperial loyalists — regarded as collaborators by their anticolonial rivals — who attempted to retain positions of social and political power
during the period that witnessed the rise of “new imperialism” in British
colonial policy. The extent to which these members of the educated elite
used the press to displace the discourse of dirt from the colonial figure of
“the native” and shift it onto other urban bodies is the focus of discussion in
this chapter, with the aim of determining whether, and how, they changed
the terms of the colonial discourse of dirt.
Not all concepts relating to dirt produce the adverse standpoints described above. In the early twentieth-century examples discussed at the
start of the book, as much as in the midcentury examples in chapters 4 and
5, and the early twenty-first-century examples in the concluding chapters,
the identification of urban dirt often opens up spaces for curiosity and
speculation on the part of observers, as well as failures to comprehend other
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people’s behavior. Histories of Dirt is characterized by people’s efforts to
create narratives that attempt to understand the motivations and behavior
of people labeled “dirty.” Within and behind discourses of disease eradication, public health, and moral sanitation lie their speculative stories about
dirt, often incompatible with and uncontainable by mainstream ideological oppositions between health and filth, and often resisting the binary,
aggressive “dirty othering” performed in mainstream and official media.
Time and again, this book finds that people pour their imaginations into
stories about the dirt of others, even as they ostensibly endorse a desire for
cleanliness or purity. So frequent and sustained are these moments of curiosity and creativity in conjunction with the discourse of dirt that, as many
chapters will demonstrate, the category of dirt begins to stand for the failure, rather than the achievement, of the ideological processes of othering
it manifestly endorses.
In the long twentieth century covered by this book, Nigerian urban
identities and relationships are shown to be marked and transformed by
changing categories denoting dirt as people’s perceptions of who and what
are useful and good shift over the decades. Moving from early twentieth-
century colonial archives in the first three chapters to Nigerian media and
midcentury audience research in chapters 4 and 5, and, finally, to interviews
and focus group discussions with contemporary Lagosians in chapters 6
to 8, the book offers an increasingly localized account of diverse historical
actors’ perceptions of dirt in urban environments.22 Whereas the opening
chapters turn to Anglophone African newspaper producers and consumers
in the early twentieth century for examples of local reactions to externally
imposed categories of dirt, and while the middle chapters attempt to retrieve rural Nigerians’ responses to colonial public health media from the
written archives of the 1940 and 1950s, the final part of the book turns to a
multicultural living archive of urban residents in order to pursue the question of the extent to which Lagosians process official and media messages
through their own aesthetic, spiritual, moral, economic, and political value
systems.
A key question relates to appropriate methods for researching Lagosian
cultural history in archives that often exclude African subjects and filter
local perspectives through a racist colonial optic. The possibility of finding
non-Eurocentric methods for approaching historical sources that are saturated with British colonial constructions of Africans is a central problem in
the book. How can local residents’ values and opinions be identified in Anglophone archives whose authors were British government officials, often
10

Introduction

with powerfully anti-African visions of how urban environments should
look in order to be free from what they identified as dirt? The book as a
whole attempts to prioritize African responses to government policies in
tension with official representations of public health initiatives. In so doing,
it attempts to chart a path through voluminous colonial archives by focusing on Africans as media consumers, commentators, interpreters, householders, and producers of public opinion.
In attempting to read for African perspectives, the book evaluates not
only the cultural histories of specific “dirty” discourses, but also the theoretical and methodological directions that the concept of dirt generates as a
starting point for comparative historical case studies over a long twentieth
century. This includes a consideration of problems relating to the translation, or translatability, of the variety of local language concepts relating
to dirt, which change over time and get lost in transcription. Rather than
wishing to retrieve impossibly pristine African subjects from the written
archives, the book tries to identify colonial mediations of African subjectivity and African responses to these mediations. Examples of African
reactions to media — albeit untranslated and nonverbal — are pulled from
colonial files and strung together into a series of questions about how mass
media texts such as public health movies and newspapers contributed to
local perspectives on dirt and urbanization. Colonial public health policy,
town-planning initiatives, and propaganda films are treated as contributing
to African public opinion in public spaces that include people’s preexisting
practices and values. Underlying this method is the conviction that in West
Africa, as elsewhere, “public opinion has a life of its own.”23
Chapters 6 to 8, with their attention to over 120 interviews with people
from diverse age groups and backgrounds, demonstrate how actively ordinary Lagosians create narratives through which they mediate and judge
mainstream media material. Time and again, the interviewees for this
book treated news stories not as stopping points but as templates to be embellished with individualized accounts of dirty behavior. In the process, as
these chapters suggest, interviewees often produced empathetic and ventriloquistic accounts of people who are popularly labeled dirty, such as agbépóò
(night-soil workers), or stigmatized in mainstream political and religious
discourse, such as people with nonbinary sexualities.
Dirt has been a potent category in Eurocentric representations of Africa for more than a century and remains a source of such fascination for
Western publics. To adopt it as a research theme runs the risk of perpetuating, rather than countering, simplistic binary oppositions that support
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negative Eurocentric stereotypes of the continent.24 As demonstrated by
the widespread discontent among Nigerian viewers of the BBC’s three-part
documentary Welcome to Lagos, screened in 2010 and discussed in more detail in chapter 7, which represented Lagos through exclusive attention to
waste workers and so-called slum dwellers, the vector of dirt risks distorting and misrepresenting the complex totalities of people in postcolonial
cities. As an outsider’s way of seeing the other, the category of dirt risks
skewing other outsiders’ views of people, places, and objects, magnifying
the “worst” features of other cultures and ignoring their complexities in
favor of stark oppositions with whatever is perceived to be clean.
Whether they be the “natives” of colonial discourse or the lgbtq+
bodies of contemporary homophobias, bodies officially marked as dirty
become ripe for removal. For good reason, therefore, until recently Africanist scholars in the arts and humanities have tended to avoid the topic
of dirt in studying the continent’s cultural and social histories.25 With significant exceptions in anthropology, where disgust has been a prominent
topic since the work of Mary Douglas in the 1960s, and in the study of African visual cultures, where aesthetic revaluations of “trash” have become
the subject of considerable recent interest in film studies and art history,
scholars with an interest in the politics and aesthetics of dirt in Africa have
tended to focus on purification, soap, and sanitation in their discussions of
social history and the postcolonial city.26 Can a politics and poetics of dirt
be composed for West Africa that avoids the Eurocentrism of Knox and
his peers, while acknowledging the impact of colonialism in the history of
postcolonial cities?
This book recognizes the tenacity of dirt as a Eurocentric category for
the negative evaluation of people, objects, and places, but it also seeks to
historicize dirt in dynamic multicultural contexts and disconnect it from
a binary relationship with cleanliness. Dirt is a discursive field in its own
right with histories that may be traceable to colonial encounters, but neither begin nor end in the deadening logic of the travelers and traders described in preceding pages. In Lagos, a multitude of words exists in Yoruba, Nigerian Pidgin, English, and other languages to describe dirt and
dirtiness, dating back well before the colonial encounter. As chapters 6, 7,
and 8 will show, people’s interpretations of sexual and (im)moral activities,
ethnic otherness, environmental pollution, waste management, physical
contagion, and contamination combine with positive evaluations of dirt
through proverbs about waste and vermin, and applause for the transformation of trash into useful and valuable new commodities. At a practical
12
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level, Lagosians’ responses to globalization include frugality and the recycling of trash, changing their relationship with waste in ways that prevent
the materialization of disgust. Likewise, the artistic transformation of rubbish into beautiful, symbolic, or useful objects also breaks the cycle of colonialist conceptualizations.27
Put simply, dirt should not be regarded only as the binary opposite
of cleanliness or purity: it is a dense cultural category with histories of its
own, through which locally situated understandings of identity and interpersonal relationships may be filtered. If dirt is often used as a category in
official discourses to mark a reactionary desire for the removal (or symbolic
“cleaning up”) of the targets it identifies, this book will show how dirt is
greater than this usage and plural in a manner that exceeds black-and-
white hegemonies. When Lagosians’ opinions and languages are added to
the melting pot of colonial and postcolonial urban interactions, a proliferation of additional connotations and concepts arise around the category
of dirt, sometimes providing respite from (post)colonial discourses of animosity and antihumanism.
A focus on dirt helps to make visible how people produce and make use
of supposedly natural, universal, biological concepts in response to specific
and changing types of urban encounter, and how these concepts change
over time. Chapter 7, for example, historicizes public opinion about hitherto stigmatized professions such as refuse and sewage removal, particularly in relation to how urban residents’ perceptions were transformed by
a combination of public relations interventions and investments in waste
management infrastructure in Lagos in the early twenty-first century.
The emphasis throughout the book is on the ways in which urban publics
are informed by mediated visions of the city and the urban environment,
whether through religious doctrine, newspapers, movies, social media, and
advertisements, or through discussions, disagreements, and the exchange
of opinion.
Public opinion is complex and nebulous, but it is not detached from
the publics whose opinions it proclaims, nor is it from the different types
of media and communication that contribute to urban dwellers’ attitudes
and values at different historical moments. Rather than adopting a simple model of audience reception through which mass media consumers
are regarded as readily influenced by messages from mainstream, official,
and online sources, this book provides evidence throughout that Nigerian
audiences articulate independent lines of reasoning as they interpret the
environments in which they live and work. As shown in chapters 6 to 8,
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religious institutions and the media play a crucial role in helping urban
residents to double-check the truth and accuracy of their perceptions and
judgments about their own and others’ “dirty” behavior, but people form
opinions in collaboration with these messages as active media consumers
who configure interpretive systems on the ground, among themselves. In
this space of public opinion, urban residents are commentators as well as
media consumers whose independent responses can be traced back over
more than a century of intercultural encounters in West Africa.28 Indeed,
in discussing the urban environment and their perceptions of dirt, the Lagosians we interviewed often situated themselves at one remove from public opinion, checking their individual actions and attitudes against it, using it as gauge of socially acceptable behavior and a reference point when
asked to describe what they regarded as dirty professions or dirty behavior.
This book is as much about local audiences in diverse historical settings as it is about the different media texts they consume over time. The
emphasis on grassroots African opinions and interpretations of media is
designed to seek out counternarratives to colonial — and, to some extent,
middle-class West African — definitions of dirt, and to continue the methodological experiment started by historians such as Ann Laura Stoler and
Antoinette Burton, who decentralize official archives, and seek alternative
methods and sources for compiling cultural histories of Europe’s imperial territories.29 Lagosians’ opinions about urban relationships are at the
forefront of the study, including public responses to international media
portrayals of Lagos as one of the “least livable cities in the world” and the
BBC’s documentary Welcome to Lagos.30
In the face of archival constraints for this type of research, my overarching aim is to consider a history of urbanization from the perspectives
of non-elite and sub-elite urban residents alongside elite Africans and colonial and official commentators.31 Using a range of historical examples—
from debates about sanitation and town planning in African newspapers
to Colonial Film Unit strategies for communicating health and hygiene
messages to intended audiences — the book asks about the ways in which
ordinary, daily texts about public health and the urban environment have
contributed to the identification of dirt in the urban imaginaries of Lagosians over the decades. If the study necessarily depends on British colonial
archives as a historical starting point, it tries to problematize the information such archives yield by attempting to read them for African perspectives: Anglophone sources are scoured for instances of African praxis
and the presence of local opinions, and contrasted with African sources,
14
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wherever available, on the same topics from the period. In this way, the
book tries to honor the project called for by Andreas Huyssen, to develop
“deeper knowledge about the ways in which modernity has historically
evolved in the cities of the non-Western world, what urban constellations
and conflicts it has created there, and what such developments might mean
today for city cultures at large.”32
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1 un News Centre (April 5, 2012).
2 un News Centre (March 21, 2011).
3 See chapter 6 and the appendix for the multifarious conceptualizations of
dirt in Yoruba and Nigerian Pidgin.
4 See Barber (2017).
5 One of the most popular songs was “Ebola! Don’t Touch Your Friends,”
the theme tune from Malaria Ebola (2014; dir. Evans Orji), one of several
Nollywood movies about the virus. An American rap song, “Ebola (La La)”
by Rucka Rucka Ali, was especially popular in Nairobi, with its emphasis
on the racism of travel restrictions on black people, including “Don’t let the
Obamas on the plane.”
6 See Oloko (2018); Uwa (2018). The project researchers presented their work
at the workshop “Mediating Waste: Media and the Management of Waste
in Lagos,” held at the University of Lagos in March 2016, and Patrick
Oloko and John Uwa presented their research at the workshop “The Cultural Politics of Dirt in Africa,” held at Yale University in November 2016.
7 Interviews and fgd s numbered 7 to 44 were conducted and transcribed
by John Uwa; interviews and fgd s numbered 45 to 58 were conducted and
transcribed by Jane Nebe; interviews and fgd s numbered 59 to 121 were
conducted and transcribed by Olutoyosi Tokun. All other interviews and
fgd s were conducted and transcribed collectively by the team.
8 My presence, as we learned from the pilot study, distorted the dynamic of
discussions. See Newell et al. (2018).
9 We discuss the ethical and methodological challenges of a project of this
scope in a collective chapter in the Routledge International Handbook of Interdisciplinary Research Methods (Newell et al. 2018). Here, all nine members
of the Dirtpol project team discuss the challenges of having a British pi
subject to ethical screening by the European Research Council, over and
against the choices and decisions faced by the project team in local fieldwork contexts.
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1 uac 2/34/4/1/1 (January 9, 1925, 72).
2 uac 2/34/4/1/1 (January 9, 1925, 72).
3 uac 2/34/4/1/1 (January 9, 1925, 72). Knox’s accounts of his travels with his
employer, and Lever’s own journals, leave a great deal unsaid about the use
of forced labor in Lever Brothers’ Congo concessions, meticulously catalogued by Marchal (2008).
4 McClintock (1995); Burke (1996).
5 Pratt (1992).
6 Whitford ([1877] 1967, 86).
7 Whitford ([1877] 1967, 142).
8 uac 1/11/14/3/1b, 164.
9 uac 2/34/4/1/1 (February 18, 1925, 100).
10 uac 2/34/4/1/1 (January 9, 1925, 75).
11 uac 2/34/4/1/1 (January 17, 1925, 81).
12 uac 2/34/4/1/1 (January 17, 1925, 81 – 2).
13 uac 2/34/4/1/1 (September 29, 1924, 3; October 21, 1924, 23; November 23,
1924, 55; January 9, 1925, 72; January 21, 1925, 85).
14 Bataille ([1970] trans. 1985); Douglas ([1966] 2002); Kristeva (1982); V. Smith
(2007).
15 Douglas ([1966] 2002, 117 – 40).
16 Fardon (2016, 30).
17 Burke (1996); Allman and Tashjian (2000).
18 Here is what Liebig actually wrote: “The quantity of soap consumed by a
nation would be no inaccurate measure whereby to estimate its wealth and
civilization. . . . This consumption does not subserve sensual gratification,
nor depend upon fashion, but upon the feeling of the beauty, comfort, and
welfare, attendant upon cleanliness; and a regard to this feeling is coincident with wealth and civilization. . . . A want of cleanliness is equivalent to
insupportable misery and misfortune” (1843, 18).
19 lshtm Ross 82/24 (1901, 3).
20 These sanitary inspectors, or woléwolé, were greatly feared for their powers
to remove and destroy people’s possessions. See Uwa (2018).
21 Unofficial members were appointed by the governor.
22 Okere, Njoku, and Devish make the powerful argument that “all knowledge is first of all local knowledge” (2011).
23 Morris (2000, 453).
24 The Western fascination with dirt is amply illustrated by the fact that, in
the first two decades of the twenty-first century, more than twenty-five
books were published with “dirt,” or dirt-related terms in their titles, plus in
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2011 the Wellcome Institute in London held a major exhibition titled Dirt:
The Filthy Reality of Everyday Life.
Recent studies include Harris (2008), Brownell (2014), and two special issues of Social Dynamics on the “cultural politics of dirt in Africa” (2018).
For anthropology, see Douglas ([1966] 2002); Masquelier (2005); C. Smith
(2019). For visual cultures, see Förster (2014); Harrow (2013); Maarouf
(2018); Wagner-Lawlor (2018). For soap and cleanliness, see Allman and
Tashjian (2000); Burke (1996); Lewis (2012); McClintock (1995).
Wagner-Lawlor (2018); Förster (2014).
See Newell (2013).
See Stoler (2002); Burton (1998).
Economist Intelligence Unit (2017).
See Wim Wenders’s short film War in Peace (2011), part of the Chacun son
cinéma project. In one section, Wenders and his team film the audience in
a Congolese village as they watch Black Hawk Down in rapt silence (http://
www.veoh.com/watch/v20002583tTDYxgXt). I am indebted to Kathryn M.
Lachman for alerting me to this movie. For a recent study of audience responses and the methodological questions surrounding research into African audiences, see Saint (2018).
Huyssen (2008, 2).
1. European Insanitary Nuisances

1 Aderibigbe (1975); Mann (2007); Falola and Afolabi (2017); Whiteman
(2014); Lovejoy (2005).
2 Hopkins (1973).
3 Olukoju (2004); Falola and Heaton (2008). For studies of the “Saro” community of Brazilian and Cuban freed slaves who came to Lagos via Sierra
Leone, see Spitzer (1975).
4 Bigon (2005, 259).
5 Bigon (2005, 248).
6 lshtm, MacDonald 02/01 – 02a (n.d., 4).
7 Simpson (1909, 17); Ross 82/08 (September 15, 1902, 4).
8 pro co 592/7 (1911, 600; emphasis added). This pressure for sanitation was
not as starkly racialized as implied by these examples from the colonial
archives. As chapter 3 shows, from the 1880s onward, numerous educated
Africans petitioned the municipal authorities for sanitary improvements
to their towns. Town planning and hygiene are dominant themes in the
African-owned Anglophone press of colonial West Africa, and African
doctors played a critical role in improving urban sanitation (see, e.g., Adeoti
and Imuoh 2016).
9 See Mann (2007); Mabogunje (1968). The numbers of “non-official natives”
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