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“As a symbol of the victory of the Ashanti Empire 
over the British, two branches of the ‘kum’ 
tree were planted at some distance from each 
other by Osei Tutu, King of Asante. One of the 
branches adjusted well to the environment 
and took root in the new soil – ‘asi’ in Twi. This 
tree sprouted and bore fruit while the other 
languished. Osei Tutu built his capital at the site 
where the kum tree flourished: Kumasi, literally 
meaning “the soil under the tree”

ADARKWA, K. K., & POST J. (2001). The Fate of the Tree: Planning and Managing the 
Development of Kumasi, Ghana. Accra: Woeli.

This picture shows a room of an unfinished compound house, which is nevertheless 
occupied. The painting at the wall is a painting of the Kum tree, a very common tree in 
the forest zone around Kumasi. 
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PREFACE

WORKING AS A STRANGER, THE 
OBURONI IN KUMASI
OBURONI: TWI FOR WHITE MAN BUT OFTEN USED TO REFER TO FOREIGNERS IN 
GENERAL

One day I was walking with two friends in a 
neighbourhood near the place where I was 
staying in Kumasi. When some school children 
were passing, the two stopped and looked 
at each other whereupon one of them turned 
around and asked the youngest of the children 
why he is ‘bleaching’.1 The small boy froze, 
and mumbled that he does not know anything 
of that. So Kafui asked again: ‘Why are you 
bleaching, why do you use those creams? 
When the child, clearly in fear, stated that his 
mother applies the cream, Kafui insisted to 
receive the mothers phone number and called 
her at the spot: “Dear madam, you are speaking 
with doctor Kafui, considering your son” [Of 
course he is not a doctor but the  mother was 
impressed and very silent as she clearly feared 
the worst.] “Is my boy alright ?” “ Mum, why are 
you putting bleach on your son?! Bleach is very 
harmful, you should stop it immediately!” Not 
many more words were wasted on the matter 
and after he  hung up, Kafui told the little child  
never to  use bleach again and added a few 
threats and the rhetorical question why he thinks 
white is so much better than black. After the boy 
gave them a little nod, they let him leave and we 
continued our walk.

In Ghana, ‘someone’s business is everybody’s business’ 
is a rule with few exceptions. It is a basic principle 
that seems completely opposite to our social culture. 
When one is working with a Ghanaian city, it is one of 
the many cultural principles that define how the city 
functions. Whether you are familiar with this principle or 
not, therefore prescribes the way you look at that city. In 
this way, ‘someone’s business is everybody’s business’ 
illustrates one of the many reasons why a stranger will 
always see Kumasi differently than a person who is living 
in it or who is familiar to the context. 
I am such a stranger and this work is therefore the 
work of a stranger. It is certain that there are things 
that I did not grasp, things that I did not recognise. 
The way I looked at Kumasi is therefore different than 
how a Ghanaian would look at it. However, the eyes of 
a stranger can be a blessing and the inevitable gaps 
can perhaps provide insight for the eyes of the local. I 
hope therefore that this work is useful  to both readers, 
‘oburonis’ and Ghanaians.
 

WHY KUMASI?
This thesis was not the first encounter that I had with the 
city Kumasi. Two summers before the fieldwork in the 
autumn of 2011, I had already travelled to Ghana. In that 
time, I did an internship for two months at an architectural 
office in Kumasi. It was definitely not love at first sight and 
during that period, I was happy when it was weekend 
and we were able to leave the city. At first, I experienced 
Kumasi (and perhaps I am still experiencing it as such) 
as a boring city, a city with little extremes and a city where 
everything looks the same. Those two months, however, 
left a huge impression, not due to the city itself but due 
to the apparent unimportance of ‘urbanism’ in a city with 
about two million inhabitants. Kumasi seemed dominated 
by everything except its buildings. 
This first encounter was somehow an unprejudiced one. 
I was not in Kumasi to work with it. I had not searched 
for any background information. I can even say that 

I actually knew nothing about it, except for the list of 
tropical diseases that I was provided with.  I was a 
travelling student , who was using the internship more 
as an excuse than as a true purpose. Being a student is 
a temporary, but very particular, almost luxury, condition, 
because (this is probably a strong generalization, but it 
fits for me) a student has little attachments. As a student, 
it is possible to leave everything behind for some time 
without consequences at the point of return. My first time 
in Ghana was definitely within this precondition. This 
condition turns a student abroad somehow into a sponge 
that is able to soak the new environment. My former 
supervisor in Kumasi, Samuel Larbi,2 responded to this 
condition by stating: ‘Do not do the things you would do 
at home, travel, watch and listen, don’t think too much. 
There will be times that what you saw here will yield 
results’. He was correct. It is only when one is at home 
for some time that it is possible to somehow grasp the 
experience of a new city.
I could not know it at the moment, but those two months 
in Kumasi were the start of this thesis. I had no idea how 
it would turn out or even what I actually wanted to do. 
The remarkable history of Kumasi as the old Ashanti 
capital convinced me. My former, mister Larbi agreed to 
help me were he could and I was still in contact with the 
organisation with which I went to Ghana the first time. 
However, this time I was not a traveller. I had a purpose 
and the trip had consequences back home. Therefore, 
the way I experienced Kumasi was very different. It was 
somehow heavier. Ironically, I felt more as a stranger 
whereas I was in an other way much closer to Kumasi 
than the first time. In my opinion,  it is safe to say that it 
is the combination of both visits that shaped my view on 
Kumasi and therefore as well as this thesis. 

METHOD AND OBJECTIVE

As mentioned before,  I completed two months of 
fieldwork in Kumasi. This work was far from easy, 
especially because there was only a vague idea about 

1// Despite the common knowledge 
that it is harmful, bleaching of the skin 
is still frequently done. Most products 
use the word ‘toning’ nowadays as 
bleaching  product are officially no 
longer allowed.

2// Samuel Larbi is a former lecturer 
at the KNUST architecture department 
and has his own architectural office; 
Kobaku and associates. After graduating 
in Kumasi, as part of the first generation 
of architects in Ghana, he continued his 
studies at the Architectural Association 
School in London, spent some time 
in Germany whereupon he returned 
to Kumasi in the end of the 1960s to 
become a teacher. This thesis would 
not have been possible without him.
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Kumasi by focussing on what makes Kumasi unique. 
Until today, Kumasi has ,due to its history as the ancient 
capital of Asante, a very specific character. The Asante 
empire is one of the most documented pre-colonial 
African societies, but all research is orientated towards 
society, culture, etc. I tried to look at the aspects of this 
Asante society that are determining the conditions of the 
contemporary urban structure. 
This thesis is therefore an attempt to look at the spatial 
output of Kumasi as a unique, contemporary and historic 
city state. What defines Kumasi’s urban structure? What 
makes that structure different than other ‘typical African’ 
cities. In this way, the typical African problems, which of 
course appear in Kumasi as well, are not approached  by 
considering the typical problems as such, but by taking 
the unique opportunity as a start.
This is why I took Anloga as a case: the project of 
Anloga/Sokoban is a very typical project that intends 
to solve a problem, yet it does  not consider the unique 
provisions that made the ‘problem’ work, nor did it 
consider new opportunities for Anloga. If we do not want 
Anloga to become a generic slum, example of Kumasi as 
the typical African city, we should consider what is unique 
to Kumasi, look at what makes Kumasi work as a city and 
give that back to Anloga.

what I was actually looking for. (Before I left in November, 
the rough intension was to look at the typology of the 
compound house and the peri-urban condition of Kumasi 
trough the study of specific cases.) Although it was 
difficult, it was my second visit and I already knew a lot  
about the city. Furthermore, Kumasi is a rather safe city 
to walk trough and people are mostly eager to talk. The 
‘Someone’s business is everybody’s business’ rule also  
includes white girls who are walking around and taking 
pictures . Contacts of mister Larbi at the KNUST (Kwame 
Nkrumah University of Science and Technology) and 
at the KMA (Kumasi Metropolitan Assembly) were also 
helpful. 
During those two months I visited many places, rather 
than focussing on a few. Some places I visited on my 
own but many as well together with other students 
or contacts of Mr Larbi. I spoke to a huge variety of 
people; from woodworkers and school teachers to the 
manager of the railway office and planners of the KMA 
and of course Mr Larbi himself. Besides doing fieldwork, 
I also  studied theses made at the KNUST and I was 
able to acquire two publications of the faculty that were 
specifically dealing  with planning in Kumasi. As a result, 
I had  a large amount of information at my return, yet not 
any data, even not a map of Kumasi. Precise maps and 
basic data about Kumasi do not seem to exist. All maps 
and aerial views presented in this thesis are therefore 
based on the satellite pictures of Google.3 This two 
months of  fieldwork  were combined with a literature 
study. 
Before stating what I wanted to do in this thesis, I will first 
say what I tried not to do. For example, I attempted not to 
look at Kumasi trough a dominant colonial perspective. 
Clearly, it is without question that colonisation did 
influence Kumasi but I did not specifically focus on  
this matter. I also tried not to consider ‘modern and 
traditional’ aspects as contrastive or conflicting.  I rather 
suggest them to be both very contemporary. I also did 
not want to work with Kumasi as one of the problematic 
urban centres in sub-Saharan Africa, as has been too 
often the case in many studies.4 I neither made design 
proposals for Kumasi. 
The aim of this thesis is rather to provide a method to 
analyse an African Urban structure and to propose an 
assignment. This thesis wants to create an image of 

3// Google Earth is as well used by the 
official land institutions in Kumasi

4// Almost always, urban areas in 
sub-Saharan Africa are seen as highly 
problematic. See for example following 
book titles: Megacities. The politics 
of urban exclusion and violence in the 
global South, or African cities in crisis: 
managing rapid urban growth and many 
more.
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This map shows the places that were visited during the 
fieldwork that was executed for this thesis. This means as 
well that most pictures in this thesis were all taken in one 
of the following places or along the Accra road. 
When a specific place will be referred to in this thesis 
there will always be some explanation. However, this map 
is important to illustrate which part of Kumasi I saw and 
which parts I did not see.

A// Boankra: Place of the inland port project
B// Ejisu: Town on the border with Kumasi. Ejisu is part 
of Kumasi’s urban area but belongs administratively to 
another district. 
C// KNUST: Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and 
Technology. 
D// Bomso: Residential neighbourhood close to the 
university campus. Bomso was also the place of stay 
during the fieldwork.
E// Anloga: Migrant neighbourhood and until recently the 
location of a large wood industry cluster.
F// Aboabo: Poorest neighbourhood in Kumasi, bordered 
by the railway slums which is one of the few informal 
settlements of the city .
G// Fante New Town: Residential neighbourhood in the 
central area of Kumasi. At the other side of the Accra 
Road lies the satellite market Asafo.
H// Manhyia: Palace of the Asantehene
I// Kejetia: Location of the Central Market and the Kejetia 
Lorry Park
J// Sokoban: New site of the woodworkers village
K// Asago: Small village on the outskirts of Kumasi, about 
ten minutes walking from Sokoban.

MAP OF PLACES

//A

//D
//C

//E

//F
//G

//H

//I

//J //K

//B

GLOSSARY OF TWI WORDS

AKAN A West African people. The 
Akan consist of different tribes 
whose languages are mutually 
understandable. Asante is the most 
dominant among the Akan tribes and 
so is their language: Twi.

ASANTE Akan tribe which settled in the forest 
region around Kumasi in the 16th-
17th century. The word Asante is 
used to refer to the Asante people as 
well as to their culture.
The Asante people is formed by 
multiple clans or stools.

ASHANTI Different form of Asante. Used when 
referring to the territory, kingdom 
or region of Asante. For example: 
Ashanti Region, Ashanti Empire.

ASANTEMAN An historic West African state, based 
on trade, founded by the Asante in 
1701. Asanteman is mostly translated 
as Ashanti Empire or Confederacy. 
Today the Asanteman still exists 
as a constitutionally protected, 
sub-national traditional state in the 
Republic of Ghana. 

ASANTEHENE King of Asante and owner of the 
Golden Stool. 
To this very day the first thing new 
national leaders do on coming to 
power is travel to Kumasi and pay 
their respects to the Asantehene.

ABUSUÁ Mother’s lineage or the line of the 
womb. Abusuá is often translated as 
family but should not be confused 
with our European notion of family, 
which has no Twi equivalent. 
Sometimes as well used to refer to a 
clan or ethnic group.

SIKA ‘DWA The Golden Stool. Stools are 
traditional symbols of a chief’s 
leadership and they link people with 
land and the spiritual world. The 
caretaker of the stool becomes the 
leader of the stool members. The 
Golden Stool is particular as it is 
believed to house the spirit of the 
Asante people and it therefore unites 
all Asante stools.

OBURONI White man, used for non-African 
strangers in general. 

NANA Title for an office-holding person or 
royal. It is a title ‘you do not mess 
with!’



KUMASI, TYPICAL YET UNIQUE
INTRODUCTION
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THE ‘TYPICAL’ AFRICAN CITY

“There is a general consensus, not only 
among researchers, that African cities are in 
crisis, and that the crisis consists of failing 
services and inadequate local government 
structures, shortage of housing and jobs, 
severe environmental issues, widespread 
poverty and increasing inequalities. […] an 
urban crisis attributed to explosive growth, 
adverse economic circumstances and failures in 
government.” 1

When working with an African city it is impossible not 
to mention something about the impressive amount of 
prejudices that are related to the contemporary African 
cities. Two important aspects of that existing stigma 
concerning African urbanisms are the ideas of uniformity 
and crisis. Apparently, there is something as a typical 
African city and that city is an example of everything that 
can go wrong. 

Somehow, both ideas determine each other. When 
only looking at the general aspects of the African city, 
it is almost impossible not to just focus on the worst-
case scenarios. The many recurring themes such as 
informality, invisibility, colonial history, inequality, violence, 
pollution, environmental issues, weak governments 
and many more are focussing on problems because 
problems and conflicts are so easy to recognise and to, 
of course often wrongly, easy to generalise. So when 
trying to create an image of the typical African city, the 
narrative of crisis seems apparently the only option.
The fact that the notion of crisis is so dominant when 
regarding African cities should not only be seen as 
a result of the condition of those cities. It is as well a 
consequence of our idea of knowledge. 

“There is a troublesome issue regarding the role of 
knowledge in our own image of modern African societies. 
What do we need to think to know, in order to think we 
know about Africa? The answer seems to be that we need 
to know about problems. Those who understand the 
problems of the situation contend among themselves for 
the opportunity to respond.” 2 

This narrative of crisis , however, does not bear in 
mind that every African city is the background of many 
people’s daily life, even if that life belongs to a petty 
trader who is living in informal settlements. Without 
doubt, the life of that trader consists of a major amount 
of struggle but also a lot of  his daily life  cannot be 
understood by the notion of crisis, first of all because 
many aspects of any African city are not in crisis. The 
existing crises are as well much more complex than they 
seem. Things that seem similar at first sight, are rarely 
that similar when taking a closer look at them. Informal 
settlements, one of the main themes in African urbanism, 
have for example very different forms in different cities; 
Within Ghana, the difference between Accra and Kumasi 
is already remarkable. It is unnecessary to say that the 
difference between cities across the continent will surely 
be even more pronounced. If the informal settlement is 
however generalised as an aspect of the ‘typical’ African 
city,  then the unique differences which are often not 
falling under the notion of crisis and which are therefore 
the aspects that make the ‘slum’ endurable in daily life, 
are left out. In this way, an image is created that shows 
the most nightmarish conditions as blueprint of the 
‘typical’ African city.

To avoid the trap of the narrative of crisis, it should 
therefore be recognised that African cities are quite 
different from one another in patterns, processes, forms 
and functions; in short, that each of them is particular 
and unique in its urbanism. Looking at what makes one 
specific African context unique reveals more about the 
African city than the general focus that with its “worst-

case scenarios leaves the readers to abandon hope, and 
turn tail heading elsewhere.” 3  Abandoning hope would 
be a shame, as hope is perhaps the only ‘typical’ African 
bias which is not depressing.

However, considering each city unique is not the same 
as stating that there are no similarities at all; between 
African cities, but especially between cities across the 
world. The assumption that African cities (and cities in the 
‘developing’ world in general) are totally different, almost 
the opposite to cities in the developed world is as much a 
generalization as is stating that African cities are in crisis. 
Every city in Africa is an urban structure, in which people 
live, work, watch movies and football, dance, laugh 
and also cry. “As African societies urbanize, it becomes 

evident that they do so in ways that challenge prevailing 
theories and models of urban geography, sociology, 
anthropology, and planning. But these are just as surely 
cities in ‘a world of cities’.” 4

PICTURE TAKEN ALONG THE ABOABO RIVER, DECEMBER 2011

1// Tostensen, A. (2001). Associational 
life in African cities : popular responses 
to the urban crisis. Uppsala: Nordiska 
Afrikainstitutet. (p.10)

2// Chernoff, J. M. (2003). Hustling 
is not stealing : stories of an African 
bar girl. Chicago (Ill.): University of 
Chicago press. (p.19) 

A book that shows in a very remarkable 
way one specific life story and 
highlights many complexities of urban 
life in the context of Ghana

3// Myers, G. A. (2011). African cities : 
alternative visions of urban theory and 
practice. London: Zed. (p.6)

4// Ibid. (p. p.1) Opening of the book, 
actually an adaptation of Robinson 
(2004)
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CONTEXT
KUMASI, AN AFRICAN CITY

EXPLOSIVE POPULATION GROWTH

Kumasi has known an enormous explosion in 
growth over the last decades. Today, Kumasi has a 
population of about 2 million people. It is therefore 
the second biggest city in Ghana. With a grow rate 
of over 3,5 percent per annum, it is today growing 
much faster than the capital Accra. 

CLIMATE

The Ashanti region is located in a tropical forest 
zone. The city therefore knows heavy tropical 
rainfalls alternated with periods of drought. 
Deforestation, erosion and frequent floods are 
therefore important issues in Kumasi.
Kumasi is located above an increased soil water 
level. Many small rivers origin in the area around 
Kumasi. This makes water pollution, also of the 
subsoil water, a serious environmental problem. 

INFORMAL CITY

Petty trading and informal sector businesses form 
the base of Kumasi’s economy and they probably 
represent over 70 per cent of employment in 
Kumasi. Adaptation and the use of public space 
is therefore a very common feature in Kumasi. 
Hawking and street vending is present throughout 
the city. Small kiosks which house little shops, chop 
bars (places to eat), sewers, barbers and many 
more are an urban element of every street. 

CONGESTION, DISCONNECTION AND POLLUTION

Traffic congestion is a major issue in Kumasi. Even 
outside rush hour, it can take a long time to reach 
a nearby destination. This congestion coincides 
with a large amount of smog and air pollution, 
worsened by the bad condition of the old vehicle 
stock. Congestion , however, is not the only problem 
for (public) transport in Kumasi. Many roads are 
not paved or well maintained; certainly during 
the rain season, this creates inaccessibility and 
disconnection for certain areas of the city.

ECONOMIC NETWORK

Kumasi is often regarded as the commercial capital 
of Ghana, with its Kejetia market rivalling Onitsha 
in Nigeria as West Africa’s largest open-air market. 
Part of Kumasi’s relative prosperity derives from the 
timber forest of the surrounding region and natural 
resources such as gold, rubber, cacao and bauxite 
but it is also renowned for its local enterprise and 
artisan skills, particularly in the areas of furniture-
making and vehicle engineering, which serve 
clienteles from surrounding countries.

GATEWAY

Kumasi is situated on the border between the dry 
and poor north and the richer, more developed, 
south of Ghana. The city is therefore some kind of 
gateway, a city function which is confirmed by the 
road and railway network in Ghana. All important 
roads from different places in the south merge in 
Kumasi, and from this point, they diverge again and 
continue to the north. 

ASHANTI

Kumasi is the capital of an ancient West-African 
empire: Ashanti. At the peak of its power , This 
Empire occupied large parts of present day Ghana 
and Ivory Coast. Today, Kumasi still is the centre 
of the Ashanti culture. This culture still plays an 
important role in everyday life in Kumasi and also 
attracts many tourists. As the capital of the Ashanti 
region and with the Asantehene’s palace in the 
centre of the city, Kumasi has been a powerful 
alternative locus of political power to Accra and 
often a focus of political opposition. 

KUMASI AND THE ASHANTI REGION IN GHANA

SCHEME OF KUMASI

GHANA 

TAMALE

ACCRA

TAKORADI

KUMASI
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HISTORY
KUMASI, THE HISTORIC ASHANTI 
CAPITAL1

“Kumasi is a very special place for those who 
know it. In this gentle almost crime-free city, 
traditional and modern worlds coexist in a 
context which still retains cultural values and 
development practices different from urban 
trends elsewhere. It has been, in turn, the capital 
of a great empire, a colonial administrative 
centre, and a centre for cocoa-growing, timber 
processing and entrepreneurship at all levels. 
While its role as Ghana’s second city and the 
market centre for the north is unrivalled, its 
potential importance in the wider world lies in 
its rich and distinctive cultural heritage and the 
ingenuity of its craftsmen and light engineering 
artisans.” 2

Kumasi was founded in the late 17th century, on the 
crossroads of the Trans-Saharan trade routes by the 
Asantehene Osei Tutu. The town functioned as the 
political capital of the historic Greater Asante Union, also 
referred to as Asanteman (Twi) or Ashanti Empire. 
Due to its strategic location, the Ashanti Empire was able 
to control the trade between the coast and savannah. 
The growing wealth of the Ashanti Empire stimulated 
the richness of the ancient Ashanti culture and the 
town Kumasi. By 1817, the urban area of Kumasi 
covered a relatively dense area of just two square 
kilometers with a resident population of almost 10 000 
persons  and another 100 000 or more in the peripheral 
villages.3 The political structure of the Union was based 
on a decentralised structure and a strong sense of 
negotiating. The successful maintenance of this complex 
polity required the deployment of a range of strong 
ceremonial traditions, frequent festivals, domestic norms, 
cultural artefacts and regalia, many of which survived to 
this day (and have served to ensure continued obeisance 

to the traditional authorities). The influence of Ashanti 
on other Akan tribes in southern Ghana was enormous 
and today, many of them still model their ceremonial 
practices, funerals and institutional symbols on ideas 
originated in ancient Kumasi.
During the 19th century, despite its growing power and 
wealth, the Asante monarchy felt threatened by the rising 
British colonial power at the coast. In promotion of the 
Asante hegemony, the Asantehene’s rule became more 
oppressive and the Asante gave even more attention 
than they already used to do to ceremonials and 
institutional symbolism. An additional measure to protect 
the kingdom’s culture was the introduction of strict 
control on the number of migrant settlers – especially 
those of non-Akan origin.
The 19th century became an era of Anglo-Ashanti Wars. 
The Ashanti impressively defeated the British Empire 
in some of these wars but in 1896, the British finally 
conquered Asante, which was weakened due to a 
decade of civil war, and razed the town Kumasi to repress 
all remaining dissent. It was, however, not the razing 
of the town as such that repressed revolt, it was the 
arrest of the Asantehene and its exile to the Seychelles. 
“For an Empire founded on supernatural tenets, whose 
fortunes were perceived to be controlled by the spirits 
of its incumbent and interred kings, the disruption of its 
advancement could hardly have been more drastic.” 4

During the first decades of the 20the century, the town 
Kumasi transformed drastically, or better, it was rebuilt 
dramatically differently. Due to the geographical location 
of Kumasi (between the dry ‘uninteresting’ north and the 
south rich in natural resources), the British developed the 
town as a sub- regional wholesaling centre for cattle and 
sheep from the north and western goods that came from 
overseas. Kumasi became the top of a triangular road 
and rail system and the gateway to the north. The Central 
Market developed on the site where it still operates today. 
This role of wholesale centre fit the old function of trading 
centre of ancient Kumasi. Hitherto, however,  most of 

the foodstuffs that were found in the city’s market were 
produced and sold by the local farmers. By 1920, foreign 
traders (many of non-Akan and Islamitic origin who had 
previously been prevented from settling in Kumasi) joined 
in the distribution of food commodities. This immigration 
resulted in a huge change of the urban structure as, due 
to the immigrant policies of the British, these traders 
settled in Kumasi’s central area. 
An interesting feature of the colonial era, with far reaching 
consequences, was Britain’s strategy of indirect rule and 
its decision to restore the political structure and land 
ownership of Kumasi in its traditional form. In 1924, the 
Asantehene returned from exile and in 1936, the Asante 
Confederacy was restored and the palace rebuilt. 5   
What made Kumasi grow exponentially in the second 
quarter of the century was not just its function as a 
sub-regional wholesale centre. The flourishing period 
was mainly a result of the production of cocoa and 
timber products. The accessibility of Kumasi (due to the 
infrastructural improvements effected by the colonial 
government), combined with the restoration of the Asante 
confederacy in 1936, reinforced Kumasi’s cultural and 
religious importance and made it an attractive city for the 
wealthy Ghanaian sub-élite to invest in. Specially Asante 
wanted a place in Kumasi  in order to be able to attend 
the Ashanti festivals, but also as a symbol of belonging 
to the ancient capital. Almost all multi-storey compound 
houses were built during this period. 
In many ways, Kumasi was as well favoured by the British 
during the colonial period. It was for example allowed to 
start up manufacture enterprises in the city, which was 
forbidden in Accra. Following world war II, the British 
began a process of development planning based on a 
1945 plan for Kumasi drawn by Maxwell Fry and Jane 
Drew. This plan envisioned, and therefore gave Kumasi 
its nickname, the ‘Garden City of West Africa’. The plan 
proposed “a central area ringed by low-density suburbs 
for war veterans and the growing literate and skilled local 
population, whose efforts were essential to the running 
of the colony. An industrial area was planned stretching 
south from the centre along the Takoradi railway line. The 
built-up area was to be penetrated by green spaces along 
the many shallow river valleys.” 6 
All of this, the reinstatement of the Asantehene and the 
major town planning investments, restored the pride and 

cultural dignity of Kumasi. At the time of independence  
Kumasi was, although not the capital, thé city of 
Ghana. People who knew Kumasi at that time describe 
it as an attractive city whose cultural centre assumed 
national importance with routinely hosted ceremonials 
and festivals. The Nana Asantehene was once again 
a very important personality and presided over the 
National House of Chiefs. However, the period after the 
independence, Accra was promoted as the national 
centre at the expense of Kumasi. Moreover, the strong 
ancient Ashanti state was a threat to the hegemony of the 
new nation. Quite correctly, the new national government 
saw Kumasi as the centre of oppositional political activity. 
The new government therefore constantly tried to balance 
the role of Kumasi while at the same time suppress the 
desire of the Asante to become an independent state. 
Paradoxically, the very strong and symbolic Asante 
culture was actually used to create unity and therefore 
promoted as the uniform national culture, sweeping out 
existing differences. 7

In 1964, a new city plan was made, similar to the one of 
1945. “The 1964 development plan set the framework for 
the modern city with a ring road around the existing built 
up area and plans to extend out around and beyond the 
many villages close to the city. The extensive campus 
of the (Kwame Nkrumah) University of Science and 
Technology, other tertiary education institutions, barracks, 
airport, and reservoir catchment areas are also delineated 
in the new plan. However, its provisions imply a level of 
control over development which the city authorities have 
never possessed, partly because of underfunding, but 
mainly because land allocation remains under the control 
of the Asantehene through dozens of sub-chiefs.” 8 The 
plan, although never followed, remained the base that 
was used by the planning units in Kumasi until 2007, 
when a new plan (better scheme) was drawn.

In 1966 a coup d’etat removed Kwame Nkrumah as 
president of Ghana. In the following decades, Ghana was 
unstable and different military regimes followed on each 
other. Kumasi deteriorated due to the various economical 
crises in this period, but the Asantehene and chiefs 
created some sort of continuity and were the true rulers 
of Kumasi. Most of the military regimes did not attempt 

1// Following books are useful when 
interested in the history of Ashanti:

McCaskie, T. C. (1995). State and 
society in pre-colonial Asante. 
Cambridge: Cambridge university 
press.

Adarkwa, K. K., & Post, J. (2001). The 
Fate of the Tree: Planning and Managing 
the Development of Kumasi, Ghana. 
Accra: Woeli.

Wilks, I. (1995). Forests of gold : 
essays on the Akan and the Kingdom of 
Asante. Athens (Ohio): Ohio university 
press.

2// Korboe D. (1995). City Profile 
Kumasi. Cities, 12(4), 7.

3// Almost all of them office holders 
(nana), military or working for office 
holders or the palace

4// Adarkwa, K. K. (2011). Future of the 
Tree: University Printing Press KNUST, 
Kumasi, (p.37)

5// This would at independence give 
huge arguments between the traditional 
elite and the new educated class, who 
considered the power of the Asantehene 
unreasonable and stronger than it was 
before colonisation. The Asantehene’s 
power used to be based on negotiation 
rather than absolute authority. 

6// Adarkwa, K. K., & Post, J. (2001). 
The Fate of the Tree: Planning and 
Managing the Development of Kumasi, 
Ghana. (p.45)

7// More on this matter in: Hess, J. 
B. (2006). Art and architecture in 
postcolonial Africa. Jefferson, N.C.: 
McFarland & Co.

8// Korboe, D. (1995). City Profile 
Kumasi. Cities, 12(4), 7.
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PICTURE  OF THE  STAFF OF A CHIEF AT THE AKWASIDAE FESTIVAL, HELD EVERY 42 DAYS IN 
HONOUR OF THE ASANTEHENE. 
PICTURE TAKEN BY WILLEMIEN JONGEMANN

to interfere with the Asantehene as they did not want the 
Asante as an opposition, and left Kumasi on its own,. 

Due to this, Kumasi Kumasi knew a unique situation 
during the period between the independence and 
the 1980s, a period when most developing countries 
exhibited a large degree of state control and ownership 
of assets and means of production. The situation in 
Kumasi was rather different, Aside from some large state 
enterprises, most of the means of production were in 
private hands, including the numerous timber-processing 
establishments, manufacturers of cultural merchandise 
and the large auto-repair industry: light industries which 
exists until today.9 This dominant role of the private sector 
and lack of government control in combination with a 
very poor economy also resulted in the development of 
a huge black market. During the 1970s -1980s Kumasi’s 
market traders, the mammies, played a prominent role 
in this Kalabule.10 It was a large black market on an 
international scale and it gave Kumasi a rather notorious 
reputation, which still has not completely worn off.  
Over the last decade, Kumasi has known an extreme 
urban explosion, similar to other urban areas in Africa. 
This extreme growth is the last chapter of an extreme 
century. Kumasi has known many faces over the past 
hundred years, yet some aspects of the city have been 
remarkably stable. Kumasi still functions as a trading 
centre. The Asantehene and chiefs are still the rulers of 
Kumasi and despite all the changes, the Asante still see 
Kumasi as the capital of the historic Asante Empire. 

CONTEMPORARY TRADITIONAL

The notion of tradition is very important in Kumasi 
because it is almost the city’s brand. Kumasi is seen 
by most Ghanaians as a very traditional city, almost 
strangled by its own history: a city that stands still and 
where nothing happens. Of course, they are partly 
correct. Tradition is very strong in Kumasi, certainly when 
compared to the ‘modern’ Accra.  Indeed, no large 
projects have been initiated in Kumasi for the past forty 
years and the city centre has remained almost identical 
since independence. There are no Western shopping 
malls, there is no Central Business District; Kumasi 
has only a glorious palace of its ‘traditional’ king. There 

is, however, no such thing as standing still. In a city or 
society, there is always something going on. Everything 
that seems not to change, actually is with (mostly) much 
effort maintained or adapted to the ‘modern’ times. 
Tradition in Kumasi is therefore not the same as history, it 
is as contemporary as is the modern. 
 “The ‘mirage-like’ dichotomy of ‘modern’ and ‘traditional’. 
‘Mirage-like’, because it is there: people refer to it. They 
label rules and regulations and pigeon-hole principles 
accordingly. Legislation sometimes sanctions two realms, 
both of which are inhabited by political figures who 
declare themselves ‘traditional’ or ‘modern’. On the other 
hand, however, while traditional’ rules and institutions 
may be historical, their histories are often more recent 
than they pretend and, more to the point, they are as 
contemporary as ‘modern’ rules and institutions.” 11  
This idea of tradition as something contemporary will be 
used throughout this thesis. Traditional forms of authority, 
traditional social structures, traditional culture are 
experienced and executed by people today. The notion of 
tradition therefore shows us rather the contemporary city 
than the historic one.

“Take dynamism for granted, above all it is about 
change.” 12

9// These light industrial activities 
are concentrated in Suame Magazine 
(auto-repair) and the woodworkers 
village (until 2010 in Anloga, now in 
Sokoban)

10// The origin of the term ‘kalabule’ 
is uncertain but it could be an Akan 
corruption of the Hausa term ‘kere 
kabure,’ ‘keep it quiet.’

11// Lund, C. (2010). Local politics 
and the dynamics of property in Africa. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press. (p. 18)

12// Adapted from: Juul, K. (2002). 
Negotiating property in Africa. 
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. (p. xii)
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FRAMEWORK OF ANALYSIS
KUMASI, A UNIQUE AFRICAN CITY

In this thesis there will be focussed on what makes the 
city Kumasi unique. This focus is a choice and only one 
point of view. It stresses certain issues more than others. 
It is of course not possible to study an urban structure 
without emphasizing. Taking uniqueness as a starting 
point  however allows to provide a certain degree of 
nuance as it also helps to understand what is at first sight 
seen as similar.
When trying to look at what makes Kumasi unique, 
different than the average ‘African’ city, Kumasi’s history 
as the Ashanti capital definitely plays an important 
role, because it is the survival of that history in different 
‘traditional’ elements that defines contemporary Kumasi. 
Three things are extremely particular and will be used 
as the base for the mapping of the city. The first of these 
aspects considers the land tenure system and the notion 
of family property. Land tenure in Kumasi is still based 
on ‘traditional’ customs and all lands are owned by 
chiefs. The second aspect is the political structure of the 
existing Ashanti Confederacy to date, which is a Union 
based on autonomous chiefdoms. The last is the location 
of Kumasi on the crossing of, still extremely important, 
historic trade routes. This function of trading centre is 
combined with the historic, and highly symbolic, role of 
Kumasi as the political and cultural centre of Asante. 
Each of these ‘traditions’ have their own translation in 
the urban structure of Kumasi. Although they start on 
different levels, All three of them seem to define the city 
as a whole. Firstly, the land tenure and property traditions 
have their impact on the scale of the house. It generates 
a specific housing type which dominates Kumasi and 
therefore functions as the basic module of the city. The 
decentralised political structure of chiefdoms  on the 
other hand, is related to the scale of the neighbourhood. 
Due to these chiefdoms Kumasi grew out of an 
conglomerate of centralities, nuclei, rather than from its 
centre. Thirdly, The function of Kumasi as a centre, works, 
in comparison to the previous two aspects, on a scale 
that is much larger than the city itself. The market and the 
palace of the Asantehene define Kumasi’s relations to 

other countries, cities and its own Ashanti Region. These 
relations come with a system of radials, embodying the 
connections. 
These three aspects, the module, nuclei and radials, are 
related to one another and it is their combination that 
shows the nature of the urban structure of Kumasi. They 
will therefore be used as keys in the following mapping of 
Kumasi. In three different chapters, these three keys will 
alternately play the leading part. The keys will be used 
to look at Kumasi in three different views. Each chapter 
will start by presenting a historical perspective on the 
city, related to the respective key . This historical view will 
be followed by the contemporary characteristics of the 
module, nuclei or radials respectively. 
Each of these keys stand, however, not on their own 
They are supplemented with an essential opponent 
or counterpart. When a module is discussed, the area 
not covered by the module, the negative space, is as 
important as the module itself. Similarly, it is impossible 
to speak about nuclei without considering the area in 
between the different centralities. This area used to 
be covered by forest and is referred to as the bush. 
Analogously, the system of radials is equally defined by 
the radials themselves as by their crossing, the knot. 
These counterparts will be discussed at the end of each 
chapter. The counterparts tell something about the 
presented key and more important; they put questions to 
their future and so to the future of Kumasi.
 The last part of this thesis is dedicated to the use of  
the mapping keys in a specific case: Anloga. Anloga is 
an exceptional neighbourhood in Kumasi and a current 
subject of city transformation. Yet, it is only possible to 
understand Anloga when considering it part of Kumasi 
and by looking at the neighbourhood’s use of the 
module, nuclei and radials. The case Anloga therefore 
illustrates the relevance of the keys, which are actually all 
a result of ‘tradition’ in contemporary city development 
and which illustrate each the uniqueness of Kumasi.

MAPPING KEY MODULE NUCLEI RADIALS

ASANTE CONTEXT
The Golden Stool

land tenure & family property

Asanteman

a conglomerate of chiefdoms

Manhyia & Kejetia

the palace & the market

URBAN REFERENCE House Village Roads

COUNTERPART Negative Space Bush Knot

FIELD OF ACTION Space Society Economy
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GOOGLE EARTH
WORKING WITHOUT DATA

There are few maps existing of Kumasi and those which 
exist are not detailed and often extremely outdated. The 
maps that are available for planners are at the scale 
of neighbourhoods, incorrect and not digitalised. As a 
result even planners at the town and country planning 
department in Kumasi use Google Earth as the most 
reliable source available. In this thesis the satellite 
pictures of Google are as well used as base for the 
provided maps and schemes. Those satellite picture are 
however not very sharp and at least five years old (most 
likely almost ten). Nevertheless they form a source of 
data which is otherwise impossible to acquire.
The picture at the right is the overview of Kumasi, the 
picture at the right is that same overview yet in black 
and white. The latter is used as first layer of the schemes 
illustrating the module, nuclei and radials on city level.



MAPPING OF AN URBAN STRUCTURE
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Kumasi has a very specific communal tenure and 
family property system, inherited from the historic 
Asante Empire, which successfully survived. This 
system, or better the conditions it creates, are 
spatially rendered by the compound house. 

This communal housing typology functions as a 
module which organizes the city. Apart from defining  
the urban space and the way it is used, the compound 
house is also a module in the social structure of the 
city. Initially the compound house functioned as an 
extended family house. Today it should be defined 
rather as a hostel for the poor. The typology strength 
of the building however remained. The social network 
embedded in the compound typology and the ease 
in which the structure adapts make it a successful 
reception for the urban poor. The module therefore 
explains why Kumasi is, although a poor ‘African 
city’, almost slum and crime free.

However, not all spaces are defined by the module. 
On the one hand, there is the open space in between 
the module. On the other hand, when the determining 
conditions change or are absent, the module even 
does not occur. This is apparent in the voids of the 
city and as well in the new prominence of the villa. 

The voids are the places which are no stool land, or 
have no value as such, and are therefore not covered 
by the communal tenure system. These places show 
what the module is actually hiding (slum conditions 
as the module is at the limits of its capacity) or cannot 
carry (space for urban agriculture, refuge sites and 
informal industry). 

THE MODULE

NEGATIVE SPACE

The word negative refers to the term used in 
photography. The negative space is therefore the 
area which is not organised by the module. When 
cutting the surface covered by compound houses 
out of an aerial view, the negative space is what is 
left. 

The villa puts questions to the possible future of the 
module. The family structure and the housing demand 
are changing. The middle class no longer builds 
compound houses. Although their villas take over 
some of the principles, they are creating suburbs. 
Architects and planners on the other hand look at the 
compound house as a means to house the urban 
poor, they take over the form of the module, but the 
embedded tenure and property system is not that 
easy to recreate.
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HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE
THE GOLDEN STOOL & ASANTE 
PROPERTY

“The distinct thing about Kumasi is how the city 
and Ashanti region as a whole is administered. 
The tradition is very strong in Kumasi and 
everybody wonders whether it is the government 
or the king who is ruling Kumasi and the entire 
region. The Asantehene has a very big influence, 
not just on the land but on the people too.” 1  
Kumasi has a very specific land tenure and property 
system. Three different aspects of this system are 
enormously important as they define the city. The first 
aspect is the Golden Stool. In Kumasi, lands are not 
owned by the state or by individuals but by an institution 
inherited from the historic Asante Empire: the Golden 
Stool. The second aspect considers the notion of 
family property. The ownership of property may be held 
exclusively by an individual but more often property in 
Asante “is subject to claims by a number of people whose 
relationship to one another fall under the broad heading of 
family ties”.2 These first two aspects are construed in the 
following pages. 
The third aspect is a particular one. In Kumasi, there 
seems to be a standard plot size of about 30 by 30m, 
but there is little to find about this plot size rule’s 
origin.3 This plot size relation to the module is however 
impressive, as will be evident in the next chapter about 
the characteristics of the module.

THE STRUGGLE FOR AUTHORITY

Struggles over land, maybe especially in contemporary 
Africa,  are rarely just struggles over an economically 
valuable resource. Likewise, in Kumasi, these land 
struggles actually represent struggles over wealth, power 
and knowledge. It is not just about who should get 
access to a particular tract of land. It is rather about who 
should decide how land is to be allocated and used.4 
Especially in the case of Kumasi, this is an interesting 

point to start, as the struggle about who should make 
decisions concerning land issues is a very topical 
subject. 

In Kumasi, land is not owned by the state or by 
individuals, but by stools.5 These stools are symbols of 
chieftain’s authority. They symbolise the relation between 
the clan and its leader, but also its stoolland. The stools 
represent allodial rights and it are therefore the chiefs 
who possess the stools, who have absolute ownership 
over the stoolland. The respect for the chiefs and the 
stools is high, They do not just control land issues. They 
also represent the ancestors of the clan. The notion of 
stools is not uniquely reserved to Kumasi, but is common 
in many Akan tribes. However, in Kumasi, these stools 
are embedded in a hierarchic structure, centred on the 
Golden Stool. All stools and stoolland of Kumasi and 
the Ashanti region are united by this Golden Stool and 
by its king, the Asantehene. The symbolic meaning of 
the Golden Stool is huge, as it is believed to house the 
spirit of the Asante nation—living, dead and yet to be 
born.6 However, The Asantehene is absolutely not only 
symbolic. As owner of the Golden Stool, he actually has, 
through the political structure of chiefs,  the absolute 
ownership of all land of Kumasi and the entire Ashanti 
region. 
In Kumasi, the stools are therefore no independent 
clans. They are united in one large structure and are 
presented by one figure. In This way, the tradition of 
stools stands much stronger in Kumasi than elsewhere 
in Ghana, especially in other urban areas. Moreover, the 
Asantehene and the Golden Stool form a strong political 
opposition that constantly competes with the ‘official’, or 
better the national, political structure.
Since the British gained the victory over the Asante, in 
1896, the struggle between the consecutive ‘national 
authorities’ and the authority of the Golden Stool exists.  
Initially, in 1896, the Asantehene was exiled to the 
Seychelles. During the first period of colonization, the 

British had therefore silenced the Golden Stool’s authority 
and its control over land, or at least they did in the area 
which is now the centre of Kumasi. The British could 
never truly overthrew the Asantes as they could never 
lay hand on the Golden Stool. When the British governor 
demanded the Asantes to turn over the Golden Stool, 
the Ashanti started their last war against British rule, 
which ended in 1901 with the Asantes maintaining their 
de facto independence. Even though the Ashanti region 
was annexed into the British Empire, the Asante ruled 
themselves with little reference to the colonial power. The 
British had only control over the, initially very small, city 
Kumasi. 
In 1924, the Asantehene returned to Kumasi, as part of 
the British indirect rule strategy. The return of the king 
recovered the role of Kumasi as the centre of Ashanti 
and therefore strengthened the position of the British. 
The return of the King was not just symbolic because 
the entire political system of the Ashanti Confederacy 
was restored during the following decade and the land 
ownership returned to the Golden Stool.7 By the end of 
the British reign, the Asantehene was therefore once 
again a very important personality who was presiding 
over the National House of Chiefs. 
However, during the 1950s there raised a huge quarrel 
between the traditional authorities and the educated 
new elite. The latter had the opinion that the traditional 
authorities were requiring more power than they used 
to have in the Asante culture, especially concerning 
land issues. At the eve of independence, this quarrel 
resulted at the national level in the duel between the 
United Party (UP) based in Kumasi and the Nkrumah’s 
Convention People’s Party (CPP). This duel was so 
strong that civil war seemed imminent, with Asante even 
shouting for their own independent state.8  Once the CPP 
won the elections, the first president, Kwame Nkrumah, 
took various measures to stifle the opposition, driving 
many politically active Asantes into exile. Furthermore, 
Nkrumah attempted to reduce the power and influence 
of the Asantehene and other chiefs by taking away their 
control over land. But he underestimated the depth of 
loyalty to the traditional system of chieftaincy-based 
local government. This deep loyalty to the Golden Stool 
prevented Nkrumah from achieving, more than token, 

success and the strong opposition in Kumasi would 
eventually make his government fall in 1966.9 
The two following decades, different military regimes 
succeeded each other. This strengthened the role of the 
Asantehene because the Golden Stool, as opposed to 
the national politics, proved to be continuous. Moreover, 
the support of the Ashanti region was necessary for 
the military regimes. At least the regimes were never 
strong enough to deal with two different oppositions and 
therefore did not want to provoke the Asantes. So, during 
the 1970s and 1980, Kumasi was left on its own without 
considerable state control. In This way, the Asantehene 
and chiefs were able to rebuild their authority that had 
been under attack around independence.10 The Ashanti 
region was ruled by the same political institution, as was 
the historic Ashanti Confederacy.

In the 1990s however, Jerry John Rawlings11 reinitiated 
the struggle for authority in Kumasi. In 1993, Rawlings 
launched the decentralisation of the state structure on 
the pretext of: ‘Bringing the government to the people’. 
Decentralisation had been a topic of discussion in African 
politics since the 1950s, but the ‘problematic’ political 
situation at the beginning of the 1990s brought it back 
on the agenda and made decentralisation the standard 
problem solver.12 Generally, decentralisation is seen as 
a way of improving urban management by reducing the 
size and power of the central state and improving the 
accountability of development planning and participation 
at the local level. Or differently said, it brings the battle 
between ‘traditional’ authorities and the state at the local 
level. 
The irony of the decentralised government structure 
in Kumasi is that, while it tries to get a handle on the 
customary institutions, it actually gave them a legal 
framework. The principle of chiefs as absolute owners 
of the land is secured by law especially because all land 
transactions are to be approved of by the Asantehene. 
This legal framework was designed with the intension 
to restrict the level of power of the ‘traditional’ system 
and in this way to define the role of the local government 
which was of course supposed to be the power to decide 
over land issues. However, the local government in 
Kumasi is simply not respected and often experienced 
as unnecessary when it comes to land administration. 

1// Response of a friend, Amoabeng 
Odoom, to the question what he thinks 
about Kumasi.

2// Juul, K., (2002). Negotiating 
property in Africa. Portsmouth, NH: 
Heinemann. (p.110)

3// 30 by 30m is as well 100 by 
100 feet and therefore seems to be a 
colonial rule. Perhaps the British took 
the size of an average compound house 
as  a guideline, but this is just my own 
interpretation. The city plans of 1945 
and 1963 envisioned both a garden 
city, and did impose minimum plot 
sizes (but  they say nothing about 30 
by 30m).

4// Juul, K.,(2002). Negotiating 
property in Africa.  (p.108)

5// There are only two major 
exceptions. The first is the land within 
one mile radius of the Kumasi fort 
which is held in trust by the Head 
of State for the Golden Stool. This 
arrangement thus gives the legal 
interest to the government while the 
Golden Stool keeps the beneficiary 
interest. The second exception are the 
lands, 100 feet each side of the major 
roads and railway line crossing Kumasi 
which are owned by the government. 
All other lands used by the government 
are leases and the stools therefore still 
have absolute ownership.

6// McCaskie, T. C. (1995). State 
and society in pre-colonial Asante. 
Cambridge: Cambridge university 
press.

7// The Land and Native Rights 
Ordinance of 1936 even imposed 
the decentralised political structure 
of chiefs existing in Ashanti on the 
whole of the Gold Coast, resulting in 

‘inventing’ chiefs for non-Akan tribes. 
Indirect rule froze the ‘traditional 
authority’ and property rights, 
something which was even in Asante 
not evident. Furthermore did indirect 
rule work with ethnic borders and it was 
therefore based on the distinct between 
first-comers or natives and strangers. 
Indirect rule therefore enforced the 
Golden Stool and the idea of an Ashanti 
region. 

8// Hess, J. B. (2006). Art and 
architecture in postcolonial Africa. 
Jefferson, N.C.: McFarland & Co. 

At independence the Ashanti somehow 
lost their independent role and the 
region was subsumed into the newly 
created Ghana. Most Asantes did 
however not identify themselves with 
the new Nation and especially not with 
the capital Accra.

9// Adarkwa, K. K. (2011). Future of the 
Tree - Towards growth and development 
of Kumasi: University Printing Press 
KNUST, Kumasi.

10// During these ‘black decades’, 
Kumasi became the centre of an 
international black market with the 
mammies (trading women) as most 
important players. It was as well a 
period in which the urban structure, 
due to the lack of government interest, 
did not change and paradoxically, due 
to this lack of change, the 1970s and 
1980s define Kumasi the most.

11// Jerry John Rawlings ruled 
Ghana as a military dictator in 1979 
and from 1981 to 1992 and became 
later the first elected president of the 
Fourth Republic from 1993 to 2001. 
Explaining the impact of his rule on 
Ghana would be too complex for this 
thesis.

12// Decentralisation is not just 
a Ghanaian phenomenon, it was 
promoted all over the continent. But 
Ghana has been the ‘success’ story, 
due to intensive post colonial politics.  
See: ‘The US democratic experiment 
in Ghana’ by Julie Hearn in ‘Africa in 
Crisis: New challenges and possibilities’
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The local level is the area of the chiefs, for whom there 
is huge respect and loyalty. This respect is related to the 
spiritual meaning of the stool. Which makes the chiefs 
favourites in any kind of competition with the government. 
Another contributing factor that makes chieftaincy 
stronger is the inability of the government to fully fund 
or provide a strong local structure, which is therefore 
dependent on an alliance with the Chiefs. Consequently, 
the chiefs, quite ironically, are supposed to fund the 
district assemblies with a percentage on the wages they 
receive on land leases.
The decentralisation paradox is also shown in a more 
recent attempt to reinforce the decentralised structure: 
the Land Administration Program (LAP) that started in 
2007.13 The LAP is a huge project that tries to regularize 
the land tenure. This project was launched to decrease 
the formal role of the chiefs by setting up customary 
land secretariats, at the same level of the stool. These 
customary land secretariats have to regularize all 
customary land transactions. Or in other words, the 
government tries to minimise the role of the stool to ‘just’ 
ownership, while the state itself would become the one to 
decide over land allocations and land use. However, the 
LAP, contradictorily, resulted in a rise of ‘traditionalism’ 
and particularly, a growing extensively involvement of 
chiefs in the formal administration. The majority of the 
people working at the customary land secretariats are 
Nana14 and loyal to the system of chieftaincy-based 
local government. So it seems unlikely the LAP will 
end the lack of power the local government and Town 
and Country Planning Department encounters today. 
Nevertheless, the LAP, and previous decentralisation 
efforts, certainly influenced chieftaincy. “By restricting 
the formal authority of the chiefs to matters of chiefly 
succession and protocol, and making their role in 
local government informal and voluntary, the Ghanaian 
state has reactivated some of the debates over chiefly 
accountability which colonial officials worked so hard to 
resolve.”15 This debate about accountability of the chiefs 
did not only stimulate ‘traditionalism’, it also created 
the opposite. Especially the more educated youth has 
doubts about the present-day role of the chief, even when 
they are Asante.

In short, until today, stools hold the allodial title to land 
in Kumasi. Land is therefore not for sale, but can be 
acquired as a lease from one of the chiefs. All these 
leases have to be approved by the Asantehene. If on the 
leased plot a new building is construed, this has to be 
approved by the Town and Country Planning Department 
as well. The latter is however often ignored. 
The Golden Stool is more than traditional. It is a 
contemporary structure. The institution evolved through 
time16 and it is sensible for changes, especially changes 
in how people accept the stool’s authority. To this day, 
the Golden Stool wins the struggle. It are the chiefs 
who decide. How much longer the Golden Stool and 
its system of decentralised stools will survive in its 
contemporary form cannot be predicted. It can, however, 
be said that it will be there for at least a while because: 
‘Kumasi is Asante!’17 and the Golden Stool is part of 
Asante’s identity.

FAMILY PROPERTY

The notion of property is extremely important because it 
defines people’s behaviour in every day life. Property is, 
however, something very complex and the meaning of it 
is in many cultures, including Asante, different than our 
Western notion of it. In the Asante culture, property is not 
regarded strictly individual, but as belonging to the family. 
Property can therefore be claimed by many people at 
once. The- in western eyes- owner of the property rather 
has  the role of a trustee. He takes care of the property 
in benefit of the family instead of treating it as individual 
property. 
Family membership in Asante and other Akan tribes is 
predicated on descent and reckoned matrilineally. People 
inherit from their mother’s kin. This means  that, normally, 
a man’s wife and children are not entitled to a share 
of his estate.18 Women are succeeded by their sisters 
or ‘daughters’, referring as well to a woman’s sister 
daughters and granddaughters as her own. The Akan 
family, Abusuá, consists therefore of all people who go 
back to the same mother, generating a huge ‘extended 
family’. But a family is more than just a lineal descent 
group. Family ties are also acquired through marriage, 
adoption, fostering and even servitude.19 On the other 

hand, even justified claims to family membership can be 
subject to negotiation.
“While family membership is widely recognized as a 
legitimate basis for making claims on land and property 
in Asante, there is nothing automatic about the exercise 
of such claims either for descendents or for affine and 
adoptees. Access to family property is just as subject 
to negotiation and dispute among family members as 
access to stool land is a matter of contestation among 
stool subjects or between citizens and chiefs.” 20 
Although individual (Western) property has been 
introduced in Kumasi and is certainly present in urban 
areas, up to date, inheritance tends to transform any 
possible individual property into family property. As a 
result, family property is still very common and dominant 
in Kumasi. The notion of family property explains the 
importance of funerals in Asante. During the funeral, 
which can extend 40 days, people assert claims to 
family membership and the right to share in the use of 
the family property. After the funeral, the role of trustee 
is passed on to the most fitting person to fulfil the duties 
of an heir. These duties do no just consider managing 
of the property but include as well many responsibilities 
such as to provide for the deceased’s children (in the 
broad Asante meaning) and for solving disputes and 
other family affairs. The interest of the family rests 
therefore on choosing a person who may be trusted to 
discharge all those responsibilities conscientiously. A last 
important aspect considering property in Asante is the 
cross-generational view of it. This goes of course hand 
in hand with the idea of family property . One builds for 
the family and therefore as well for the family to come. It 
is ,however, important to stress that these are separate 
phenomena because the cross-generational view even 
remains  when the idea of family property is no longer 
present. 

DEFINING THE CITY
“The effects of this system are twofold: first, access to 
land is relatively equitably distributed (people local to the 
area having rights of use at much lower levels of payment 
than non locals) and second, there are no low-income 
squatters in Kumasi. Everyone who uses so-called stool 
land has the permission of the chief. If anyone attempts to 

pre-empt the system, (s)he is quickly removed. However, 
the official town planning map is not rigidly followed in 
this process. Thus, though developments do not conform 
to planning law, and are unauthorized in that sense, 
their occupation of the land is authorized and does not 
constitute squatting.” 21

The Golden Stool and the Asante notion of family 
property have many consequences on the city of Kumasi. 
The system of stools forms the base for one of the 
most remarkable features of Kumasi; the lack of (large) 
slums. The respect for the stools is high and no one 
would dare to build on stoolland without authorisation 
of the respective chief. So, although Kumasi has a large 
population of urban poor, concentrations of slums are 
rare. It should however be noted that with the recent 
diminishing respect for the chiefs accompanied by the 
huge efforts of the government to strengthen the ‘official’ 
local government, slums are today advancing, but still, 
this cannot be compared to most other developing cities, 
nor in Ghana, nor elsewhere in West-Africa.
The fact that everyone who is residing on stool land 
has the permission of the chief also works the other 
way round. Because today, the approval of the chiefs 
is enough to get certainty over the land use, building in 
Kumasi is mostly ‘illegal’, meaning not authorised by the 
government institutions. Therefore, The system of stools 
also changes the role of the planners. It are the chiefs 
who propose the plans for developing their pieces of land 
and not the planners of the Town and Country Planning 
Department in Kumasi. The development of Kumasi is 
therefore hard to plan as chiefs develop their land ahead 
of planning.
Another outcome of stools is the strong social mix that is 
present throughout Kumasi Extreme social segregation 
does not exist in the city. This is explained by two factors. 
Firstly, land in Kumasi is still somehow accessible for 
all classes. The relation one has  towards the chief is 
often more important than the amount of money paid 
to acquire the rights on land. Certainly for locals, this 
is evident, because they are able to call on their rights 
on communal land to acquire a plot. Secondly, land 
speculation is not possible in Kumasi. It is very hard for a 
person to require a second lease for residential purposes 

13// Ghana land Administration Project. 
Retrieved 18/05/2012, from http://www.
ghanalap.gov.gh/

14// Twi word meaning something 
between royal and office holding

15// Lund, C. (2007). Twilight 
institutions : public authority and local 
politics in Africa. Malden (Mass.): 
Blackwell. (p.123)

16// The notion of leasing land is for 
example a rather recent phenomenon 
that replaces usufructuary or customary 
freehold grant.

17// “ […] or do we have to become 
Europe and have revolutions and kill 
our kings, it is an other century, kings 
are no longer killed, presidents are.” 
(Referring to the commotion in the 
Middle East)  Remark by Samuel Larbi, 
December 2012.

18// Unless the man made special 
arrangements before he died, which 
happens often nowadays

19// In the Asante culture slaves could 
inherit the estate. Slaves were people 
who had no kin (often because they 
were banished) and therefore were often 
adopted by the family they worked for

20//  Juul, K. & Lund C. (Ed.) (2002). 
Negotiating property in Africa. (p.112)

21// Korboe, D. (1995). City Profile 
Kumasi. Cities, 12(4), 267-274.
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in the same area. If he tries to do so, he would have to 
deal with the same chief again who is mostly unwilling to 
lease multiple plots to the same person.
Also the notion of family property has remarkable 
effects on the city’s urban structure. First of all does 
each family property provides a place to stay for poor 
members of the family. Everyone who belongs to 
the Abusuá or extended family has the right to claim 
free accommodation in the family property and the 
owner, or rather trustee, is obligated to provide this 
accommodation. This has as result that one fourth of the 
population of Kumasi does not own a house or pay rent, 
but occupies a room rent-free in a family property. This is 
an important housing prospect for the poor but as well a 
huge pressure on family ties, certainly in a poor society. 
The fact that a building is considered family property and 
therefore serves for different generations also means that 
it will rarely be sold or demolished. Housing is handed 
down and occupied through inheritance. This strengthens 
the remarkable high level of social consolidation, with 
house-owning families well integrated into the social 
system. It also results in the absence of a housing 
market in the regular sense. Due to the notion of family 
property, Kumasi has an urban context where existing 
built-up areas do not seem to change. Transformations 
and city development on a scale larger than one plot are 
rare. Every transformation that occurs  is at the building 
level. Certainly in the centre, the dominant presence of 
corrugated iron roofs and low rise buildings is in contrast 
with the central business districts, which has sprung up in 
many other African cities.
This context of stoolland and family property, together 
with the plot size of 30 by 30m create conditions which 
are on the scale of a housing unit rendered in one very 
specific housing typology; the compound family house. 
Moreover, the compound house is the embodiment of 
family property, and has, with its typical measurements 
of about 30 by 30m, probably determined the current 
standard plot size. The compound house is a traditional 
Asante building form, yet its importance for the 
contemporary city is unrivalled. In what follows, it will 
be shown how the typology can be seen as a module 
structuring the city’s urban structure. However, because 
the compound house is so strongly related to the, in 
Kumasi dominant, system of stools and Asante property 

culture, this also means that diminishing of those 
conditions has its consequences for that compound 
house.

CHARACTERISTICS
THE COMPOUND HOUSE

The typical land tenure and property system of Kumasi, or 
better the conditions it creates, are spatially rendered by 
the compound house. This housing typology is unusually 
dominant in Kumasi. It is estimated that the typology 
makes up more than half of the housing stock, and due 
to its large average number of inhabitants, about 75% of 
the population of the city is supposed to be a compound 
dweller. This dominating role makes the typology function 
as a module that makes up the city. The compound 
house forms the base of the urban structure of Kumasi. 
It creates a strong order and defines the relationship 
between public and private. The typology generates, due 
to its physical form, social relations as well. The strength 
of the module in organising the city structure is easily 
seen on aerial views The compound apparently defines a 
grid but without specifically heading for one.
The compound house is a kind of family house, as it is 
found across West Africa. It is normally rectangular in 
shape, has rooms at three sides and shared facilities 
such as a kitchen, bathroom(s) and storage at the fourth 
side. In the traditional form, there is only one entrance 
which leads to the courtyard. This entrance is located on 
the side of the house and rarely along the main street. 
The rooms themselves are all individually enclosed by the 
courtyard. The compound house is always a bit smaller 
than the actual size of the plot. This creates an urban 
structure of multiple alleys which serve as shortcuts, but 
also as open gutters. The typology is slightly elevated 
from the street level and placed on some kind of base. 
This base is a response to the tropical climate and 
heavy rainfalls and has to prevent flooding of the inner 
courtyard. Throughout Kumasi, this base has risen 
enormously due to erosion and it is therefore often over 
70cm high. The base defines two crucial elements of the 
typology. Firstly, the compound house always needs a 
small stair in front of the entrance. Secondly, the base 
is, mostly only at the front of the typology, a bit larger 
than the footprint of the house which creates some kind 
of bench. The stairs and the bench are crucial for the 

typology, because they help defining the relation between 
public and private space.
There are some variations on the genesis of the 
compound house. The following one is however the 
most plausibly.1 It states that the compound house in its 
contemporary form origins from the rural farm, found in 
the non-forest areas of Ghana and other West African 
countries, which is basically a series of free-standing 
structures around a bare patch of earth. These structures 
are usually occupied by large extended families within 
agro-based communities. When the Asante settled in the 
area around Kumasi, which is a dense forest zone, the 
open typology didn’t provide enough security. Therefore, 
the compact compound typology with only one entrance 
came into existence and offered protection against wild 
animals. Today, wild animals are no longer a big concern. 
The compact form ,however, survived and proved to be a 
fitting urban typology. 
Today, two different types of the urban compound house 
can be found in Kumasi: the single-storey traditional 
compound house and the multi-storey compound house. 
The multi-storey compound is almost solely found in 
urban settings, whereas the single-storey typology is 
common across the entire Ashanti region. The main 
difference is that the single-storey compound house was 
initially built for one family, or better people belonging  to 
the same Abusuá, whereas the multi-storey compound 
houses carried, from the beginning, the intention to be 
partly rented out. The latter also has a specific period 
during which it was intensively built, from the 1940’s until 
the 1980’s.2 
The compound house structures more than just the 
spatial conditions of the city. It also structures social 
networks. The typology layout with all rooms entranced 
by the courtyard and with shared facilities was initially 
because all inhabitants belonged to the same Abusuá, or 
extended family. Today, this is no longer the case, as the 
use of the typology transformed enormously during the 
last decades. It are no longer family houses. Now,  they 

1//  Another possible origin for the 
compound house is the religious 
shrine, built by the people living in 
the north of Ghana. This would explain 
the religious role of the courtyard and 
the altar that used to be common as 
well as the strict rule of one entrance. 
(Prussin, L. (1980). Traditional Asante 
Architecture. African Arts, 13(2), 
57-87.)

2// The multi-story compound is 
mostly built by traders as investment 
for there family (less fortunate Abusuá 
members are so given a place to stay) 
or by rich cocoa farmers from villages 
around Kumasi who want to be assured 
of a place to stay during the ceremonial 
Adae festivals held every six weeks by 
the Asantehene.
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rather function as some kind of mini-hostels, the tenants 
of which being from different kin. Nevertheless, the 
typology has the strength to create a family, even when 
the people living in it are no longer truly related. 
The compound house generates a small community on 
its own and the courtyard plays as semi-public space a 
crucial role in this. It  is a meeting place , in which many 
daily activities take place. Cooking is for example rarely 
done inside the (hot and tight) kitchen, but almost always 
in the courtyard. The courtyard is also  the place where 
funerals and weddings are organised, even today, when 
the inhabitants are no longer kin related. Living together 
and sharing basic facilities ensures that the people 
who are living in the same compound house become 
‘brothers and sisters’. The shared courtyard and single 
entrance can be perceived as a lack of privacy, but they 
also provide a high level of social control and safety. The 
module therefore explains why Kumasi is, although a 
poor ‘African city’, almost crime free.3

THE MODULE AS RECEPTION FOR THE URBAN POOR

It is without doubt that the 75% of the population of 
Kumasi that is living in the compound houses is the 
75% of the population ‘classified as poor’.4  However, 
because it considers 75% of the population, it is also 
evident that there is still a huge variation in employment 
and income level. Nevertheless, although this might be 
a strong generalization, it can be stated that the majority 
of the compound dwellers belong to the low-income 
class. As the difference between the poor and the 
middle-class is growing in Ghana, this situation becomes 
even more explicit. The social network embedded in the 
compound house, however,  seems to make the typology 
a successful reception for the urban poor.
 Various factors define the role of the module as housing 
for the urban poor. First of all, the compound house is 
family property. Therefore, it serves somehow as a public 
good and entails significant obligations and attachments 
for the owner (trustee). Blood relatives gain the right, and 
in-laws the privilege, of living in for free. It is estimated 
that at least 25% of the people living in the module does 
not pay rent.5 Even those who decide not to live in the 
family home maintain an inalienable right to the property 
for social functions (think funerals and weddings).

“What implications does this kind of ‘family house’ have 
for shelter policy? The big advantage of the system, of 
course, is that few West Africans are homeless. Migrants 
have somewhere to stay when they move to the city. 
Adult children have somewhere to live when they grow 
up and raise their own children. In poor societies this 
is a major advantage. As such, family houses provide 
accommodation for many of the poor and disadvantages 
members of long-established families at almost no cost 
to themselves or to the state; a major resource in social 
welfare” 6

However, Poor family members are not the only people 
who profit from the social strength of the compound 
house. As has been stated before, today, many of the 
compound dwellers are renters and the compound 
house somehow turned into a mini-hostel, yet still in a 
family house structure. Since facilities are shared and the 
courtyard functions as a shared gathering, cooking and 
washing space, the relationship between the dwellers 
is strong. New inhabitants are easily incorporated into 
this network and the constant coming and going of 
people in the courtyard makes it also very easy to make 
connections outside the house. The ease with which 
the module allows to make connections is extremely 
important in a context in which  informal networks are the 
basic resource for survival. 
As said before, slums are  remarkably rare in Kumasi. 
This is so striking because the conditions that cause such 
squatter settlements in other cities are definitely present 
in Kumasi, of which the large poor urban class can 
perhaps be seen as the most important one. The system 
of stools prevents squatting. Locals can claim their rights 
on communal land and therefore, they can often acquire 
a plot, even if they belong to the urban poor. Besides 
that, there is the availability of free accommodation in the 
family owned house. So, although they would never try 
to occupy land unauthorised, they even have no reason 
to do so. But also the huge amount of rural immigrants, 
even those who have no family members to turn to for 
free accommodation, do not build squatters on stoolland. 
People’s attitude to land is shaped by traditional beliefs 
and a deep respect for the chiefs, who are the custodians 
of land. 
“Urban chiefs wielded considerable power over urban 
migrants because migrants typically lived under the 

3//  David Korboe (1995). City Profile 
Kumasi. Cities, 12(4), 267-274.

4// A Graham Tipple (1998). Who is 
building what in urban Ghana? Cities, 
15(6), 399-416. 

This classification of the compound 
dwellers as poor is an idea which is not 
at all shared by all Ghanaians

5// Grant, R. (2005). The emergence 
of gated communities in a West-African 
context: Evidence from Greater Accra, 
Ghana. Urban Geography, 26(8), 
661-683.

6// Tibaijuka, A. K. (2003). Rental 
housing: An essential option for the 
urban poor in developing countries 
(pp. 273).

influence of chiefs in their rural home, and being 
landowners in their own right through communal 
holdings, they knew that squatting on someone else’s 
land provoked serious trouble. This safeguard, combined 
with beliefs about the superintending role of the spirits 
(hovering around the properties of their families and 
capable of bringing harm to those who might wrongfully 
or unjustifiable occupy this land), meant land was 
protected.” 7  
The urban immigrants have to go somewhere, so they 
are as well received by the compound typology, which 
offers, even for tenants, basic accommodation at an 
affordable price.8

The main reason for this reasonable price is  the fact that 
the ‘owner’ of a compound house is always living in. If 
the landlord would move out of the compound house, 
because he wants to built a house of his own, then 
another member of the family, living in the compound 
house, will take over his role. If necessary, distant family 
members even move in to take the role of  ‘owner’ in the 
Asante meaning. There is always someone in the family 
who prefers free accommodation in the family compound 
above paying rent himself. It is therefore very rare to find 
compound houses without a family relation staying in it. 
In This way, the Akan view on property actually prevents 
the rise of ‘slumlords,’ as is often seen in poor areas. 
Also, as the landlord is resident, he has a vested interest 
in ensuring that services are available and the building is 
maintained. The accommodation in a compound house 
is therefore, although basic, mostly decent. Of course, 
this does not guarantee that services will be available to 
tenants, nor that tenants will not be overcharged for use 
of services. Nevertheless, the position of poor tenants 
may be better than where the landlord is absent.9

A last aspect of the compound typology that ensured 
its success as a reception for the urban poor is its 
buffer capacity. Although the building stock of Kumasi 
cannot follow the demographic growth, few people are 
homeless. The massive absorption of people possible 
by the compound house is impressive. One single 
story compound house can, in dense areas of Kumasi, 
accommodate up to ten households, which on average 
contain five to six persons. So many households living 
together is only possible because of the module’s ease 
to adapt without need of changing the structure. All 

rooms are entranced by the courtyard and can therefore 
be let out separately to different households. 
The power of the module to absorb a large amount 
of immigrants without significant change to the urban 
structure was most evident when in 1983, more than one 
million Ghanaians were repatriated from Nigeria without 
creating squatter settlements.10 They all found a place to 
live in one of the many compound houses.

7// Grant, R. (2008). Globalizing 
City: The Urban and Economic 
Transformation of Accra, Ghana: 
Syracuse University Press. (p.114)

8// Most rural immigrants don’t intend 
to built in Kumasi, but built houses in 
their villages of origin where they have 
as well land rights.

9// Korboe, D. (2000). City governance 
and poverty: the case of Kumasi. 
Environment & Urbanization, 12(1), 
123-136.

10// Grant, R. (2008). Globalizing 
City: The Urban and Economic 
Transformation of Accra, (p.114)

AERIAL VIEW OF THE 
NEIGHBOURHOOD ANLOGA: 
PICTURE FOUND AT PANAMARIO OF 
GOOGLE MAPS (DATE 2002)
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FANTE NEW TOWN

Fante New Town is a residential neighbourhood close 
to the centre. The area is at all sides enclosed by major 
roads which isolate the neighbourhood. 
The choice to discuss this neighbourhood is driven 
by the fact that the single story compound houses are 
very typical and illustrative for other neighbourhoods. 
The shared facilities, rooms and the entrance are easy 
to recognise because of the different roofs and height. 
Furthermore, little transformations to the initial structure 
have been made. The inhabitants are ,however, no longer 
family, as initially was the case, but mostly tenants, a shift 
which is as well very illustrative for Kumasi.
All following drawings are based on field work and intend 
to show how the module works. They show the situation 
of specific houses, but their logics are valid for most of 
the compound houses.  

ELEVATION OF THE FRONT (THE STREET SIDE)     1:500

SECTION (FROM STREET TO BACK)     1:500

PLANS: ROOF & GROUND LEVEL     1:500
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PLAN BASED ON AERIAL VIEWS     1:750
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EJISU

Ejisu is a Town just outside the official border of Kumasi. 
The place belongs, however, definitely to the urban area 
of Kumasi. Unlike Fante New Town and other parts of 
Kumasi, Ejisu is a place that has only developed recently. 
The inhabitants of the module are therefore usually still 
(extended) family related. Compound houses A and B 
are examples of these family houses.
The demand for housing by people who are not 
indigenous to Ejisu is however rising,   as well as the 
demand for commercial spaces. The more recently built 
compound houses in Ejisu anticipate on this changing 
situation. Compound house C used to be a classic 
family house but was recently seriously transformed and 
extended. (On the aerial pictures of Google maps, the 
house is still a traditional compound house and only 
half the current size) Compound house C shows how 
the different households have their own small individual 
verandas in the courtyard. The shops in the front are 
newly built with the intension to rent them out. In between 
the shops and the actual courtyard, there is a shared 
sitting place, which functions as a buffer to the street. As 
the stairs indicate, a possible extra storey is considered. 

Plan based on aerial views     1:750

//C

//A

//B
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EJISU - COMPOUND HOUSE A

ENTRANCE

VIEW FROM COURTYARD
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EJISU - COMPOUND HOUSE B

ENTRANCE

VIEW FROM COURTYARD
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EJISU - COMPOUND HOUSE C

ENTRANCE SEEN FROM INSIDE

TRANSITION  ROOM / SHARED SITTING PLACE 
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TRANSFORMATIONS

The module has transformed over time. Not only has 
the basic use of typology evolved from a family house 
into a mini-hostel for the urban poor, also other functions 
besides the residential one has been introduced. In 
the urban context, not all rooms are usually preserved 
for residential use, but often, some of the rooms are 
occupied by shops or workplaces. The strength of the 
module is that these changes are possible without 
large transformations that destroy the structure of the 
compound typology. If any changes are made to the 
module, they are small. 

Although always small, transformations are very frequent. 
The basic structure of the module is so simple (rooms 
linked up in a rectangular form, mostly only one story 
high) that small transformations are easy and can be 
done by any local handyman. Mostly, these changes 
work on the strong separation of inside and outside. The 
most common transformation is therefore the addition 
of doors in the outdoor walls. This adjustment is always 
made in the case of shops, workshops and other 
commercial functions, in order for costumers to not have 
to enter the courtyard. At the same time, the connection 
of the transformed room to the courtyard is mostly 
blocked, ensuring the privacy of the compound dwellers. 
Usually, commercial functions are the only reason to add 
doors in the outer wall. Although rarely, this is sometimes 
done for individual rooms as well. When considering 
the addition of openings in the outer wall the role of the 
base is important. Due to the base, there is still a barrier 
between street level and the compound house, even 
when there are openings in the outer walls.  

Another typical transformation considers the addition of 
space to the rectangular shape of the compound house. 
This can be storage, which is usually only reachable from 
the outside, but also the extension of a room, which can 
therefore only be entered from the inside. Finally there is 
the partly dividing of the courtyard, often in the form of 
small verandas, as a recurring adaptation. This division 
ensures the different households some privacy. 

Despite the many changes in its use, non of these 
transformations change the basic form of the module. 
Also the definition of a compound house remains the 
same: a multi-habited building with shared facilities, of  
which the rooms are entered through a central courtyard. 
Therefore, The compound house is to date still the 
smallest structuring element of the city, the module.

INDIVIDUAL DOORS IN THE  OUTER WALL, NOTICE HOW THE BASE OF THE COMPOUND HOUSE IS ALMOST LACKING - EJISU
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THE MODULE AS FAMILY HOUSE THE MODULE AS HOSTEL FOR THE URBAN POOR

TRANSFORMATIONS (2)

The schemes below show one hypothetical 
transformation of a compound house and are especially 
illustrating  the rising pressure on space in the module. 
The pictures at the right show different adaptations but 
not any of them is displaying this exact scheme. 

COMPOUND HOUSE WITH A METAL WORKSHOP AT THE FRONT AND SEVERAL EXTENSIONS - BOMSO

A COMPOUND HOUSE WHICH SERVES PARTLY AS A CRÈCHE - BOMSO

COMPOUND HOUSE TURNED INTO THREE SHOPS THAT RENT OUT PARTY GOODS 
- BOMSO
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NEGATIVE SPACE

The module cannot describe the city on its own. First, 
there is the negative space, the space in between the 
module, yet no part of it. The negative space relates to 
the module and interacts with it, but has different logics. 
This negative space and especially the way in which it is 
used (or not used) is examined on the next pages. 
Secondly, not all spaces are defined by the module or its 
negative. When the determining conditions of the land 
tenure system change, or are absent, the module does 
not occur. This is apparent in the voids of the city and as 
well in the new prominence of the individual villa. 

THE VOIDS

The voids are the places that are no stoolland, or have 
no value as such, and are therefore not covered by the 
communal tenure system. The voids therefore consider 
government lands which are not used by the government 
itself and lands which are not profitable to be leased, of 
which the river edges are the most important examples. 
These lands show a complete different Kumasi, because 
they contain the few, but certainly existing, slums of the 
city. The railway line is one of those government lands 
and is for a large part a linear slum. 
This railway slum crosses the city centre and borders 
different poor residential areas that are made up of 
compound houses. At first, there seems to be a huge 
contrast between the slum area and the compound 
house at their coinciding border. For example, in Aboabo, 
the border between the railway slum and compound area 
at its north, is apparently strict. However, this is not the 
case; it actually considers one single neighbourhood 
with little difference in income between the two parts 
and social networks crossing between slum dwellings 
and compound houses. Moreover, the slum along the 
railway line south of Aboabo shows what the compound 
houses are actually hiding: severe slum conditions. Most 
compound houses at Aboabo (and elsewhere) have 
no running water and no toilet facilities They are heavily 
overcrowded and badly maintained. 

This is not only the case at Aboabo. The majority of the 
compound houses in Kumasi lack basic services and 
are in a bad state. “The family homes comprise some 
of the most neglected housing. This is not only because 
the occupants are poor, but also because being jointly-
owned, family housing tends to behave as a public 
goods, with each title-holder leaving the responsibility for 
improvements to others.”1 Still, people living in compound 
houses are of course better off than people living in 
slums In some cases, however, the differences might 
only be minor and is the module itself turning into a slum.
The situation becomes  particularly problematic when 
the module houses  much more people  than it was 
intended for, as is often the case nowadays. Besides the 
‘slummy’ module, the Aboabo slum also symbolises a 
second major issue in Kumasi: there is no space left in 
the module. The spectacular demographic explosion of 
Kumasi during the last years has created a situation in 
which many of the compound houses are at the limits 
of their buffer capacities. This population growth is still 
going on. With a current annual growth rate of about 
5%,2 Kumasi will gain another 1 million people during 
the following decade. These people all have to find a 
place to live, but it is impossible that they will all fit into 
the module. In a certain way, the compound house has 
therefore created some kind of time bomb. At a certain 
time, in the very near future, the compound houses will 
be truly full and the module will no longer prevent the 
escalating growth of slums.3  

THE RISE OF THE VILLA …
The success of the compound house to accommodate 
the poor has its consequences. Today, the image that 
the compound house evokes among the middle class 
and non-compound dwellers is a very negative one. 
The compound house is seen as a noisy place with 
unhygienic conditions and overcrowded rooms, a place 
without privacy, but with a courtyard full of quarrels. 
This bad image gives immediately one reason why the 

compound house is today no longer the most common 
typology that is built.4 This is not a recent change, as 
early as 1990, “a perceived stigma was attached to 
the family home by individuals who were economically 
upward mobile. In many cases, living in the family home 
represented economic failure. Prosperous individuals 
were often unwilling to remain in the family residence and 
to assume all the financial liabilities.” 5  
This aversion towards the compound house goes hand 
in hand with a switch in the family structure. Western 
influences promoted the nuclear family in the richer 
class. But also the urban poor are moving away from the 
‘burdens’ of the Abusuá. The pressure on family heads 
of extended families are very high, certainly in a poor 
urban context. The family heads themselves often have to 
struggle for their income and they can no longer help the 
rising amount of family members knocking on their doors. 
“The accommodating households are certainly not always 
happy with sharing. Some undoubtedly welcome having 
their children ‘at home’ but others no doubt regret the 
additional pressure on space. In West Africa, changing 
attitudes are beginning to increase tensions within 
extended families.”6 Many of the owners describe the 
extended family as parasitic. Moreover, the pressure 
of relatives who demand free accommodation crosses 
out the option to build for rent profit. This has a positive 
effect as well, because it is one aspect that prevented the 
rise of ‘slumlords’ in Kumasi. It is, however, at the same 
time another reason for restraining people from building 
new compound houses. Therefore, it makes the existing 
compound houses even more crowded.
Starting in the 1990’s, there is a strong shift from 
compound houses to individual units. The people that are 
building these individual houses belong almost always to 
the richer part of the population because, as said, plots in 
Kumasi are in general very large and therefore expensive. 
Normally, locals have rights to acquire a plot on the 
communal lands at low prices or even for free, but the 
locals are only a very small part of Kumasi’s population. 
Small single houses are rare in Kumasi. The size of 30 by 
30 meter, is not very suited to smaller single household 
dwelling development. Actually, The large plots demand 
communal houses, but this is no longer wanted. The 
other option are large villas, many of which are ironically 
large enough for more than one household.  

The villa can be seen as the reverse form of the 
compound house: a rectangular shape with an open 
courtyard around it, instead of a courtyard in the centre.7   
The villa is, however, importantly different. The villa has 
for example always a gate, accompanied by walls or a 
fence, elements that used to be remarkably absent in 
Kumasi. The module does not need something to mark 
the border of its private space, because the module 
defines that borders by its own form. When villas are built 
in the villages around Kumasi, people are often stating 
that the fence is something for people of the city, which is 
true, as the people who build the villa’s mostly are from 
the centre. The fence does, however, not appear in the 
city centre, because it has few villa’s. The centre was 
already built up before the villa typology took over. 
In the villa, rooms are orientated outwards instead of 
inwards to a shared courtyard. This seems irrelevant in 
a nuclear unit, but they are actually rarely nuclear. At first 
sight, there seems to be a huge contrast between the 
compound houses, which are bound by only little rules 
about the maximum number of inhabitants, and villas, 
which apparently do have a lot of rules. However, on the 
building plots of villas, kiosks are built for commercial 
use, extended family members may live with the nuclear 
family and sometimes parts of the villa are even rented 
out. Tenants can also be living in an isolated part of the 
villa. In this respect, they are mostly, as a joke, referred to 
as the backyard dwellers. 
Although the villa takes over some of the principles of 
the module and is often not truly individual, it lacks the 
structuring power of the module. The villa does not create 
clear spaces, it rather removes itself from the urban 
space, hiding behind its walls. The growing number of 
villa’s in Kumasi is generating ordinary suburbs. The  
emergence of the villa therefore raises questions about 
the future of Kumasi and of its module as a structural 
layer of the city.

… THE END OF THE COMPOUND ERA

To date, the compound house survives. The large plots 
favour communal housing, certainly when there is not 
enough money for an expensive villa. The compound 
house is relatively cheap to build and requires little skill 
This allows poorer families to build  a home. As a result, 

1//  Korboe, D. (1992). Family-houses 
in Ghanaian Cities: To Be or Not To Be? 
Urban Studies, 29(7), 1159-1171.

2// Data by the Kumasi Metropolitan 
Assembly. Retrieved 19/05/2012, from 
http://www.kma.ghanadistricts.gov.gh

3// A slum, as defined by the United 
Nations agency UN-HABITAT, is a 
run-down area of a city characterized 
by substandard housing and squalor 
and lacking in tenure security. This is a 
definition is highly discussable but for 
this thesis it will not be pursued.

4// Paradoxically, the compound house 
and its domestic drama and social life 
is however portrayed as the backbone 
of Ghanaian society in about every 
Ghanaian movie made for that same 
middle class.

5// R. Grant, the emergence of gated 
communities in Accra, Ghana

6// Korboe, D. (1992). Family-houses 
in Ghanaian Cities: To Be or Not To Be? 
Urban Studies, 29(7), 1159-1171. 
(p.1168)

7// The Ghanaians I met, with the 
exception of Mr Larbi, all referred to the 
space around a villa as courtyard, the 
same word used for the inside space of 
a compound house.
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compound houses are, although much less, still build. 
The existing compound housing stock also remains, 
as it is protected by the notion of family property.8 Most 
Ghanaians would not sell a family house, except in the 
direst circumstances. With the rising nuclear family, 
however,  also the idea of family property is under threat. 
A last aspect that somehow protects the future of the 
compound house is the fact that the many-roomed 
compound house is the ‘traditional’ building form. It is 
therefore not just an urban typology, but the basic form, 
which is found in all villages surrounding Kumasi. These 
villages, the nuclei of the next chapter, are currently being 
annexed. In this way, while the metropolis Kumasi is 
expanding its territory, so does the compound house. 
It can, however, not be denied that the dominant position 
of the compound typology is waning. Ghanaians are 
building villa’s. This contrast with the view of many 
Western and also some Ghanaian architects and 
planners.9 Beyond the current problems related to the 
compound house, they look at the compound house as 
a means to house the urban poor. They mostly see it as 
a unique ‘African’ option for the huge housing problem, 
which is not different in Kumasi as in other cities of the 
developing world. This is certainly true. However, the 
module is more than a physical form that is easy to copy. 
The embedded conditions of the land tenure and family 
property system, which are necessary for the way the 
module works, are much harder to be recreated.
“What is certain is that sharing can contribute substantially 
to easing, at least temporarily, a difficult housing situation. 
As Korboe (1992: 1169) puts it: the housing problem in 
urban Ghana would be “decidedly more acute without 
the contribution which family-housing continues to make. 
Given the harsh economic climate, this form of housing 
is too important to be ignored by researchers and policy-
makers.”10

8// This cross-generational view 
of property is as well the main 
motivation for new compound houses 
which are built, they are to secure 
accommodation for the generations 
to come.

9// Most articles on urban Kumasi (if 
they mention the compound house) 
written by urban researchers take this 
position towards the module. In Studio 
Ghana, a project of the TU Delft of 2011 
almost all participating students worked 
with the compound house in their 
design proposals. 

10// Support Measures to Promote 
Rental Housing for Low-Income Groups 
(HABITAT, 1993, 132 p. )

A// NEGATIVE SPACE IN BETWEEN 
THE COMPOUND HOUSES CLOSE TO 
THE CENTRAL MARKET AT KEJETIA

//A
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USING THE NEGATIVE SPACE

Initially, The negative space of the module in Kumasi was 
rather empty. The compound house turns away from 
the ‘street’ and most social activities used to take place 
in the courtyard. But as the compound house is getting 
overcrowded, the courtyard is getting filled up and the 
negative space becomes a necessary addition to the 
house. Cooking, trading and gathering all take more and 
more place in the alleys or on the street. But also parked 
cars and trotros, drying laundry, animal husbandry and 
waste burning find their place in the negative space. The 
negative space also provides public facilities that the 
compound does not contain: Muslim praying squares 
and meeting points for the community, but also public 
toilets for example. 
In the dense areas of Kumasi, the negative space is 
intensely crowded and generates a ‘typical’ image. When 
the negative space becomes more and more important, 
the module disappears to the background. It is however 

still there. Therefore, it was chosen to display pictures 
that were taken in Ejisu They show a very subtle use 
of the negative space. Ejisu does not feel the same 
pressure on space yet as is the case in areas in the 
centre of Kumasi. Therefore, Ejisu shows a transition 
situation in which the negative space is starting to play 
an important role. The pictures give a more convincing 
description of the negative space than the pictures of 
the dense areas of Kumasi, because they still show the 
boundaries between the module and its opponent.

A// THE USE OF NEGATIVE SPACE 
IN EJISU AS STORAGE, CAR PARK, 
TRADING AREA, ...
B// A  TYPICAL STREET OF 
COMPOUND HOUSES IN EJISU, 
SHOWING THE MODULE’S AVERSION 
OF THE NEGATIVE SPACE

//A

//B
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F// 

G//

D// NEGATIVE SPACE IN BETWEEN COMPOUND HOUSES A AND B

E// CENTRAL SQUARE OF EJISU, IN FRONT OF THE QUEEN MOTHER’S HOUSE

//D

//E

//G

//F

PLAN BASED ON AERIAL VIEWS     1:750
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A SLUMMY MODULE

Places that are no stoollands (and not in use by the 
government) in Kumasi are almost by definition slums. 
These lands however, are rare and slums seem therefore 
remarkably absent in Kumasi. Yet The slums are not 
absent They hide in the module. At least they do at the 
present time. There will be a moment that the module 
cannot longer bear them.
Two rising issues in Kumasi are shown here. The first  
issue is the rapid development of slums in its true 
definition, because the module has reached its full 
capacity. The second issue is the fact that the existing 
compound houses are mostly in a very bad state and 
lack decent facilities. The money to repair them and to 
provide basic facilities such as water is however not 
there.1 The housing stock of the module is therefore 
depraving, turning itself into a slum. Where the initial 
compound house was destroyed or only partly built, it is 
completed by a slummy, yet authorised, version of the 
module. 

//A //B //C

1// (Actually, there is money but the 
wealthier family members, who were 
initially built the compound houses, do 
not longer invest in the family house as 
they are not living in)

A// A COMPOUND HOUSE IN BAD 
CONDITION. - BOMSO

B// A PLOT OCCUPIED BY THE 
SLUMMY MODULE. THIS IS DEFINITELY 
AUTHORISED BY THE CHIEF. THE 
PLAN ABOVE SHOWS HOW THE PARTLY 
BUILT MODULE IS COMPLETE WITH 
SMALL STRUCTURES. PROBABLY THE 
FAMILY OCCUPYING THE PLOT IS A 
POOR LOCAL FAMILY.    BOMSO, 
PICTURE IS TAKEN FROM THE STREET

C// ABOABO, SLUM ALONG THE 
RAILWAY. THE LARGEST SLUM OF 
KUMASI. (SMALL FOR A ‘TYPICAL 
AFRICAN’ CITY)
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THE VILLA AND ITS CARETAKERS

When opening the gate of a villa, one rarely finds the 
expected nuclear family. Extended family members are 
living in, parts of the garden are used as shop, cattle is 
raised, etc..  The villa in Kumasi knows many paradoxes, 
one of which is  the phenomenon of caretakers. In 
Kumasi, the construction of a house takes long because 
houses are mostly built as some kind of saving account 
The building process therefore only evolves in small 
steps. During the unfinished state, however, the house is 
very vulnerable  to theft of building materials. To prevent 
loss of expensive building materials, and to maintain the 
already existing structure, the owner normally occupies 
the part of the house that is already finished. In case 
of the villa typology, it is likely that the wealthier owner 
does not want to live in an unfinished and uncomfortable 
house. Therefore, the unfinished building is assigned 
to a caretaker. Even when the building itself is finished, 
this does not mean that it is provided with  electricity, 
running water or good roads. Mostly, the owner of the 
villa will wait to move until those services are available, 
which can take a long time, as building happens ahead 
of planning. Meanwhile, the caretakers are still the 

inhabitants of the villa. These caretakers are not paid for 
their jobs The advantage of not having to pay rent for 
an accommodation is for many people enough reason 
to become a caretaker. In general, Caretakers are poor 
immigrants who cannot  claim free accommodation in 
a family house. The caretakers however, show a very 
particular use of the villa as well and therefore at the 
same time uncover the limits of the module. The system 
of stoolland and family property perhaps generates 
a city that is free of slums, but excludes certain poor 
immigrants. The most important question is where the 
caretakers will go when the villa owners finally move in, 
because, although rather invisible in the city, they are 
numerous.

Certainly, in areas that are currently in development, 
the bush, the phenomenon of caretakers, creates a 
situation where poor people are living, often for years, 
in unfinished rich men’s villas.  This phenomenon will 
therefore be elaborated in the chapter about the nuclei. 

A// THE COMPOUND VERSUS THE 
VILLA TYPOLOGY. BOTH SCHEMES 
DO HOWEVER ONLY SHOW THE 
THEORETICAL PLAN, IN REALITY 
BOTH TYPOLOGIES ARE MUCH MORE 
COMPLEX AND ARE THEY NOT THAT 
ANTITHETICAL.
B// VILLA IN EJISU: INHABITED BY 
THE MOTHER OF THE OWNER, THE 
OWNER’S CHILDREN AND OTHER 
FAMILY MEMBERS. THE OWNER 
HERSELF LIVES ABROAD. IN FRONT 
OF THE HOUSE TWO COMMERCIAL 
ROOMS ARE PROVIDED, ONE OF 
THEM IS RENTED OUT THE OTHER IS 
EXPLOITED BY THE GRANDMOTHER. 
THE SHOP ALLOWS HER TO KEEP AN 
EYE ON THE COURTYARD. //B

//A
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A// A VILLA IN EJISU, OCCUPIED BY 
CARETAKERS AND THEIR CATTLE

B// AN UNFINISHED HOUSE, 
OCCUPIED BY CRACKERS //B//A
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Kumasi did not grew from its centre but is formed 
by multiple centralities or nuclei. This city structure 
originated from a strong hierarchal state structure, 
strengthened by a dense forest environment. This 
strong hierarchal state structure comes together with 
a very present ‘civil society’ confirming the nuclei. 
This ‘civil society’ and the resulting city structure of 
nuclei is however granted by the people living in it 
and therefore always under threat and it is therefore, 
out of need, always confirming itself.

Each of the nuclei differs little from any other. All 
have a social mix of inhabitants and all of them 
are characterised by elements of a village as well 
as influences from the city. This conglomerate of 
nuclei therefore creates a city were the peri-urban is 
omnipresent and the generic condition. Visually this 
generates a rural looking city, in high contrast with 
Accra, which is not much bigger in population.

The role of the nuclei is however fading together 
with the role of the chiefs. People no longer built in 
the existing nuclei but in between them, creating 
sprawl. Not surprisingly it are most often the expats, 
Ghanaians who moved abroad, who are building in 
the sprawl as they are separated from the civil society 
and feel no need to belong to it. They supply the 
necessary money for the buildings as well as the ideal 
of living out of the city. Many of these expats however 
do not live their selves in the new built house, their 
family or caretakers do, creating a very vulnerable 
and highly invisible group.

What is the future for the role of the chiefs if they do 
not longer have responsibilities towards the people 
living on their land and only seal leases?

THE NUCLEI

BUSH

In Ghana the bush refers to everything outside the 
village or nucleus. Initially the bush was therefore the 
forest. This bush is however no longer just forest. At 
a very rapid speed the bush is getting built-up and 
sprawl is therefore taking over the role of the forest.
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The most striking way to illustrate this 
agglomeration of nuclei that characterises Kumasi 
is to ask Asante where they are from. Nobody 
actually ‘is from Kumasi’. Everyone’s place of 
origin is one of the nuclei around Kumasi. For the 
Asante, Kumasi refers just to the centre of the 
current metropolitan area.1

Kumasi did not grow from its centre, but is formed 
by multiple centralities. The urban structure of the 
metropolitan area of Kumasi is therefore different than can 
be seen in most cities. It is not exactly one city but rather 
an agglomeration of nuclei.
This city structure originates from a strong decentralised 
state structure which existed in Asante. The ancient Ashanti 
Empire was a confederation of small autonomous city-
states, chiefdoms. Chiefdoms are political organisations 
that are present in all Akan tribes. They are based on clans 
that are headed by a chief and a group of elders. Initially, 
the Asante were, such as other Akan groups, spread out 
over different independent chiefdoms. However, in the 
mid-17th century Osei Tutu, later the first Asantehene, 
started consolidating all Asante chiefdoms into a loose 
confederation against shared enemies. It was as well 
Osei Tutu who introduced the Golden stool as a tool of 
centralisation. The Golden Stool, which is believed to 
contain the spirit of the Asante people, became the symbol 
of the new Asante Union, and allegiance was sworn to the 
stool and to Osei Tutu as the first Asantehene. 
Realising the strengths of this, initially loose, confederation 
of Ashanti states, Osei Tutu strengthened the centralization 
of the surrounding chiefdoms during his reign and 
expanded the powers of the judiciary system within a 
superposed centralized government.2 In This way, the 
loose union of small nuclei grew into the, to date existing, 
Ashanti kingdom.

It is important for the contemporary urban structure that 
Kumasi was never one of those chiefdoms that stand 
together under the Golden Stool, but that the place was 
founded as a symbolic and political centre at the moment 
when the Ashanti Union was established. This is the reason 
why nobody is from Kumasi. The centre, the real Kumasi 
which is in comparison to the metropolitan area very small, 
has therefore different logics than the city made up of 
nuclei.

CIVIL SOCIETY 
“Civil society can be defined as the sphere of social 
interaction that comprises the intimate sphere (family), 
associational life, social movements, and forms of public 
communication operating in the arena of the organised 
non-state, non-market sector with origins in both the 
modern and traditional bases of society.”3

The decentralised political structure, united by the Golden 
Stool, still exists today and is represented by authorities 
at all levels, from the sub-chief in a small village to the 
Asantehene himself. This political structure has never 
been oppressive, but functions through the notion of a 
union. The Asante political structure operates from the 
local level of the nuclei up to the Golden Stool and not the 
other way round. Therefore, the role of the chiefs has to be 
understood through their relation with the community of the 
nuclei. The authority of the chief is not vested in himself but 
in the object of the stool. A chief can therefore only execute 
authority if the people grant him the role of trustee over the 
stool. Politics in Asante are therefore strongly based on 
negotiation and participation. 
The chiefs and their elders take up the role of civil society, 
because chieftaincy is definitely used as a political 
instrument Yet, it is not an official state institution. The 
concept of ‘civil society’ is somehow a western export. No 
Ghanaian would use the word. They address the chiefs 
and Asantehene as Nana, royalty. In this thesis, the term 
civil society will be used because of a lack of alternative. 
‘Traditional’ institutions or ‘informal’ authorities are even 

HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE
A LOOSE CONFEDERACY

more problematic expressions. ‘Local’ authorities would 
also be confusing, as it is in Ghana mostly used to refer 
to the (official) district assemblies and not to the chiefs. 
The civil society of chiefs is not unique to Kumasi. As said 
before, many parts of Ghana know chiefdoms, stools, 
stool lands and chiefs. However, the status and influence 
of Kumasi’s civil society is nevertheless particular. 
In theory, the chiefs in Kumasi do not have more 
legal power than chiefs elsewhere, but they do have 
considerably more respect and recognition two things 
that are granted by the people. This positive attitude of 
the people towards their chiefs is probably enforced by 
the Golden Stool. The hierarchal structure of the Golden 
Stool makes all people living in the Ashanti region 
Ashanti, despite the fact that they are from different 
tribes. Belonging to one ‘ancient glorious kingdom’ gives 
the chiefs much more credibility as representatives of a 
civil society. 
The support of the Golden Stool structure is not enough 
for the chiefs to sustain that respect and recognition. 
As described in the module, the chiefs have, as safe 
keepers of the stools, the absolute ownership of the land. 
This is without doubt their main lever of power. The role 
of safe keeper however, conveys a huge responsibility 
towards the community. The land tenure system of stools 
and chiefs origins from a rural society, in which most 
lands were treated as communal goods. This was the 
best way to ensure that land stayed within the community 
and so, the system had to protect the agricultural 
economy. The chief is therefore not a landlord, but an 
administrator who has to manage the communal lands 
to the advantage of the community. Put differently, the 
people of the nuclei expect something in return for the 
authority they grant their chief.

HE COULD GIVE US MORE

The land situation today is very different than it used to 
be. Many communal lands are being converted from 
agricultural land to residential plots, which is not always 
what the nuclei needs. The decision, made by the 
chiefs and his elders, to convert farmland is of course 
principally motivated by monetary considerations. As 
land values rose, local chiefs stood to profit handsomely 
from the conversion of farmland and bush to building 

plots, or at least as long as they remain on the stool. The 
claim of a chief on the stool is not absolute and depends, 
not only on their ability to realize the gains from rising 
land value, but also on what they do with the money after 
they get it. 
Besides for own profit, this money is partly used to 
‘maintain the stool’,4 to add cultural artefacts to the stool, 
to perform ceremonials, to fund festivals, but also to 
settle land disputes with other stools and to fund local 
projects. Examples of such projects are the installation 
of new wells, street improvements, market shelter, 
building of extra classrooms or a new football square.  
Although it are the chiefs and elders who determine how 
much of the proceeds will go into public projects, it are 
the people who expect them to do so. The chiefs are 
therefore bound to a certain degree of accountability. 
This is not just a self-imposed task. Many people, as well 
Asantes, resent the opportunities for rent taking which 
chiefs have enjoyed since the colonial times and are 
therefore watching the chief closely. A chief who makes 
too many enemies may even come under pressure to be 
destooled, to lose his authority. This can be resisted, of 
course, but the disputes tend to be long and expensive.5 
As a result, chiefs mostly pay at least rhetorical attention 
to the welfare of their citizens. Some do much more and 
actively promote development in their nuclei. 
“Under our system, nobody but the chief has the right 
to sell land, and people resent it. In fairness, he added, 
the chief had used some of the money from land sales 
to build a workshop for the Junior Secondary School and 
to ‘encourage the workers’ on the electricity project. But 
it is not on record. That is the way our system works. The 
Kenyasehene [the chief of Kenyase], he repeated, was not 
like some chiefs who pocket all the money from land sales 
and do nothing for the town. But he could give us more.”6

This seemingly ‘self approach’ is giving way to broader 
community participation in Kumasi. Chiefs are no 
longer the sole complement on the official government 
institutions.7 The fast growth of the population of Kumasi 
results into the emerging of other forms of civil society 
besides the chiefs, mainly because the inhabitants of 
many nuclei are no longer all indigenous. In many cases,  
the locals are even greatly outnumbered. Those new 
members of the nucleus do not necessarily always turn 

4// As the stools are spiritual objects 
this is equally important as local 
projects for the stool’s community

5// Berry, S. (2002). The Everyday 
Politics of Rent-Seeking: Land Allocation 
on the outskirts of Kumase

6// Ibid. (pp. 124)

7// Or vice versa

Two book sections are very illustrative 
about the role of chiefs and civil society 
in Ghana; 

Berry, S. (2002). The Everyday Politics 
of Rent-Seeking: Land Allocation on the 
outskirts of Kumase, Ghana. In K. Juul 
(Ed.), Negotiating Property in Africa (pp. 
107-134). Portsmouth: Heinemann.

Gough, K. V., & Yankson, P. W. K. 
(2001). The role of civil society in 
urban management in Accra, Ghana. In 
A. Tostensen (Ed.), Associational life in 
African cities : popular responses to the 
urban crisis. (pp. 127-143). Uppsala: 
Nordiska Afrikainstitutet.

1// Based on experiences during 
fieldwork and on two books: McCaskie, 
T. C. (1995). State and society in 
pre-colonial Asante. and Chernoff, J. M. 
(2003). Hustling is not stealing: stories 
of an African bar girl. 

2// Adarkwa, K. K., & Post, J. (2001). 
The Fate of the Tree: Planning and 
Managing the Development of Kumasi, 
Ghana. Accra: Woeli.

3// Gough, K. V., & Yankson, P. W. 
K. (2001). The role of civil society in 
urban management in Accra, Ghana. 
(pp. 130)
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to the chief. Often, they cannot even turn on the chief, as 
it is not their chief. Therefore, Churches, NGOs, ethnic 
groups, workers associations and many other forms of 
civil society are rising. They never replace the chief, but 
they often carry similar responsibilities They are also 
expected to look after their community.8

MIGRANT NUCLEI

A special case are the immigrant neighbourhoods in the 
central area of Kumasi. In the ancient Ashanti Empire, 
the amount of immigrants was strictly controlled. Those 
who did settle in the Ashanti region were efficiently 
absorbed through the matrilineal system.9 During the 
colonial period however, a huge amount of immigrants 
from other regions of Ghana came to Kumasi and 
settled in the centre. After the return of the Asantehene 
in 1924, and the restoring of the land tenure system, 
the immigrant quarters were leased to the heads of the 
communities. In This way, the immigrants were able to 
form their own nuclei. Their leaders took up a similar role 
as the chiefs and therefore, they generated their own 
form of civil society. This strategy of generating immigrant 
nuclei was maintained until independence as part of 
the British policy. After independence, no new migrant 
quarters were allocated, but the amount of immigrants 
coming to Kumasi grew exponentially. Therefore, the 
existing immigrant quarters grew enormously and today, 
they form some of the strongest nuclei in the centre; 
Zongo, Fante New Town and Anloga are some of those 
neighbourhoods. 
“Ethnicity is important in Kumasi, as in so many places. 
It is commonly perceived as a negative factor, leading 
to discrimination and conflict. However, ethnic networks 
can offer support and avenues of influence for poor 
communities. Various ethnic groups in Kumasi organize 
themselves into development associations in order 
to mobilize resources for the development of their 
communities, and into kinship based groups for mutual 
self-help. It seems that immigrant communities from 
northern Ghana, generally some of the poorest in Kumasi, 
have been able to make use of support networks, often 
revolving around the mosque.”10

However, the migrant nuclei are seriously overcrowded 
today and the majority of new immigrants is therefore 
dispersed throughout the city. Most of them are absorbed 
as tenants by the module and in this way as well, they 
are received in the social structure of the city. There are 
remarkable little ethnic or religious conflicts in Kumasi 
and every nucleus in the city houses a strong ethnic mix. 
However, immigrants have not the same rights as locals. 
They cannot ask favours of the chiefs, as they have no 
right on the communal lands. In this way, the importance 
of other forms of civil society, besides the chief, is 
strengthened by the growing amount of immigrants.

8// And sometimes they are also 
similarly exploiting their community

9// Ashanti had a considerable 
portion of the population who had a 
statute similar to that of a slave. All 
immigrants in Ashanti were almost by 
definition engaged in this ‘free labour’, 
because they had no rights by the 
Asante law. Slaves, who were seen as 
people without kin, could however be 
adopted by a family, and their offspring 
would therefore be considered Asante. 
Source: McCaskie, T. C. (1995). State 
and society in pre-colonial Asante. 
Cambridge: Cambridge university 
press.

10// Devas, N., & Korboe, D. (2000). 
City governance and poverty: the case 
of Kumasi. Environment&Urbanization, 
12(1), 123-136.

The political confederacy of chiefdoms results in an 
agglomeration of nuclei that also spatially structures the 
city. All of those nuclei have a similar statute and are 
all rather similar. Initially, the nuclei were  small towns 
with a rural economy, dispersed throughout the forest. 
The forest condition of Kumasi is important, because it 
enclosed each of the nuclei. The nuclei were therefore 
strong autonomous entities. This makes, even today, 
the nuclei very visible on aerial views. This visibility  is 
strengthened by the presence of the compound house 
(the module) and the strong division between ‘bush’ and 
town made in the Asante culture. 

When Kumasi started to grow as an urban area, it did 
not do so  as an outwards expanding city centre. Kumasi 
grew as its nuclei grew. This generated the contemporary 
urban structure of different centralities, mostly still divided 
by open, or better bush, space. It is evident that some 
of the nuclei have grown  to such an extent that they are 
almost touching their neighbours. Nuclei that are situated 
closer to the centre certainly grew sooner and faster. 
But even in the most dense areas does the structure of 
the nuclei remain and is the open space in between the 
nuclei not completely built up. 
The urban structure of nuclei is also apparent when 
the road structure is examined at the scale of a 
neighbourhood. The nuclei are enclosed and hardly have 
roads which are leading to other nuclei crossing them.1  
Even recently developed areas, which are built on land 
that belongs to the stool of the nucleus, are mostly not 
connected to the nucleus in a direct way. When someone 
wants to go from the nucleus to an adjacent new ‘suburb’ 
by car then this is only possible by returning to the main 
radial road. The idea of enclosure is also illustrated by the 
‘screening’ that occurs around the nuclei. Almost always, 
the nuclei are still bordered with some piece of bush 
which, certainly when it is tropical forest, literally creates 
a screen. 

CHARACTERISTICS
THE PERI-URBAN AS GENERIC 
CONDITION

PERI-URBANISM

“Peri-urban areas are ‘fringe’ areas because they lie 
both at the edge of the city and at the limit of the rural 
hinterland. These words worlds overlap and intermingle, 
making it difficult to establish where the city ends and 
where the rural space begins.”2

The nuclei in Kumasi are without doubt urban areas, 
characterised by elements of the city. At the same time, 
they are very rural. The nuclei have easily access to 
urban markets, services, public transport and have ready 
supplies of labour. Nevertheless, they also have the 
continuing presence of agricultural land and activity. This 
presence of ‘urban agriculture’ in every single nucleus 
is partly because there is little social segregation and 
each of the nuclei houses a strong mix of inhabitants. 
The indigenous population is supplemented with both 
rural immigrants and immigrants from the city centre. In 
all the nuclei, rich and poor are present. The absence 
of social segregation is a result of both the notion of 
family property and the system of stools. As explained 
before, the module provides shelter for the urban poor 
throughout the city and the indigenous population 
can, due to their rights on stoolland, access land at a 
lower price. This allows ‘poor’ local families to acquire 
residential plots, even if the demand for it is high. 
The indigenous population are, or used to be, farmers. 
As the nuclei expand, their amount of farmland is 
decreasing in favour of the growing amount of residential 
plots. Nevertheless, many of them still do some farming 
to provide a necessary extra income. Even if that means 
they have to walk further to reach their farms or if they 
have to do it with small pieces of land. This sustaining 
of agriculture is very evident in nuclei on the outskirts 
of Kumasi, but also in the centre, urban agriculture is 
still a very common feature. An empty plot in between 
the houses, a construction site, the river edges, a home 
garden, all can be used as urban farmland for plantain, 
cocoyam and maize. This generates a city were the peri-
urban seems to be omnipresent.

1// The radials are the only exception, 
they are discussed in the next chapter

2// Trefon, T. (2009). Hinges and 
fringes: Conceptualising the peri-
urban in Central Africa. In P. Nugent 
& F. Locatelli (Eds.), African Cities: 
competing claims on urban spaces. 
Leiden: Brill.
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In his paper about the peri-urban area of Kinshasa, 
Theodore Trefon describes the peri-urban condition not 
just by agriculture but defines it as hybrid in different 
aspects. A definition that completes the one often used 
by researchers; the peri-urban area as the places ‘where 
pressure an land is rising but agriculture is still the main 
source of income’.3

The peri-urban condition of Kumasi differs however from 
the situation that Trefon describes, namely the peri-urban 
as transition zone, because the hybrid aspects are not 
preserved for the edge of the urban area. Legal pluralism, 
the overlap of the ‘traditional’ civil society with modern 
institutions, is probably the best example. In Kumasi, this 
overlap exists everywhere and has a legal framework 
with the chiefs as owners of the land. Neither does legal 
pluralism fade towards the city centre. Moreover, with the 
Asantehene’s palace in the centre, it can even be stated 
that the traditional authority structure strengthens when 
moving closer to Kumasi, or certainly goes on a higher 
level. Furthermore, most other characteristics for the 
peri-urban condition are also very common throughout 
the whole urban area of Kumasi: the mix of modern 
houses and low tech indigenous housing (villas next to 
compound houses), the occupation of plots by building 
little structures to prevent them to be taken, housing 
development ahead of urban planning and therefore in 
the absence of roads, water provision and other services, 
such as waste removal (this is not surprising as the 
chiefs, and not the government,  are assigning plots). 
Also a huge variety of peri-urban economic activities is to 
be found in each of the nuclei. Mainly as a result of the 
urban structure that ensures proximity to as well space, 
natural resources as urban markets. Those economic 
activities consider of course farming but also fuel wood 
harvesting, charcoal production and animal husbandry 
such as goats and chickens.
Due to the urban structure of the nuclei, it is impossible 
to draw a diagram of overlapping circles, which define 
the borders of the city, the peri-urban area and the rural 
hinterland. The peri-urban is therefore not a transition 
area between city and hinterland; it is the city, and the 
peri-urban dweller is therefore part of that city. The idea 
of not yet belonging to the urban paradise, as is the 
case in real peripheral peri-urban circumstances, does 
not apply to the peri-urbanism of Kumasi. Because the 

peri-urban is not a transition area, it is also not perceived 
as a transition state. It is rather the opposite; no one 
desires to live inside the small centre, the real Kumasi. 
In this perception, the role of Kumasi, referring to the city 
centre, is still similar to its historic function: it symbolises 
the union of different nuclei, in a city structure defined by 
the peri-urban. None of the nuclei is therefore part of that 
centre, yet they form the city and not their centre; Kumasi.
In contemporary Kumasi, the peri-urban condition is 
an essential way of surviving. Most of the inhabitants 
combine urban sources of income with rural ones. They 
also combine official urban services with services that 
are provided by ‘traditional’ institutions.4 The peri-urban 
condition should therefore be taken into account when 
considering the development of Kumasi. Moreover, as 
the metropolitan area of Kumasi is growing and the 
border with the true rural hinterland is moving further, the 
role of the peri-urban condition of the city to supply its 
inhabitants rises. The city needs the peri-urban condition 
of the nuclei for food, but also the services provided by 
the nuclei’s civil society. 
Therefore, the nuclei perhaps show a possible city 
model, with multiple, somehow self-sufficient, entities. 
In a ‘typical African’ context, it is an urban structure 
that apparently is able to protect the low-income urban 
dwellers and partly prevent a highly dependent group of 
urban poor. 
Nevertheless, the peri-urban as generic condition for the 
city stresses the current land issues. Because it is the 
availability of open space that makes this peri-urbanism 
of Kumasi possible and that generates food and income 
for many city dwellers. Peri-urbanism is dependent on the 
bush; in its original form as forest or in its current reduced 
presence of open plots, waste lands, home gardens and 
river edges in between the new residential development.

HERBERT (YAW) OTTO BOATENG

One of the most striking  life stories that I heard while I 
was walking through Kumasi was that of Herbert Otto 
Boateng, one of the elders in Ejisu, a nuclei about 15km 
from the centre. Herbert’s story shows some aspects 
of the complex peri-urban condition, but in particular, it 
shows how prejudiced we mostly are. People living in 
peri-urban conditions are definitely not just poor farmers 

who are loosing their land and income. I did not record 
the story, so this is just a short version. 
Herbert started as a school teacher in Ejisu. Around 
independence, he attended a training to become a 
journalist and later joined the Parliament of Kwame 
Nkrumah. After the coup d’état of 1966, he fled from 
Ghana, because particularly the Ashanti Region was not 
safe for Nkrumah supporters. He became an engineer in 
Germany, where he lived for over thirty years and raised 
his children. However, about ten years ago, his father5 
died, and he was asked to come back to take up his role 
as family head and sub chief, elder of the community, in 
Ejisu.6 So he did. He returned to Ghana. Today, he and 
his wife live together with other family members in one of 
the family compound houses. The family owns five large 
compound houses in total in Ejisu to accommodate the 
entire extended family. He works on some farmlands, 
with maize and plantain, about two miles walking from 
his house. When I met him, he was wearing worn-out 
second hand clothing and was sitting outside his house, 
a house that does not reach our Western standards at 
all. However, he and his family do not look at themselves 
as poor, nor would anyone else of the community. They 
have enough food and some of the family members 
are working in the city and bring in extra cash to pay for 
urban services such as school fees etc. He considers 
his role as elder in his family and the community in Ejisu 
today incredibly important. ‘It is something’, he said, ‘that 
his children do not understand. They are too German for 
that.’

5// Actually he means his uncle, but 
often men from the same Abusuá but 
one generation older are addressed 
with father. 

6// He does not own lands, besides 
those of his family, but is one of the 
elders in the board advising the chief 
of Ejisu.

3// Ubink, J. M. (2008). In the land 
of the chiefs: customary law, land 
conflicts, and the role of the state 
in Peri-urban Ghana. Amsterdam: 
University Press.

4// In many nuclei, schools, water 
wells and so on are partly maintained 
by the chief and elders. The board of 
elders and the chief also function as 
court to settle disputes and are called 
on for spiritual affairs.
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ASAGO - THE BEGINNING

Asago is a very small nucleus on the outskirts of Kumasi. 
The aerial picture was taken some years ago and shows 
a nucleus in the forest, linked to the centre of Kumasi 
by one road. Very recently, and therefore not yet shown 
on the aerial view, Asago started to develop. Only 
one kilometer east of Asago is the location of the new 
woodworkers village and due to this new industrial site, 
the demand by ‘strangers’ for plots has risen drastically 
and Asago is now developing fast.

A// THE CURRENT HOUSE OF THE 
QUEEN MOTHER. IN FRONT OF 
THAT HOUSE STANDS AN IMAGE OF 
THE PALACE SHE AND HER FAMILY 
ARE CURRENTLY BUILDING. THE 
NEW PALACE IS BUILT BY THE ‘DRINK 
MONEY’ PAID FOR THOSE PLOTS.
B// THE MAIN STREET OF ASAGO.
C// THE EDGE OF THE NUCLEUS

Because the Asante culture is 
matrilineal, the Queen mother, who is 
the sister of the old chief and mother 
of the new one, is equally important as 
the chief himself.

0 500M
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EJISU

Ejisu is a nucleus located even further away from the 
centre of Kumasi than Asago. Yet, Ejisu developed into a 
rather wealthy nucleus due to its location along the Accra 
road and the fact that Ejisu used to be connected by the 
railway (which is no longer operating). Ejisu provides a 
clear example of an autonomous nucleus which is without 
doubt part of the city yet which is defined by peri-urban 
logics. 
Many of the people living in Ejisu are still engaged in 
farming, although their farmlands are often no longer 
located in Ejisu, and other peri-urban activities such 
as palm oil production, wood manufacturing, charcoal 
making. Ejisu has a large market place where these 
products are sold to traders of Kejetia and where locals 
can buy ‘things from the city’. Not all inhabitants of 
Ejisu are however farmers, Ejisu houses as well many 
people, poor and wealthy, working in the city or in local 
enterprises, it is therefore certainly not just a village. 
The idea of nucleus and the civil society of chiefs is in 
Ejisu very strong. The ‘Nana’ of Ejisu also did a lot in 
return for his authority and the town shares in the profit 
of the land. Ejisu knows many schools, public facilities, 
market buildings, football squares and so on which 
were funded by the stool. This makes the chief deeply 
respected by his stool members.

THIS PAGE: DRYING FIRE WOOD AND 
PLANTAIN DELIVERY AT THE MARKET 
OF EJISU

RIGHT PAGE: PLAN OF THE  
MORPHOLOGICAL STRUCTURE OF 
EJISU

A// INITIAL TOWN

B// EXPANSION OF THE NUCLEUS 
C// ‘SUBURB’ DEVELOPMENT

LOCATION OF EJISU IN KUMASI

//A

//B

//C

//C

//C

//C

//B
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ALL PICTURES TAKEN IN EJISU SHOW 
ITS PERI-URBAN CONDITION BUT THIS 
ONE OF A LOCAL BUTCHER SPEAKS 
THE MOST.
RIGHT PAGE: AERIAL VIEW OF EJISU

0 500M
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SCREENING

Over the last two decades the chiefs have been leasing 
at a rapid speed residential plots to people who not 
belong to the nuclei. These new plots are however not 
connected to the initial nucleus but are located a bit 
further. Consequently, the new residential ‘suburbs’ 
are separated from the nuclei by a piece of bush that 
remains untouched.  This creates literally a screen in the 
landscape that protects and encloses the nucleus. 
This division between nucleus and the new areas is also 
apparent in the road network. Mostly there are only small 
paths for pedestrians crossing the bush and as a result is 
it necessary to return to the main radial road is someone 
wants to go from the nucleus to one of the new ‘suburbs’ 
by car. Each nucleus remains therefore independent 
towards those new developing ‘suburbs’.

RIGHT PAGE: ROAD AND 
PEDESTRIAN NETWORK OF EJISU

UNDER: SCREENING AT THE 
BORDER OF THE NUCLEI - EJISU

0 500M
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BOMSO

Bomso is a nucleus that developed very early as a 
residential neighbourhood. When it started to get built 
up in the 1960s – 70s it was located out of the urbanized 
centre and the actual town Bomso was very small.  
The nucleus only developed so early as a residential 
neighbourhood because of its location next to the 
university campus because many teachers and staff 
working at the university started living in Bomso. Their 
houses are mostly individual villa’s  and do not follow  the 
logics of the nucleus. 
Nevertheless the nucleus of Bomso is still present. 
The weekly meetings of the locals are announced by 
speakers, public toilets are available and small pieces 
of land in between the new houses and along the rivers 
are filled with maize and plantain. There is as well a 
mill and two large bread ovens in Bomso. The greatly 
outnumbered indigenous population of Bomso are not 
the people who participate in urban agriculture. Home 
gardens are as well used by the ‘strangers’ to complete 
their income.
The initial nucleus also still functions as a reference; 
street names are rarely used but everybody knows where 
the old town of Bomso is and mostly even where the 
house of the chief stands. Bomso shows how the notion 
of nuclei and the peri-urban condition have been able 
to survive, even in areas where at first sight, the nucleus 
seems to be of minor importance.

(It is not shown here, but Bomso has of course as well 
typical urban economic activities of which a remarkable 
amount of crèches.)

ROAD AND PEDESTRIAN NETWORK OF BOMSO

RIGHT: PLAN OF THE  MORPHOLOGICAL STRUCTURE OF BOMSO0 500M
0 250M
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THIS PAGE: PICTURES ILLUSTRATING 
THE PERI-URBAN CONDITION OF 
BOMSO: ANIMAL HUSBANDRY, HOME 
GARDENS AND PLANTAIN ON EMPTY 
PLOTS.
RIGHT PAGE: AERIAL PHOTOGRAPH 
OF BOMSO
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FANTE NEW TOWN & ASAFO

Fante New Town and Asago are two nuclei located in the 
centre. They demonstrate how the nuclei and the peri-
urbanism are truly omnipresent in Kumasi. Asafo is one 
of the historic nuclei, Fante New Town on the other hand 
is a migrant nuclei. Although it is not one of the historic 
stools it does function as a nuclei. Fante New Town has 
for example as well its own chiefs and elders. 
Both nuclei are, similar to the rest of Kumasi, 
characterised by peri-urban conditions. These conditions 
are most apparent in the use of open spaces as urban 
farm land.

0 500M
0 250M
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THIS PAGE: PICTURES ILLUSTRATING 
THE USE OF THE NOT OPERATING 
RAILWAY LINE AS AN AREA FOR 
URBAN AGRICULTURE AND AS 
SHORTCUT BETWEEN THE DIFFERENT 
NUCLEI. THERE ARE OF COURSE 
AS WELL SQUATTER SETTLEMENTS 
ALONG THAT RAILWAY LINE (AS IT IS 
GOVERNMENT PROPERTY).
RIGHT PAGE: AERIAL PHOTOGRAPH 
OF FANTE NEW TOWN (NORTH OF 
ACCRA ROAD) AND ASAFO (SOUTH 
OF THE ACCRA ROAD)
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The relation of the nucleus, the cleared area, with its 
surrounding bush, has always been important, because 
the peri-urban logics of the nuclei are sustained by that 
bush. The word bush does not only allude to the initial 
forest which provides meat, wood and other resources, 
but also to the farms in that forest; ‘Bush’ refers therefore 
to everything which is not part of the nuclei. The bush 
has, for a long time, been able to survive in Kumasi 
because the city grew out of its nuclei and not from the 
centre. 
However, in contemporary Kumasi, the role of the nuclei 
and their bush in the urban structure, spatially and 
socially, is fading. Starting from the 1990s, the notion 
of suburb has been taking over the peri-urban logics of 
the nuclei. In contrast to the multi-storey compounds in 
the nuclei, favoured by prosperous traders and cocoa 
farmers until the 1980s, the contemporary urban middle-
class who possesses today the necessary money to buy 
a plot and built a house on it, want to do this in the form 
of a villa outside the city’s built-up area. In the case of 
Kumasi, this results in a spectacular rise of new buildings 
outside the nuclei. The result is striking. All open areas 
between the nuclei are dotted with multiple residential 
plots. When the amount of dots grows, they start taking 
up the open space in between the nuclei, the bush, and 
create ordinary suburbs. 
This is not just destroying the urban landscape, the 
suburb also puts pressure on the survival of the nuclei. 
The suburb threatens the source of income of the nuclei 
as well as its notion of community. The people who 
are building in the suburb most often do not identify 
themselves with the nucleus. They are not part of the 
community, in contrast to the poorer rural and urban 
immigrants, who become tenants in the compound 
houses and who are therefore part of the social 
structure of the nuclei. The suburb dwellers are better 
off than the average urban population and do not call 
on the civil society structure of the chiefs. As they are 
strangers to the nuclei, they do not expect the chief to 
take responsibilities in providing services, such as legal 

BUSH

council, community facilities and so on. They expect 
those services of the government. Mostly, people living 
in the suburbs also form their own residents associations 
which take over the role of the chief as a chairman 
towards the official government. In the suburb, the notion 
of community is therefore not linked to that of the nuclei 
and inherent exclusive which goes hand in hand with a 
growing division between rich and poor.
In a certain way, this development of the bush 
undermines the balanced role of the chiefs. As the 
accountability of the chiefs towards the suburb dwellers 
is low, the chief turns into a landowner instead of a 
trustee. To illustrate this shift in the role of chiefs, the 
chiefs in areas with major suburb development do 
sometimes not even live in their own nuclei anymore. This 
situation destroys the respect and recognition, which the 
chiefs used to have.
Ironically, chiefs initially decided to convert farmland to 
residential plots for the middle class mostly with the idea 
to bring their stool to a higher level. The local community 
of a nucleus is most often rather poor, due to the large 
population in comparison to the available farmland and 
the lack of other sources of income. The new residents 
are assumed to bring new opportunities to the nuclei 
and to stimulate its economy. This is however rarely the 
case. The inhabitants of the sprawl work in the city and 
do their shopping on their way home. Their children often 
do not go to the local schools. The sprawl dweller has 
little interest in the nuclei. Nevertheless, leasing a plot for 
residential use brings in far more money for the stool than 
when it would be used as farmland, but this money is not 
always used in favour of the nucleus. 
Furthermore, by continuously converting farmland, 
the people living in the nuclei are forced to search for 
other jobs besides farming. Working in construction is 
one of the most common new jobs, which results in a 
situation in which farmers are building villas on their own 
farmlands and in this way destroying their main sources 
of food. At the start of such a system, they gain more out 

of it than they gain out of farming. They have a paid job 
and are often compensated for the loss of farmland. But 
this is temporary. There is always a point at which the 
population of the nuclei has become dependent on the 
urban food supply, while at the same time the nuclei does 
not create enough work anymore to provide cash for its 
dwellers to buy those supplies.
This problematic situation of the indigenous population of 
the nucleus is often strengthened by the large amount of 
poor urban immigrants, who seek cheap accommodation 
in the compound houses of the nuclei. Today, while the 
areas around the nuclei are becoming suburban retreats 
for professionals and civil servants, the nuclei themselves 
are at the same time bedroom communities for the petty 
bourgeoisie.1

THE EXPAT CULTURE

“As many as 3 million Ghanaians, or 15% of the 
population, are estimated to live abroad. This non-
resident Ghanaian group includes some 30% of all highly 
educated Ghanaians. Not all emigrants participate as 
transnationals, but those that do have a major impact on 
Ghanaian economy and society. They remit huge sums of 
money into the national economy, particularly into sectors 
such as housing. In the process, they participate in re-
imagining the world at home from afar and create spaces 
of global cultures inside the local urban arena.”2

A very important figure in the sprawl context is the 
Ghanaian expat; Ghanaian nationals who are working 
and residing abroad.3 The expat functions somehow as 
a catalyst. He provides the Western idyll of the individual 
villa outside the city as well as the money necessary 
to build this idyll. This is possible in an indirect way, by 
sending money to family members, who use it to build 
their homes, but very often it are the Ghanaian expats 
themselves who decide to build in Ghana. Many of the 
expats have the wish to return to Ghana one day. They 
do not consider the country in which they are residing as 
the place where they want to die. Although many of them 
will eventually not return, the idea exists, and the house in 
Ghana is built to ensure that there is a comfortable house 
waiting for him on the day of their return. 
Another reason why Ghanaian expats are building at 
their home country instead of the place where they live is 

because: “You can own a home here, but no one’s going 
to know about it, so you have to own a home in Ghana. 
Then everyone who matters to you can see you’ve made it 
in America. […] You can be someone”4 Building a house 
abroad, where there are no relatives to see it, has little 
meaning. A house abroad is invisible to the people to 
who it means the most. Building a house in Ghana on the 
other hand, shows that you accomplished something. In 
the Ghanaian culture, building a house also represents 
‘coming of age’ and is therefore an essential element to 
show that someone has made it in life. The importance of 
the expats building homes in Ghana is somehow shown 
in the 2008 edition of Digest of African architecture.5 Only 
two villas are presented in the whole magazine. Both are 
located in Ghana and both are built by Ghanaian expats, 
who are in this case architects themselves. At the same 
time, those two expat houses are the only two buildings 
to represent Ghana. 
Even when the phenomenon is considered on the scale 
of Ghana, the same logic can be applied. People often 
prefer to build in their hometown, rather than in the place 
where they moved to for professional reasons. Certainly 
for Kumasi, this is the case, as the city has a large 
symbolic meaning for Asantes. 
“Kumasi has served as a magnet to indigenous Ashanti 
prospective property developers. The desire of an 
average Ashanti subject to be associated with Kumasi, 
the traditional capital in one way or the other is very 
high. These phenomena defy economic considerations. 
The situation can be contrasted with other regional 
(Administrative) capitals such as Koforidua and Sunyani in 
the Eastern and Brong Ahafo Regions respectively.”6

The role of the expat on the city structure of Kumasi is 
enormous. It is an open secret that the new villas ‘are 
built with dollars’.  Yet, the expat himself is mostly not 
present. The house is therefore mostly occupied by 
caretakers, often relatives of the expat, sometimes even 
including the expats’ own children. Children are raised 
by grandparents or other family members in Ghana to 
ensure that they value the Ghanaian culture and traditions 
and to prevent that the children would feel like strangers 
in Ghana when the parents decide to return. 

1// Adapted from: Berry, S. (2002). The 
Everyday Politics of Rent-Seeking: Land 
Allocation on the outskirts of Kumase, 
Ghana. In K. Juul (Ed.), Negotiating 
Property in Africa (pp. 111)

2// Grant, R. (2005). The emergence of 
gated communities in a West African 
context: Evidence from Greater Accra, 
Ghana. Urban Geography, 26(8), 
661-683.

3// The word expat is in Ghana used for 
as well strangers living and working in 
Ghana as Ghanaians living and working 
abroad

4// Berger, J. (21/08/2002). American 
Dream Is a Ghana Home; Mark of 
Immigrant Success To the Folks Back 
in Accra, The New York Times.

5// Baryeh, H. I. (1997). Kumasi 
Natural Resource Management 
Research Project. Kumasi: Lands 
Commission and NRI, UK. (p.16)

6// Expression used by Ghanaians to 
say that the money used for a house 
comes from someone working abroad, 
not necessarily just in the United 
States.
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THE CARETAKERS: INVISIBLE BUSH DWELLERS

The phenomenon of caretakers does not only occur 
in the expat houses, but also in most of the villas that 
are built by Kumasi residents.7 As a result, the total 
bush area of Kumasi is filled with unfinished villas, 
occupied by caretakers, in this case rarely relatives. 
This dominance of caretakers has two main reasons. 
First, the building process takes on average very long. 
During the unfinished state, however, the house is very 
vulnerable to theft of building materials. To prevent this 
loss of expensive building materials, and to maintain the 
already existing structure, the owner of the house lets a 
caretaker live in the unfinished building. Secondly, when 
the building itself is finished this does not mean that there 
is electricity, running water or good roads. Mostly, the 
owner will wait to move until those services are available, 
which can take a long time; especially as most of the 
bush development happens ahead of planning. In the 
meanwhile, the caretakers are still the inhabitants of the 
suburban house. 
These caretakers are not paid for their jobs, but 
the advantage of not having to pay rent for an 
accommodation is for many people enough reason to 
become a caretaker. Caretakers are in general married 
migrant men in their mid 30s, who work in construction 
and have young families.8 This is not surprising; for a 
young migrant family, it is rather expensive to rent an 
accommodation that is large enough to raise a family 
and that gives some basic privacy. Because they are 
immigrants, they can also rarely call on relatives for 
rooms in a compound house (or elsewhere) rent-free. 
The fact that most of the caretakers work in construction 
is explained easily: the most common way of finding a 
non-relative caretaker is for the owner to ask one of the 
construction workers on their building site.
Being a caretaker has some advantages; if not, nobody 
would be prepared to do the job unpaid. Although 
caretakers are unpaid, they mostly do expect some 
payment at the moment when they leave the property. 
The longer they have stayed, the larger the expected 
sum. The main financial advantage however, is that 
the caretaker does not have to pay a monthly rent. In 
This way, he is still able to cope with life when he would 
become suddenly unemployed. Certainly in a city with 
mostly informal labour, this is a big advantage. And 

although caretakers never occupy the whole house, but 
usually only two or three rooms, they still have more place 
than other low-income families. Also, most caretakers are 
allowed to grow some crops and sometimes even to rear 
animals in the garden. This gives them the opportunity to 
feed their families if they have no cash. 
There are many disadvantages as well. Firstly, landlords 
demand that there is always someone at the site to look 
after the house. In general, this means that the woman 
of the household, who is actually carrying out the role 
of caretaker, has to stay at home all day. Often, she is 
engaged in some kind of income-earning activity, such 
as food preparation or petty trading. These activities are 
similar to those of other low-income families, but the 
caretakers face limited demand due to the low density of 
the bush area. Their trading activity is therefore rather a 
way to kill the time than to earn a decent income. 
Another problem that caretakers encounter is the lack of 
services.  This is also the reason why the landlords have 
not moved in yet. Of course running water and sanitation 
facilities are in general not available in the compound 
houses of the nuclei, but the nuclei have basic public 
services such as wells and public toilets. For caretakers, 
access to water a daily struggle.
Thirdly, the public transport connection between the 
unfinished sprawl dwelling and the city is always very 
bad and expensive. As the caretakers do not have 
the luxury of a car, this isolates them from the city. 
This isolation continues in the lack of community or 
neighbourhoodness in the bush. Because caretakers are 
only temporarily living in these houses, they also do not 
form associations like the landlords often do.9 Finally, the 
caretakers rarely know when they will have to move out, 
they only know that it can be very suddenly. When the 
owner decides to move in, the caretaker has to leave and 
look for another accommodation. Most of the caretakers 
want to cease to be a caretaker and wish to start to 
rent accommodation, but it is far from sure that they will 
have the money to do so. If they do not have the money 
to rent, they will have to find another unfinished house 
to take care of. When the caretaker is a relative, the 
concerns about what will happen when the owner returns 
are not that prominent, as most of the time, he can stay. 
Nevertheless, this large urban group of caretakers is very 
vulnerable and at the same time highly invisible in the city. 

The caretakers are poor bush dwellers who cannot find 
a place in the city, but when the owners move into their 
bush houses, the caretakers have to go somewhere. The 
question is of course ‘where?’ 
The rapid occupation of the bush areas is turning 
Kumasi into one big suburb. The structure of nuclei is 
disappearing, as well as the landscape of centralities 
and the civil society that belongs to that structure of 
centralities. As absolute owners of land, it are the chiefs 
who are developing the bush in between the nuclei. By 
doing so, they are questioning their own role. The notion 
of civil society linked to the nuclei is fading and the chiefs 
are becoming ‘mere’ landlords. All chiefs in Kumasi are 
turning bush lands into residential plots at a rapid speed. 
This development is far ahead of any well-reasoned 
urban planning. And although most areas do have a 
plan,10 that plan is everywhere the same: a grid of large 
plots into the existing bush. This bush is getting built up 
piece by piece, with its caretakers moving along with the 
construction areas while at the same time the inhabitants 
of the nuclei are rapidly losing their farmland , as well as 
the possibility to feed themselves and the rest of the city. 
At a certain point, the bush will get full and result into a 
city of suburbs; and what else? 

7// Buildings which are indirectly as 
well financed by expat money.

8// Gough, K. V., & Yankson, P. (2011). 
A Neglected Aspect of the Housing 
Market: The Caretakers of Peri-urban 
Accra, Ghana. Urban Studies, 48(4), 
793-810.

9// Ibid.  (The average length of time 
stayed in one house is about five years)

10// Chiefs are obligated to develop 
their land following plans approved 
of by the Town and Country Planning 
Department (TCPD). This is indeed 
exactly what happens, the chiefs, or 
their own planners, draw a grid and the 
TCPD approves it. In that sense, Kumasi 
is of course planned, yet it is far from 
any reasonable planning.
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BUSH - AERIAL VIEW

At aerial views, it is still possible to distinguish the 
‘suburbs’ and bush from the nuclei. Nevertheless, it is 
becoming hard to see which suburb belongs to which 
nucleus as the suburbs are starting to fill up the total 
bush area.

A// ASOKORE MAMPONG B// EJISU

//A

//B

0 500M0 500M
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BUSH - SEEN AT GROUND LEVEL

The result of the rapid bush development is shown in the 
picture at the right page which displays an image that is 
today very common in Kumasi. This picture shows one 
Kumasi suburb in the making.
The sprawl development in the bush can however not 
be described only by the notion of suburb, it is far more 
complex. Not only wealthy citizens are living in the bush, 
also their family members and caretakers are. Even rural 
families are housing in the bush. The villa is dominant but 
far from the only typology and compound houses can be 
spotted. Farming continuous in between the residential 
plots, while at the same time petty trading (in food and 
construction materials) also occurs.  And all of this, 
mostly, in areas without public transport, electricity and 
water supply. 

RIGHT PAGE: 
BUSH CONTEXT 1 - FUTURE 
SUBURB  - ASAGO 
UNDER: 
BUSH CONTEXT 2 - PLANTAIN FIELD, 
WOOD COLLECTING, CONSTRUCTION 
MATERIALS, FAMILY COMPOUND 
HOUSE, SUBURB VILLA - EJISU

(NOTE THE DOUBLE FENCE OF THE 
VILLA, BOTH ARE HOWEVER VERY 
EASY TO CROSS, ESPECIALLY THE 
FIRST ONE WHICH IS MEANT, SO 
EXPLAINED THE CARETAKER, SON OF 
THE OWNER, TO PREVENT GOATS 
AND OTHER ANIMALS TO EAT THE 
PLANTS OF THE GARDEN)
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CARETAKERS OF THE BUSH

Caretakers live in the most isolated places of Kumasi, 
not necessarily on the outskirts of the city but always 
without available public transport which makes their travel 
distance to the centre huge. Nevertheless, they often 
engage in some kind of petty trading in the area of the 
house they are taking care off. It is evident that there are 
rarely costumers but it should perhaps rather be seen as 
occupational therapy. 

ALL PICTURES ON THIS SPREAD WERE TAKEN AT ASAGO
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Kumasi is located on the crossing of various historic 
trade routes. The richness of the Asante Empire 
resulted from the absolute control over those trade 
routes. However, Kumasi itself was not really a city, 
it had no residential function. Kumasi functioned as 
a political and economic centre for the chiefdoms/
nuclei around it and consisted of a palace complex 
accompanied by a huge market, for wholesale and 
luxury products. This role of Kumasi is confirmed by 
the fact that people never claim to be from Kumasi. 
Except for the Asantehene, every one’s family used 
to live outside Kumasi. This situation has not really 
changed, until today the centre of Kumasi is a space 
were various roads/radials cross, which is therefore 
unusual busy, yet at the same time it is empty. 

This city structure of radial roads crossing in one 
single knot creates a situation were all traffic, national, 
regional as well as local, moves along the same 
axes. To move from one place to another in Kumasi 
it is necessary to pass the centre, which is most 
often an enormous detour. Because the radials are 
so important on different scale levels, they illustrate 
the relationship of Kumasi with its surroundings on 
those different scale levels. Another result of this 
radial structure is that functions which are meant 
for ‘distribution’ are all centralised around the knot, 
even light industrial zones which are in other cities 
more often found at the borders. 

The knot of a radial system is always a place of 
movements rather then a place to stay. In Kumasi 
the knot is actually even more problematic as the 
tenure system is different than in the rest of the city, 
resulting in a centre which somehow stagnated and 
did not develop together with the rest of the city. 
Meaning that the knot, which is today somehow 

THE RADIALS

blocked, is a threat to itself. Almost all recent projects 
deal with the issue of infrastructure and the question 
to decentralize or not. But what becomes a knot when 
the crossing lines are replaced? Important is the 
clash between the government, who strongly insist 
on decentralisation and the Asantehene, who wants 
to rebuild the centre as royal courts, as a political and 
cultural centre.

KNOT

The Knot refers to the area defined by the central crossing 
of the radials. It is some kind of non-place characterised by 
flows and emptiness rather than mass.
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“When I opened the door and went out, then I closed 
it back. Then I went. I started to walk. From Aboabo 
to Old Tafo. It’s very far. Old Tafo and Kumasi, I think 
is three miles. And then Aboabo will also be three 
or two-and-a-half miles. So I walked that night from 
Aboabo to Old Tafo.
And you know, when I went home to my father I 
was crying because on the road of Tafo, there is a 
cemetery there. No light. No anything. I had to pass 
this place to come home. Then my father said, “No. 
You alone? It’s not true. Somebody brought you.” 
[…]
[Next morning] About eight o’clock, I saw my uncle! 
When I saw my uncle, aassh! I went out straight. I 
didn’t want to hear this nonsense. I shit! I know that 
I shit! This – aagh! I shit because she put this thing 
in my eyes from eight o’clock and then she told me 
to sleep with it. It’s pepper. Yeah, and it’s hot, too. So 
when my uncle came, and I knew he was bringing 
this talk, I just went out, to this place: Amakom. Every 
time when my father had to work, he would give me 
two shillings, so when I got my two shillings, then 
I saw that my uncle was just coming to meet my 
father. Then I just went out. I took a trotro. I dropped 
at Kumasi; I took another trotro to Amakom. My 
father’s big brother was there.”1

When locals speak about Kumasi, they refer only to the 
current centre of the city, the area around Kejetia and the 
palace. This quote shows how moving through the city 
always relates to that centre.
In Kumasi, the urban road system is formed by radials. 
These radials, and the urban element of the street in 
general, relate differently to the city than the module and 
the nuclei. The street is not a dominant element in the 
negative space of the module, it is rather the unplanned 
result of putting different modules together. The nuclei is 
therefore not driven by the street, it is given form by the 

HISTORIC PERSPECTIVE
AT THE CROSSROADS

module. As a result, roads in Kumasi have a different 
statute than the module and the nuclei. The latter 
structure the city bottom-up, the radials on the other hand 
structure Kumasi top-down. The radials are elements that 
follow logics on a larger scale than just the city level. 
Two different scales are important when considering the 
origin and historic logics of Kumasi’s radials; the regional 
scale, more precisely the scale of the historic Ashanti 
Union, and the (inter)national scale. The first scale 
shows the radials that support the function of Kumasi 
as a political and cultural centre, the latter relates to 
the economic function of Kumasi as a wholesale trade 
centre. 

MANHYIA

(Name of the Asantehene’s palace)
The statute of the historic city Kumasi was rather 
particular. It was rather a symbolic centre than a city. 
When the Ashanti Union was established, Kumasi was 
founded as a place to represent that Union. Kumasi 
did not grow out of one of the existing nuclei but had 
the function to hold the different nuclei together. The 
city had therefore no traditional residential function, 
but was the location of the palace of the Asantehene, 
together with its extended royal court that housed a large 
number of office holders. This palace, which basically 
made up the city Kumasi, was the political centre of the 
Ashanti Union. This centre controlled the nuclei mainly 
through the use of strong symbolism. Unlike many 
kingdoms where the powers of the kings are enforced 
militarily, the Asantehene’s power and influence over the 
Ashanti Union is mainly enforced by the spiritual beliefs 
surrounding the Golden Stool. The political power of 
the Asante Union was therefore, and still is, based on 
frequent ceremonial festivals. This role of Kumasi as a 
political centre is meticulously described by McCaskie 
(1995); the following fragment shows, besides the 
political function of Kumasi, the relation between Kumasi 

and its surrounding nuclei. Somehow, Kumasi must have 
been ‘Versailles à l’Afrique’.2

“Many of those who immigrated into the Asante capital 
had to wait some considerable time before being 
recruited into an office holder’s retinue. Others achieved 
their goal, but remained in Kumasi either in forlorn 
expectation, or because the decisive act of going up to 
the capital had effectively severed their ties to village and 
lineage. Moreover, for an individual to return home was to 
admit failure and to court humiliating comment. People 
of this sort lived a marginal life in Kumasi. Detached from 
the rural subsistence economy, but without the official 
status that guaranteed survival in the Asante capital, they 
were sometimes forced into stealing in order to eat. It 
says much about the ruling perception of the meaning 
of Kumasi that, in addition to outright robbery and 
theft, desperate individuals often tried to survive simply 
by arrogating to themselves the status, attitudes and 
behaviour of actual office-holders. It is equally significant 
that the state took the most serious view of any such 
illegitimate usurpation.”3

To exercise control over the Ashanti Union, even if that 
control is based on symbolic oppression, Kumasi needed 
to be connected to its nuclei. This resulted in a radial 
road pattern of roads between the political centre and the 
smaller centralities. 
The Ashanti region however, has the context of a tropical 
forest, which implies infrastructural and technological 
constraints. Maintaining a road, better a path, through the 
forest requires a lot of labour and traffic. The radial roads, 
which used to be called the ‘great roads’,4 leading from 
Kumasi to the surrounding villages, were the channels of 
state communication, but they were fragile and subject 
to recurrent seasonal disruption and to very rapid 
deterioration, if and when they were neglected. Because 
maintaining a path through the forest was so difficult, 
these great roads or radials were as well the almost 
only existing connections. There was little need for other 
routes that connected the nuclei with each other, because 
the nuclei are rather autonomous and only related to one 
another through the centre, Kumasi.
Somehow, the state of the radial roads reflected the 
strength of the Empire. This connotation of the radial 
roads was very evident at the end of the Anglo-Asante 

wars of the 19th century. When the British gained victory 
in 1896, all existing radials were impossible to walk on.5  
During The first period of colonisation, Kumasi apparently 
lost its meaning as a centre; the Asantehene was sent   
into exile, the palace in ruins and the Golden Stool was 
hidden for safekeeping. However, because the role of 
Kumasi is mainly symbolic, its function as centre was 
restored at the moment when the Asantehene returned 
in 1924 and the historic glory was regained by rebuilding 
the palace and the restoration of the Asante Confederacy. 
At independence, Kumasi was again a very important 
political centre, with the Asantehene residing over the 
National House of Chiefs and frequent overwhelmingly 
impressive festivals attracting many Asantes and other 
spectators. After independence, the government at 
national level tried to temper the importance of Kumasi. 
The economic crisis of the 1970’s and 1980’s diminished 
much of the city’s glory. However, the role of Kumasi as 
symbolic centre of the Asante is up to-date impressively 
strong and far from merely historic.

KEJETIA

(Name of the central lorry park and market)
The ‘great roads’ are not the only important radials. 
Kumasi is also located on the crossroads of historic trade 
routes and has always functioned as an important trading 
centre. The Asante Empire became very powerful, mainly 
because of this strategic location .The central market 
of the Empire, which was located next to the palace in 
Kumasi, symbolises the role of Kumasi as an economical 
centre. Initially, the market in Kumasi was not a daily 
market, as it did not trade daily products, such as food 
(the palace had its own private supply); on the market 
luxury products and cultural objects were traded for gold. 
Kumasi is located in the dense forest zone that lies 
in between the historic Hausa trade routes, which 
moved (and still move) through the Sahel area, and the 
European coastal trade. The Asante were therefore, 
at first, able to participate in the growing gold trade, 
resulting in the establishing of the Ashanti Empire.6 Later, 
they managed to gain control over all routes that were 
crossing the forest and that connected the northern 
Hausa trade with the coast. Especially during the 18th 
and 19th century, Asante had absolute control and an 

1//  Chernoff, J. M. (2003). Hustling 
is not stealing : stories of an African 
bar girl. Chicago (Ill.): University of 
Chicago press. (p.139-140)

2// This parallel is based on works 
I have read for this thesis but the 
comparison is personal and it is only 
meant to illustrate the statute of Kumasi

3//  McCaskie, T. C. (1995). State 
and society in pre-colonial Asante. 
Cambridge: Cambridge university 
press. (p.36)

4// Meaning they had a width of at least 
five foot, which is much for a forest 
route for pedestrians. (Horses or cattle 
were not used due to diseases and the 
tsetse fly. Also the use of the wheel was 
impossible due to the forest conditions)

5// McCaskie, T. C. (1995). State 
and society in pre-colonial Asante. 
Cambridge

6// Trade became important during 
the 15th and16th century.  At that time 
the Asante tribes started to exchange 
gold for slaves. (Slaves originating 
from other regions of West Africa and 
imported by European traders.) This 
supply of men force boosted the rural 
economy in a hostile forest environment 
which needed lots of human labour. 
Once the Empire started to expand they 
no longer needed this extra labour but 
traded slaves themselves in exchange 
for guns and Western products. It is 
the abolishing of slave trade that would 
weaken the empire and, therefore 
the banning of slavery was, rather 
ironically, one of the reasons why the 
British gained victory in 1896. 
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extensive military force to ensure this level of control. 
This resulted in a very wealthy and rich society. It is 
estimated that at its most powerful moment, the Ashanti 
Empire controlled all traffic through the forest in the area 
spanning from present-day Togo to almost halfway Ivory 
Coast. This area of control diminished rapidly during 
the second half of the 19th century due to the growing 
pressure of the British and civil war within Asante, which 
resulted in an economic turn for the Empire.  At the end 
of that century, just before the British annexed the Ashanti 
Empire, the region of control was only a bit larger than 
the current Ashanti Region. 
This loss of control was, however, partly compensated 
during the colonial era, because the strategic location 
of Kumasi was enormously strengthened. The British 
established Kumasi as a sub regional wholesale centre, 
connecting it with the port in Takoradi, as well as the 
capital Accra. In This way, Kumasi became the top of 
a, to date existing, railway and road triangle. Thanks to 
this strategic location, Kumasi successfully sustained its 
function as trading centre, now trading products from 
the north (cattle, Shea nuts and so on) and Western 
products. Later, the export of natural resources and 
cocoa became more and more important and Kumasi 
knew an immense economic boom in the 1940’s and 
1950’s. It is during the economic growth of the 1950’s 
that the important light industry sector started to develop 
in Kumasi, especially wood manufacturing and car repair. 
After independence, the Volta River Project made the 
road through the east of Ghana the only alternative for 
the trade routes crossing Kumasi, ineffective. The project 
therefore ensured the city’s monopoly as (inter)national 
trading centre. 
Today, Kumasi is a true transport hub and the city 
functions as a wholesale centre for a large area of West 
Africa. The city is often regarded as the commercial 
capital of Ghana, with its Kejetia market, rivalling Onitsha 
in Nigeria as West Africa’s largest open-air market. Part 
of Kumasi’s relative prosperity still derives from export 
but it is also renowned for its local enterprise and artisan 
skills, particularly in the light-industry areas which serve 
international clienteles. 

To the north of Kumasi, the British did not make much 
effort to develop the region, as it had little to offer in a 

colonial export strategy. In the north, the climate is very 
different. It is much dryer and therefore much less fertile 
than the south. Both conditions created a huge gap 
between the north and south of Ghana, coinciding with a 
different ethnicity as well. Kumasi is therefore, because 
of its location, not just a trading hub, but also a gateway 
between the poor north and richer south, a gateway that 
passes goods as well as people. Many northerners move 
to the Ashanti Region in search of a better future. Some 
only come to Kumasi temporarily, during the dry season, 
when there is little work in the north. Others only intend 
to pass through Kumasi on their way to the coast, but 
many of them stay longer in Kumasi than planned. This 
role of gateway resulted in a spectacular growth of the 
immigrant population of Kumasi, creating a city with a 
huge variety in ethnic groups and religions. Kumasi is 
certainly no longer just the Asante capital. The dominant 
and often oppressive attitude of the Asante towards 
immigrants, the system of stools, chiefs and family 
houses is definitely discriminative towards immigrants. It 
is therefore a rising issue. 
“You know what it is with those Ashantis? All others are 
getting fed up with the Ashantis. They are too plenty 
proud! They think they are better than everybody else, but 
they are not. And you know, they are very discriminative. 
The way they treat the northerners! So nobody likes 
them.”7

The radials have always been the political and economic 
veins of the city. Consequently the statute of Kumasi 
depends strongly on those radials. Until today, it is the 
combination of the two different radial systems, the trade 
routes on (inter)national level and the great roads on city 
level, that structures Kumasi (It is evident that the two 
different logics often overlap on the same lines). The 
radials are a spatial element, but they also define the 
activities, the trade, the routes and the relations between 
the centre and the nuclei that characterise Kumasi. 

7// Response of a friend, Amoabeng 
Odoom, to the question what he thinks 
about Kumasi.
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KEJETIA LORRY PARK
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The urban road structure of Kumasi is basically formed 
by the radials and a small ring road, which has a 
diameter of about five kilometers. Beside the radials and 
the ring road, there are few large roads and those are 
mostly not paved and when they are, the pavement is 
badly maintained. 

The radials, which function as (inter)national connections, 
also carry the function of the historic ‘great roads’ and 
connect Kumasi with its nuclei and hinterland. This 
double role of the radials creates a situation where all 
traffic towards the centre, long-distance, regional and 
local, moves along the same axes. Due to the lack of 
minor roads and vehicle proof connections between 
the nuclei the short distant traffic, which not necessarily 
needs to be in the centre, also uses the radials. These 
different forms of traffic that take the same radial roads 
are the source of the contemporary congestion issues. 
Alternative routes to avoid traffic are almost nonexistent. 
Often, parallel roads to the main radials, which catch the 
extra vehicles during rush hours, exist, but the radials 
themselves are rarely connected. The ring road is very 
small and functions rather as part of the radial system 
than as connection between the radials This means 
that the most important strategy to go from one point 
to another within the city is to take the closest radial, 
move first into the direction of the centre and later switch 
to another radial in the direction of the destination. It is 
evident that this way of moving through the city makes 
physical distance and travel time two complete different 
notions.

The radial logic of moving through the city is 
demonstrated by the routes of the most important public 
transport in Kumasi, the trotro.  The trotro is a small 
minibus that is privately owned, yet functions as public 
transport. A trotro always follows specific routes, but 
picks and drops people at all points along that route. 
Every trotro has a driver and a mate. The latter collects 

CHARACTERISTICS
URBAN (DIS)CONNECTIVITY

the money and tells the driver where to stop. The routes 
taken by trotro drivers are directed by the basic law of 
supply and demand. The fact that almost all trotro routes 
follow exactly the radials reveals therefore much about 
the urban road structure. 
The majority of the trotro routes connects a point on the 
outskirts of Kumasi with the central lorry park in Kejetia. 
In order To reach a destination that is not located along 
one of the radials, one can take a taxi. Shared taxis are 
waiting at the most important points along the radials. 
These shared taxis follow fixed routes as well and mostly 
connect one of the nuclei with one of the radials. This 
way, the public transport system in Kumasi has the 
structure of a web and illustrates the way people move 
through the city. 
Because there are no important roads besides the radials 
connecting the nuclei to others, few people come into 
a nucleus if they do not need to be there. Most of the 
nuclei themselves are therefore remarkably vehicle free. 
However, it also means that nuclei that are not located 
close to one of the radials can be very isolated, certainly 
during the rain season, when most unpaved roads are 
inaccessible to cars. This is most evident concerning the 
nuclei located behind the airport, as the airport blocks 
the radial connection (and for public transport the most 
profitable connection) to the centre of Kumasi.
The radials as places
In theory, a radial is only meant for movement, to connect 
one place with another. The case of the radials in Kumasi 
is however not that simple. The radials in Kumasi do 
not only entail movement, they are also a lot of standing 
still. They are overcrowded and therefore, they make all 
movement slow. In the context of Kumasi an overcrowded 
radial is however much more functional than a radial with 
less traffic and higher speed. Most activities that take 
place along the radials only work because the radials 
are slow. Trotros load and unload on the radials. Food 
is sold to locals, but so is furniture, to costumers from 
Ivory Coast. The large amount of available costumers 

allows the ‘informal’ petty trading and generates a very 
vibrant place. To this place belongs, however, only the 
area just besides the radials. Most of what is lying a bit 
further, usually even on a lower or higher level, does not 
belong to the movement and has little in common with 
the radials.
The radials also show the relations between the city and 
its nuclei. Advertisements for pesticides are intended for 
peri-urban farmers of the nuclei. Piles of construction 
materials are on the other hand for the sprawl builder 
from the city. The selling of fruit and vegetables is 
directed to the city dwellers, but provided by the peri-
urban farmer. The trucks carrying large tree trunks, the 
multiple filling stations and the furniture along the road 
reveal the international trade relations.
Even the trotro users  tell something about the different 
relationships and trade routes in Kumasi. Market women 
move with goods to the centre, while costumers take 
them back. Certainly for food, there are often two steps in 
the route to the central market. Farmers sell their goods 
to traders at one of the major stops on the trotro route. 
The traders will later sell the food at Kejetia. The reverse 
is often similarly divided. Shop owners buy the foods in 
wholesale at Kejetia and sell them to the city dwellers, 
dispersed throughout the sprawl and nuclei. A trotro is 
therefore never just carrying people. The top of the mini-
bus, the back and even the places beneath the seats are 
all filled with trading products.

The location of police stations in Kumasi. 
The location of police stations illustrates the radial logics of the 

CITY. MOST OF THE STATIONS ARE LOCATED ON THE CROSSING OF ONE OF THE 
RADIALS WITH THE RING ROAD
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INTERNATIONAL RADIALS

Borders

Cities

Trade routes

Sea trade

Railway connections

WHOLESALE OF IMPORTED 
GOODS: SECOND HAND CLOTHING 
AND SHOES, ELECTRONICS, (MOTOR)
BYCICLES, ...

DISTRIBUTION OF LOCALLY 
MANUFACTURED PRODUCTS AND 
LIGHT-INDUSTRY SERVICES: CAR 
REPAIR, FURNITURE, SOAP, CULTURAL 
ARTEFACTS, ...

EXPORT OF RESOURCES: GOLD, 
TIMBER, COCOA, BAUXITE, ...

GATEWAY OF PEOPLE: RURAL 
MIGRANTS, FULANI (NOMAD PEOPLE), 
SEASONAL WORKERS, ...

STREET ALONG KEJETIA CENTRAL MARKET
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REGIONAL RADIALS

POLITICAL CENTRE AS CAPITAL 
OF THE ASHANTI CONFEDERACY AND 
LOCATION OF THE ASANTEHENE’S 
PALACE. RADIALS AS INSTRUMENTS 
OF CONTROL.

ACQUISITION OF RESOURCES 
SUCH AS WOOD AND LOCALLY 
PRODUCED FOOD

DISTRIBUTION OF URBAN 
SERVICES (LACK OF SECONDARY 
CITIES) AND IMPORTED FOOD AND 
GOODS

SELLING  FOOD ALONG THE ACCRA ROAD AT EJISU
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CITY RADIALS

DAILY COMMUTING BY 
TRADERS, PEOPLE WORKING IN 
THE CITY, TO DO SHOPPING, VISIT 
FRIENDS, ... PUBLIC TRANSPORT IS 
CONCENTRATED ON THE RADIALS

PROVIDING OF RESOURCES 
SUCH AS URBAN AGRICULTURE 
PRODUCTS, PALM OIL AND 
CHARCOAL FROM THE NUCLEI

DISTRIBUTION OF URBAN 
SERVICES AND IMPORTED FOOD 
AND GOODS SUCH AS PESTICIDES, 
ELECTRONICS, CAR REPAIR, ...; 
COMMERCIAL FUNCTIONS AND 
SERVICES ARE CENTRALISED IN THE 
CENTRE

TROTRO STOP AT OFORIKROM JUNCTION
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XS XL ECONOMY

In contrast to Accra, Kumasi has an economy that is 
executed by and directed to a West African public. There 
are almost no international companies, but also big local 
companies are rare. The majority of Kumasi’s economic 
activities is based on smaller individual enterprises, yet 
they function at the same time on a very large scale. 
The notion of XS-XL refers to this specific aspect of 
Kumasi’s economy. The three major sectors that belong 
to this economy are the car-repair industry, the wood 
manufacturing industry and the wholesale trading 
activities at Kejetia. Almost all traders and light-industry 
workers have their own business.
This particular situation is often humorously explained 
by the urge of Asante to have their own business and 
their dislike of bosses. This very explanation is also used 
to account for the rise of petty trading, which is found 
throughout the city. However, this XS-XL economy cannot 
be compared to the informal petty trading. The XS-XL 
economy does concern wholesale and has customers 
from all over Ghana and even neighbour countries.  
Although most of the businesses in the XS-XL economies 
follow informal logics, they are not illegal, nor are they 
treated as such as they form the backbone of Kumasi’s 
economy. The individual businesses are organised in 
large associations, which function as channels between 
the authorities and the traders and workers. Therefore, 
rules and rights, rather fair taxation methods, etc. 
are present and determine these economies. These 
associations are in general, such as the civil society of 
chiefs, rather open and based on negotiation between 
the different parties. Because of the large associations, 
people who are working in the XS-XL economy are less 
vulnerable than the less organised petty trading. It is, 
however, still very different than a formal job and although 
many of the traders and workers earn a decent income, 
many do not.
The XS-XL economies are much older economies than 
the rather recent petty trading. The traders at Kejetia are 
as old as Kumasi and the light-industry developed as 
early as the 1950’s. In order To be able to understand 
the importance of the XS-XL logics and the reason of 
its survival, the unique situation of Kumasi should be 

//A

//B

//C

//D

MOST IMPORTANT XS-XL CLUSTERS:
A// SUAME MAGAZINE - CAR REPAIR & METAL WORKS

B// KEJETIA - WHOLESALE

C// ANLOGA - WOOD MANUFACTURING

D// SOKOBAN - NEW WOOD VILLAGE

considered. It is particular for Kumasi that up until the 
late 1980s, when most developing countries exhibited 
a large degree of state control on assets and means of 
production, the situation in Kumasi was rather different. 
Kumasi was left on its own and had few state enterprises. 
This situation ensured that, even under the military 
regimes, most of the means of production stayed in 
private hands and that, when the economic crisis of the 
1970’s blew up the national economy, the XS-XL scale 
economy of Kumasi was able to survive. 
The XS-XL economies are, besides organised in 
associations, gathered in clusters. The three largest 
clusters, Suame Magazine for car repair, Anloga for 
woodworkers and Kejetia for wholesale, are all located 
along the Accra-Tamale road and very close to the centre, 
or even on it. This is not surprising as it is the central 
knot that attracts costumers from Ghana and neighbour 
countries. Being close to this knot is therefore an 
essential element of the clusters. Up to date, the XS-XL 
economy still constitutes one the most important sources 
of income of Kumasi. 

THE SUAME MAGAZINE OF KUMASI IS RECOGNISED AS THE LARGEST ARTISAN ENGINEERING CLUSTER IN SUB-SAHARA 
AFRICA. SUAME MAGAZINE HAS A WORKING POPULATION OF OVER 200,000 AND APPROXIMATELY 12,000 SHOP-OWNING 

PROPRIETORS, MAINLY ENGAGED IN VEHICLE REPAIRS AND METAL WORKS.
PICTURES ARE TAKEN BY BJARKE BALLISAGER
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THE ACCRA ROAD

The Accra ‘highway’ connects the capital Accra and 
the port in Tema with Tamale in the north of Ghana. The 
‘highway’ crosses the city and is probably the most 
important radial. The next pages try to illustrate the part of 
the highway that starts from the central lorry park, Kejetia, 
to the site of the new planned inland port at Boankra, 
which is about 20km driving from the centre. This part is 
mostly referred to as the Accra road. 
The Accra road has as an important radial and of course 
its own trotro route. Multiple major stops divide this route 
in pieces and many trotros even cover only one specific 
part of the Accra road, certainly at rush hour. At the most 
important stops, there are taxis waiting to bring you at 
your final destination, if not close to the Accra road. 
To illustrate the contrast between travel time and physical 
distance, the travel time and also price of each road 
piece is given. The price relates to the needed time, 
rather than distance, yet is fixed and therefore easier to 
use as measurement than the actual average travel time. 

KEJETIA - OFORIKROM

Length: 4km
Time, no rush hour: 20 min
Time towards centre during rush hour: 1h
Price: 0.50 cedi
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OFORIKROM - TECH JUNCTION

Length: 3km
Time when travelling away from centre: 8 min
Time towards centre during rush hour: 25 min
Price: 0.30 cedi

TECH JUNCTION - EJISU

Length: 11km
Time when travelling away from centre: 25 min
Time towards centre during rush hour: 50 min
Price: 0.50 cedi
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URBAN DISCONNECTIVITY

The radial system combined with the logics of the nuclei 
and the presence of many river beds results in an urban 
network that is poorly interconnected. Partly this is also 
not necessary as larger functions are centralized around 
the centre; every point in the city therefore has to be 
connected to that centre but not to one another. 
This urban network is not just defined by the existing 
of roads, the condition of those roads and the public 
transport using them is far more important for the needed 
travelling time. 
Most minor roads outside the area enclosed by the ring 
road are not paved and especially during the raining 
season they make some places almost impossible to 
reach. The main public transport, the trotro, moves 
almost exclusively along the radials. To go to other places 
you can take a shared taxi. They also take fixed routes, 
mostly from one point at the radials to the centre of a 
nucleus, but they are far less frequent. And because 
they only leave when full is it very hard to find a place in 
a shared taxi in between the start and end point of the 
route. Private taxis can take you everywhere, but they 
are relatively expansive and rare. Also, it is no problem 
to find a taxi at the radials, but when you want a taxi to 
return to the radials it is almost impossible. There are as 
well no taxi companies you can call, almost all the taxis 
are owned by individuals. The only option is then to let 
the taxi wait or ask the driver’s number. Every person in 
Kumasi knows therefore, out of need, at least a couple 
of taxi and trotro drivers who (s)he can call. It is however 
evident that it can take a long time before the taxi is 
actually where you want it to be Consequently,  walking 
to the closest shared taxi or trotro line is often far more 
effective.
This urban disconnectivity makes the physical distance 
between places therefore subordinate. A person traveling 
from point A to the centre will need a lot more time than 
someone leaving at point B.  When person A wants to 
travel to point C the urban disconnectivity is even more 
explicit. It is however a route people rarely have to take, 
only for visits to family members and friends who are 
living elsewhere in the city, because everything can be 
found in the centre.

[A]

[C]

[A]

[B]

[C]

0 1 2KM
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Kumasi is defined by its radials and as well by the 
crossing of those radials. This can be seen quite literally, 
as almost all the radials actually do cross in one single 
knot: Kejetia. The role of Kejetia in the city of Kumasi is 
immense. It is estimated that daily one million people 
pass through the Kejetia knot.1 The advantages of such 
a strongly defined central point are shown in a strong 
centralisation of trading activities. People coming to 
Kumasi, in search of something, no matter what, only 
have to go to one place to find it: Kejetia. Whatever they 
are looking for will definitely be there. 

EMPTINESS

The knot of a radial system is by definition a non-place. 
It is a place of flows and movement and the knot is 
therefore, although busy, somehow empty. Everyone 
is passing through but few are staying. In Kumasi, this 
idea of non-place is extreme and displayed by literal 
emptiness. 
The city centre, the actual historic Kumasi, has always 
had a particular statute. Kumasi was never one of 
the nuclei but was the place of the market and of the 
palace. Even before colonisation, it must therefore 
have been busy yet somehow empty. Except for the 
Asantehene, nobody belonged to Kumasi, but to one of 
the surrounding nuclei. Even the historic Asante capital 
was therefore already a non-place. Today, the role of 
the metropolitan’s centre is somehow similar to that of 
historic Kumasi; the centre is still the location of the huge 
Central Market and the Asantehene’s palace. 
The knot itself is a place of flows and the lorry park and 
market at Kejetia are so crowded that they actually can 
only be empty. Also the area directly around the knot 
generates a lot of empty space. At first glance, this 
central area seems to be very dense and to consume 
space. However, the whole area around Kejetia only 
uses its ground floor, leaving an enormous amount of 
empty space on the other storeys. The first and second 
storey is sometimes occupied with very specific shops or 

THE KNOT

used for storage. All higher storeys are however, almost 
without exception, deserted or, when considering recent 
buildings, even never used. In many cases, the initial 
intention to build a multi-storey building is as well never 
completed. Therefore, a huge paradox is embedded in 
the centre. It seems to lack space, as the commercial 
functions are absorbing all adjacent spaces. However, 
it does not use the vertical dimension that is available, 
creating one large horizontal market space. 
Evidently, the area around Kejetia is, however, very 
crowded and its emptiness is filled with people, cars, 
traders, … with flows. The palace and the cultural 
centre are located in a park setting, literally showing the 
abundance of space as a statement of power. Their place 
on the knot is therefore highly symbolic.
The fact that the market at Kejetia is so overcrowded 
is in high contrast with a large part of the rest of the 
central area inside the ring road. At least one third of the 
area inside the ring road is almost deserted and has a 
density which would be expected in suburbs, but not in 
a city centre. This third part considers the government 
section and the area that used to be constituted by the 
European quarters, including a golf course and even a 
forest reserve. The tenure system of this area is different 
than in the rest of Kumasi. This area is no stool land, 
but governmental property, which might explain why it 
did not develop together with the rest of the city. Since 
independence, the national government has shown little 
interest in developing the centre of Kumasi, in contrast 
with Accra. This lack of interest can be explained by 
the fact that they did not want to enforce the strength 
of Kumasi, which embodied with the Asantehene a very 
powerful political opposition. The result is that this part of 
the centre stagnated and almost did not change for over 
fifty years, a period during which the city however grew 
explosively. (Of course this can also be seen as a positive 
effect)
Even the areas that are stool lands developed differently 
than most city centres do. These stool lands in the centre 

consist of very dense city quarters and are the complete 
opposite of the quiet European quarters. All of them are 
filled up with compound houses. These quarters are 
nuclei on their own and function as such. For example, 
nobody who does not need to be there would go inside 
those quarters. Despite their somehow autonomous 
status, they are located close to the central knot and 
therefore define that centre enormously. These quarters 
explain why Kumasi has no ‘typical’ central business 
district. As the compound house is family property, 
it is rarely demolished. Accordingly the structure of 
compound houses remains intact, although the demand 
for buildings inside the ring road, certainly close to 
Kejetia, is very high. Large projects are therefore rare in 
the city centre of Kumasi. The compound houses close 
to the market however, did change, but they did so by 
means of minor transformations; mostly turning rooms 
on the ground floor into commercial spaces. Concerning 
the compound houses very close to Kejetia, this results 
in a clash between the ground floor and the storeys. The 
ground floor is highly wanted and becomes part of the 
expanding market, whereas the storeys are neglected 
and occupied by the urban most poor. No one truly wants 
to live above a noisy and smelling market. Those who do, 
do it out of need. 

WHAT TO DO WITH A CONGESTED KNOT?
The advantages of one central knot are evident. It allows 
to provide and distribute everything in one place. Also 
today, this is the case. Every function that works on a 
larger scale than the nuclei is located close to the central 
knot of Kumasi. 
Such a knot is, however, also very problematic. It 
inevitably causes serious amounts of congestion on the 
radials leading to the knot. The ring road around Kumasi 
is very small, which allows passing traffic to avoid only 
the most central area of the city. The radial system also 
creates a situation where people always have to pass 
the centre, certainly when using public transport. This 
situation puts even more pressure on the central knot. 
Today, the traffic problems are turning against Kejetia 
and undermine the most crucial economic factor of the 
city: trade. A slow speed in the centre seems necessary 
for the large amount of informal trade, but standing still 

is on the other hand very unwanted. ‘Standing still’ can 
kill the wholesale and distribution function of Kumasi. 
Today, the strong central knot that created the massive 
trade opportunities that made Kumasi grow, is blocked. 
Therefore, Kumasi falls victim to its own success.
The last couple of years, the traffic issue has become so 
big that many large infrastructural projects were started 
in Kumasi. The large over-head interchange at Asafo was 
built and also the south-western part of the ring road has 
finally been finished, after more than fifty years. These 
infrastructure projects do however not take the traffic 
out of the centre. Consequently, these projects raise the 
question of decentralisation. Almost everyone in Kumasi 
agrees that the current traffic issues are killing the central 
market and that decentralisation is inevitable.
Over the past years, smaller satellite markets and lorry 
parks have developed at other places along the radials 
and ring road. Initially, these alternatives for Kejetia grew 
at their own terms, but recently, they are aided by the 
government in their development. At Asafo and Tafo, for 
example, new infrastructure was provided for two new 
satellite markets and lorry parks.
The government’s strategy to decentralise the central 
knot somehow contrasts with the wishes of the 
Asantehene. Probably, many Asantes share this view. 
When the Kumasi Metropolitan Assembly chooses to 
take functions out of the centre, the Asantehene’s office 
wishes to remake the centre of Kumasi as a glorious 
place that shows Kumasi as a proper and attractive 
capital for the Ashanti region. This contrast in interests 
can best be explained by discussing the Boankra project 
and the ‘Sunshine Citi’ project, which is initiated by the 
Asantehene. 

1// Adarkwa, K. K. (2011). Future of the 
Tree: Towards growth and development 
of Kumasi. Kumasi: University Printing 
Press KNUST.
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Manhyia
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Kejetia
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0 250M

Railway tracks

Prempeh I Kumasi Academy

The fort / Government section

Okomfo Anokye Hospital

Central Market

Lorry Park

Cultural centre

Manhyia

Race course: site for the ‘Sunshine citi’ Project

THE KNOT
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THIS SPREAD:  PICTURES TAKEN IN 
STREETS CLOSE TO KEJETIA. THEY 
SHOW HOW UPPER STOREYS ARE NOT 
USED AND IN DECAY OR, WHEN NEW, 
NEVER FINISHED. (THE MULTI-STOREY 
BUILDING AT THE RIGHT PAGE HAS 
BEEN LIKE THAT FOR OVER FIVE 
YEARS.)
FOLLOWING SPREAD: 

EMPTINESS
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THE ACTUAL KNOT, KEJETIA, AND ITS ‘BACKSTAGE’: THE RAILWAY LINE
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BOANKRA VS. SUNSHINE CITI

Especially trade to neighbour countries is vulnerable 
to the constipation of Kejetia. Except for car repair and 
wood manufacturing, this trade consists of imported 
goods which are only passing through Kumasi. For this 
trade, alternative routes can easily be taken. It can even 
start from other ports than Tema or Takoradi. 
To ensure the role of Ghana’s ports in the West-African 
market, the government started the Boankra project. The 
project envisions an inland port about twenty kilometers 
away from Kejetia and located along the Accra road. This 
port would be connected by rail to the ports Tema and 
Takoradi, but also to Tamale in the north of Ghana and 
even to Paga, which is a town at the border with Burkina 
Faso. This way, the heavy trucks would be removed 
from the road and no longer have to pass the centre 
of Kumasi. Today, it seems that the project is a dream 
for the future. At Boankra, only the huge administrative 
building is finished. The rest is still empty. Although the 
land has been cleared, nothing happened during the last 
eight years. (Apart from the caretakers who are growing 
maize and vegetables on the site.) Also the railway lines 
are far from restored, let alone extended to the north. 
Rather the opposite is true. They are worse than ten 
years ago. It seems therefore unlikely that the inland port 
in Boankra will be operational in the near future.1

However, even unexecuted, the project of Boankra raises 
questions about the future of Kumasi. What will Kumasi 
be when most of the wholesale trade is taken out of the 
centre. What is the centre of Kumasi without trade? The 
centre today is defined by its function as a knot. It is an 
empty space filled up by flows. Relocating the radials 
would destroy the knot.
Besides affecting the centre, the Boankra project would 
as well definitely change the profile of the traders. As 
said, today, the large scale trade in Kumasi is organised 
by small scale enterprises. Most of these enterprises 
are independent and large groups of enterprises, 
belonging to one individual, do not exist. Within a project 
like Boankra (which can only function when it is highly 
organised), this structure would most likely fall apart and 
bigger, more organised enterprises would take over. As 
a result, Boankra would probably take away the daily 

income of many Ghanaians who are currently running 
their own small businesses in wholesale therefore doing 
relatively well. 
The government’s interest in securing the role of Ghana’s 
ports is not the Asantehene’s first priority He would not 
want anything more than to recreate Kumasi as a political 
and cultural centre. Kumasi used to be the place where 
the wealth of the Asante was shown, and this symbolic 
role should be restored. The current Asantehene started 
a big project, called ‘Sunshine Citi’2, in the centre of 
Kumasi, near to the current cultural centre and the 
palace. This project includes a big shopping mall (So 
far still absent in Kumasi), a new hospital, a luxury hotel 
and also eight gated communities. The latter part is 
especially strange, because gated communities are to 
date not present in Kumasi. In the ‘Sunshine Citi’ project 
however, it does not concern the classic type of gated 
communities as they arise in suburb areas throughout 
the world. Gated communities is probably even the 
wrong word, as the presence of a gate plays little role in 
this case. The residential program of the ‘Sunshine Citi’ 
project can rather be seen as the rebuilding of the historic 
royal court. The wealthy and important figures of the 
Asante elite will have the privilege to acquire a luxurious 
house near their king’s palace.

THE SITE FOR THE INLAND PORT AT BOANKRA

ADVERTISEMENT FOR THE ‘SUNSHINE CITI’ PROJECT IN THE CENTRE OF KUMASI

1// Information about the Boankra 
project was provided by the 
headmistress of the junior high school 
at Boankra and the official Nana Philip 
who works at the Customary Land 
Secretariat at Ejisu. At the site of 
the Boankra project are currently the 
caretakers of the administrative building 
residing but they knew little about the 
project.

2// Otumfuo cuts sod for Sunshine Citi, 
19 October 2010, Ghanaian Chronicle

and Owusu, M., Tears Flow At Kumasi 
Race Course, 10 August 2011, Daily 
Guide Ghana
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KUMASI, UNIQUE YET TYPICAL
THE CASE OF ANLOGA
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“Along the left hand side of the main Accra road 
going into east Kumasi, in the few hundred 
yards running from Bomso downhill to the 
traffic lights at Oforikrom, the verge is lined with 
stacked up wooden furniture. It is all new and 
unpainted, and from a car window in the rain its 
wet yellow sheen blurs past like a continuous 
glistering wall. This is the northern limit of 
Anloga, the woodworking centre of Kumasi and 
Ghana.”1

Anloga2 is a large migrant neighbourhood in Kumasi. 
It is located close to the centre and along the most 
important radial of the city: the Accra road. Being a 
migrant neighbourhood, Anloga knows some typical 
issues. It is a foreign, partly unwanted, dot in the city. 
Besides being a migrant neighbourhood, Anloga is 
famous for its woodworking light-industrial cluster. 
This cluster has been an important factor in the 
development of the neighbourhood and is the major 
source of income for Anloga. This wood working 
activity is however not just important on the scale 
of Anloga, it forms as well an essential part in the 
economy of Kumasi as a whole.

Anloga shows a very ‘typical’ case of a poor 
migrant neighbourhood that  has been continuously 
struggling against abandonment. Its tale is somehow 
universal and in many aspects comparable with a 
huge bunch of migrant quarters in other developing 
cities. Certainly the recent resettlement of the 
informal woodworkers cluster, without much regard 
for the relation of that cluster with the city, can be 
considered a very ‘typical’ conflict. The choice to 

THE HISTORY OF ANLOGA 
AS A TALE OF STRUGGLE

1// ‘McCaskie, T. (2009). ‘Water 
Wars’ in Kumasi, Ghana. In P. Nugent 
& F. Locatelli (Eds.), African Cities: 
competing claims on urban spaces 
(p.145)

2// Named after a town in south eastern 
Ghana

3// Anloga was chosen as a case only 
after the fieldwork. During my stay 
however, I took it as one of the areas 
to focus on mainly because of the 
following reasons: the recent move of 
the woodworkers, the text of McCaskie, 
the fact that the neighbourhood itself 
was nearby to the place I stayed and 
because I was therefore able to make 
contact with some of the woodworkers 
and travel with them to Sokoban.

A// STREET VENDING ALONG THE 
ACCRA ROAD IN ANLOGA.

focus on this conflict in Anloga has been a conscious 
one.3  As said at the start of this thesis, the focus on 
conflict and crisis can be dangerous when it is used 
to generalise different contexts. When on the other 
hand one specific context is regarded, a conflict 
makes patterns and change more visible to the 
observer. In This way, by taking the neighbourhood 
as a case, Anloga illustrates how Kumasi, a unique 
African city, deals with some very ‘typical’ issues, yet 
in its own way. Anloga therefore supplies a nuance to 
the so dominant narrative of crisis.

The unique yet typical idea can as well be used 
when Anloga is regarded in the context of the city. 
Anloga is in many ways an exception in this context 
of Kumasi; Anloga is a unique neighbourhood with 
a specific history, a specific ethnicity, specific logics 
etc.. Nevertheless, Anloga is without doubt part of 
Kumasi and. The structure and functioning of the 
neighbourhood is defined by the context of Kumasi 
and is therefore tackled by using the keys presented 
in the mapping of Kumasi; the module, the nuclei 
and the radials. As will be evident in this chapter is 
Anloga in many aspects even very typical for the city. 
Thus, The case of Anloga therefore provides a model 
for Kumasi, it supplies one eyehole to give texture 
to the mapping of Kumasi’s urban structure and the 
notions of the module, nuclei and radials.

//A
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ANLOGA
THE RISE OF A NEIGHBOURHOOD

Anloga emerged as a neighbourhood after the second 
world war, when Ewe migrants from eastern Ghana, 
at that time Gold Coast, moved into Kumasi. The Ewe 
people is not an Akan tribe and due to their ethnicity they 
initially had little rights in Kumasi. From the start, most 
of these Ewe immigrants worked at charcoal making 
and in the woodworking sector as carpenters. Usually,  
this activity was based on kin groups and families. To 
ensure some protection in a foreign urban environment, 
they founded a self-help association: the Ewe Migrants’ 
Union. In 1951, this Union was able to lease a portion 
of unoccupied land belonging to the Amakom stool.1 
This piece of land was lying south of the Accra road and 
enclosed by two rivers, the Aboabo and Sisa river. 
This lease was official and a long term agreement.. In 
Asante, this means that the lease  cannot be broken 
easily. However, the local authorities  as well as 
the  government assumed that this site would be a 
temporary location. As a result, they did not recognise 
the fast growing neighbourhood. Anloga for example, 
was  remarkably missing in a Kumasi street map made 
in 1955.2 This ‘neglect’ still exists and even on the 
contemporary tourist maps, the only available maps, 
Anloga is not shown.  After  independence, as Kumasi 
started to expand eastwards, the Amakomhene, chief 
of the stool Amakom, tried to evict the Ewe population 
several times in order to use the land for more profitable 
purposes. Every such attempt failed, largely because the 
Ewe proved effective at bonding together. Ashanti-Ewe 
relations were historically conflicted,3 and all successive 
Kumasi local authorities punished what they saw as 
obdurate Ewe clannishness by denying Anloga access 
to municipal services. By preventing that Anloga gained 
access to pipe water and electricity, the local authorities 
tried to put pressure on the Ewe to leave. The Ewe 
‘dislikeness’ by the Asante was not the only reason 
why local authorities wanted them gone. The land on 
which Anloga was located, was supposed to contain the 
eastern by-pass of the ring road around Kumasi. The 
rest of the ring road had been built by the British during 

1// Anloga celebrates 50, Ghanaweb, 
feb 2011

2// McCaskie, T. (2009). ‘Water Wars’ 
in Kumasi, Ghana. In P. Nugent & 
F. Locatelli (Eds.), African Cities: 
competing claims on urban spaces 
(pp. 142-155). Leiden: Brill.

This paper is used as main source for 
this historic overview

3// The exact reason of the conflict 
did the people of Anloga not explain 
to me, but it probably has to do with 
the severe oppressive character of the 
ancient Ashanti Empire, together with 
the slave traffic, in which the Asantes 
were involved. 

4// The six standpipes were installed 
after a cholera outbreak in the 1970s. 
The location of the pipes is however at 
the edge of Anloga which underlines 
the unwillingness to provide decent 
infrastructure.

5// Anloga houses about 25. 000 
inhabitants This estimation was made 
by counting the number of compound 
houses and assuming that each 
compound houses 35 persons. (Most 
likely this is an underestimation, as 
there are many multi story compound 
houses in Anloga and people are also 
using the riverbanks today)

6// because flooding clogs the 
stopcocks with waterlogged sawdust

7// Founded in 1987 to represent 
its members in disputes with the 
authorities.

A// AERIAL PICTURE SHOWING THE 
SITUATION OF ANLOGA ABOUT FIVE 
YEARS AGO. THE WOODWORKERS 
VILLAGE IS LOCATED AT THE NORTH-
WEST SIDE OF ANLOGA AND IS 
CHARACTERISED BY A FINER GRAIN.
B// LOCATION OF ANLOGA IN KUMASI

the 1950s. The chiefs and local authorities therefore had 
t the support of the (non Asante) government in their 
attempts to chase off the Ewe. Although Anloga was 
obviously prejudiced on its rights, it had no water supply, 
no paved roads, no electricity, yet the government did not 
intervene.
Yet, the people from Anloga did not leave. They 
bonded together and hampered all attempts to be 
chased off by forming a tight community. Moreover, 
Anloga even flourished despite the lack of services. 
The neighbourhood may have developed under slum 
conditions, it was not without resources. From the 
start, charcoal making and wood processing were 
the main occupations of the people living in Anloga.. 
This industries had major success. Over time, Anloga 
turned into a light-industry cluster with an international 
market. It became the biggest centre of Ghana’s 
woodworking industry and its role in Kumasi’s economy 
was indisputable. The location of Anloga, along the Accra 
road and just outside the centre, was very strategic in this 
development.
What was first a neighbourhood outside the city, became 
over time part of the city centre, surrounded at all sides 
by urban sprawl.  By the 1990s, Anloga was already 
bursting out of its boundaries. Water supply became a 
very stressing issue, as the Aboabo and Sisa river were 
heavily polluted. Even today, running water is still not 
available. Six standpipes were installed at the Oforikrom 
junction,4 in the north-west corner of the neighbourhood. 
These six standpipes can, however, even with a very 
regular flow, never supply  the whole area of Anloga.5 
The fact That the pipes are off during the rain season  
and that they are also used by people who are not 
from Anloga, are causes that make an already existent 
problem only bigger. 
The lack of sufficient electricity and water, and also 
the lack of space to expand, was creating a highly 
problematic context. Together with the remaining 
pressure that was imposed by the authorities, this context 

//A

made the Ewe Migrants’ Union change its tactic. At the 
end of the 1990s, the Ewe Migrants’ Union and the Small 
Scale Carpenters Association agreed that a move was 
more desirable than the prevailing situation at that time.6   
They proposed to move, but only if the government would 
provide a complete equipped new site that offered space 
to all the enterprises. 
However, for almost two decades, no serious proposals 
were made, and the woodworkers stayed at Anloga. 
Anloga therefore existed in a kind of limbo, as the 
Amakomhene, politicians and developers were deciding 
on how to evict them. 

//B



[ 144 ] [ 145 ]

SOKOBAN
A NEW WOODWORKERS VILLAGE

A couple of years ago, Sokoban was proposed as a new 
site. This new site at Sokoban was officially opened in 
December 2008 and after almost sixty years of dispute, 
the carpenters were willing to leave Anloga.1 The wood 
village in Sokoban is somehow a compromise between 
the different parties. Only the woodworkers had to move, 
while the neighbourhood itself could stay in Anloga. The 
new location at Sokoban is situated  outside centre of 
Kumasi, and actually even almost out of the metropolitan 
area. To go from the old site at Anloga to the new one 
at Sokoban, it takes about thirty minutes by trotro, but 
during rush hours, this can be much more. This is a far 
distance to travel daily and an expensive one as well. 
The trotros driving from Anloga to Sokoban function 
somehow  as shuttle  buses and their passengers are 
almost all workers from the wood village. One single 
ride costs 50 pesewa, which is a lot for the average 
Ghanaian urban dweller.2 The high price is due to lack of 
other passengers on the route and the fees that cars and 
trotros have to pay to enter Sokoban.
The woodworkers’ village at Sokoban is a huge project. 
It is also, together with the recent road constructions, the 
first big project executed by the government in Kumasi 
for years. And it is especially the first project that cleared 
an area. The project therefore reveals also much about 
the changing attitude of the government towards Kumasi. 
The government was able to acquire a large piece of 
land, half of which they developed for the current wood 
village. The other part is reserved for future expansion. 
On this new site,  they provided large open structures, 
in which the woodworkers were able to install their 
workshops. The constructions seem decent; Electricity 
and water is available and so is a drainage system for 
waste water. Besides the hangars, the new site also has 
public toilets, an administrative centre, a football square, 
a police station and even banks are present on the site.3 
Despite all available facilities and especially the stock 
of space, the move to the new site did not happen 
smoothly. Even perfect facilities  cannot compensate the 
loss of the strategic location along the Accra road, as well 

as the daily commuting to Sokoban. The woodworkers 
therefore only moved after the road constructions in 
Anloga had started in 2010 and most of them did not 
do so on their own terms. They were forced to move, 
because their workshops  were demolished. Today, most 
of the workers who relocated to Sokoban seem to be 
happy at the new site. However, a lot of woodworkers still 
have not made the move yet.4

Remarkable about the Sokoban wood village is the 
absence of any residential opportunity nearby. Sokoban 
is almost located in the middle of nowhere. Did the 
project developers assume that the workers will keep 
commuting? Probably they did not. It is obvious that over 
time, workers will move closer to Sokoban. The stool 
lands around the Sokoban village have been divided into 
residential plots of 30 by 30 meters, but the majority of 
the wood workers can never afford such a plot. 
However, people will indeed start living closer to 
Sokoban, but this will not be in a formal way. Today, just 
one year after the move, small shacks are already being 
built at Sokoban; not on the stool lands of course,5 but on 
the remaining part of the land that the government was 
able to acquire. This emerging of informal settlements 
does not surprise. Although operating on a large scale, 
the wood industry is not a formal industry, but based 
on informal logics. The people who are working in it are 
in general part of the low-income class and informal 
networks are the most important resources to maintain a 
business in the wood village. The government provided 
a very formal looking structure. Nevertheless, this did not 
change the informal aspects of the village. This ambiguity 
is shown in the different expression of the village, when 
it is  perceived from far away or when one is standing 
close.  From far, the hangars are apparently formal. When  
one is looking closer, however,  the many small shops 
and the women who are selling food reveal the informal 
character of Sokoban. 
The wood workers’ village at Sokoban is an interesting 
new area in Kumasi .Its future development is 

1// Article on the web site of the French 
embassy in Ghana: 
http://ambafrance-gh.org/

2// During my fieldwork in December 
2011, it was possible to buy a local 
meal with two times 50 pesewa, the 
price for daily commuting to Sokoban. 

3// This way the carpenters don’t have 
to carry too much money on them. 
Trade in the wood village is mostly 
wholesale, resulting in a lot of cash 
flow. The police station is of course 
mostly a government concern, not 
surprisingly was also in Anloga a police 
station located next to the wood cluster.

4// In general the people working 
at the new site were happy with the 
facilities. Of course, this considers only 
those who actually moved. There also 
seemed to be a difference between the 
larger enterprises and those who only 
consists of a couple of workers. The 
smaller the business, the less eager the 
workers were to move.

5// stool land is protected for slumming 
due to the traditional beliefs concerning 
stool land and the respect for the 
chiefs.

A// PICTURE TAKEN IN FRONT OF 
ANLOGA, AT THE OFORIKROM 
JUNCTION. 
B// MAP SHOWING THE LOCATION 
OF THE OLD WOOD CLUSTER SITE 
AT ANLOGA AND THE NEW SITE AT 
SOKOBAN.

suspenseful in certain ways, but the project at Sokoban 
also did two things involving Anloga : It moved the wood 
workers’ cluster out of Anloga and it completed the ring 
road. At first sight this intervention seems to leave the 
residential neighbourhood of Anloga intact. This is of 
course not the case. The place where the woodworkers 
used to be, forms today a disruption that is more than 
just an empty space. Here, it is opted to tackle a ‘typical’ 
case of conflict, which the resettlement of the wood 
workers definitely is,  by considering what is unique for 
that conflict’s context. In other words, to understand 
how the structure of the neighbourhood changed due to 
the project, the same keys introduced to map the urban 
structure of Kumasi will be used. By using the module, 
nuclei and radials as a framework, it is the intention to 
show on the one hand the challenges posed by the 
resettlement of the woodworkers, but on the other hand 
also the neighbourhood’s  possibilities.

//A

Railway

Main road

Recently completed part of the ring road

River

SOKOBAN

ANLOGA

//B
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A// VIEW ON THE ENTIRE WOOD VILLAGE, IN FRONT LIES THE STILL UNDEVELOPED PART, YET IT BELONGS TO THE SITE AND IS 
GOVERNMENT PROPERTY.
B// SAME SIDE OF THE WOOD VILLAGE AS IN THE FIRST VIEW BUT CLOSER: IT SHOWS HOW THE GIGA STRUCTURE 
FUNCTIONS AS A ROOF FOR THE ‘INFORMAL’.
C// THE FRONT SIDE OF THE WOOD VILLAGE WITH THE TROTRO STOP .
D// INSIDE THE WOOD VILLAGE: I WAS TOLD THAT AS WELL THE INITIAL WOOD VILLAGE LOOKED VERY ORGANISED.
E// THE BACK OF THE WOOD VILLAGE: THE ‘SOKOBAN-SLUM’ IN THE MAKING.

//B

//A

//C

//D

//E
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This mapping of Anloga is based on fieldwork that 
was executed in December 2011. At that time, the 
wood workers had already moved, and the ring road 
was built, but not yet in use. It was therefore a unique 
moment of transition. All pictures that are shown are  
taken during that time as well. As a result, they all 
show  a certain degree of confusion; The logics had 
suddenly changed, but the neighbourhood had not 
followed yet. This ‘confusion’ also describes the feeling 
when I was walking through Anloga at that time. The 
streets were empty and most people in Anloga were 
as well rather distant to strangers, what is uncommon 
in Kumasi. Probably they have had enough strangers 
messing with their neighbourhood.

URBAN STRUCTURE OF 
AN ISOLATED MIGRANT 
‘TOWNSHIP’

A// ATTENDING A FUNERAL IN 
ANLOGA (THE MOST IMPORTANT 
‘PARTIES’ IN KUMASI) //A
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The whole neighbourhood of Anloga is made up of 
compound houses. The compound house is even so 
dominant that Anloga is one of the neighbourhoods in 
Kumasi that is most characterised by the module. The 
area was already completely built up by the 1990s and 
due to this, the ‘modern’ villa typology is not present 
in Anloga. Although Anloga does not have its own 
chief, the whole quarter is stool land. The leaders of 
the Ewe Migrants’ Union acquired the lease from the 
Amakomhene, the chief of the stool Amakom. Therefore, 
land regulation and tenure is in Anloga not much different 
than elsewhere in Kumasi, which prevented unorganised 
squatting. Furthermore, plots in Anloga have a size of 
about 30 by metre  as is standard for plots elsewhere in 
Kumasi; this large plot size ruled out individual housing 
development. 
The Ewe people also know the tradition of compound 
houses, yet the compound houses in Anloga are not 
all single-storey compound houses. The single storey 
compound is the traditional house for an extended family. 
Many of the initial Ewe migrants did not come along 
with their extended families. The group of Ewe migrants 
consisted of individuals and smaller households.  This 
created a different housing demand and as a result, 
the majority of the compound houses in Anloga are of 
the multi-storey type and count two, three or even four 
storeys. These houses were initially built by wealthier 
carpenters who saw a compound house as investment 
and as housing opportunity for their apprentices. 
Somehow, these compound houses are therefore part of 
the business.
The multi-storey compound house defines almost the 
same relations between street and courtyard, but it 
houses much more people. The ‘family’, which they 
create through their physical form and shared facilities is 
therefore larger than the traditional family living together. 
The module in Anloga has therefore been a hostel rather 
than a family house from the start, with a large amount 
of tenants in comparison to the family members living in 
rent-free.

MODULE

Today, These hostels are heavily overcrowded . 
Anloga houses a population that is at the limit of 
the neighbourhood’s capacity. An expansion of the 
neighbourhood has been impossible, due to the 
limited space available. The capacity of the multi-storey 
compound houses is huge. One such  house can provide 
shelter for over  seventy people! Despite its limited 
space, the neighbourhood houses a large population. 
This large housing number  results in a very high density. 
It can be estimated that 35 000 people are living in 
Anloga, which has a surface of approximately one square 
kilometer.1 Because the houses are so overcrowded, 
living standards are generally low. This situation of 
overpopulation is worsened by the lack of services. 
Especially water, but also toilet facilities are insufficient. 
This problem is most remarkably shown by the so-called 
‘air conditioned toilets’, which are platforms suspended 
over the Sisa river. 2  
The social mix, which is so strong in other areas of 
Kumasi, is absent in the wood workers’ neighbourhood. 
This considers the ethnicity (few non-Ewe are living in 
Anloga) but also the income level. The inhabitants of 
Anloga are generally poor. However, the people of Anloga 
were initially not that poor at all. The wood industry 
provided a respectable income for the master carpenters, 
and it still does. However, the master carpenters no 
longer live in Anloga. Over time, the light-industry cluster 
expanded enormously, resulting in sawdust covered 
streets and a very noisy neighbourhood. Together with 
the issues of limited space for new building plots, the 
lack of water and the overcrowded compound houses, 
this made the more successful carpenters leave Anloga. 
Today, almost all people who live in Anloga are smaller 
carpenters or apprentices ,belonging to the low-income 
class This situation  results in a rather poor and little 
educated population in Anloga. 
The space that is available in the overcrowded module is 
not just used for housing, but has to be divided between 
economical and residential functions. Especially close 
to the (original) wood workers’ cluster are economical 

function assuming the residential space because 
economic use of space much more profitable than 
residential occupation. Many of the rooms at ground 
level of the compound houses transformed into shops 
for utensils, paint and other wood industry related stuff. 
There are even smaller workshops which are organised 
inside the compound structure. Also the shared spaces 
of the module, the courtyard and the kitchen, are 
intensively used for commercial activities, especially 
large supplying food for the workers. All these additional 
activities in the compound houses are putting immense 
pressure on the module especially because the multi-
storey compound is much harder to transform than the 
single storey one, as all walls are supporting the higher 
storeys. 
The module always comes with its inversion. This 
negative space is intensively used in Anloga, yet not 
necessarily as an extension of the house, but mainly as 
an extension of the wood cluster.  Wood related activities, 
such as charcoal making, smoking and roasting food etc. 
are located in the open spaces in between the module. 
Now that the wood cluster is gone these activities are 
diminishing and it is therefore even more clear how the 
module itself is related towards its negative. As explained 
before, the module creates an aversion of the street, 
making a strong division between outside and inside. 
This is especially the case because the multi-storey 
houses are hard to transform. 
As in many other parts of Kumasi, the module seems 
to be a blessing for Anloga. The module creates a city 
structure that gives the area a rather uniform, organised 
and even sparse expression. In many ways, it makes 
the neighbourhood Anloga liveable. It generates a social 
network and a home that offers protection against the 
city. The module provides a certain degree of basic 
comfort, but it cannot be ignored that that same module 
is actually hiding the severe slum conditions of Anloga.  
The people living in the module are poor, have no water 
nor electricity. They have accommodation ,but  this 
accommodation  is in decay and it only provides a 
minimum of space. 
As the module is overcrowded and badly maintained 
it is in decay and therefore almost literally dissolving. 
Demolished parts of the neighbourhood are not replaced 
by the module, but by slums. This situation will only grow 

as there is no money to build or maintain compound 
houses. 

Now that the wood workers moved, the neighbourhood’s 
population lost its main source of income. This makes 
the poor population even more vulnerable. Paradoxically 
however, Anloga looks more liveable  thanks to the 
ceasing pressure on the negative space. Moreover, 
streets are very quiet during the day, because a large part 
of the population is working at Sokoban ,which generates 
the impression of a calm neighbourhood. This emptiness 
however, points as well to the fact that one day, the 
workers will stay away and other urban poor people will 
occupy the compound houses, the module, which  is 
slowly turning into a slum.

1// This estimation was made by 
counting the number of compound 
houses and assuming that each 
compound unit houses 50 persons. 
(Most likely this is even an 
underestimation) Anloga is about 1500  
by 700 meters

2// See for an extreme example of ‘air 
conditioned toilets’  the first part of the 
movie ‘Slumdog Millionaire’ (2008) by 
Danny Boyle
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//A  //B 
 //C //D
 //E //F

A// SKYLINE OF ANLOGA, MADE UP BY COMPOUND HOUSES

B// MULTI-STOREY COMPOUND HOUSE, ALMOST UNADAPTED. 
THE OPEN SPACE IN FRONT IS OCCUPIED BY A SMALL MILL

C// TWO-STOREY COMPOUND HOUSE

D// SLUMMY MODULE

E// HACKERS IN AN UNFINISHED STRUCTURE

F// INFORMAL SETTLEMENTS ON THE RIVER SIDES

G// MORPHOLOGY OF ANLOGA AFTER THE MOVE OF THE 
WOODWORKERS

THERE ARE NO PLANS (OR PICTURES OF THE INTERIOR )ON THE 
SCALE OF ONE COMPOUND HOUSE BECAUSE IT WAS POSSIBLE 
TO ENTER THE HOUSES. HOWEVER, THE COMPOUND HOUSES IN 
ANLOGA HAVE A SIMILAR STRUCTURE AS THOSE ILLUSTRATED IN 
THE MAPPING.

ANLOGA’S VERSION OF THE 
MODULE ...

0 250M

//G
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//A //B //C 
 //D //E 
 //F //G //H

A// ONE OF THE MAIN STREETS

B// IN BETWEEN THE HOUSES: THE ALLEYS / GUTTERS

C// ROASTING OF GARI (TYPE OF FOOD) 
D// PUBLIC TOILETS AND KIOSKS 
E// WOOD WORKING ACTIVITIES ARE STILL PRESENT IN ANLOGA

F// OLD WATER TRUCK (DOES NOT DRIVE ANYMORE) IS USED FOR 
WATER STORAGE 
G// MAKING CHARCOAL

H// MORPHOLOGY OF ANLOGA’S NEGATIVE SPACE BEFORE THE 
MOVE OF THE WOODWORKERS

... AND ANLOGA’S USE OF THE 
NEGATIVE SPACE

0 250M

//H
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The idea of nucleus is very present in Anloga. In many 
aspects, Anloga can be seen as one of the ‘villages’ 
that form Kumasi, although it is not one of the historic 
nuclei. Anloga is a neighbourhood that seems to function 
somehow autonomously . It is characterised by a strong 
community. The Ewe Migrant’s Union and its successor, 
the Small Scale Carpenters Association, take up the role 
of civil society, which is in other nuclei mostly executed 
by the chiefs and his elders. Their leaders are the 
spokesmen for Anloga’s population and woodworkers. 
To illustrate the size of these organisations, in the 1990s 
the Small Scale Carpenters Association had already over 
20 000 official members. This strong voice against the 
authorities explains how the woodworkers have been 
able to stay so long in Anloga, despite the pressure that 
was executed by the Amakom stool, government and 
property developers. 
This sense of community is of course linked with the 
strong work living relation which exists in Anloga.  
Anloga, as a residential neighbourhood, developed 
due to the development of the woodworkers cluster. 
Over two hundred small enterprises were active at the 
cluster before the recent move, each consisting of 
several workers. This means that at least one member 
of every household in Anloga was working directly in the 
woodworkers cluster.1 But besides direct employment, a 
variety of side activities provides work for other members, 
mostly women, of the households. The scrap wood is 
used to produce charcoal and smoked and roasted 
foods. Equipment such as saws, nails, hammers and 
paint are sold in kiosks close to the cluster. Food and 
refrigerated beverages, cooled by using ice cubes, as 
there is no electricity, are sold to the workers in little chop 
bars. Other people engage in selling the wood products. 
These factors  caused a situation in which the whole 
neighbourhood was active, direct or indirect, in the wood 
industry. 
This specific identity of Anloga as a wood workers cluster 
makes it a very different nuclei; most other nuclei are 
similar to one another, without strong identities. Anloga 
is also different, because it never was a village in the 
bush. For this reason, it has no sprawl as well.. However, 

it has an amount of empty space along its edges; the 
riverbanks. The largest part of this open space used 
to be filled with the woodworkers cluster, but also the 
other parts form an essential additional space to Anloga. 
Although the riverbanks are heavily polluted, full of 
garbage and apparently neglected, they have a function 
in the Anloga structure, even without the woodworkers 
occupying them. As the riverbanks are not profitable to 
lease, the space is left for the many people who need it. 
The riverbanks therefore take up the role of the missing 
bush. Goats eat the grass along the Sisa river. Sugar 
cane, plantain and other foods are grown, while a bit 
further, garbage is sorted out and the air-conditioned 
toilets are built. 
The riverbanks and the nuclei can therefore not be 
regarded separately. It are those places that provide 
open space (which is scarce in the nuclei) and take 
the role of the bush that is  available in other nuclei. 
Because these places are not leased for residential 
occupation, other activities are made possible. These 
Activities  are important to sustain the nuclei. The relation 
between the woodworkers and the neighbourhood is 
a good illustration of this discussion; the woodworkers 
enterprises were all clustered at the Aboabo riverbank, 
the edge of the nuclei, supporting all the other activities 
that took place inside the nuclei. This considers living, 
as well as all economic activities in the module or in its 
negative space. This interdependence between the edge 
and the nuclei causes a situation in which  the nuclei can 
no longer sustain itself when the edges are cleared
The recent project therefore changes the statute of the 
nuclei Anloga. The edge is cleared and the work-living 
relation is ruptured. However, The nuclei cannot be 
sustained in its current form without its activities on the 
edge. Also, due to the completion of the ring road, the 
isolated situation is lifted, and with that, the idea of an 
enclosed village. This opening up of the neighbourhood 
creates new opportunities for Anloga, as its strategic 
location is strengthened. It will, however,  together with 
the move of the woodworkers probably destroy the 
nuclei. Can Anloga loose its nuclei in favour of the city? 

NUCLEI

ANLOGA MARKET 

ABOABO RIVER

OLD WOODWORKERS 
SITE

DISTRICT ASSEMBLY 
AND POLICE OFFICE

SISA RIVER

TROTRO STOPS ON THE 
ACCRA ROAD 

1// McCaskie (2009) estimated that in 
the end of the 90s about 1100 master 
carpenters and 5000 apprentices were 
working in 138 enterprises. I was told 
that at 2010 there were about 200 
enterprises, resulting in even more 
workers. Almost all of them living in 
Anloga.
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ISOLATED TOWNSHIP

Another determining effect of the riverbanks is the fact 
that they are genuine borders. They isolate Anloga. At 
the north of Anloga the, previous, only connection with 
the city is formed by the Accra road. However, even 
there the road lies 5m higher than Anloga and visually 
creates a gap. At all other sides, Anloga is enclosed by 
rivers. These rivers are only crossed by two pedestrian 
bridges connecting Anloga with Bomso. With Amakom, 
the stool to which the land of Anloga belongs to, there 
is even no connection at all. This isolation enforces 
Anloga’s perception as a nucleus. Anloga is much more 
a village than a city quarter. Inhabitants rarely leave their 
neighbourhood, only for visiting specific functions outside 
their ‘village’ such as the hospital or Kejetia. In reverse 
order this is also true. No stranger would for example 
ever enter the neighbourhood Anloga. Before the move 
of the woodworkers, a stranger solely entered the wood 
workers cluster when (s)he needed wood products. 
This situation is partly lifted due to the completion of the 
new ring road. This new road crossing Anloga brings new 
opportunities but changes the idea of Anloga as a village. 

0 250M

A// ANLOGA BEFORE ROAD 
CONSTRUCTIONS

B// ANLOGA AFTER ROAD 
CONSTRUCTIONS

C// PEDESTRIAN BRIDGE TO BOMSO

//A //B

//C
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THE NUCLEI AND ITS BUSH

Anloga is as well defined by the peri-urbanism. Not 
only does Anloga know legal plurism (although not 
always with traditional leaders, the Ewe associations are 
definitely a form of civil society) and does it function as 
a village, there are also a variety of peri-urban activities 
present. These activities, which include urban farming 
and animal husbandry, are only possible because of the 
available space along the riverbeds; the bush.

//A
A//  ANLOGA BEFORE THE MOVE OF THE WOODWORKERS

B// THE SISA RIVER’S PLANTAIN FARM

C// WASTE DEPOSAL ALONG THE SISA RIVER, VIEW IN  TOWARDS ANLOGA

//C

//B
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DEFORESTED BUSH

LEFT: ANLOGA AFTER THE MOVE AND ROAD CONSTRUCTIONS

RIGHT: THE CLEARED WOODWORKERS VILLAGE

The move of the woodworkers cleared an entire part 
of the bush. As was evident in the pictures of the 
negative space, the nucleus was however related to 
those woodworkers, direct but also in various indirect 
ways. The (currently) open space will soon be filled up 
with something new yet it will never have the economic 
strength of the wood village. 
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RADIALS

Anloga is a very typical nuclei, attached by one side to 
the Accra road, the most important radial of Kumasi. 
Besides its location along the Accra road, Anloga is 
also located on the ring road, more specifically at the 
Oforikrom  junction. This means that every car or truck 
crossing Kumasi has to pass Anloga. The location of 
Anloga is therefore enormously determining for the 
neighbourhood, especially for its economic activities and 
makes Anloga function on a larger scale than just its own 
nuclei. 

Especially for the woodworkers cluster this location has 
been enormously important. First of all is a good road 
connection necessary for the supply of wood but the 
Accra road also functions like a giant display window for 
costumers of the cluster. As a result, the wood industry at 
Anloga was  a very visual element of the city. Moreover, 
the products which are made in Anloga are not only 
sold to the Ashanti Region. The wood cluster attracts 
customers from all over Ghana and even from neighbour 
countries  and the woodworkers cluster therefore forms 
one of the most important sectors of Kumasi’s economy. 
The amount of people involved in the industry is massive, 
going from the people who are delivering the trunks to 
the traders who are selling wooden cutlery at Kejetia. 

The woodworkers are an extreme example of the XS-XL 
economy that is so typical of Kumasi. It is an industrial 
sector that started to grow before independence and it 
has never been influenced by western international trade. 
The wood cluster in Anloga is an industry directed mainly 
to West-Africans and it uses local resources: (often 
illegally cut) timber from the forest zone surrounding 
Kumasi or wood reject from larger (official) sawmills. The 
industry has always been based on a large amount of 
small enterprises. The whole process of, for example, the 
production of a chair is divided in different operations, 
which are each executed by another enterprise. There 
is an enterprise that saws up the large trunks, another 

makes the basic form of the chair. A third enterprise 
carves the decoration, a fourth sandpapers the furniture. 
Varnishing can also be done by somebody else, and so 
is the selling of the final chair. All these enterprises are 
rather small, but are represented  by large associations. 
Before the Sokoban project, there had never  been any 
governmental intervention in the industry. The role of the 
cluster on the economy of Kumasi is, however, huge, and 
the wood workers also  pay taxes through different forms 
of fees. However, The woodworkers get little in return 
for the part they play in Kumasi’s economy. Specially 
the lack of education is a huge problem. All apprentices 
enter the industry without any skills, but calls for a training 
centre are up to date unanswered.

What is remarkable about the Sokoban project is that 
the structure of an XS-XL economy is respected and 
that the new site even anticipated on the logics of such 
an economy. On the new site in Sokoban, large open 
structures are provided. These very basic structures are 
each divided in sections which are defined by the grid 
of columns. Each of the small enterprise was therefore 
allocated its own section. When the cluster moved, each 
of the enterprises moved into its own new space. This 
has some remarkable results. Some of the enterprises, 
for example, built small offices inside the large sheds, 
and enterprises which did not move yet, fenced off their 
places to prevent that their ‘spot’ would be taken by other 
enterprises. 

//B

//C//A

A// LOCATION OF ANLOGA AND 
SOKOBAN IN KUMASI

B// SELLING ALONG THE ACCRA 
ROAD

C// WOOD TRANSPORT ON THE 
ACCRA ROAD
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WOOD INDUSTRY AT ANLOGA 
(ENTERPRISES WHICH WERE STILL IN 
ANLOGA AFTER THE MOVE)

MAP OF GHANA SHOWING THE 
INTERNATIONAL MARKET OF THE 

WOOD PRODUCTS

WOOD INDUSTRY AT SOKOBAN.
UP:  OFFICE OF ONE OF THE 

ENTERPRISES

MOST LEFT: SHOP WITH UTENSILS

LEFT: PLACE OF AN ENTERPRISE THAT 
DID NOT MOVE YET, THE STRUCTURE 

IS TO PREVENT THAT THE PLACE 
WOULD BE TAKEN BY OTHERS.
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ONIONS

Although undoubtedly the most important, the wood 
village is however not the only trade relation of Anloga 
that is defined by the radials. Anloga is, due to its place 
on the Accra road, also located on a strategic point in 
between the centre and the hinterland of Kumasi. Anloga 
is located just before the most heavily congested part of 
Kumasi, because  its position just before the ring road. 
The onion trade in Anloga is a result of this location. This 
trade has its place on the market in the centre of Anloga. 
This market consists of two parts. One side is meant 
solely for local food distribution, whereas the other part 
is the satellite onion market. On this market, onions that 
are harvested in other parts of Kumasi and in the Ashanti 
region are sold in wholesale to traders from Kejetia, as 
well as owners of shops elsewhere in Kumasi. 
This onion market shows other possibilities for Anloga, 
certainly now the ring road has been completed. At the 
moment, Anloga is located at one of the most important 
crossings of Kumasi. It is thus  very accessible. Due to 
the relocation, The wood village lost its strategic location 
(although selling of the furniture still happens at the old 
site), but Anloga on the other hand strengthened its 
strategic location. The closing of the ring road definitely 
brings new economic possibilities.

ACQUISITION AND 

DISTRIBUTION OF ONIONS! 

ONION MARKET FOR WHOLESALE AS 
WELL AS INDIVIDUAL PURCHASES.
ON THE MAP OF ANLOGA IS THE 
ROUTE OF THE TROTRO THROUGH 
THE NEIGHBOURHOOD SHOWN. 
THESE TROTROS WAIT AT THE 
MARKET UNTIL THEY ARE FILLED WITH 
PEOPLE AND ONIONS BEFORE THEY 
LEAVE.
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THE NEW RING ROAD

SIDE OF THE NEIGHBOURHOOD

The emptiness of both sides of the new ring road 
is impressive and symbolises obviously the state of 
transition in which Anloga finds itself today. 
The new ring road has been cut through the 
structure of Anloga and is literally a gap. The shops 
which used to be part of the cluster are now facing 
a road meant for rapid traffic (which does not go 
together with the ‘informal’ economy logics of those 
shops)



[ 172 ] [ 173 ]

THE NEW RING ROAD

RIVERSIDE

The pressure on space in Anloga is high and 
many can not pay the rent for a room in one of 
the compounds. As a result many of the smaller 
carpenters were living in the wood cluster, and they 
still do. 
At the beginning of the road there is a large car park 
with small trucks which transport finished wood 
products from Sokoban to the Accra road side and 
even to other trading points.



[ 174 ] [ 175 ]

A specific case, such as Anloga, acts as a narrative, 
it nuances academic research, but a case  also has a 
sensitivity towards design and fuels therefore as well 
urban design practice.1 

Today, Anloga is at a crucial turning point. Most of 
the wood workers moved to the new site at Sokoban, 
yet all activities related to the wood cluster are still 
present in Anloga. This includes the accommodation 
of the workers and the distribution of finished products 
along the Accra road, but also charcoal production 
and food delivery for the workers are important 
economic activities of people living in Anloga that 
depend  on the wood industry.  Today, the relation 
between Anloga and the wood working village is still 
very strong, but it is based on a large amount of daily 
traffic between the old and new site. Along the Accra 
road, at the Oforikrom junction, in between the piles 
of wooden furniture, crates and cooking utensil, it 
is possible to see a huge bunch of people joining 
the queue.  Every morning, they take the trotro from 
Anloga to Sokoban. However, This situation will not 
last and the relation between the woodworkers village 
and Anloga will diminish. 

This should not be seen as a total condemnation of 
the relocation of the wood cluster. In many ways, the 
wood industry was highly problematic in Anloga. The 
risk of fire was immense. A wood industry without 
water to extinguish a fire can hardly be called safe. 
The amount of sawdust that was generated in the 
cluster was so large that it piled up several meters 
thick on the riverbanks. These piles of sawdust did 

ANLOGA: AN EXCEPTION 
AND A MODEL

not only pollute the rivers, but they also caused 
heavy floods, despite the numerous self built dams. 
The dust and smoke of the machines affected the 
overcrowded neighbourhood. The cluster had no 
place left to expand and facilities were so poor that it 
affected the productivity. 

The resettlement of the woodworkers and the 
subsequent closure of the ring road did however 
change the preconditions of the urban structure of the 
neighbourhood. The project created a discontinuity, a 
gab that will define the fate of Anloga. Almost literally 
does the huge empty space along the Aboabo 
river reveals how Anloga is waiting for a new future. 
The project will therefore not be finished when the 
road works will be completed.2 The future of Anloga 
needs to be considered. If Anloga is left on its own, 
as a continuation of its history of abandonment, it 
will probably be a slum for the next decades. This 
thesis therefore does not just want to  discuss the 
urban structure of Kumasi. It also wants to leave an 
assignment, namely the assignment to take Anloga 
as an exceptional case and to turn it into a model. 

It is without doubt that Anloga is in many ways a 
unique case in Kumasi. Anloga’s history as a tale of 
struggle has been exceptional for Kumasi and the 
neighbourhood knows some particular logics and 
patterns. Also the Sokoban project as such is unusual  
and creates a very exceptional contemporary situation 
for the neighbourhood. Yet, the neighbourhood is, as 
shown, also embedded in the context of the Ashanti 
capital. Anloga’s urban structure is without doubt part 
of Kumasi’s urban structure. Therefore, Anloga reveals 
the possibilities of the keys that are presented in this 

thesis. By  elaborating the example of Anloga, the 
neighbourhood becomes a model, which uncovers, 
on a processable scale, the challenges for planners 
who are working in the context of Kumasi.

1// Adapted from: Amerasinghe, 
A., & Dehaene, M. (2007). Matara: 
structuring dispersion. Leuven: 
Katholieke Universiteit Leuven.

2// When I left Kumasi in December 
2011, the road constructions were not 
completed yet.
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