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Abstract

Informal settlements in major urban areas are often derided through discourses as
pockets of poverty, disorder, and marginalisation. Consequently, city planning offi-
cials often seek to eliminate or reduce such settlements for more ordered planned
settlements. Yet, informal urban settlements continue to remain a part of urban life
and have, in many places, increased in size and density. This paper provides an eth-
nographic account of the place-making activities deployed by informal settlement
dwellers in Abuja, Nigeria, who face constant threats of displacement and eviction.
We use place-making as an analytic lens with which to explore the discursive, politi-
cal, and material strategies used by individuals and communities to resist the threats
of displacement. Through ethnographic fieldwork in Mabushi and Mpape, we iden-
tify, on the one hand, the key material strategies of place-making to include incre-
mental improvement to dwellings, planting of economic trees, and physical con-
frontations. On the other hand, the formation of settlement associations and active
involvement in local politics with its attendant alliance-making have contributed to
place-making strategies through the development of meanings, senses of together-
ness, and belonging to the settlements. Our findings show the agency of informal
settlement dwellers and how they use both material processes and discursive nar-
ratives to generate new meanings of place, tenure security, and the right to the city.
This enables them to resist displacement from the urban environment. We conclude
that a place-making approach to exploring informal settlements is fruitful for under-
standing the complexity of urban change processes in the Nigerian context.
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Introduction

On the 2nd of February 2017, jubilant residents in the sprawling informal settle-
ment of Mpape in Abuja, Nigeria, poured out on the streets in celebration. This
was the day an Abuja High Court judge ruled that the planned demolition and
eviction of the settlement by the Federal Capital Development Authority (FCDA)
was illegal, and therefore had to be abandoned. This famous legal victory against
urban demolition of the settlement came as relief to the thousands of residents in
Mpape who for so long had lived in a state of fear under constant threats of dem-
olition from city planning authorities. In July 2012, the FCDA and its Depart-
ment of Development Control served the residents of Mpape with notices to quit
as part of the planned demolition of the settlement. According to the residents,
the FCDA'’s action was without any prior consultation or provision for alternative
housing options or compensation. It was on this basis that members of the Mpape
Residents Community Development Association (MRCDA) with the help of local
and international non-governmental organisations headed to the High Court to
seek for a revocation of the notices to quit from the FCDA. In addition to arguing
that the FCDA was in breach of international laws prohibiting forced eviction,
the MRCDA also argued that many of the residents of Mpape had lived there for
decades — some even long before Abuja became a Federal Capital City in 1976
— and so have accrued rights to adequate housing and land tenure security. It
took nearly 5 years of legal tussle before the court ruled against demolition and
declared it an illegal process that could not proceed. Since this legal victory, resi-
dents of informal settlements in Mpape and other peripheral areas of Abuja have
continued pursuing place-making strategies to secure their existence in the urban
space. This situation goes against the vision of making Abuja a befitting modern
capital of Nigeria through strict planning enforcement, in line with the Federal
Capital Territory Act of 1976. Existing informal settlements were evicted, dis-
placed, and relocated to make way for well-planned and regulated urban devel-
opment. However, more than 45 years later, informal settlements remain a key
part of Abuja’s urban landscape. The persistence of informal settlements in Abuja
raises thought-provoking questions about how these informal settlements manage
to survive attempts to evict them, and what different strategies the dwellers use to
secure their land tenure while facing constant threats of displacement.

In the context of the ongoing rapid pace of global urban transition, it is esti-
mated that approximately 55% of the world’s population lives in urban areas
(United Nations, 2018). In Africa, the population is set to double to 1.3 billion
by 2050 with an accompanying high rate of urbanisation resulting in pressures
on land and other resources. The number of people living in informal settlements
is expected to increase sharply because new urban migrants can access cheap
accommodation and find employment opportunities (Stacey, 2018). Often, infor-
mal settlements are established on lands that formally belong to either the state
or other people. This situation makes the issue of land rights and tenure security
contentious for urban planners and informal settlement dwellers who have to con-
stantly fight against threats of eviction. Nigeria, home to the largest population in
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Africa, is faced with a dramatic urban transition across many cities. This urban
process places pressure on critical social services, resulting in urban planning and
policy challenges in the country (Onwujekwe et al., 2022). Fabiyi (2017) argued
that the growth of informal settlements in Nigerian cities and difficulties in their
effective governance are due to weak urban administration policies that are incon-
sistent in formulation and implementation. However, what is often missing in
such accounts is how residents in urban informal settlements fend of attempts
at urban planning processes that tend to sweep the poor away (Watson, 2009).
Informal settlements remain rooted in the urban landscape as places of diversity
and ingenuity, as dwellers adopt creative ways to survive with minimal resources.
The residents’ place-making activities in Nigeria’s informal settlements need to
be seen as residents’ ways of securing their own well-being in a contested space
by maintaining secure access to prime urban lands. It is in this context of con-
testations over access to urban space that the informal settlements of Mpape and
Mabushi have taken root in Abuja.

Therefore, this study provides an ethnographic account of place-making activi-
ties deployed by informal settlement dwellers in Abuja, Nigeria, who face constant
threats of displacement and eviction. We use place-making as an analytic lens with
which to explore the discursive, political, and material strategies used by individuals
and communities in resisting the threats of displacement. This paper is structured
into six sections as follows. After this introduction, the next section develops a con-
ceptual framework of perceived tenure security through place-making approaches.
The third section focuses on the research design, methodology, and methods. The
findings on the material and discursive meaning approaches to place-making are
structured into the fourth and fifth sections, respectively. The final section presents a
discussion of the key insights leading to the final conclusions.

Perceived Tenure Security: a Place-Making Approach

All controversies around informal settlements — settlements that fall out of the gov-
ernment’s official regulation and protection — are invariably tied to land ownership
rights and the tenure security of the dwellers. Land rights, defined as the social and
legal entitlement to acquire, use, and control a piece of land (UN-Habitat, 2008:5),
are the main contentious issue in discourses on informal settlements (Roy, 2005).
Contention over land rights in informal settlements is often connected to disagree-
ments over different land ownership claims and tenure arrangements. Land tenure
— the institutional and legal framework for regulating land-use behaviour, property
rights, accessibility, allocation, control, transfer, usage type, and period of use (FAO,
2002; Malik et al., 2019) — is a form of formal protection from arbitrary displace-
ment or forced eviction from city authorities. However, tenure security, namely, the
guarantee of protection from arbitrary displacement and confidence that one’s right
to a land is recognized by others and protected by all authorities (United Nations’
Food and Agriculture Organisation FAO, 2002:29), defines the dynamics around
informal settlements (Malik et al., 2019; Reale & Handmer, 2011). Normally, the
one with the officially recognized (statutory) right to a land should have higher
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tenure security, but in cases where other unofficially recognized persons already
have access to the land, tenure insecurity starts manifesting for both the official and
unofficial land claimers. The contentions over land ownership rights increase tenure
insecurity because of the awareness of all land rights claims that a change in the
rules of engagement can alter the access and utility of the land (see Arnot et al.,
2011).

The challenges of land rights and tenure security and related secondary chal-
lenges, such as infrastructural development, are persistent problems for informal
settlement dwellers (ISD), which constitute up to 70% of the urban population in
Africa. The urban land issues in most African cities are complex, multi-layered, and
poorly understood because of the complex powerplay, lack of transparency, insti-
tutional challenges (Berry, 2009; Hornby et al., 2017; Nuhu, 2018; Otubu, 2018),
unending land crises, and conflicting claims on land rights and tenure security (van
der Haar et al., 2020). Conflicting claims and contentions often originate from dif-
ferent tenure arrangements: the (postcolonial) state’s formalized statutory tenure
arrangements and preexisting customary arrangements. These two — customary
and statutory land rights or tenure practices — are the most common normative
classes of land rights and tenure security. Customary land tenure practices are based
on local, traditional, or ancestral customs or communal land management (Hornby
et al., 2017). It is the dominant or widely accepted tenure practice across sub-Saha-
ran Africa, under the authority of traditional rulers (Chimhowu, 2019). Statutory
land tenure is commonly described as an adopted land management practice by
colonial masters, where the state has the overriding rights to allocate and register
land based on the state’s land use plans (see Njoh, 2013).

Despite most postcolonial states adopting the statutory tenure system, customary
land practices are still prevalent in many African societies, especially indigenous
communities whose indigeneity is a source of land security (Sjaastad & Bromley,
1997). However, between the two classes of tenure practices, de facto tenure prac-
tices define the dynamics of land in most African cities. There are questions regard-
ing what is legal or illegal, temporary or permanent lease, registered or unregistered,
community or individual ownership, indigenous or state lands, etc. (see Hornby
et al., 2017; UN-Habitat, 2008; Sjaastad & Bromley, 1997) in African land dynam-
ics. Even though informal settlement dwellers are always subjected to (threats of)
displacement, they are considered to have de facto tenure security because of their
current occupation or entitlement to the land (van Gelder & Luciano, 2015). Their
de facto tenure security does not prevent displacement, but they usually deploy dif-
ferent ways to enhance their security.

In this study, we aim to contribute to the expanding literature on land rights and
tenure security by exploring the ways in which informal settlement dwellers of
Abuja engage in place-making strategies to strengthen their tenure security under
the threat of displacement and eviction. Van Gelder and Luciano (2015) argued that
tenure security has three forms. First, there is the de facto tenure security that accrue
to people based on ancestral ties to a place and/or due to their indigeneity. Second,
there is perceived tenure security, that is, the subjective perception of individuals or
groups on their security or protection from arbitrary displacement, often based on
having lived in a given place for a long time. Third, there is legal tenure security,
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which is tenure security according to existing laws and legislation. Using the case of
low-income settlements in Durban, South Africa, Patel (2013) explained that dwell-
ers understood and realized their tenure security differently from the statutory rights
imposed by the state. These differences, she argues, need to be captured or opera-
tionalized in theories and policies, and mainly in state dealings with informal set-
tlement dwellers. The management of informal settlements is often a yardstick for
evaluating the efficiency of the state and its planning institutions in many global
south cities. In addition, the socio-economic systems that produce urban inequality
and marginalisation of the urban poor, urban planning and regulatory institutions
that designate what space is formal or informal, and the institutions that enhance
the emergence of informal settlements are all connected to the working mechanisms
of the state (Alfaro d’Alencon et al., 2018; Roy, 2005; Wacquant, 2008, 2015). The
unpredictable actions of the state and the persistent threats of displacement make the
everyday lives of informal settlement dwellers precarious and vulnerable.

This paper is an ethnographic study on the linkages between the social and
the spatial aspects of resistance practices in contexts of perceived tenure security.
Resistance practices of dwellers can ensure that they are not arbitrarily displaced
(Arnot et al., 2011; Hall et al., 2015; Michelutti & Smith, 2014; Reerink & van
Gelder, 2010; Rubin, 2018; van Gelder & Luciano, 2015). Research has also shown
that studying the resistance of people and groups in relation to the places where it
occurs is fruitful (Courpasson & Vallas, 2016; Courpasson et al., 2017). The aim of
this study is to demonstrate how resistance to displacement occurs in and through
place(-making strategies) and how place is both an enabling and constraining factor
in resistance practices.

There are many types of place-making strategies, ranging within and beyond the
dichotomies of top-down and bottom-up, formal and informal, or formal planning
and citizen-led place-making (Andres et al., 2021). Top-down and formal place-
making refer to the collaborative effort of state and non-state institutions with the
aim of crafting the physical characteristics, functions, and meanings of a place. It
is commonly associated with the collaborative work of planners, policymakers, and
architects, and it ignores the activities of dwellers in the making of places. Bottom-
up or informal place-making refers to the actions of the dwellers as place-makers
and the ways they use place to address their social realities in informal settlements.
This relates to what Quintana Vigiola (2022) calls “people-centred approaches,”
which emphasize the role of the people in transforming a place to address their
needs. Place-making is used here to capture the efforts of dwellers to organise,
arrange, and give meaning to their everyday places in relation to or as a response
to persistent threats of displacement. We see place-making as a political endeavour
and draw attention to the choices people make in the making of a place to achieve
a certain goal, what the effects are of their place-making activities, and how they
address the wider context of the city and the country. As Lombard (2014) argues,
place-making offers a fruitful perspective on resistance as it cuts across different
scales, from individuals to groups and families, from private to public spaces, and
from smaller-scale places and neighborhoods to wider areas. Contributing to ethno-
graphic work on marginalised places, we emphasise the agency of the dwellers in
making a change and claiming their right to the city (Lefebvre, 1968), while being
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aware that their agency is deeply constrained by legal and economic circumstances,
often unfavourable for them, both at the city and at the state level. Our approach
relates to what Andres et al. (2021) called “citizen-led place-making” to refer to
the “reactive alternative-substitute place-making that occurs when there is no avail-
able alternative” (p.29). As Andres et al. (2021) argue, planning in the Global South
needs to include a more complex and systemic framework that incorporates also
“impermanent, adaptable, temporary and alternative forms of place-making into the
planning process for regional futures” (p.29).

The nature of informal settlement dwellers’ emotional relationships with places
is relevant to our understanding of place-making activities as strategies to resist
displacement. The particular ways in which places are meaningful for people have
been explored in debates that have unfolded around the concepts of place attach-
ment and sense of place, among others. Place attachment refers to the emotional
bonds between people and places (see Manzo & Devine-Wright, 2014; Altman &
Low, 1992; Lewicka, 2011a, 2011b). Such approaches deal primarily with the “per-
son component” (Lewicka, 2011b), and they have been most commonly explored
through positive experiences of the dwellers and the places that are meaningful to
them (Manzo, 2005). By focusing on place-making, we want to emphasise that the
dwellers in informal settlements do not only form attachments to place in contexts
of persistent threats of displacement. Rather, they craft the meanings and functions
of a place to achieve political goals and, in this case, to strengthen the security of
their land tenure. We apply this place-making approach to capture the idea of place
as a process, always in the making (Massey, 1991, 2005), and more importantly, to
demonstrate that place is “a way of seeing, knowing, and understanding the world”
(Cresswell, 2004:11). Our approach to place-making and resistance practices con-
tributes to the understanding of the complexity of urban processes in the Nigerian
context.

Research Setting, Methodology, and Methods

Nigeria, located in Western Africa, provides a rich case setting for exploring issues
around informal urban settlements. With an estimated 225 million people, it is the
most populous country in Africa and the 6th most populous country in the world.
As a republic, Nigeria has a mix of federal, presidential, and representative demo-
cratic system of governance. In this system, the national government holds executive
power, while legislative power is wielded by the federal government and the two
legislative chambers of the House of Representatives and the Senate. The country is
divided into 36 states and the Federal Capital Territory (FCT), in which the coun-
try’s capital, Abuja, is located. Given the growing urban governance issues in Lagos
(the former capital city), a national decree (decree no. 6, FCT Act 1976) was prom-
ulgated on 4 February 1976 to establish a new national capital region which was
carved out of the existing Kogi, Niger, Kaduna, and Nassarawa states. The larger
Abuja metro area and the city of Abuja, with a current estimated population of over
3.6 million, became the new national capital region and capital city, with land areas
of approximately 8000 km? and 250 km?, respectively.
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The coming into force of the FCT Act in 1976 and the creation of Abuja as the
FCT meant that all existing traditional customary land management processes, titles,
and rights became void. All land allocation, control, and governance within this area
came under the sole authority of the national state government through the FCT
minister. Thus, the existing original inhabitants and communities were classified as
informal and marked for displacement, relocation, and resettlement to make way for
a more planned and regulated urban development process, making Abuja a befitting
modern capital city of Nigeria. These informal settlements that existed prior to the
creation of Abuja as an FCT were resettled in order to make way for a well-planned
modern city. These plans have remained unrealised leading to the subsequent
neglect of these informal settlements that have grown in size with a number turning
into slums. Consequently, over 45 years later, the dream of a well-planned modern-
ised city is yet to be realised amidst a growth in the size and form of urban informal
settlements in Abuja. Over the past decades, Abuja has become a scene of constant
face-off between city planning and governance authorities and the collective groups
of urban informal dwellers amidst (threats of) demolitions, displacement, and con-
tentiousness over resettlement compensation packages. Given such a situation, the
question remains as to how dwellers in these informal settlements persist in their
place-making activities to show their belonging and contribution to the city.

Research for this paper was carried out in the two neighborhoods of Mabushi
and Mpape, located in the core and periphery of Abuja, respectively. Their differ-
ent origins, sizes, locations, and socioeconomic and demographic statuses provide
a unique basis for exploring the process of place-making by city dwellers. While a
direct comparison is not sought in this research, findings from these two neighbour-
hoods provide insights that can deepen the understanding of the place-making crea-
tivity of urban informal settlements. Mpape is regarded as the biggest slum area in
Abuja, situated within a practice and discourse of displacement and forced evictions,
while Mabushi, given its central location in the city centre, has resettlement plans
developed by federal state planning authorities.

The data were produced as part of a larger project aimed at the understanding
of the ways in which the interactions between state and non-state actors influence
land rights and tenure security in informal settlements in Abuja. The main methods
were semi-structured interviews with state and non-state actors, focus group discus-
sion, document analysis, and participant observations. The methodological design
entailed three phases of fieldwork visits to over 1.5 years: March to April 2019,
October 2019 to January 2020, and October and November 2020. State actors in
this study refer to the state officials that are affiliated to state agencies and institu-
tions and are having statutory roles of executing state’s policies and plan. Non-state
actors refer to the other stakeholders without official affiliation, and who are either
contending or reacting to state’s policies and plans. The non-state actors include
out of office politicians or politicians without portfolio. The interview participants
cut across relevant government agencies, departments, and units such as the Fed-
eral Capital Development Authority (FCDA), Abuja Geographic Information Sys-
tem (AGIS), Lands Department, Development Control Department (also known as
Abuja Metropolitan Management Council-AMMC), and the Municipal Area Coun-
cils. The non-state participants include community leaders, representatives, and

@ Springer



186 N. A. Ismail et al.

residents in Mpape, Mabushi, Jabi, Kpadna, Kabusa and Utako on one side, and
self-proclaimed politicians (without portfolio), land developers, investors, agents,
and individuals that have been allocated the lands of yet-to-be resettled indigenous
communities. In total, 48 interviews and 10 focus group discussions were carried out
with over 100 participants. An extensive review of relevant policies and documents
was used to supplement the interview data. Policy documents, Abuja master plan,
regional development plans, 1976 FCT Act, Nigerian Land use Act of 1978, and
their reviews, research papers, maps, court cases, and media reports were sourced
from government institutions such as FCDA, AMMC, AMAC, and AGIS.

In terms of positionality and ethics, the first author is a (anonymised) and a
researcher in (anonymised). His position of being an insider and outsider enhanced
and constrained access to research participants and information, hence the need
for some reflexive practices to negotiate through hurdles (Adu-Ampong & Adams,
2019). For example, based on his understanding of the working mechanisms of most
of the state institutions and clues from some insiders, he was able to informally
negotiate most bureaucratic bottlenecks that would have limited his access to rele-
vant informants and documents. One downside of this positionality is that some par-
ticipants provided concise responses to questions assuming that as a (anonymised)
with lived experience of the country’s governance processes, he should understand
the situation without much explanation. However, this shortcoming was compen-
sated for with interviews with more respondents within the same department or unit;
this was to verify and/or supplement the responses of their colleagues.

Resisting Displacement Through the Materiality of Places
and the Built Environment

Among its many conceptualisations, place is also a process — an open-ended pro-
cess of becoming in which people’s agency and activities continuously shape the
history and materiality of a given physical location (Massey, 1991, 2005). Within
informal settlements, this conception of place as a process provides an essential
framework for seeing informal settlement dwellers as agents who, although con-
strained by existing structures, still manage to act in ways that resist and disrupt
their attempts to displace them. Through often quite incremental changes to the
physical environment, informal settlement dwellers engage in place-making activi-
ties that seek to strengthen the security of their land tenure. Under the shadow of
regular threats of displacement, the dwellers in Mpape and Mabushi continued to
exhibit agency in securing their existence in Abuja. In this section, we highlight
three main ways in which they resist displacement through material ways within the
built environment.

The first place-making strategy used by dwellers in Mpape and Mabushi entails
incremental improvements to their dwelling places. The state often attempts to dis-
place these communities on the basis that they have old mud houses and practice
traditional ways of life. To resist this charge and prevent the demolition of their
structures, informal settlement dwellers are now stepping up to modernize their liv-
ing conditions, especially by rebuilding their old houses to conform with modern
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Fig. 1 Building houses with
modern materials in Mabushi.
Source: Fieldwork photo archive
of first author, 2022

structures using sand blocks. While it is easier for state planning agencies to demol-
ish old mud houses — often in derelict conditions (see Fig. 1) — it is more difficult
for them to pull down houses built with sand concrete blocks on the basis of struc-
tural and aesthetic reasons. By demolishing their own old mud houses and rebuild-
ing them with modern materials (see Fig. 2), dwellers are able to counter the main
justification of the state planning agencies to oust them from the urban area. This
communal sentiment is expressed by a local political leader, who is also the owner
of one of these modern concrete block houses in Mabushi:

...I started this structure in 2006, then my friends were warning me about the
resettlement, I told them I can’t wait for FCDA any longer for a resettlement
that will never happen...I am happy some of them are now doing the same,
anybody that get little opportunity of money they demolish their house and
start something...if you go up there you will see some (new) houses, that is
because they have kept aside the hope of resettlement, we are the ones reset-
tling (or reintegrating) ourselves now...

Fig.2 Modern block houses in
the informal settlements Source:
Fieldwork photo archive of first
author, 2022
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This strategy of local residents in putting up new concrete houses is their way
of resisting displacement, knowing that it is very difficult for city officials to pull
down such structures. City planning officials also attest to the efficiency of this
resistance strategy, in which some residents modernise the inside of their dwell-
ings through incremental changes. A senior planning official in the FCDA reset-
tlement department noted the following:

...see, it’s because there is no space for them to develop. Did you enter the
houses? They have modernized the inside; it is the outside that is looking
so tattered, most of them have AC [air conditioning] in their houses, some-
times even prefer to stay in those places not minding the environment; when
you begin to look at them like that [from the modernizing perspective], they
are not slum per se... (see also Fig. 3).

The process of improving their dwellings on both the outside and inside is a
clear place-making strategy that serves to strengthen the dwellers’ claim to tenure
security and provide a resistance buffer to attempts to displace them.

A second material practice of resisting displacement through place-making
involves the planting of economic trees such as cashews and moringa on vacant
land spaces in the communities and in surrounding farmlands. Place-making
strategies, both formal and informal, involve not only changes in the urban infra-
structure and built environment but also in the green spaces in the city. Similar
to modern concrete block houses, it is difficult for city officials to displace com-
munities with a high number of planted economic trees. This is because there is a
legal stipulation that compensation is paid for all economic trees that have to be
cut down to make way for any statutory land claimant or developer to access the
land. During interviews, developers, surveyors, and land agents reported that they
had to pay huge amounts of money for economic trees before they could access
the lands that had been statutorily allocated to them. A land agent and developer
noted the following:

Fig.3 Modernising old mud
houses with air-conditioning
units in Mabushi. Source:
Fieldwork photo archive of first
author, 2022
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...we pay for cashew trees, moringa trees, palm trees, ...sometimes we can pay
as much as 4 million naira (about 7000euros) per hectare...officially it’s supposed
to be 1500 naira [about 3euros] per tree for the nursery ones, 3000 (about 6euros)
for those that are producing, 17000 [about 30euros] for cashew trees, but if we
pay through the government, they won’t get the money, so it’s better to bargain
with them [the dwellers] directly...

Indeed, while the legal requirement for compensation for economic trees sets the
rates, this is not always adhered to by actors involved due to government bureaucracy.
Therefore, developers resort to direct negotiations with informal settlement dwellers for
compensation payments. Thus, dwellers who seek to hold tightly to their place tend
to demand exorbitant compensation for economic trees. This deters potential develop-
ers from attempting to displace them, and continues to prove an effective resistance
strategy.

Physical confrontation and sometimes acts of vandalism represent the third main
resistance strategy used by the dwellers in Mabushi and Mpape. The materiality of this
strategy involves protests, road blockages, and confrontational attacks, which are com-
monly used to resist displacement and land confiscations in informal settlements. Dur-
ing a court case instigated after the state attempted to demolish a significant part of
the informal settlement in Mpape, residents reported that they blocked the road on the
judgement day to swing the court’s judgement in their favour. According to the Mpape
youth leader:

...we closed down Mpape on the judgement day, all the students didn’t go to
school, we all went to the court...and that helped because they already asked the
judge to approve the demolition, but when they saw all of us on the street, vehi-
cles couldn’t move until the judgement went in our favor...

The question is whether it was indeed their protests on the day that swung the judge-
ment. What is significant is the belief held within informal settlements that protests
represent an avenue of place-making and resistance strategies. In addition to protests,
informal settlement dwellers use physical confrontation to resist displacement. In
Mabushi, the traditional council explained that their youth usually chase away devel-
opment control officials at any time they come to their communities. Land develop-
ers also attest to physical confrontations with informal settlement dwellers. One land
agent interview said: “...they [the dwellers] can shoot an arrow at you from the bush
if you don’t consult them or go to the plot without an indigene or the owner of the
land....” Furthermore, the traditional leaders explained that the last time Abuja city
officials came with the military in trying to forcefully demolish their houses, they all
went inside their houses and challenged the officials to demolish their houses while
staying inside. Such physical confrontations usually result in city officials and develop-
ers abandoning demolition attempts.
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Making Resilient Places: Meanings, Actions, and Senses
of Togetherness

Place-making not only captures the efforts of dwellers to craft the material char-
acteristics and functions of a place but also shapes its meanings for the dwellers
and outsiders. To the outsiders, both Mpape and Mabushi now appear as united
places where city dwellers have a strong sense of togetherness and organized
resistance efforts. The dwellers of Mabushi have formed associations at the com-
munity level and are part of various organisations such as the Nigerian Slum/
Informal Settlement Federation, the Association of Abuja Indigenous Communi-
ties, the FCT Youth Coalition, and other community-based associations. Accord-
ing to the Mabushi community council, during a focus group discussion, most of
the associations were formed “because of the forceful collection of lands without
due process.” Mpape residents also have an association (“Mpape residents’ asso-
ciation”) that is legally registered with the state. According to a tribal head in
Mpape, the “residents’ association is legally registered (because) we are trying
every means possible to counter any move they want to come with, we know the
laws they are coming to quote for us.” The activities of the associations are also
supported by several media platforms (such as WhatsApp and Facebook) to create
awareness and mobilize their members across Abuja for any action of resistance.”

The increased sense of togetherness and joint concern has resulted in solidar-
ity among dwellers. The common areas of solidarity among the majority of the
dwellers are their unity in sourcing resources for community development and
cooperation to enhance peace in the communities. As dwellers are deprived of
basic amenities from the state, most of the amenities they have in their commu-
nities are a result of community efforts. As unity among the dwellers is crucial
for their survival, no major lines of division along religious or tribal lines exist
among the dwellers, as the tribal head of the Hausa migrants described:

...there is no tribalism and no religion crisis between the Muslim and the
Christians, we have been living peacefully, and we the leaders are not show-
ing any religious difference, the leader [Mpape traditional ruler] does not
discriminate. Anytime any issue comes up we have support from our neigh-
bours too to maintain our togetherness...

However, lines of division and conflicts exist. Rapid urbanisation across the
country has resulted in major rural-urban migration. This created a situation in
which migrants of similar tribes could not be differentiated from their original
inhabitants for developmental planning purposes (especially resettlement). The
indigenous and non-indigenous dichotomy manifests in some important issues
concerning the community, such as financial contributions to community pro-
jects, demolitions, and tenure security. The indigenous and non-indigenous dif-
ferences are also manifested in the demolition of illegal houses and the tenure
security of some informal settlement dwellers. Most respondents revealed that
migrants were the main targets of the state’s demolition exercises. The indigenes
are confident that they are safe and protected because of their indigenous status
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of having customary or ancestral rights to their land. Apart from the different
classes of some informal settlement dwellers (indigenes and non-indigenes) that
could sometimes be a source of conflict, there are some stakeholders who have
other interests that influence the overall stability of informal settlements. These
conflicting interests are usually between community leaders (traditional chiefs)
and political (administrative) representatives within and outside informal settle-
ments. Such parallel interests include the struggle for community leadership (that
is, who represents the dwellers), the conniving of actors with state officials and
developers to grab land, and the hijacking of development funds and support from
the state by some leaders.

The strong sense of togetherness and shared concerns has made both settlements
successful in dealing with legal issues and state efforts for resettlements. For exam-
ple, the dwellers learned to refuse resettlement allocation papers from the FCDA, as
accepting the papers will be tantamount to accepting their displacement. This rejec-
tion of resettlement packages is considered a resistance strategy because without
agreement by both parties, the state planning authorities cannot forcefully demol-
ish the settlements as they had done in the past. According to many of the stake-
holders interviewed, informal settlement dwellers have mastered the act of institut-
ing court cases to obtain court injunctions on state institutions to halt development
control exercises within their settlements or the demolition of individual buildings.
While there are still several other active court cases between the dwellers and the
state planning institutions (especially FCDA and Development Control), and some
of them have not ended in favour of the dwellers, the locals believe that these liti-
gations have prevented the displacement of most dwellers. A tribal head in Mpape
remarked that “the government can do anything anytime...if not for the court, they
would have demolished all our houses.” The litigations have significantly enhanced
the logjam around informal settlements, and the dwellers seem to have found solace
in the judiciary against state planning authorities and other contending actors.

Joining mainstream politics and alliances with state actors has helped the dwell-
ers in their efforts to make their own places resilient to replacement. These prac-
tices are also pivotal to the success of other resistance strategies, as the state is the
central actor capable of validating or refuting the dwellers’ claims and contentions.
Some dwellers hold political appointments in state agencies. For example, a political
leader in Mabushi claimed that they have allies within the state planning agencies
who feed them with information on the various plans against the dwellers allow-
ing them to strategize before the plans are executed. In what can be described as
clientelism, the Mpape people boasted a large population size that could determine
the outcomes of municipal elections. In one of the focus groups, one resident said:
“...during (municipal) elections, even if a candidate wins other polling units, if the
Mpape result is not out yet, you cannot be confident of winning, because the Mpape
population can win you any election, they do not joke with us.”

The joining of mainstream politics and alliances with state actors has led to some
advancements in the built environment and infrastructure of settlements. A politi-
cal leader in Mabushi said: “it was much later after some of us enter politics, that
we were able to do more for the community, for example, during my tenure (as the
Speaker of Abuja Municipal Area Council) I was able to influence the addition of
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more classrooms to the government school and more transformers to the commu-
nity, but we as a community are the initiators of all the developmental projects....”
Dwellers’ engagement in politics has also facilitated their penetration into state insti-
tutions to make allies with state actors to garner support for their agitation. This
set of state actors includes relatives and family members, dwellers working in state
institutions, people who are sympathetic to their struggles, and some state actors
with vested interest in informal settlements. All these efforts of the dwellers and the
leaders have resulted in shaping new meanings and identities of Mabushi and Mpape
as resilient places with a strong sense of togetherness and joint concerns related to
displacement.

Conclusion

Place-making — the efforts of people to craft the use, functions, and meanings of
place — is a fruitful perspective to capture the efforts of informal settlement dwell-
ers to organise, arrange, and give meaning to their everyday places in response to
persistent threats of displacement. It provides an important framework for seeing
informal settlement dwellers as agents who engage in place-making activities to
adjust the meanings of place and belonging to their often-unfavorable social realities
in informal settlements. Through place-making activities, informal settlement dwell-
ers are able to strengthen tenure security, their right to stay, and their right to the
city (Lefebvre, 1968). This paper shows how the dwellers in Mpape and Mabushi in
Nigeria’s capital, Abuja, exhibit agency in securing their existence and resisting dis-
placement in light of the regular threats of displacement. By shaping the materiality
of the built environment as well as the meanings of place for the dwellers and the
outsiders, residents in Mpape and Mabushi are able to mobilize and safeguard their
communities’ continued existence in the urban space.

In the context of land insecurity, this place-making approach shows how the
agency of informal settlement dwellers in making their homes and everyday places
is deeply constrained not only by unfavourable legal and economic land tenure cir-
cumstances, but also by their perceived tenure security — their subjective group
perceptions of security or protection from arbitrary displacement. The ways dwellers
build their homes or the ways they relate to each other and make communities, the
political actions they take, or even the trees they plant and the ways they go about
daily routines like receiving post, are guided by their shared subjective understand-
ing of what can protect them from arbitrary displacement. Their everyday choices
about where they live are deeply limited by their sense of perceived tenure security
and fear of losing their home. While the place-making approach is a fruitful perspec-
tive on resistance that sheds light to the agency of the dwellers, at the same time, it
demonstrates how precarious lives are in an informal settlement and how the depri-
vation of the basic right to land security forces dwellers to place-making actions not
guided by their free will or conviction, but by their basic need to exist, to keep their
land, their dwellings, and to protect themselves from arbitrary displacement.

The findings of this study demonstrate the need for more research that captures
the differences between legal and perceived tenure security and the ways in which
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they affect the everyday lives of people in informal settlements. They ways dwellers
understand their tenure security differently from the imposed statutory rights from
the state guides their everyday lives to a large extent. These differences need to be
captured by researchers from different perspectives, and it is in an attempt to cap-
ture these differences that avenues for future research emerge. Place-making offers
a crucial perspective; yet, research on the ways perceived tenure security affects
the ways people make communities, relate to each other, and make important life
choices such as education, job, personal relationships, as well as the ways in which
they perceive and use natural resources, such as soil or water, can provide fruitful
new understandings of the ways tenure insecurities affect people and places across
different contexts.
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