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Abstract 

*is dissertation describes the urban actors and spatial practices that contribute to nat-
ural urban resilience in Addis Ababa’s inner city. Natural urban resilience is a non-stra-
tegical and bo,om-up, everyday form of general urban resilience – an urban system’s 
ability to maintain its essential characteristics under any change. 

*is study gains significance by exposing conceptual gaps in the current under-
standing of general urban resilience and highlighting its unconvincing applicability to 
African cities. *is study a,ains further relevance by highlighting the danger of the on-
going large-scale redevelopment of the inner city. *e inner city has naturally formed, 
and its urban memory, spaces, and social cohesion contribute to its primarily low-in-
come population’s resilience. *is thesis argues that the inner city’s demolition poses an 
incalculable risk of maladaptation to future stresses and shocks for Addis Ababa. *e 
city needs a balanced urban discourse that highlights the inner city’s qualities and sug-
gests feasible urban transformation measures. “Natural Urban Resilience” contributes 
an empirical study to the debate by identifying those aspects of the inner city that con-
tribute to general resilience and identifies feasible action areas. 

*is study develops a qualitative research design for a single case study in Addis 
Ababa. *e data is obtained through expert interviews, interviews with residents, and 
the analysis of street scene photos, which are abstracted using Grounded *eory. *at 
way, this thesis provides first-time knowledge about who and what generates urban re-
silience in the inner city of Addis Ababa and how. Furthermore, the study complements 
existing theories on general urban resilience. It provides a detailed understanding of the 
change mechanisms in resilience, of which it identifies four: adaptation, upgrading, mit-
igation, and resistance. It also adapts the adaptive cycle, a widely used concept in resili-
ence thinking, conceptually for urban environments. *e study concludes that the inner 
city’s continued redevelopment poses an incalculable threat to the entire city. *ere-
fore, “Natural urban resilience” recommends carefully weighing any intervention in the 
inner city to promote Addis Ababa’s overall resilience. *is dissertation proposes a pat-
tern language for natural urban resilience to support these efforts and to translate the 
model of natural urban resilience into practice. 

Keywords: Urban studies, Urban resilience, Built environment, Urban assem-
blage, Co-production, Self-organization, Adaptive cycle, Resistance, Qualitative social 
research, Grounded theory, Africa  
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Motivation 
When I walked through Addis Ababa’s neighborhoods for the first time in November 
2009, the Ethiopian capital city of around 4 million people, I felt comfortable. Yes, it 
smelled a li,le bit funny from the open sewers, and yes, the sheer amount of people in 
the streets – street vendors, passers-by, shops, taxi drivers, beggars – was overwhelming. 
Nevertheless, overall, I felt comfortable. *e air was cool despite the African sun over 
my head. *e streets were meticulously clean, and people minded their business like in 
every big city in the world. At every other corner, there were small cafés that invited 
potential patrons to sit down and rest on their front porch. A couple of houses down, 
you could find a car workshop repairing the old mini busses that roam the streets of 
Addis – the way English speakers call this city. *en again, wood workshops, bars, cor-
ner shops, hair salons, and specialty shops for every item you could ever need – all 
around the corner. Sad-looking historic buildings stood next to mud houses or tin huts. 
*ese modest homes o0en leaned directly against smaller or bigger, newly constructed 
concrete and glass structures. Beyond some of the grander looking gates, you could see 
one- or two-story villas, and then – literally next door – a cobbled street with tight-knit 
mud houses supporting one another, where each centimeter is used to create usable liv-
ing space. When looking into the compounds and houses, the doors of which happened 
to be open, it was apparent that life in these neighborhoods was not easy and that many 
people did not have enough: enough space, enough money, enough food, education, or 
work, and no proper sanitation. *e residents used their houses not only to live in but 
also to produce goods and to offer services. *ey also used the streets to dry their clothes 
and spices. Addis’ residents seemed to have found a way of coping with the adversities 
of a mostly non-functioning urban government and with the lack of most amenities that 
I, as a Westerner, see as indispensable. From my (admi,edly Western and romantic) 
point of view, the old neighborhoods through which I walked every day for my intern-
ship with the German development corporation seemed peaceful and safe and seemed 
to serve all citizens of the city equally well. 

When I started working on my Ph.D. thesis in 2014, I learned that these same 
neighborhoods are considered “slums” by UN-Habitat standards: too crowded, lousy 
infrastructure, dilapidated buildings, insecure tenure, unhealthy living conditions, and 
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so forth. I also learned that the Ethiopian federal government – inconceivably for me – 
had vowed to replace all of those neighborhoods until 2025. *e aim is to replace them 
with high-rise concrete and glass housing and office buildings. To this day, I have been 
unable to reconcile my perception of what a “slum” should look, feel, and smell like with 
the experiences I had in the streets and houses of Addis Ababa’s inner city. And because 
I do not want to romanticize the conditions under which the residents of Addis Ababa’s 
inner city survive and strive, I wondered whether this impression was based solely on 
my Western privilege or whether there are scientifically verifiable characteristics of these 
neighborhoods that make my impressions viable. *ese personal experiences, coupled 
with the wish to find out which spatial properties in Addis contribute to a livable city, 
were my thesis’s starting point. 

 

 
Figure 1: Addis Ababa’s historic neighborhoods seen from the light rail in late 2015 
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1.2 Problem statement 
Ethiopia’s capital Addis Ababa is not just Africa’s political center but also its biggest city. 
According to UN-HABITAT (2017), the city increased from 1.3 million in 1979 to 
nearly 5 million in 20171, due to rapid population growth and rural-urban migration. 
Surprisingly, the city’s historic neighborhoods have suffered li,le loss of functionality 
and identity in this process of urban expansion and densification (Yitbarek 2012). To-
day, its inner-city urban structures still represent that of the founding days in the late 
1800s. *is perseverance suggests that Addis Ababa’s inner city carries a strong general 
urban resilience. *is is an urban system’s ability to retain its key characteristics under 
changing conditions (Kegler 2014).  

Today, the city consists of commercial towers and representative buildings along 
main roads, while a dense carpet of low-rise mud buildings fills the remaining urban 
space behind them. *is spatial proximity is commonly called mixity in Addis Ababa. It 
allows a sharing of resources between rich and poor (Baumeister and Knebel 2009) as 
well as a pronounced social cohesion (Yitbarek 2012). *ere is great potential to under-
stand Addis Ababa’s inner city’s inner workings. *is understanding would provide in-
sights into how the city’s spatial, social, ecological, and economic networks contribute 
(or obstruct) urban resilience and may need to be transformed to sustainably address 
challenges such as rapid urban growth, climate change, and digitalization. Moreover, 
Addis Ababa’s inner city represents an African city typology that has been li,le influ-
enced by foreign planning and is perfectly adapted to local conditions. Its identity and 
urban memory need to be studied so that Addis Ababa’s citizens, legislators, and urban 
practitioners can develop a modern city image that integrates both its specific urban 
heritage and foreign impulses. 

Nevertheless, Addis Ababa’s inner city is currently undergoing wholesale rede-
velopment in search of a hypermodern and “proper” city image at the expense of the 
urban poor and local identity. Addis Ababa City Administration (AACA) has vowed to 
demolish all inner-city neighborhoods within the next 15 years to build a “representa-
tive” and “livable” capital (AASZDPPO 2013). According to the 2014 master plan, the 
intended physical transformation entails a complete makeover of the inner city and the 

 
1  In 2007 the Ethiopian Central Statistical Agency (CSA) released the most recent official population data for Addis 

Ababa, roughly 2.7 million inhabitants. This development projects to roughly five million in 2015 at an annual growth 
rate of 5% 
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expansion of the edges of the city into arable farmland (ibid.). *e social and economic 
impact on existing inner-city neighborhoods is devastating, leading to growing social 
inequality and political unrest. Tens of thousands of low-income inner-city residents are 
displaced by the government and move to the city’s outskirts, where they have no choice 
but to squat (Kloosterboer 2019). Researchers (e.g., Kloosterboer 2019) and critical 
media (e.g., Duong 2019) are calling for more consideration of the needs of inner-city 
residents. *ey demand a gradual rehabilitation of existing neighborhoods instead of 
tabula rasa (ibid.) and taking actions that are needed to help the urban poor (Yitbarek, 
Hassen, et al. 2018). However, these critical voices have not yet succeeded in changing 
the administration’s vision, which Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed reaffirmed in 2019 
(Gardner 2019). 

*erefore, the demolition of the inner city is a missed opportunity to develop 
sustainable and equitable solutions for the future of Addis Ababa from the wealth of 
today’s urban structures. Furthermore, the demolition of the existing urban system re-
duces the likelihood of creating a resilient new urban structure. *is is because resilience 
essentially needs urban memory to learn from and local identity to preserve (Cumming 
und Collier 2005). Instead, the current urban development increases the probability of 
future maladaptation since the behavior of a completely new system is not predictable. 
Finally, the social segregation that follows the market-oriented redevelopment of the 
inner city will likely lead to an uneven distribution of resilience in the city, affecting the 
city’s long-term ability to cope with stresses and shocks (Vale 2014). Resilience stratifi-
cation will reduce the city’s ability to develop and grow sustainably, costing valuable 
natural resources, lives, and money unnecessarily. 

In addition to these contextual reasons, this thesis gains further relevance 
through reasons rooted in urban resilience theory. When looking at the general ap-
proach to urban resilience, existing scholarship has failed to properly tie the principles 
and models represented in theory to real-world urban actors and processes. In this the-
sis, I argue that scholars cannot explain how urban resilience actually works in detail as 
long as that is the case. And without that understanding, it will not be possible to design 
policies and plans that efficiently promote urban resilience based on what already exists. 
*is shortcoming applies even more so to cities in Africa. African cities are different 
from Western cities, and Africanist urban scholars like Pieterse (2011) have long since 
pointed out that urban planning will not succeed in these cities without urban theory 
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rooted in data from African cities. *us, this thesis gains relevance from adding precisely 
this kind of theory to urban resilience scholarship. 

*e complex interactions between the redevelopment of Addis Ababa’s inner-
city and essential gaps in urban resilience theory constitute this thesis’ relevance and 
result in a set of research questions, aims, and scope for this thesis. 

 
 

Figure 2: Comparison of a neighborhood in the inner city of Addis Ababa before 
(2009) and after (2017) urban transformation (images by Google Earth, 2018).  
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1.3 Research scope, research question, and study outcomes 
In light of the problems described above, this research focuses on four dimensions: First, 
this study centers around Addis Ababa’s inner city as an essential element of the city’s 
identity and a potentially useful urban typology in the search for a locally grounded un-
derstanding of urban resilience. *e second focus is on the concept of general urban re-
silience. *e concept serves as a lens through which I explore Addis Ababa’s inner city. 
*at is why this thesis does not assess the inner city’s level of resilience or non-resilience 
to a specific disaster scenario. Instead, this study aims to find out how urban resilience 
is currently and generally practiced in a real-world urban environment and to use that 
understanding as a basis to complement resilience theory and to learn for strategic re-
silience building. To narrow down my study’s scope further and reflect my professional 
background as an architect, I focus on the spatial contributors to general urban resili-
ence. By “spatial contributors” I mean, on the one hand, urban actors that are part of the 
built environment, for example, buildings and open spaces, and on the other, practices 
that explicitly involve the built environment, such as the commoning of space (Stavrides 
2016). And finally, because I am a white European researcher in an African context and 
aware of the hegemony of Western thought in scientific knowledge production, this 
study devotes considerable a,ention to the Ethiopian perspective on urban resilience. 

Against this background, this research answers how urban resilience is created in 
Addis Ababa’s inner city. *is central question can be divided into two aspects that 
guide my research process: 1) Who are the actors contributing to or obstructing general 
urban resilience and how? 2) What spaces play a role in urban resilience creation and 
how? *is study produced two concrete outcomes based on the described complex of 
problems and the research priorities and questions mentioned earlier. On the one hand, 
it develops a general urban resilience model rooted in Ethiopia and has wider potential. 
*is aim is achieved utilizing a qualitative, explorative, and multi-perspective research 
design. *us, this study stands in contrast to existing quantitative approaches to urban 
resilience and highlights the need to understand the local context before making assess-
ments about a place’s resilience. On the other hand, I translate this theoretical model to 
become accessible for urban practitioners in Addis Ababa. To this end, I use the role 
model of the “A Pa,ern Language” (Alexander, Ishikawa, and Silverstein 1977) to de-
velop design pa,erns that can guide urban planners and policymakers in building gen-
eral urban resilience in the city. 
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1.4 Structure of this thesis 
*is dissertation is organized into three parts. Part I – GROUNDING informs the 
reader about the theoretical and geographical context of the study. It is composed of 
four chapters: 1 Introduction, 2 Background, 3 *eoretical Grounding, and 4 Method. 
*e first chapter is the introduction and provides an overview of motivation, scope, and 
outcomes of this thesis. *e Background provides an in-depth understanding of my 
study’s geographical se,ing – Addis Ababa. It also discusses key terms that are funda-
mental for the further course of this study. Subsequently, the theoretical grounding lays 
out the theoretical background of this research leading up to the central research ques-
tion. Chapter 4 Method, finally, explains the research design. *is includes the reason-
ing behind method choices as well as quality management.  

Part II – FINDINGS AND ANALYSES contains the description and interpreta-
tion of my empirical data. *is part is composed of six chapters: 5 Findings expert inter-
views, 6 Analysis expert interviews, 7 Findings resident interviews, 8 Analysis resident 
interviews, 9 Findings street photographs, and 10 Analysis street photographs. In this 
part, each data set is represented by one findings chapter and one analysis chapter each, 
the outcomes of which are brought together subsequently. 

Part III – SYNTHESES AND CONLUSIONS, finally, presents the conclusions 
drawn from the analyzed data and discusses them. *is part is composed of three chap-
ters: 11 Synthesis: Natural urban resilience, 12 Conclusions and recommendations, and 
13 Pa,erns of natural urban resilience. Chapter 11 synthesizes the most important find-
ings and analyses into a theoretical model – the model of natural urban resilience. *en, 
Conclusions and recommendations summarizes key conclusions and discusses them in 
light of extant literature. Furthermore, recommendations towards future research and 
practice are made here. Finally, chapter 13 translates these theoretical findings and in-
terpretations into design pa,erns. *ese pa,erns are directed at urban practitioners and 
policymakers providing benchmarks for a resilience-conscious urban development of 
Addis Ababa. 
  



 

2 Background 

*is chapter provides context to the later presented chapters. By doing so, I focus on the 
following relevant aspects. First, I address postcolonial power relations in knowledge 
production and urban planning. *is sub-chapter provides reasoning for the la,er study 
design. Next, I briefly recount the key characteristics of Ethiopian urban development. 
*is background knowledge is essential in understanding Addis Ababa as an exemplary 
African city. *en, I turn to my research's main object: Addis Ababa. Sub-chapter 2.3 
traces the urban development of the capital by way of its master plans and recent schol-
arship on urban transformation. *e fourth sub-chapter further concentrates on a spe-
cific urban structure, the inner city, and its relevance for Addis Ababa's urban develop-
ment. In the final sub-chapter, I introduce my case study site Teklehaimanot, a neigh-
borhood that is part of the inner city. I also explain the sampling choices that went along 
with that site selection. 

2.1 The role of postcolonial power 
Postcolonial power structures impact this thesis majorly. On the one hand, I am a West-
ern researcher studying a non-Western city. On the other, Addis Ababa displays many 
layers of influence by the West on its urban identity and planning practices. *is sub-
chapter explains why urban scholarship and planning need to address that relationship 
with the West, including this thesis. 

*is thesis considers Ethiopia as part of the postcolonial world even though it 
was only briefly occupied by Italy in the 1930‘s and considers itself as never been colo-
nized. Initially, the term postcolony referred to countries emerging from colonization 
(Mbembe 2001). Mbembe (2001), however, uses the term to describe what its coun-
tries do not belong to: the “first world”2. And while Mbembe (2001) refers explicitly to 
sub-Saharan Africa when he speaks about the postcolony, other postcolonial theorists 
extend his reading to the entire so-called “third world” 3. In their book on postcolonial 
theory, Castro Varela and Dhawan (2015) demonstrate how colonial discourses are in-
fluential in countries that have never been part of colonialism because all of those non-

 
2  Today a mostly outdated term for the “West” (McNeill 1963), the “global North” (WCED 1987), or “Euro-America” 

(Comaroff and Comaroff 2012). In this thesis, I use the term “West,” which typically includes Japan, South Korea, 
Singapore, Taiwan, Australia, New Zealand, Europe, and North America. 

3  Today a mostly outdated term for the “non-West” (Sassen 2008) or the “global South” (Comaroff and Comaroff 2012). 
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colonial countries are still part of today’s globalized world. *e power imbalance that 
has resulted from colonialism shapes their current political, economic, and societal 
structures.  

*e power imbalance that shapes the relationship between the West and the 
non-West is called Western hegemony (ibid.). What is Western hegemony? In her now-
famous essay on narrative production – “*e Danger of a Single Story” – the Nigerian 
novelist Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie poignantly cites John Locke, who visits West Af-
rica in the 16th century and frames Africans as “beasts who have no houses” and “people 
without heads, having their mouth and eyes in their breasts” (Adichie 2010, 6:34). 
While this account seems silly from today’s perspective, this distorted image was indeed 
the image of sub-Saharan Africa in Europe at the time4. It is also an early example 0f 
Western hegemony shaping the global narrative of sub-Saharan Africa as an inconceiv-
able and different; a single-sided narrative produced by mainstream Western media as 
Adichie emphasizes: 

“So, after I had spent some years in the U.S. as an African, I began to understand my room-

mate's response to me. If I had not grown up in Nigeria, and if all I knew about Africa were 

from popular images, I too would think that Africa was a place of beautiful landscapes, 

beautiful animals, and incomprehensible people, fighting senseless wars, dying of pov-

erty and AIDS, unable to speak for themselves and waiting to be saved by a kind, white 

foreigner […]. This single story of Africa ultimately comes, I think, from Western literature” 

(Adichie 2010, 5:55). 

As the Western narrative of “sub-Saharan Africa as a place of negatives” (Adichie 2010, 
7:04) is the dominant one, it also shapes the global narrative of sub-Saharan Africa, re-
invigorating it with every recounting. Accounts that say otherwise are discredited by the 
dominant group as being subjective, non-scientific, local, or at most raw data (Comaroff 
and Comaroff 2012). 

In her account of the single story, Adichie moves on to explain that the reason 
for the dominance is power. Global narratives, just like politics or economics, she ar-
gues, are dominated by those in power (Adichie 2010, 9:36). Whoever has power gets 

 
4  The idea of headless people in Africa (so-called blemmyes) goes back to ancient Roman and Greek accounts of sub-

Saharan Africa (Mudimbe 2008) and is reproduced in many European accounts and images of the seafaring age. 
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to decide which story to tell, which ones not to tell, and how to tell them. When speaking 
about power in the postcolonial context, it refers to the West’s domination over all “oth-
ers.” Moreover, the West’s claim to power is shared by the dominant and the dominated, 
which turns this power imbalance into a hegemony. Essentially, hegemony is “the power 
of the ruling class to convince other classes that their interests are the interests of all” 
(Ashcro0, Griffiths, and Tiffin 2007, 106). Hegemony explains how the dominance of 
the former colonial powers persist until today: Western superiority is taken for granted 
and le0 unmarked as the norm (Castro Varela and Dhawan 2015). As Western values 
become the norm, its narratives are not only re-created by Westerners. Moreover, the 
Western experience is also replicated by non-Westerners. Adichie (2010) gives an ex-
ample of this, as she mirrors the only literature that was available to her as a child in 
Nigeria:  

“My characters also drank a lot of ginger beer, because the characters in the British books 

I read drank ginger beer. Never mind that I had no idea what ginger beer was” (Adichie 

2010, 1:25). 

Science is not free of this hegemony. An illustration of this is the scholarship available 
on architecture and urbanism on and in sub-Saharan Africa. It too, is dominated by 
Western authors and thinking (Leitner und Sheppard 2015; Baron und Donath 2016a). 
Illustrating this, architectural and urbanist literature reproduces images of helpless “lo-
cals” and the “white savior” while interpreting local phenomena through the Western 
lens (Leitner and Sheppard 2015; Lawhon, et al. 2016; Baron and Donath 2016b). 
Many scientific fields are beginning to reflect the underlying conflict between the situ-
atedness of the Western researcher and the “the earlier claims about its ability to make 
objective representative statements” (Ashcro0, Griffiths, and Tiffin 2007, 81)5. In this 
respect, Western urbanism and architecture have recently seen a critical debate on post-
colonialism6 even though mainstream architectural practice and development projects 

 
5  A good example for the process of self-reflection is ethnography, the study of how people live. As Ashcroft, Griffiths, 

and Tiffin summarize, ethnography used to serve colonialism by portraying the “other” through reductions, compar-
isons, and generalizations (Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin 2007, 81), none of which was neutral or value free. However, 
the authors concede that contemporary ethnography has begun to vigorously approach this conflict, by producing 
complex narratives built in cooperation with the local subject and by transcending the idea that ethnography only 
studies “them” (ibid., 81). 

6   C.f. e.g., King 1982, Kusno 2000, Watson 2014a; Roy 2015 
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have not seen much of an effect of that discourse yet (cf. sub-chapter 3.3). Another layer 
of Western hegemony in architecture and urbanism is architectural mimicry. Architects 
and planners from the postcolony have adapted their design concepts, role models, and 
spatial values from the West without noticing it. As a result, traditional building tech-
niques are dismissed as unmodern (Hebel 2010) and inappropriate sanitary “solutions” 
and management systems are imported from the West (Abbot 2012). Dovey (2011) 
and Watson (2014a) show that also avant-garde urban designs and discourses repro-
duce Western urban imagery. 

In Ethiopia, and Addis Ababa’s urban planning, there are different dimensions 
of postcolonial power visible: First, a persisting power inequality between Western and 
non-Western spaces, values, and epistemologies. Second, a legitimation discourse that 
frames Ethiopian cities as backward and Western or Chinese efforts to influence urban 
development as a “civilizing mission” (Eckardt and Hoerning 2012). Finally, the Ethio-
pian perspectives are dismissed as irrelevant and invalid for global knowledge produc-
tion, while Western perspectives are thought to be generally applicable. Addis Ababa 
has seen large scale inner-city redevelopments that aim at creating “an orderly city and 
a modern way of life” (Baron and Donath 2016a, 798; cf. Kloosterboer 2019). It follows 
Western ideals of car-appropriate planning, functional division, and the formalized city. 
However, this transformation leads to social segregation, excluding the population from 
decision-making processes, creating slums at the urban fringes, and alienating tradi-
tional building practices from the city. Western hegemony propels these processes.  

In the context of this thesis, the understanding of global power dynamics behind 
urban development means to use a critical mindset, a focal glass, that continuously re-
flects the entanglement of the researcher and her output within the existing hegemony. 
It also affects this thesis’ aims to create decolonizing research, i.e. to create knowledge 
that can actively contribute to revealing power structures and contributing to their mit-
igation. *erefore, the writing in this thesis is not only analytical but also understood as 
performative. However, decolonizing urbanism and one’s writing is complicated and 
self-contradictory. *ese difficulties can be illustrated by the example of the term “in-
digenous.” It is frequently used by urbanist and architectural scholars to describe archi-
tecture or urban structures that have been erected in a non-Western country, such as 
Ethiopia. *e problem with “indigenous” (and the term “native” likewise) is that it re-
verberates the colonial notion of the “primitive” (Kuper 2003), primarily when used by 



12 Part I 

a white European in an African context. It furthermore reinforces the “othering“ of non-
Western architecture and urbanism as „vernacular.“ How would I feel if a foreigner were 
to consider my university town, Weimar, as indigenously German? Not appropriate. 
However, there are two sides to this coin, and in some cases, the term „indigenous“ can 
be appropriate. For example, it is applied strategically by marginalized voices for self-
empowerment (e.g., the Slum Dwellers Association). *is practice is called „strategic 
essentialism“.  

Even if I do my best in this thesis to decolonize my research and writing, it will 
neither erase my privilege as a Western researcher nor resolve the power inequality in 
which I stand on the privileged side. Kuper (2003) highlights that any effort to mitigate 
the violence of colonial language and practices will inevitably reinforce its impact. Ac-
cording to Robins (2003), these are contradictions characteristic of today’s globalized 
world and should be embraced by researchers rather than circumvented or opposed. As 
any a,empt of escaping it must fail, every researcher needs to take a stand. My stand-
point is that it is my job as a Western researcher to be aware of my biases, be transparent 
about my research decisions, actively engage with this power inequality wherever pos-
sible in my research process, and contribute to its mitigation as best as possible. 

2.2 Urban development in Ethiopia 
*e historical urban development in Ethiopia and its resulting shape is an essential basis 
for understanding today’s surge for modernist urban development in Addis Ababa and 
be,er grasp the organically shaped spaces of the city. *is background is also important 
to integrate this thesis’s conclusions into a wider nexus of existing data and discourses.  
To understand the political, economic, and value-driven motivations behind how Addis 
Ababa is shaped, one needs to go back in history and broaden its focus on how Ethiopian 
scholars and practitioners perceive urbanity. It is not easy to describe the state of cities 
in Ethiopia in earnest, with a critical eye on Western hegemonies in urban planning and 
the complexity of Ethiopian realities. Ethiopia is a diverse country with culturally diverse 
urbanities and various urban fabrics and scales (Duroyaume 2015). Ethiopia’s urban 
discourse is o0en dominated by its capital, which is also a primate city. However, sec-
ondary cities such as Mekelle, Awassa, and Bahar Dar have challenged Addis Ababa’s 
primacy. *ese are catching up to the capital with 10 percent growth per year compared 
to 2.8 percent in the capital (Duroyaume 2015). Because Addis Ababa seems to forego 
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these other large cities’ urbanization trends, studying the capital is relevant. As with the 
African city, the scientific discourse on Ethiopian cities suffers from a lack of data, criti-
cal thinking, and governmental neglect. Ethiopia is an excellent showcase of the framing 
of African cities as “other “cities by defining the Western city as a universal standard.  

*e narratives on urbanization in Ethiopia that are relayed in scholarship and 
practice typically follow three argumentation lines: ancient cities, rural bias, and rapid 
urbanization. *is is accompanied by an undercurrent of Western hegemony and the 
idealization of modernity. Most stories about Ethiopia’s urban history begin with the 
ancient kingdom of Axum. *is culture connected Africa with the nearby Arabian sub-
continent and le0 behind the first cities on what is today Ethiopian ground (Ofcansky 
and Berry 1991/1993). It also tells the story of orthodox Christians abandoning their 
capital and establishing a new kingdom in the highlands when coming under the pres-
sure of Muslim invaders between the 7th and 10th century as their primary income 
source, their trading hubs by the Red Sea, had been lost (ibid.). *e history of Ethiopian 
cities is full of destruction and nomadic life, of kings moving their capitals every couple 
hundred years, leaving behind ruins; a story of one dynasty overtaking another, and new 
cities being founded in that process. In general, however, it is impossible to tell the story 
of Ethiopian urban history in a single storyline. Some urban centers, such as Jijiga and 
Arba Minch, were established as regional administration centers (Ofcansky and Berry 
1991/1993). In contrast, Jimma flourished as a trading hub to transport coffee from the 
Western regions to the train line in Addis Ababa (Pankhurst 1985). Dire Dawa boomed 
thanks to the first Addis Ababa – Djibouti rail line in the early 20th century – and French 
construction men se,ling there (Pankhurst 1985). *en again, Harar has flourished for 
centuries as a center of Muslim scholarship (Pankhurst 1982). *en, there are Gondar, 
Lalibela, and Addis Ababa, which were founded as capitals of highland dynasties at dif-
ferent points in history (Pankhurst 1982; Pankhurst 1985). Many more stories could be 
told here, but the focus must remain on the question of Ethiopian urban scholarship. 

Beyond the historical perspective, Ethiopia’s story of urbanity is also frequently 
told by highlighting the urban primacy of the country’s capital and a low level of urban-
ization, even by African standards. Today, 83 percent of Ethiopians live outside of urban 
se,lements (UN-Habitat 2014). Explanations for this phenomenon are plentiful. Some 
of my expert interviewees point at Ethiopia’s tumultuous history, the nomad kings, and 
the Ethiopians coping by not to urbanize as a means of preventing a,acks. Other 
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sources have different explanations. Ofcansky and Berry (1991/1993) offer this expla-
nation: “Ethiopia’s relative lack of urbanization is the result of the country’s history of 
agricultural self-sufficiency, which has reinforced rural peasant life” (ibid., 82). Another 
explanation might lie in the country’s long-standing and strict cultural separation be-
tween rural and urban: “urbanites “were members and employees of the royal court, 
with a certain degree of education and cra0manship earning their livelihood as non-ag-
ricultural laborers. “Peasants, “on the other hand, were part of a feudal system that kept 
them in hard labor, dependence, and ignorance. *e history of this rural-urban dichot-
omy is long and complicated. It has been extensively reflected by Cherenet (2015) as 
well as Ofcansky and Berry (1991/1993), amongst others. *is rural-urban dichotomy 
has been accompanied by a political and developmental agenda that demonstrates a “ru-
ral bias” between 1950-1991 (Rahmato 2008). Money and a,ention have gone to the 
rural areas, while urban areas are treated with neglect and urban policies are enforced 
lackadaisically (ibid.). *us, this so-called “rural bias” also impacted cities like Addis 
Ababa because the Government put all money and political a,ention into supporting 
agriculture. *e two previous regimes, the Ethiopian Empire and the Derg focused on 
discouraging urbanization to keep control over rural peasantry (Rahmato 2008), pre-
suming agriculture to be the source of economic independence.  

Cherenet (2015) observes a turn in the Ethiopian political agenda towards pro-
moting industrialization and urban development a0er 2011. *is development follows 
a focal shi0 by international organizations, such as UN-Habitat, and global actors such 
as the World Bank towards urban livelihoods and cities as drivers of economic growth 
(Tranberg Hansen and Vaa 2004). *e incorporation of rural-urban transformation 
into its political agenda is a milestone a0er a long history of rural-urban segregation and 
political neglect of the urban (Cherenet 2015), affecting Addis Ababa more than other 
cities in Ethiopia because the Federal Government is so driven to construct “an interna-
tional capital, a competitive metropolis” (Douroyame 2015, 396) at all cost. In Addis 
Ababa and medium-sized cities such as Bahar Dar, existing se,lements are demolished 
without residents’ participation and proper compensation. Small-scale and socially 
mixed urban structures are subsequently replaced by large-scale, high-rise buildings that 
mimic Dubai architecture (Hebel 2010)and push social segregation as they only benefit 
the well-off while the urban poor is pushed to the fringes (Kloosterboer 2019). *ere 
are many more complex issues involved in transforming Ethiopian cities, which I cannot 
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delve into here. However, what is essential to understand is that the resulting planning-
related violence against its citizens (such as forced evictions, relocation, social segrega-
tion) is partly determined by Ethiopia being part of the postcolony. 

*e Western hegemony that influences this mindset on Ethiopian cities is ex-
pressed in three dimensions: deficit-oriented perception resulting in lack of interest in 
studying it at all, and finally, the drive to replace it according to Western/Chinese urban 
role models: First, the persisting power inequality between how Western cities (and 
these days o0en Chinese; cf. *orer 2015) and Ethiopian cities leads to a deficit-ori-
ented perception of Ethiopian urbanity, its spaces, values, and enclosed social ties. *ey 
are considered as “slum” or “informal” while Western urbanity is seen as the standard. 
Second, this negative a,itude ultimately results in a lack of interest in Ethiopian urban-
ity’s scientific examination. Ethiopian urbanity and the knowledge about it are dis-
missed as irrelevant for regional and global discourses on urbanization. Findings and 
theoretical models resulting from its data are usually rejected in the face of “universally 
valid” Western models. Duroyaume (2015) summarizes the lack of knowledge and per-
ceived lack of relevance poignantly:  

“Ethiopian towns are often resumed by the quick sketch of a paradoxical country of high 

population density with 82 million inhabitants but weak urbanization with only 16.5 per 

cent city dwellers” (Duroyaume 2015, 395). 

Duroyaume points at the superficiality with which most urban scholars treat Ethiopian 
urbanity. Most researchers only use the existing urban fabric as a backdrop against 
which they can “fix” the Ethiopian city, but there seems to be li,le interest in deeply 
understanding it. *ere are also exceptions – urban scholars who point at Ethiopian cit-
ies’ social and spatial qualities (cf. e.g., Baumeister and Knebel 2009; Johnson 2009; 
Giorghis 2012; Cherenet 2015; Baron and Donath 2016b). But the dismissive image of 
Ethiopian cities dominates not only the scholarly but also societal discourse. *ird, the 
deficit-oriented debate on Ethiopian cities affects urban planning and policymaking. It 
is difficult to imagine how Ethiopian urban planners can develop sustainable and iden-
tity-building urban plans and policies if they are always focusing on what to “fix.” *is 
focus leads to over-ambitious and unsustainable urban planning agendas all over Ethio-
pia (Kloosterboer 2019) and all-over sub-Saharan Africa (UN-Habitat 2016) as the 
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existing urban structures are perceived as in need of replacement by governments. *ese 
agendas are then again influenced by Western/Chinese models (ibid.).  

In addition to the postcolonial dimension of dismissing existing Ethiopian ur-
banity, there is another aspect: modernity. Urban researchers and practitioners point at 
a tension between the Ethiopian urban culture, in which traditions and local identity are 
highly valued, and a manic drive for modernization, industrialization, and digitalization 
by the Government. *ese aspects are illuminated by Addis Ababa like in a burning 
glass. Yet, these same urban scholars and practitioners are li,le concerned with explor-
ing what makes out that Ethiopian urbanity. Moving forward seems to be the priority – 
regardless of anything existing. As several of my expert interview partners highlight, the 
Ethiopian Government aims to move Ethiopian society from a “traditional” to a “mod-
ern” one with urban development at the frontier. Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed mirrors 
this a,itude as he claims, “If you can change Addis, definitely you can change Ethiopia” 
(Gardner 2019). I remain critical of the Government’s imperative to “modernize.” How 
can Ethiopia modernize without losing its identity if all that already exists is removed? 
In fourteen lectures on “Zemenawinet” – or the Ethiopian way to modernity – Ethio-
pian scholars from cultural anthropology over histography and language to urbanism 
discuss this ma,er. In the anthology of these lectures, the urban sociologist Elias Yitba-
rek cautions against the false promises of modernism as it “focuses solely on material 
aspects over cultural needs” (Yitbarek 2012, 48). Instead, he “calls for exploring the no-
tion of ‘another modernism’ in redeveloping slums” (ibid.). Myers opts to trace African 
cities’ complex urban heritage as the first step to re-envisioning new cities outside West-
ern mindsets (Myers 2011). 

In conclusion, the past sub-chapter provided insights into Ethiopian narratives 
on urbanization. Furthermore, it highlighted Ethiopian urban history’s entanglement 
and current development agendas in postcolonial power relations. *is entanglement 
shows the relevance of my dissertation in contributing to critical urbanist scholarship 
that focuses on an Ethiopian city – critical in the sense that it is sensitive to power rela-
tions hidden in urban spaces and politics. *e understanding that there is still a signifi-
cant lack of non-essentializing urbanist research on Ethiopian cities (i.e. one that does 
not compare its spatial, economic, and so on. features to Western cities) highlights the 
relevance of my study in terms of documenting and understanding Addis Ababa’s urban 
spaces without preconceived ideas of what is a “proper” city. Moreover, many of the 
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background issues described and implicated in this sub-chapter refer to change pro-
cesses that affect Ethiopian urbanity, such as rural-urban transformation, rapid urban 
growth, climate change, modernization, industrialization, greening the economy, digi-
talization. Resilience research can contribute to guiding Ethiopia’s cities in these diverse 
transformation processes. Moreover, the concept of resilience can make a valuable con-
tribution to mitigating the tension between the current urban state and the idealized 
modern city. In this sense, my study can contribute to the discourse over how to trans-
form and “modernize” Ethiopian cities without losing their urban identity.  
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Figure 3: Addis Ababa metro area, map adapted from (The World Bank 2015) 
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2.3 Addis Ababa’s urban development 
Today, Addis Ababa is the administrational, economic, and cultural center of Ethiopia 
and, since 1958, the seat of the African Union. It is a city of approximately 5 million 
inhabitants, situated in Ethiopia’s center on a plateau at an altitude of 2,400 m (UN-
Habitat 2003). Addis Ababa was founded in 1892 by the Ethiopian Emperor Menelik II 
and his wife, Taitu. Administratively, it is a self-governing city and city-state at the same 
time (AACAILIC 2010). It consists of 10 sub-cities and 116 local administrational units 
(‘woredas’).  

*e following sub-chapter provides background on Addis Ababa’s urban devel-
opment, including critical master plans and policy changes. *is review is relevant be-
cause one can only understand how the inner city works today if one knows the political 
and historical background of its development. Furthermore, it is pertinent to under-
stand the continuous interplay between the respective ruler’s ambitions to lead the 
country into modernity, on the one side, and the impact these ambitions have made on 
urban planning. Analysis of the sequence of master plans shows that urban planning in 
Addis Ababa has traditionally ignored city residents’ needs in favor of greater ambitions 
(Mahiteme 2007). *ese ambitions are influenced by Western hegemony and lead to 
the destruction of the city’s spaces and urban memory7. Comprehending the dynamics 
behind today’s “demolition derby” (Duong 2019) helps to understand why Addis Ab-
aba’s inner city (Alexander 1965) is bound to vanish in the upcoming years and why 
hence this thesis is relevant. 

To summarize the city’s urban development, I will adopt Yitbarek’s (2008) ap-
proach, which uses the city’s master plans as a structuring device for his narrative on 
Addis Ababa’s urban history. Hence, I begin with Taitu’s founding master plan of Addis 
Ababa, then move on to the different master plans of the 20th century, before ending 
with the current “Addis Ababa and the Surrounding Oromia Special Zone Integrated 
Development Plan.”  

 
7  Urban memory is the layered embedding of collective history and urban experience in urban space. This memory is 

valuable for urban development because it contributes to local identity (“genius loci”) and can serve as a basis for 
sustainable urban development (Rostami, et al. 2015). 
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Figure 4: Early Addis Ababa settlement (‘Taitu Plan’) surrounded by the dotted outline of today’s administra-
tional boundaries of the city (Yitbarek 2008). 
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Empress Taitu’s master plan laid out the capital’s founding structure in 1886. Addis Ab-
aba broke the long tradition of “wandering capitals” (Horvath 1969). Until then, the 
Empire’s capital had continuously been re-located (ibid.). *e reason for the “wander-
ing capital” was that the royal court and its entourage could not sustain itself with water, 
food, and fuel for more prolonged periods; thus, moving on whenever resources were 
used up in one locality (Horvath 1969). However, by the end of the 19th century, Men-
elik II had conquered such a large territory that it became feasible to found a new ad-
ministrational and economic center amidst the consolidated land (Wolde-Michael 
1973). *at is why establishing the city as permanent capital was also an a,empt by the 
emperor couple to modernize the country by establishing a permanent trading hub that 
could become a link to the world (Kloosterboer 2019).  

Empress Taitu selected the site for its temperate climate and the nearby hot 
springs (Tufa 2008). During the founding period between 1886 and 1917 (Yitbarek 
2008), the city resembled a military camp. It consisted mainly of the Emperor’s palace, 
the ‘gebbi,’ and several residences of Ethiopian warlords8 connected by winding streets 
(Giorghis and Gérard 2007). *e city spatially resembled the political structure of the 
Empire. A plot’s size and proximity to the palace indicated the importance of the dignity 
residing there (Mahiteme 2007, 10). According to the feudal hierarchy of the Empire, 
there had to be considerable distances between the different ‘sefers,’ a se,lement 
around each court, which gave the Addis Ababa the look of a collection of individual 
villages (Zewde 1987).  

*e city reached 60,000 residents around 1910, with a newly formed municipal-
ity taking over security and justice responsibilities from the nobility and clergy (Eshetu 
1987). Another layer of se,lement clusters developed through the establishment of 
churches: During the first 20 years, ten churches were built in the ‘sefers’ vicinity. Small 
se,lements of clergy developed around these churches (Degne 1987). In the end, this 
original se,lement structure had a lasting impact on the development of Addis Ababa 
(Zewde 1987). 
  

 
8  According to Mahiteme (2007, 9-10, referencing Ahderom 1986) 31 noble men were allotted land by Menelik II at 

first, later 219 further chiefs received land around the palace. These lords and chiefs themselves then allotted land 
to their subordinates. Foreseeing this development, Taitu and Meneleik II intentionally left buffer zones between the 
individual ‘sefers’ when they created the master plan. 
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Figure 5: Menelik’s palace and its surroundings in 1919 (Yitbarek 2008) 
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By making Addis Ababa a customs collection point, Emperor Menelik II successfully 
established his new capital as a central trading hub and ensured its economic base (Tufa 
2008). Also, Menelik II ensured the crucial supply of firewood by introducing the euca-
lyptus tree to Ethiopia (Pankhurst 1985), solving a firewood crisis that had plagued the 
city around 1920 (Wolde-Michael 1973). Until today, the eucalyptus tree is a distinctive 
feature visible all over the city. Two more developments impacted the inner city’s char-
acter until today: the linear connections between places of interest and the unplanned 
but socially mixed se,lements that developed between them. 

Between 1910 and 1920, a set of infrastructural developments superimposed the 
original se,lement structure of interconnected ‘sefers.’ Modern facilities and infrastruc-
tures such as hospitals, schools, and roads were introduced during that time. *e arrival 
of the Ethio-Djibouti railway in Addis Ababa in 1917 enhanced that development by 
creating a third major public node next to the palace and the commercial center Arada. 
Modern roads soon linked those three nodes (Tufa 2008, 35), bolstering urban devel-
opment along those roads. *e development along roads changed the se,lement struc-
ture considerably from a collection of clusters to a more networked structure. In the 
20th century, this original urban morphology survived the urban planners of the Italian 
occupation in the late 1930s and all master plans that followed. What is also surviving 
until today is the organic road network and the socially mixed structure of the ‘sefers’ 
where lords and servants lived in houses right next to each other. While low- and middle-
income residents predominantly inhabit the inner-city neighborhoods of Addis Ababa 
today, one can also find the villas of the rich interspersed into the dense urban tissue 
(Yitbarek 2008).  

Addis Ababa’s modernization continued under Emperor Haile Selassie, 
crowned in 1930. He established modern social and technical infrastructure accompa-
nied by reforms in administration and military (e.g., abolishing slavery and establishing 
a constitution). *is period saw densification between the ‘sefers’ but did so without 
formal planning (Yitbarek 2008). *e lack of urban management and planning gave the 
city a run-down look. Mosley (1965, 155), cited by Yitbarek (2008, 75-76), describes 
the city in the 1930s as “shanty town […] of mud huts, half of them thatched, half of 
them covered in the garish, glinting new strips of corrugated iron which had begun to 
be so fashionable.” *is look changed considerably with the arrival of the Italian occu-
piers in 1935. 
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Figure 6: The master plan of Addis Ababa by Guidi and Valle (Yitbarek 2008) 
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The Master Plan of the Italian Occupation 1936 is relevant for this study because it helps 
to understand the sporadic grid structures visible here and there in the inner city. *ese 
seem to contradict the generally valid notion of organic urban growth but are, in reality, 
traces of the Italian occupation and thus represent an important stage in Addis Ababa’s 
urban history. 

In 1935, the Fascist Italian Empire began to invade Ethiopia due to its rivalry 
with other European powers over the last remaining strips of land in Africa, which could 
be obtained as colonies. *e Italian occupation lasted five years and ended shortly a0er 
Italy’s entrance into World War II when British forces alongside Ethiopian troops liber-
ated the country (Pankhurst 2001). Albeit its short time frame, the Italian occupation 
saw a considerable amount of urban development and road construction. *e Italians’ 
ambition was to turn Addis Ababa into “a new and beautiful capital city for the colonized 
territories” (Tufa 2008, 36; Gresleri 1992). *erefore, the Italian government initiated 
an international competition, in which, amongst others, Le Corbusier9 and Guidi and 
Valle participated to prepare a principle architectural outline for Addis Ababa (Tufa 
2008). In the end, Ignazio Guidi and Cesare Valle, both renowned Italian architects, 
were commissioned to design a new master plan for Addis Ababa, which was finished in 
1936. It contained all the elements which were wanted by the Italian government, in-
cluding racial segregation and a monumental character (Tufa 2008, 39). *e introduc-
tion of two monumental axes reinforced this character (cf. figure 6), connecting the 
‘gebbi’ and St. Ghiorghis cathedral in Arada with the train station and landscaping ele-
ments along those axes.  

*e Italian master plan was based on racial segregation between the Ethiopian 
and the Italian residents. As with other master plans for Addis Ababa, the Italian master 
plan was never fully implemented. It did, however, leave considerable traces. In today’s 
city map, one can easily recognize the rigid grid structures of Merkato (open-air mar-
ket), the generous grid of avenues in Casanchis (Italian quarter), and the tiny grid-like 
alleyways that make up parts of Teklehaimanot (which is the research site for this study 
and was intended as “native quarters” by the Italian planners). 

 

 
9  For an extensive discussion on Le Corbusier’s urban proposal for Addis Ababa, see Dandena Tufa’s article on the 

Historical Development of Addis Ababa (2008). 
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Figure 7: De Marien’s master plan 1965 (Beza, Mekonnen, and Tilahun 1987) 

  



Chapter 2 Background 27 

Haile Selassie and the two master plans 1956/ 1965: A0er British and Ethiopian troops 
ended the Italian occupation, Haile Selassie was re-installed as Emperor. A0er the sec-
ond world war, Ethiopia became a founding member of the United Nations and Addis 
Ababa the seat of what is today the African Union10 (Pankhurst 2001). Marxist rebels 
overthrew Haile Selassie in 1975 because he had failed to address necessary land reform. 
*e King’s influence on Addis Ababa’s development illustrates the trend in Addis Ab-
aba’s urban planning history not to tackle the situation “on the ground” but to align 
planning with Western role models and pursue lo0y but una,ainable ambitions. A0er 
the second world war, the capital’s economy stagnated while its population grew rapidly 
(Tufa 2008), which resulted in urban sprawl.  

Unconcerned with these issues, Haile Selassie invited Sir Abercrombie, the fa-
mous planner of Greater London, to Addis Ababa to design “a beautiful capital city that 
would serve as a model not only for Ethiopia but also for the rest of Africa” (ibid., 42). 
However, his master plan’s organic structure did not resemble the Emperor’s idea of a 
representative city and was revised just three years later (Mahiteme 2007). Another 
master plan was prepared by a French consulting team led by Louis de Hoÿm de Marien 
in 1965 (Tufa 2008). *eir master plan revolved around creating a central axis from Ad-
dis Ababa city hall to the train station as a Champs Elysées-like boulevard (ibid.). As the 
1960s saw a general construction boom, the plan was considerably implemented (Tufa 
2008), including many of Addis Ababa’s today iconic modernist buildings. As with the 
other master plans, De Marien’s 1965 plan was substantially influenced by the archi-
tect’s experience in France (Ahderom 1987). Mahiteme (1987) concludes critically that 
De Marien’s master plan concentrated on the architectural form without evaluating the 
previous plans’ weaknesses and addressing the city’s socio-economic problems. As large 
parts of the urban land were in the hands of nobility and church, and too few buildings 
permits were issued, the ever-increasing population was forced to build without a per-
mit and on illegal land (Yitbarek 2008). At the end of Haile Selassie’s reign, two-thirds 
of the city was “informally developed, sub-standard housing” (Yitbarek 2008, 82), en-
croaching every possible open space11. 

 
10  The African Union originated in the Organization of African Unity (OAU), founded in Addis Ababa in 1963 (OAU 1963). 
11  Informality in terms of housing can be considered along two lines of legality: land tenure and illegal construction 

method/ lack of building permit (Gaebe 2004; Fein 2009). In general, there is a continuum of informality as well as 
country-specific manifestations (UN-Habitat 2014). UN-HABITAT considers 40% of all Addis Ababa housing to be 
“informal” (ibid.). 
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Figure 8: The Ethio-Italian master plan of 1986 (AAMPO 1986) 
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The Derg’s 1986 Master Plan: *e Marxist military Derg regime under Mengistu Hai-
lemariam dethroned the Emperor in 1974 and established Ethiopia as a Marxist nation 
until 1991. *e Regime’s impact on Addis Ababa’s urban development was significant, 
mainly through the 1986 master plan and proclamation 47/75.  

*e 1986 master plan was prepared by a group of Ethiopian and Italian planners 
and experts as part of technical cooperation, thus known as the Ethio-Italian master plan 
(Ahderom 1987). Due to the bureaucracy and the war with Eritrea, the plan was not 
approved until 1994. Its goal was to integrate the city into its rural surroundings and 
establish a decentralized administrational structure and land-use zoning (Tufa 2008). 
From these aims, certain features of Addis Ababa’s built structures and planning proce-
dures at the time can be inferred. An overly centralized and bureaucratic administration 
fostered un-planned building activities like encroaching of open spaces (ibid.). *ere 
was an absence of land-use zoning benefiting a mixed-used urban fabric. Finally, most 
inner-city housing was ‘chikka’-houses12 without foundations, which the masterplan for-
bade to be upgraded. *is regulation emanates the Regime’s ambitious vision to renew 
the entire inner city (Yitbarek 2008). However, it contributed to the neglect and dete-
rioration of the housing stock visible today. 

Proclamation 47/75 nationalized all private and church land in Ethiopia. Na-
tionalization put private investment in the construction sector to a halt and reduced ur-
ban growth from 5% to 3.4% per year (Tufa 2008). Furthermore, the regime national-
ized all “extra houses” (houses in which the owner did not live). *ose houses with a 
rent-value below 100 ETB (ca. 5 USD) were turned into so-called kebele houses13. *ose 
above rents of 100 ETB were turned over to the Agency for the Administration of Rental 
Housing (AARH) (Yitbarek 2008, 83). House-owners who owned a house with a plot 
larger than 100 sqm were forced to take in renters leading to the erection of numerous 
single-room housing units on inner-city plots. Proclamation 47/75, thus, led to an 
overly dense urban center, with people encroaching every available open space. How-
ever, the low rent prices also ensured that the urban poor had access to inner-city hous-
ing. Still, in 2005, over 30% of the city’s entire housing stock was either owned by the 
state or by AARH (Asfaw 2005).  

 
12  ‘Chikka’ is a wattle-and-daub technique used all over Ethiopia, in which wooden branches and sticks are intertwined 

to form a load-bearing structure including rough infill. This structure is then plastered with mud and painted. 
13  The kebele is the smallest administrative unit in Ethiopia’s municipal hierarchy responsible for allocating secondary 

health care services and, in Addis Ababa, state housing. 
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Figure 9: Structure plan 2002 (ORAAMP 2002)  
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In 2002, the Addis Ababa structure plan was passed, aiming to guide the city’s urban de-
velopment from 2004 to 2014. *is new plan was majorly influenced by the political 
developments of the late 1990s and early 2000s. In 1995, the first democratic parliament 
elections took place, and Meles Zenawi, EPRDF leader, became prime minister 
(Prunier and Ficquet 2015). Although Ethiopia adopted the free market economy prin-
ciple, all land in Ethiopia remained state-owned, and the kebele house system remained 
intact (Yitbarek 2008). While Ethiopia saw a considerable political decentralization 
process, signified, for example, by the restructuring of Ethiopia into a federal state, de-
centralization has remained incomplete. *e federal government continued to hold rel-
evant ruling powers that, until today, affect Addis Ababa’s urban development, such as 
se,ing the National Urban Development Scheme (Kloosterboer 2019) and controlling 
financial parameters (UN-Habitat 2007, 12).  
In the transitional phase until 1994, urban growth remained slow (Tufa 2008). A private 
real-estate market was established (Tufa 2008). But stark problems, such as unemploy-
ment, poverty, housing shortage, the dilapidation of kebele houses, and urban govern-
ance issues, remained unaddressed (UN-Habitat 2007, 14). A vital role in the intended 
process of urban renewal was assigned to the Office for the Revision of Addis Ababa 
Master Plan (O3AMP) (Kloosterboer 2019), established in 1999. *e Office revised 
the 1986 master plan and replaced it with a so-called “structure plan,” which included 
spatial and socio-economic aspects. *e new structure plan, furthermore, included ten 
local development plans (LDPs), which were to guide the urban renewal and upgrading14 
of Addis Ababa in a flexible and locally adapted manner (Kloosterboer 2019). When the 
structural plan came into effect in 2004, these LDPs identified the 14 most urgent rede-
velopment projects. *ese included the redevelopment of the central transport nodes 
and corridors as well as the development of essential business areas in the inner city 
(ibid.). In 2014, the urban redevelopment and urban renewal areas covered almost the 
entire area of the inner-city, including the sub-cities Arada, Lideta, Addis Ketema, and 
Kirkos (AACAILIC 2014b). *is area includes the research site of this thesis, Tekleha-
imanot. For financial reasons, the LDPs were only developed for the inner city while the 
outer sub-cities remain without LDP (Kloosterboer 2019).  

 
14  Urban renewal means that existing urban structures are entirely removed and replaced with new buildings and 

roads. Upgrading means that the basic road network is retained but restored. Existing land-ownership is preserved 
and buildings are not torn down on a large scale. 
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Figure 10: The Addis Ababa and the Surrounding Oromia Special Zone Integrated Development Plan with 
intended regional economic centers in 2013 (AASZDPPO 2013) 
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In 2013, the Addis Ababa and the Surrounding Oromia Special Zone Integrated Develop-

ment Plan was released to guide the city’s urban and socio-economic development and 
its metropolitan region from 2014 to 2038 (Kloosterboear 2019). In 2003, Addis Ababa 
City Administration (AACA) had received full autonomy (Abdissa 2005)15 and now 
aimed at developing a master plan that would integrate Addis Ababa economically with 
the six towns in the “Oromia Special Zone”16 (Fasil and Lemma 2015). *e new master 
plan was prepared by the “Addis Ababa and Surrounding Oromia Special Zone Inte-
grated Development Plan Project Office” (AASZDPPO). Addis Ababa has always ex-
panded outward into the countryside but had reached its administrational boundary in 
2010 (Asfaw, Zeluel, and Berhe 2011). *us, the new master plan now aimed to extend 
urban development beyond this line. *e intention to integrate agricultural land tradi-
tionally used by Oromo people into Addis Ababa’s development, however, led to public 
upheaval and violent protests in the Oromia regional state, which surrounds Addis Ab-
aba (Fasil and Lemma 2015), leaving over a hundred people dead and thousands 
wounded. *e plan was subsequently withdrawn in early 2016 (Berhane 2016) and re-
vised to include only areas within the capital’s administrational boundary 
(Kloosterboear 2019). *e 2016 uprise showed that land within the city bounds needed 
to be used more efficiently rather than growing the city outward. 
*e other main feature of the 2013 master plan is developing a “central business district” 
(CBD) in the city’s heart. *e envisaged CBD covers 335 hectares of the four inner-city 
sub-cities marking them entirely for urban renewal and upgrading (AASZDPPO 2013; 
Kloosterboer 2019). *e authors hope to create a landmark with the CBD that will sig-
nify Addis Ababa’s role as the capital of Africa (Kloosterboer 2019). *e CBD signified 
yet another shi0 in the city’s planning paradigms, which had traditionally acknowledged 
its polycentric character. *e master plan also restates the perception of policymakers 
and planners of the historic inner city as “visual pollution” (ibid.). Hence, AASZDPPO 
has declared that the new master plan aims to replace the existing inner-city structures 
with high-rise and mixed-use buildings (AASZDPPO 2013). Small-scale and in-situ 

 
15  Concretely speaking, Addis Ababa was established as charter city (meaning that it is its own state and the federal 

capital at the same time). This new status provided AACA with the autonomy to steer the city’s urban development 
as long as it followed national directives. 

16  This Zone is a special administrative zone introduced in 2009, which the Oromia state government established to 
deal with Addis Ababa’s urban sprawl (that is, taking away Oromia’s land, destroying their forests, and more) in a 
focused manner. Critics argue that the new master plan violates federal law as the boundaries of a state cannot be 
altered without a mutual referendum (HornAffairs 2014).  
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upgrading were consequently not considered in the plan as the Government was no 
longer interested in the existing urban structures. As expert 01 puts it in this study: 
“*ere is li,le appetite from decision-makers to see qualities in those areas” (E01, 196-
197). In the process of urban renewal and urban upgrading, AACA has been following 
an ex-situ approach re-locating residents to peri-urban areas or new condominium sites 
at the outer edges of the city. *e inner-city land, in contrast, is reserved for highly prof-
itable investment making in-situ urban renewal or upgrading impossible (Kloosterboer 
2019). According to Kloosterboear (2019), a total area of roughly 640.00 hectares was 
either renewed or upgraded between 2009 and 2016. Furthermore, nearly 30.000 
households have been displaced by this process (ibid.). However, as Kloosterboear 
(2019) points out, the actual number of displaced people in Addis Ababa is likely con-
siderably higher than the official household counting suggests, which excludes private 
tenants and illegal se,lers. Consequently, Addis Ababa is going from an “inclusive city” 
(Brown and Kristiansen 2008) to an “exclusive city,” in which only those highly-skilled 
and well-off citizens are allowed to live in and profit from the inner-city who can afford 
housing and services there. *is approach essentially violated the right to the city17 and 
is likely to jeopardize Addis Ababa’s long-term sustainability and resilience (ibid.). 
Overall, the AACA’s concrete measures at the time of writing this thesis are very intrans-
parent. In 2018, there was a rumor that a directive stopped all large-scale demolitions 
until construction began on already empty plots. However, it is not possible to reliably 
confirm these rumors. 
 
In summary, the historical urban development of Addis Ababa provides many contex-
tual aspects for this study. Most of all, the sequence of master plans shows that urban 
planning is a political process that – so far – has been influenced more by the interests 
of those in power than by the needs of Addis Ababa’s citizens. Kloosterboer (2019) 
adds:  

 “The preference for planning practices that comply with perceived international and 

modern standards, in Addis Ababa and elsewhere, and the simultaneous disregard for 

 
17 The right to the city concept (Harvey 2003) attaches crucial importance to urban equity in creating sustainable cities. 

This means equal access of urban citizens, especially vulnerable groups, to urban decision-making processes, inner 
city housing, and public services. 
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ideas that are associated with a ‘backward past’, overlooks alternative options, which are 

perhaps more appropriate” (ibid., 221).  

*e review of master plans also illustrates the impact of foreign planning ideas on the 
visions that each of the plans represented. Even if not each master plan was imple-
mented to the same degree, the hegemony of Western (and today Chinese) urban role 
models is evident. *e above review of master plans highlighted that Addis Ababa’s ur-
ban structure is not an at-once contrived space. Rather than that, today’s urban space is 
a multi-layered collage of different periods, each of which has le0 different traces. Its 
founding period and socially mixed growth, as well as the kebele house system and un-
planned construction, have contributed to today’s socially and functionally mixed in-
ner-city neighborhoods. *e Italian period added neighborhoods and squares with grid-
like morphologies that are still visible today. *ey affect the se,lement structure of this 
study’s research site, Teklehaimanot, and contribute to urban memory. Finally, partic-
ularly the last two master plans and the urban development past-2003 create a sense of 
urgency within the community of critical urban scholars and planners in Addis Ababa. 
But Addis Ababa’s decision-makers seem to be carried away by the promises of global 
hypermodernity, preventing them from seeing the value of the existing urban and ad-
dressing citizens’ real-world issues. In the long run, ignoring existing potentials and 
problems will likely lead to a maladaptive18 and unsustainable city, which underlines this 
study’s relevance. 

2.4 Addis Ababa’s inner city is not a “slum” 
Addis Ababa is the only bigger African city that colonialism did not significantly influ-
ence. 70 to 80 percent of the city consists of organically grown, dense, and single-story 
neighborhoods (Yitbarek 2008; CSU, World Bank Group, Cities Alliance 2015). *is 
inner city is frequently referred to as “slum” as it meets UN-HABITAT’s (2003/2010) 
operational definition at first sight. UN-Habitat characterizes five indicators that define 
a slum: (1) Lack of basic services (such as water, sanitation, waste collection, electricity, 
roads), (2) Sub-standard housing or illegal and inadequate building structures, (3) 

 
18  The term maladaptive refers to a city that is not resilient. It means that the city cannot adapt to or learn from chal-

lenges in a way that its key functionalities and identity are preserved while adapting. Instead, the city spirals into less 
and less capacity to adapt in a “healthy” way (Holling 2001). 
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Overcrowding and high density (4) Unhealthy living conditions and hazardous loca-
tions, (‘shelter deprivations’) and (5) Insecure tenure; “irregular” or “informal” se,le-
ments (UN-HABITAT 2003/2010, 14). If one or more of these criteria are met, a neigh-
borhood or, in the case of Addis Ababa, most of the inner city, must be considered a 
“slum” (ibid.). *e purpose of this indicator-based definition is, according to UN-HAB-
ITAT, to recognize a city of “slums” and create the grounds to “design interventions 
that target the most vulnerable urban populations (UN-Habitat 2006, vi).” *e message 
seems clear and understood by many governments: If you do not clear your city of those 
“slums,” your city will not have a chance in the global competition of cities. 
(AASZDPPO 2013). I do not use the term “slum” in connection with Addis Ababa’s 
inner city. Its applicability is contested, on the one hand, and on the other, it does not 
help the city’s inhabitants to improve their lives. As expert 01 noted in our interview:  

“The word slum is always associated with crisis – problems in the society, problems in the 

community. And this does not literally reflect in our cities. It is completely different” (E01, 

81-83) 

On the contrary, as Huchzermeyer (2014) shows, the term continues to co-produce the 
“slumming.” By that, he means that naming a part of a city as a “slum” leads city govern-
ments to neglect them even further, causing more infrastructural and building decay. I 
am doubtful whether UN-Habitat’s definition of “slum “(UN-Habitat 2003/2010) ap-
plies to Addis Ababa’s inner city. Aspects such as overcrowding are clear-cut by num-
bers, but in lack of alternatives, it is questionable whether the standard even applies (De 
Laet and Mol 2000). But even if one could define Addis Ababa’s inner city technically 
as “slum “, I reject the term going along with Huchzermeyer’s (2014) argument that 
such naming co-produces unequal urban development19. 

 
19  The term “informal” is part of the dichotomous paradigm – informal/ formal – that is part of a postcolonial system 

that coins African cities as improper and needing development or improvement. Keith Hart (1973) originally coined 
the term in his characterization of non-commodified income generation. However, the dichotomy is misleading as 
there are many practices that are both formal and informal. Lines are blurred, and its narrative is not helpful. It de-
monizes entire populations and doesn’t recognize how and where people make a home for themselves. An alterna-
tive concept is, for example, DIY-urbanism (Marr 2017), which focuses more on the placemaking process behind 
urban practices than labeling it one way or the other. Marr considers DIY urbanism as a way to fashion their city 
actively. Therefore, Pieterse and Simone (2013) advocate for such “informal” urban practices to be recognized rather 
than talked down on. The “informal” should no longer be considered as the “evil twin” of the “formal” but as the 
dominant form of urbanization in most parts of the world. 
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I cannot deny and will not romanticize Addis Ababa’s inner city’s deficits. Its residents 
struggle with overcrowded housing, dilapidated buildings, and inadequate infrastruc-
ture. As I will show in this thesis, these stresses hold back the gradual self-improvement 
of these neighborhoods. However, the picture is complicated. “Informal” economies, 
for example, offer li,le security but at the same time ensure the survival of the majority 
of Addis Ababa’s inhabitants (UN-Habitat 2017). Hence, this “informality” can neither 
be rated as an asset nor as stress alone. Inner-city neighborhoods also offer benefits such 
as well-functioning social networks, socially well-mixed neighborhoods, relatively low 
crime rates, short walking distances, and – maybe most of all – identity and human scale. 
Dovey (2011) finds that while much evidence points towards the resilience and produc-
tiveness of “informal” se,lements, “we know li,le about such morphologies and modes 
of production” (ibid., 351), arguing for more research into them. 

Today, Addis Ababa’s city administration tears down old neighborhoods on a 
large scale, making room for the “capital of Africa” leaving tens of thousands of house-
holds without shelter (Duong 2019). Meanwhile, the past decades have shown that 
gradual and on-site upgrading (so-called in-situ upgrading) leads to much be,er results 
than large-scale demolitions and rese,lement. *e la,er one even increases problems. 
*erefore, UN-HABITAT recommends in-situ solutions (UN-Habitat 2003/2010, 
XXVIII) that ensure that local communities can stay on or near the site a0er urban re-
newal or upgrading. Another clear statement against the so-called “rese,lement” of the 
urban poor for the purpose of “solving” inner-city housing issues reads:  

“‘Running the poor out of town’ – through evictions or discriminatory practices – is not 

the answer: rather, helping the poor to become more integrated into the fabric of urban 

society is the only long-lasting and sustainable solution to the growing urbanization of 

poverty” (UN-Habitat 2006, viii).  

*is statement illustrates UN-Habitat’s a,itude as a pacemaker of global urban devel-
opment. However, this does not seem to convince Addis Ababa’s decision-makers in 
their a,itude towards its inner city. Instead of recognizing its diversity and social inte-
gration, pro-poor construction and tenure systems, as well as walkability as an asset in 
the struggle for a sustainable urban future, they are torn down. So, in the light of a van-
ishing urban typology, it is the declared aim of this thesis to understand inner-city 
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neighborhoods be,er and to highlights their existing benefits. *rough this new 
knowledge, I aim to create a steppingstone towards preserving Addis Ababa’s inner city, 
which should not merely be dismissed as “slum.” 

 
 
Figure 11: Outline of urban development stages (ORAAMP 2002) 
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2.5 The inner city as urban typology 
Based on its historical development, Addis Ababa can roughly be divided into two types 
of urbanity: On the one side, there is the historic inner city containing urban structures 
of the founding years, the Italian era, and interspersed developments from the Derg and 
post-Derg eras. On the other, there are the large-scale “new town” developments 
erected a0er 2003 either within the city, replacing historic neighborhoods or creating 
new neighborhoods at the edge of the city. 

*is subchapter aims to find a way to refer to this part of town in a non-essential-
izing way, avoiding or reflecting postcolonial pitfalls. As discussed in sub-chapter 2.4, I 
reject the terms “slum” and “informal” city. Instead, I use the term inner city, as a short 
form of the historical inner city. However, the term not only refers to historical devel-
opment or a location within the city. It also points to the essential characteristic that this 
part of the city is an evolved or grown one. Even though many a,empts at planning these 
areas have been made by AACA (cf. sub-chapter 2.4), the inner city mostly developed 
without formal planning. Alexander refers to this type of city as a “natural city,” which 
develops according to social, ecological, and economic networks creating a layered and 
networked urban system (Alexander 1965). In contrast, the “artificial city” is tree-like 
and hierarchical. He refers to modernist – and ultimately dysfunctional – cities such as 
Chandigarh and Brasilia as examples of the “artificial city” (ibid.). Alexander’s distinc-
tion between these two types of urbanity focuses on its actors’ organization rather than 
their urban shape. *is focus is a poststructuralist20 way of thinking about cities and talk-
ing about Addis Ababa in a non-essentializing way. However, the term was decidedly 
not chosen for this study to avoid reverberations of colonial dismissal of non-Western 
urbanity. However, the actor- and network-oriented thinking of urbanity will become 
useful later in this thesis as it begins to discuss urbanism and general urban resilience. 

*e second aim of this subchapter is to give an overview of what is already known 
of the urban shape, its socio-economic, as well as ecological properties of Addis Ababa’s 
inner city. *e review highlights two things: a lack of detailed data and a trend towards 
deficit-oriented research. To sort through the data and provide a comprehensive narra-
tion, I use Baumeister and Knebel’s (2009) findings on Addis Ababa’s “indigenous ur-
ban tissue.” *e two architects are the first (and so far only) urban researchers who make 
a detailed a,empt at explaining the typological essence of Addis Ababa’s inner city 

 
20  Understanding cities as non-hierarchical networks of actors, cf. 3.2.1. 
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without reducing it to a “mix of everything with anything.” *ey argue that the city’s 
famous social and spatial mix, called mixity (cf. section 5.1.4), can be deconstructed into 
two urban typologies: “street-liners” and “in-fills.” 

 

 
 

Figure 12: ‘Street-liners’ left and ‘in-fills’ right, depicted as simplified diagrams (Baumeister and Knebel 2009) 

 
Baumeister and Knebel (2009) characterize the “street-liner” typology as the urban 
space and the buildings that line major roads. Here, the open space is purely functional 
without the intended quality of stay. Street space is used for commercial and transport 
purposes only. All other activities take place inside the multi-story buildings. In contrast, 
the “in-fills” typology is a dense network of single-story buildings and narrow streets 
where the “streets are extensions of private space” (Baumeister and Knebel 2009, 57). 
Here, too, public squares are missing. Instead, the street itself is the actual public space. 
*e authors do not fail to point out that this part of the “indigenous tissue” is considered 
a “slum” with low life expectancy (47 years), meager average incomes (30 USD per 
month p.p.), and overcrowded housing units (3 sqm per person). In addition to that, 
shared access to drinking water and wastewater are common. Baumeister and Knebel 
(2009) now deviate from most other authors who research Addis Ababa’s inner city: 
they list the qualities and potentials that lie within them. *ese properties are essential 
for my thesis because they play a role in the findings and analyses chapters of this thesis, 
which is why I will provide an overview of what Baumeister and Knebel (2009) find. 
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However, before I begin this review, I must point out the judgment inscribed in the 
names of the two urban typologies of Baumeister and Knebel (2009)21. While the term 
street-liners suggests modernity, streamlining, and other rather positive implications, 
the term “in-fills” suggests that this typology is secondary. *is space does nothing ex-
cept filling up the space between main roads. While this might reflect the history of these 
typologies’ development (streets coming first, in-fills filling up the space in between), it 
creates an automatic hierarchy between one and the other. However, both are equally 
important, as Baumeister and Knebel (2009) emphasize, contributing equally to the ad-
vantageous properties of social mixing and decentralization. *ere would not be a mix-
ity if there were only “street-liners” and vice versa. *erefore, I will use the term main 
streets in this thesis’s framework as an alternative to “street-liners.” *is term refers to 
the location of this urban typology rather than its properties. *e so-called in-fills are a 
bit harder to rename in a precise yet, non-essentializing way. Clusters, quarters, urban 
enclaves, or neighborhoods could be other, English opportunities but I prefer to appro-
priate an Amharic term for this purpose: sefer. *e Amharic term ‘sefer’ literally means 
village and historically refers to the original se,lement clusters around each dignitary’s 
estate. Today, it is commonly used to refer to the inner city’s socially tight-knit neigh-
borhoods. Granted, ‘sefers’ in their original meaning are not always located exactly be-
tween main roads but sometimes cross them, or several ‘sefers’ exist within one block 
(cf. Sileshi 2016). However, I use sefer as a typological term to describe the space be-
tween main streets because it refers to both a social and a spatial structure. 

Baumeister and Knebel (2009) highlight that mixity characterizes the inner city. 
It is important to emphasize again that mixity, as they define it, is not a “mix of every-
thing with anything” but a proximity of two very different urban typologies. According 
to Baumeister and Knebel (2009), this proximity of contrasts is characterized by five 
dimensions: land-use, income, building types, access to finance, and space, each of 
which they define as quality. In the end, the authors use these qualities to argue not only 
for the preservation of Addis Ababa’s inner city but also for using it as a role model for 
the development of other African cities (ibid.). In the following paragraph, I briefly ex-
amine each of the five dimensions to provide a background against which this thesis’s 
results can be discussed. 

 
21  Because, as I discussed in sub-chapter 2.1, the defining power of wording needs to be considered when writing urban 

research in a postcolonial setting. 
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Sefers and main streets have different functional profiles. While the sefers are mainly 
composed of residential areas, the main streets offer commercial spaces with good ac-
cess to infrastructure and job opportunities (Baumeister and Knebel 2009, 58). *e 
proximity of job and housing opportunities reduces the need to commute and, there-
fore, reduces living costs. *en, there is a mix of high- and low-income groups. Rich and 
poor live door to door and o0en share membership in social savings and safety net or-
ganizations. *is side-by-side leads to tight-knit communities contributing to safety and 
social security (ibid.). Another contributor to the mixity is a mix of tenure models: Par-
ticularly, the sefer areas boast a mix of privately owned or rented buildings, state-owned 
rental housing, and cooperative housing (Yitbarek 2008). Kebele houses (cf. 2.3) are 
particularly relevant for the low-income population. In 2005, the Ethiopian state still 
owned 34% of the city’s housing stock (Asfaw 2005). *ese houses are in a dilapidated 
state as mismanagement, and the ban on renter-induced upgrading has taken its toll 
(Yitbarek 2008). Yet, they are rented out to as low as USD 1 per month, which allows 
the urban poor to live in the city center and amongst the be,er off. *is income mix has 
been shown to be favorable in terms of opportunity generation and neighborhood 
safety22 (Turner, Popkin, and Rawlings 2009).  

*en, there is a mix of building typologies. Baumeister and Knebel (2009, 58) 
argue that the modernist, multi-story, glass, and concrete buildings on the main streets 
and the single-story mud structures in the sefers each generate “homogenous spaces” 
(ibid.), which each serve different user groups. As the two typologies alternate in close 
spatial proximity, it can be inferred that this spatial closeness fosters different social 
groups’ interaction. Next, a mix of access to finances contributes to mixity. Baumeister 
and Knebel (2009) argue that the proximity of two different pa,erns of use, income-
capacity, and built environment ingrained in main streets and sefer, respectively, creates 
opportunities for synergy effects. However, here, the authors remain in the speculative 
arena suggesting that plot sales from the main street could be used to upgrade the sefers. 
Similarly, the good infrastructural access to drinking water, wastewater, and electricity 
that is created for high-income users on the ‘main streets’ could also benefit the resi-
dents of the sefers. While these ideas are potentials for an equitable city in which 

 
22  Urban sociology studies from the U.S. have shown that mixed income neighborhoods have lower scales of delin-

quency and crime. Furthermore, higher-income residents provide the community with positive social norms and 
with access to opportunity-rich employment and education networks (Turner, Popkin, and Rawlings 2009). 
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resources are shared between those who can pay for them and those who cannot, this 
study shows that this is currently not the reality. While main street areas benefit from 
good technical infrastructure, the sefers are le0 behind with communal water taps, rocky 
roads, shabby electrical lines, and shared pit latrines. Finally, there is a mix of spaces. As 
described above, the main street and sefer areas create very different “public” spaces. 
Both types of public spaces fulfill the unique needs of different user groups, thus con-
tributing to a socially and functionally well-mixed urban fabric. Urbanist Metadel Sileshi 
(2016) provides detailed accounts of why, how, and when the residents of the sefers use 
the street as extensions of their houses, underlining Baumeister and Knebel’s (2009) 
assessment of public spaces in the sefers. *is thesis provides further evidence towards 
the difference between main street and sefer linking the mix of spaces to general urban 
resilience. 

As intriguing as Baumeister and Knebel’s (2009) conceptualization is, their four-
page article from the architecture magazine Construction Ahead provides li,le detail 
and empirical evidence. *e article can thus (unintentionally) serve as evidence for my 
argument that there is a profound lack of urban data and data-driven theorization on 
Addis Ababa. As far as the article goes, it seems to be created from personal observations 
and anecdotal evidence. *is conclusion does not mean that the article’s observations 
are not valid. But from a scholarly point of view, the authors’ deconstruction of mixity 
needs to be validated. While validation is not the purpose of this thesis, my conclusions 
provide significant evidence many of Baumeister and Knebel’s (2009) observations are 
valid, even if overly broad.  
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Figure 13: Picture of the relocation note pinned to one of the houses in Teklehaimanot. It refers to the sub-
city Lideta and ‘woreda’ no. 06. The note states that people were to be relocated between 17th and 18th of 
the 6th month of the year 2009 Ethiopian calendar (end of February 2017). 
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2.6 Case study Teklehaimanot 
*ere is a lack of detailed data on Addis Ababa’s inner city in the English-speaking de-
bate (cf. chapter 3). *at is why I need to gather my own data to understand the inner-
city be,er. For that purpose, I combine expert interviews with a single-case study focus-
ing on a single site in the inner city. In this sub-chapter, I explain my choice of a single-
case study and subsequently introduce my study site in detail. 

Case studies are formal research strategies (Yin 1994) that focus on a single site 
or single case. *ey aim to “investigate a contemporary phenomenon within real-life 
contexts” (ibid., 13). I choose a case study approach to find out about the phenomenon 
of general urban resilience in the inner city to expand existing or produce a new urban 
theory. A comparative study within Addis Ababa or beyond the city boundary would 
only draw resources towards comparison and understanding the relationships between 
different cases rather than understanding one case in detail. As Mason (2002) points 
out, single case studies seek “the particular in context rather than the common or con-
sistent, and the holistic rather than the cross-sectional” (ibid., 165). Furthermore, it is 
evident that a Ph.D. thesis’s resources only allow for either an in-depth single case study 
or a cross-sectional, but less profound, study of multiple cases. *us, I employ a single 
case study design that is appropriate considering this thesis’s aims to explore and under-
stand the How rather than the What. 

*e site I select for this research is roughly 500’000 sqm or 125 soccer fields sur-
rounding Teklehaimanot roundabout (cf. figure 15). I select the site purposefully be-
cause it is located at the heart of the inner city (cf. figure 14) and was part of the original 
se,lement structure of the late 19th century. Its morphology furthermore seemed to 
represent the mix between main street and sefer that Baumeister and Knebel (2009) 
describe (cf. 2.6). *e research site comprises circa 4.700 buildings[1]. Rather than rep-
resenting a single neighborhood community, several urban villages comprise it. I delin-
eate the site based on bordering main roads assuming that “near things are more related 
than distant things “(Tobler 1970, 236). *ere are seven access roads to the site, which 
come together at Teklehaimanot roundabout, a significant traffic hub in that part of 
town. 
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Figure 14: Addis Ababa’s inner city map (AACAILIC 2014b) with research site enlarged 
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Figure 15: Figure-ground plan of research site including roads at the beginning of 2017. The beginning of 
demolition works south of Teklehaimanot church are distinguishable through the less dense building den-
sity.

*e following part of this sub-chapter is dedicated to the history and resulting urban 
fabric of the research site. *e purpose of this review is to provide a background against 
which the later presented field data can be comprehended. It is also to show how Tekle-
haimanot fits into the inner-city typology. 

*e history of the research site is connected to the history of Teklehaimanot 
church, located just south of the roundabout. *e church dates back to the founding 
days of Addis Ababa. According to Teklehaimanot church annals23, the church’s con-
struction began in 1898 EC (1905 CE), when Emperor Menelik II decided that one of 
the warlords accompanying him – Ras Woldegiorghis, who se,led around that area –  

 
23  Teklehaimanot church administrator Ato Amara orally reported the information on the history, and a research assis-

tant interpreted it on March 15, 2017. 
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Figure 16: Plan of Addis Ababa at the beginning of the 20th century. The church is marked next to the Palace 
of Ras Woldegiorghis (spelled Wolde Ghiorghis here). Except for access roads, the area is not accessed by 
roads yet. The train station is visible at the bottom of the map (Giorghis and Gerard 2007). 
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needed his church for worship and funeral. Ras Woldegiorghis and prince Iyasu, Mene-
lik II’s grandson, oversaw the construction process. *e church was inaugurated as 
Teklehaimanot church, named a0er the monastery in Debre Libanos. Apart from Ras 
Woldegiorghis’ entourage, the clergy of Teklehaimanot church was the first reported 
se,lers of the area. *ey se,led between the church and the old cinema. Today’s round-
about soon became a transport hub in Addis Ababa for horse carts. Looking at the re-
search by Beza and Mekonnen (1984), it looks like the palace was located south of the 
church. It seems clear, though, that my research site was part of Woldegiorghis’ ‘sefer’. 
A0er the establishing phase, the site’s next traceable development stage dates back to 
the Italian era. *e grid-like structure that makes up the very southern edge of the re-
search site suggests that these areas were part of the Italians’ ‘native quarters.’ *is in-
terpretation is confirmed by AAMPPO’s research in the 1980’s on Addis Ababa’s his-
tory and by the map drawn to display the Guidi and Valle Master plan of 1936-45 (Beza 
and Mekonnen 1984).  

Later, in the 1980’s, the area was subject of slum upgrading called “Tekle Haima-
not Upgrading Project” which focused mainly on the improvement of public services in 
order to improve “health and environmental conditions” (UN-Habitat 2007, 47). While 
the World Bank-funded project failed with most of their goals apart from the fact of 
building access roads and improving access to standpipes (because they had ignored 
that 75% of the dwellers were kebele house tenants and not house-owners), several 
smaller NGO projects were more successful in providing basic services: “Between 1987 
and 1993, these NGOs have collectively built 1,906 new housing units, repairing 879 
dwellings, building 597 kitchens, repairing 77 kitchens and constructing 460 latrines” 
(UN-Habitat 2007, 48). Furthermore, there were so-called “self-help” housing cooper-
atives to improve housing for low- and middle-income households the Derg (ibid.).  

Today, Teklehaimanot is densely built-up and one of the city’s most central dis-
tricts. In terms of the urban fabric, Teklehaimanot’s urban structure reflects all proper-
ties of Alexander’s (1965) “natural city” typology: First, no planner deliberately de-
signed it. Second, its street system resembles a complex fabric rather than a tree’s hier-
archical structure. *ird, there are many redundancies in the urban system: functions, 
streets, access that overlap, something that Alexander calls semila,ice, and which has 
been theorized to be catalyzing urban adaptability (Törmä, Griffiths, and Vaughan 
2017). Fourth, children’s play occurs in adult spaces and as an integrated part of adult 
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life rather than in fenced-off spaces. Fi0h, there is a mixing of domestic and commercial 
land-uses rather than a separation of work from housing as the modernists prescribed. 
Lastly, personal territories do not correspond with administrational neighborhood bor-
ders, as Sileshi (2016) can show in her research on activities in public spaces of Addis 
Ababa’s inner city. 

*e research’s central location site means that its future seems already deter-
mined. Land value is high here (AACAILIC 2014b), and therefore its land is up for re-
development (cf. figure 14). According to the Addis Ababa sub-city atlas (ibid.), Addis 
Ketema woreda 01 is up for urban “renewal” which means it will be demolished. Simi-
larly, the entire block south of the roundabout (woreda 06 of Lideta sub-city) was torn 
down in 2017. Its urban fabric will be replaced with up to 13 stories-high buildings along 
the main roads and up to five stories-high in the eastern half of the woreda (AACAILIC 
2014b). *e western half of the woreda is part of a separate Local Development Plan 
(LDP) as it is part of the Merkato area (AACAILIC 2014a, 27-28). *e Government 
also earmarked Lideta woredas 05, 06, and 07 for “renewal” under the Teklehaimanot 
LDP (woredas 05 and 06) as well as Golla Michael LDP and Tikur Anbessa LDP (which 
together make up about 80% of woreda 07) (AACAILIC 2014c, 29). *is development 
is to be seen in the context of AACA’s dreams to create an “African Dubai.” However, 
this dream ignores the facts “on the ground.” It displaces the majority of the population 
without adequate compensation, while the municipality enriches itself. 

In sum, the previous sub-chapter explained my choice of a single-case study and 
the selection of Teklehaimanot as the research site. I also reviewed this area’s develop-
ment history and the available socio-spatial data underlining its belonging to the inner 
city and the need to study it with greater detail.  

 
Overall, the previous six sub-chapters provided a background that established 

different cornerstones between which my thesis is located: the need for a critical eye on 
the impact of Western hegemony, the inner city, a single-case study, and Teklehaimanot 
as the research site. *e sub-chapters also underlined the relevance of this thesis in light 
of Addis Ababa’s historical inner city’s expected demolition while establishing the im-
portance of that urban typology for the future of the city. *e following chapter – *e-
oretical Grounding – builds on that background and introduces the key theoretical cor-
nerstones for this dissertation. 
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3 Theoretical grounding 

In order to begin this chapter, I would like to cite philosopher Annemarie Mol, who 
summarizes the reason for giving a “theory report” in the following way: 

“This is the present state of theoretical work: disciplinary boundaries get blurred. And yet 

I wanted to give you, the reader, a good sense of where this book is situated. I wanted to 

ground it not only in empirical ‘material’, but also in the intellectual traditions of which it 

is a product” (Mol 2003, ix). 

Mol initially points the reader towards the messiness of disciplinary boundaries. *e 
idea of strict disciplinary boundaries is an old phenomenon and stems from the century-
old idea that science is organized in a delicately balanced tree-like system (Serres 1995). 
Each scientist is expected to add to this tree, and his work is seen as another leaf at the 
tip of a branch. Unsurprisingly this high expectation has to fail. Serres (1995) explains 
that the system of science is not a tree and has never been stable or ordered: new re-
search fields frequently emerge, vanish, or become submerged (ibid.). *erefore, each 
scientist must cope with this messiness to ground her work in the scientific discourse. 
To present such a grounding, I introduce standpoint theory, Western urbanism, Afri-
can(ist) urbanism, and general urban resilience in this chapter. It will show that those 
disciplines and concepts are not strictly separated but overlap and intersect. 

Based on these ideas, I draw two main tasks for this chapter. As I reflect in the 
first sub-chapter on standpoint theory, “empirical material” (Mol 2003) is never sepa-
rate from the author’s standpoint. *at is why I reflect my study’s situatedness in West-
ern scientific traditions and cultural norms. *e second and third sub-chapter on two 
types of urbanism lead to my thesis’s “intellectual traditions.” Western urbanist dis-
courses and concepts guide my approach to fundamental concepts such as city. Afri-
can(ist) urbanism directs the reader to a specific “branch” of urbanism to which I want 
to add new knowledge. In the last sub-chapter, I review urban resilience research estab-
lishing general urban resilience as a the conceptual framework for my thesis. 
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3.1 Standpoint theory 
In her essay “*e Leaning Tower,” Virginia Woolf (1947) notes that “If you do not tell 
the truth about yourself you cannot tell it about other people” (ibid., 121). While she 
refers to the unavoidable impact of societal change and pressure (i.e. the poet’s life cir-
cumstances) on poetry and writing, the same holds true for scientific scholarship. Hit-
ting the same notch, feminist scholars of the 1970s and 1980s found that science needed 
to address the standpoint from where knowledge is produced. Nancy Hartsock theo-
rizes that a standpoint is not simply a position from where one speaks. *at is a bias. 
Instead, a standpoint is to be developed by the researcher as an “epistemological device” 
(Hartsock 1983, 284) – a “tool” to identify the influence of one’s background, such as 
gender and class, on knowledge production. *e process of reflecting the impact of 
standpoint on knowledge production is called ‘situating’ knowledge or research. In this 
context, the standpoint is never unidimensional. It is multifaceted rather than essential-
izing24. For example, a European male researcher is never writing only from his position 
as a male researcher or as a European researcher. At the same time, he cannot address 
the issue free from his situated knowledge. In “Primate Visions,” the philosopher and 
anthropologist Donna Haraway (1989) takes Hartsock’s (1983) concept of standpoint 
and transfers it to the question of objectivity in Western science. By the example of pri-
matology, she carves out how intensely Western narratives and values shape science re-
garding gender, race, and class (ibid.).  

As pointed out earlier, the purpose of recognizing one’s standpoint is to identify 
which categories, such as race, gender, and class, shape one’s epistemology – every indi-
vidual’s system of knowledge (Hartsock 1983) – one’s research is influenced by. Hara-
way summarizes the purpose of standpoint reflection poignantly: “It allows us to be-
come answerable for what we learn how to see” (1988, 583). *e marking of the re-
searcher’s standpoint – for the reader and the researcher herself – does not erase the 
power-inequalities it addresses. On the contrary, the marking of categories highlights 
their existence and impact on knowledge production and might, in some cases, reinforce 
power imbalances.  

 
24  Essentialism is a view that is rooted in Plato’s conviction that every entity in this world has “essential “attributes. In 

gender studies and historiography, essentialism has been criticized for attributing certain sexes with certain gender 
identities and asserting certain ethnicities with certain essential cultural characteristics. Said (1987) shows how es-
sentialism has been the “defining mode” of the West throughout the 19th century (ibid. 1978), which can still be 
observed in museums of the West today (Czerney 2019). 
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However, ignoring these categories’ impact and claiming scientific neutrality is negli-
gent. In science, the idea that knowledge production can be neutral and objective is still 
widespread. Haraway (1988) poignantly argues that objectivity is a myth. She calls ob-
jectivity “the god trick of seeing everything from nowhere” (ibid.,581). *e “god-trick” 
means that the dominant group believes in seeing things correctly. “From nowhere” re-
fers to the dominant group’s habit to leave their normativity unmarked instead of mark-
ing their standpoint, such as white, male, Christian, and abled. Over the past 50 years, 
scholars from various backgrounds have exposed the belief that gender, class, cultural, 
or racial privilege have no influence on knowledge production and design as a fallacy25. 

*e logical conclusion of this notion is that there is no such thing as full objec-
tivity because every research question, every research method, and every conclusion is 
shaped by a human researcher with a specific background, in a specific professional en-
vironment, and with specific goals (i.e. situated knowledge) (Rheinberger 1997). Stand-
point theory builds on the notion that research from the privileged group’s perspective 
is always partial and incomplete, yet dominant (Hartsock 1983). As researchers are at 
least to some degree privileged (e.g., educated and abled, in my case also white and Eu-
ropean), it is essential to mark knowledge as being located within that specific context 
to increase objectivity (Harding 1991).  

To resolve the apparent conflict between objectivity and standpoint, the philos-
opher Sandra Harding introduced the concept of strong objectivity (1991). Strong ob-
jectivity deconstructs the unmarked subject of research and thus grounds knowledge 
production in a standpoint. It calls for the relativism of knowledge through “scientifi-
cally examining the social location of scientific claims” (ibid., 142) and to “include sys-
tematic examination of such powerful background beliefs” (Harding 1991, 149). To 
mitigate the power gap between researcher and research object and to create strongly 
objective knowledge, she presents a specific methodological approach to the problem. 
To escape from this trap of privileged vision, Harding (1991) recommends starting “re-
search in the perspective from the lives of the people “on the other side” […] offering a 
view different from the “winner’s stories” about nature and social life […]” (Harding 
1991, 150). In other words, she suggests creating a dialogue between the researcher and 

 
25  Such as feminist theory (Haraway 1989), postcolonial theory (Said 1978; Chakrabarty 2007), science and technology 

studies (Law and Mol 2002), historiography (Serres 1995), architecture (King 1982), and urbanism (Leitner and Shep-
pard 2015). 
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her research object in a bo,om-up approach, turning not only the object of research 
into a (co-)producer of knowledge but to begin with the “other” perspective. 

Standpoint theory has been adopted and expanded by critical urban scholars in 
order to include more self-reflective and diverse perspectives in knowledge production 
as well as to deconstruct the hidden power structures of city development.26 *e urban 
theorists Helga Leitner and Eric Sheppard (2015) summarize the consequences of sit-
uating urbanism for research: 

“It means serious engagement with [singular] claims under the most rigorous theoretical 

and empirical scrutiny from the standpoint of perspectives that lie outside […], critically 

reassessing the generality of the presuppositions underlying their local origins” (ibid., 

231). 

*e question is now, which categories define my standpoint? On the one side, I am re-
searching from an incredibly privileged point of view. As a white European in Ethiopia, 
I have access to resources and credibility that Ethiopians cannot access (Ze,er and De 
Souza 2000). I have always experienced a strong positive bias towards me as a re-
searcher, while my Ethiopian colleagues are either mistrusted by residents or might face 
difficulties with authorities wanting to access grey sources. On the other, I only speak 
Amharic good enough to buy groceries and ask for directions. My native tongue is Ger-
man, and English is my second language. *erefore, it is always necessary to either use 
translators, use local research assistants, or speak English when speaking to informants. 
*ese language and cultural barriers create unavoidable translation mistakes and bias 
on both sides, making understanding one another hard sometimes. *is dilemma can-
not be quickly resolved (Ze,er and De Souza 2000). *e only way to create strong ob-
jectivity is to make these limitations visible where appropriate. Simultaneously, being 
an “outsider within” (Hill Collins 1986) helps me see things that an Ethiopian insider 
cannot see. Both categories – being a Westerner and being an outsider – cannot be an-
nihilated. However, by acknowledging my situatedness, I can address them and mitigate 
them.  

 
26  Cf. e.g., Leitner and Sheppard (2015), Lawhon, et al. (2016), as well as the series “African Cities Reader I, II, and III” by 

Chimurenga and the African Centre for Cities (2010, 2011, 2015). 
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Standpoint theory interlaces with the postcolonial research described in sub-chapter 
2.1. se,ing. *is conclusion leads to three consequences for this study. First, any 
knowledge production and design are shaped by the researcher’s personal and profes-
sional background. *is background and preconceived concepts need to become trans-
parent to the reader and continuously reflected throughout the research process. Sec-
ond, science is powerfully shaped by Western hegemony. Western researchers, Western 
role models, and even Western research sites enjoy privileges over non-Western ones. 
Consequently, if a researcher is interested in the non-Western perspective, she needs to 
take extra measures in addition to situating herself. Haraway (1988) suggests integrat-
ing and prioritizing the perspective of the “other.” Finally, the notion of “objectivity” 
needs to be rejected as it negates knowledge production’s situatedness. Instead, strong 
objectivity needs to be fostered. 

Consequently, I select a multi-perspective research approach for this disserta-
tion that integrates several perspectives on one research issue, allowing each of them the 
same room. Secondly, “in order to be competent in maximizing [the] objectivity” (Har-
ding 1991, 149), I must deconstruct my assumptions, choose methods accordingly, and 
reflect my findings in the light of my standpoint. As I discuss in chapter four, the ideas 
of situatedness and strong objectivity lead me to develop a multi-perspective and self-
reflective research approach that begins research from the perspective “of the people ‘on 
the other side’” (Harding 1991, 150). 

3.2 Western urbanism 
*is sub-chapter provides an overview of the field of urbanism and introduces key ur-
banist concepts that are relevant for this dissertation. Today, urbanism typically refers 
to a field or a movement that studies and tries to steer urbanization, focusing on human 
se,lements, including their spaces, inhabitants, and socio-economic and natural envi-
ronment (Lefebvre 1970/2003). In a dialogue on the discipline, Alain *ierstein defines 
urbanism as the “systematic reflection of city” (Frey and Koch 2011, 18). Some argue 
that urbanism’s main contribution has been to bring the factors of time and change into 
urban planning and design (Porta and Romice 2010), thus bringing issues like sustain-
ability and resilience into the picture. 

*e early roots of urbanism can be traced back to 1867 when the urban planner 
Ildefonso Cerdá wrote the “Teoría General de Urbanizatión” to create a theoretical 
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foundation for his urban design of Barcelona (Prell 2016). *e English term urbanism 
first appeared in Louis Wirth’s Paper “Urbanism as a Way of Life” to describe the rela-
tionship between urban space and human interaction (Wirth 1938). However, the term 
and the field that it denominates today did not meet until the 1960s and 70s. It was then 
used as a ba,le cry against the modernist reshaping of inner cities, which explains the 
activist notion of the suffix “-ism.” Urbanism has accompanied the rise of post-modern-
ism and the restructuring of the industrial city into the commercial, consumer-oriented, 
as well as globalized post-industrial city a0er World War II (Waldheim 2006a). Iconic 
early works are, for example: “Death and Life of Great American Cities” (Jacobs 1961) 
and “*e Image of the City” (Lynch 1960). 

In the past ten years, many urban scholars and activists have raised concerns over 
Western thought hegemony in urbanism and its unmarked normativity. Western re-
searchers, sites, theory, and practices are implicitly prioritized over the “other” realities, 
such as in Africa, Latin America, and Southeast Asia. Ernstson, Lawhon, and Duminy 
(2014) engage in this debate with the argument for African urbanism: 

“Provincializing Northern authors requires a deep engagement with both Northern the-

ory and Southern contexts, a task many scholars struggle to achieve given the limitations 

of resources, data availability, language constraints and so on. At its most fundamental 

level, this move represents a will to take African cities seriously in themselves – without 

first relating them to other (EuroAmerican) cities, theoretical constructs, or a develop-

mentalist agenda” (ibid., 1566). 

Similar to this call, the thesis at hand a,empts to look at the African context – Addis 
Ababa – without falling into the trap of displaying the city solely in light of its “other-
ness” to “regular” (i.e. Western) cities. I acknowledge the reality of Western urbanism’s 
normativity over all other urbanisms by calling this sub-chapter Western Urbanism, in-
dicating that the unmarked term “urbanism” represents mostly Western thought in re-
ality. 

Urbanism claims general applicability by failing to situate findings and theoreti-
cal models in the local, historical, and normative context to which it belongs. Seemingly 
conscious of this, Bauhaus-Universität Weimar calls one of its master programs Euro-
pean Urbanism. However, many other publications and study programs ignore that 
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urban theory and practice are rooted in Western data, belief systems, and case studies 
(e.g., “*eories of Urban Practice” at New York’s New School). *e decolonization of 
urbanism seems only to have begun. If scholars fail to situate urbanism, they automati-
cally declare Western urbanism to be the norm claiming universal validity (Parnell and 
Robinson 2018). 

In contrast, urban theory or cities that are rooted in non-Western contexts are 
usually marked as “other” by emphasizing their limitation to local contexts, tying them 
to terms such as “native,” or marking their local origin with terms such as “African” or 
“Asian” (Lawhon, et al. 2016). In the past ten years, scholars such as Pieterse (2010), 
Njoh (2012), Leitner and Shepard (2015), Lawhon, et al. (2016), Parnell and Robinson 
(2018), and many others have pointed out the limitations of “universal” theories in ur-
banism. General theories remain partial and incomplete, i.e., li,le use for planners and 
decision-makers. Li,le do they contribute to be,er understanding non-Western cities. 
It is questionable whether any 20th-century Western urban theory applies to African 
cities where there has never been industrialization and where the speed of urbanization 
and demographic shi0 does not compare to any urbanization processes in the West. 
*erefore, Ananya Roy (2014) calls for a self-reflection of Western urban theory. *is 
call for critical self-reflection parallels previously mentioned tactics called situating (cf. 
p. 52) and provincializing (e.g., Leitner and Sheppard 2015). Despite this critical view 
on urbanism as the usually unmarked norm, I do not repute Western urbanism as use-
less for postcolonial contexts altogether. Neither can I deny or erase my situatedness in 
Western belief systems and education. As historian and postcolonial theorist Dipesh 
Chakrabarty points out, Western theory is both “indispensable and inadequate in help-
ing us to think through the experiences of political modernity in non-Western nations” 
(Chakrabarty 2007, 16). Western urbanism is thus problematic and inescapable at the 
same time. Knowledge production, language, and references to previous authors – all of 
them are based in the West. However, the key to addressing this issue as best as possible 
is self-reflection. I will refrain from using the prefix Western to accompany the noun 
urbanism all the time but will call a,ention to its situatedness and limited generalizabil-
ity when appropriate. 

In urbanism, disciplinary boundaries and categories are blurred. *is ambiguity 
comes from urban research being carried out by a multitude of disciplines such as urban 
planning and design, urban sociology, urban infrastructure studies, cultural 
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anthropology, political science, and human geography. On top of that, urbanism is typ-
ically considered an interdisciplinary field where researchers from various fields coop-
erate (Eckardt 2014; Prell 2016). Urbanism is also considered transdisciplinary as urban 
stakeholders are o0en encouraged to contribute to knowledge production. Urbanism’s 
inter- and transdisciplinarity is a challenge, but it is also an innovation from previous 
urban study and design approaches as it decidedly involves a diversity of approaches, 
opinions, and disciplinary schools. *e dissolving of disciplinary boundaries has been 
observed by several theorists (e.g., Dovey 2010; Prell 2016). In “Becoming Places” 
(2010), architect and urban theorist Kim Dovey explains why that dissolving is so es-
sential: 

“The early history of modernity in architecture can be read as a heroic but failed attempt 

to engage architecture as a social practice – a radical attempt to reinvent the habitus in 

both formal and functional terms” (Dovey 2010, 40) 

Later, Dovey (2010) suggests urbanism as the be,er toolbox to assess and, in conse-
quence, change the social makeup of our urban built environment since architecture has 
failed society by “conveniently forget[ting] that architecture has always served the in-
terests of those who commission it – participation is a name we use for power when it is 
distributed evenly” (Dovey 2010, 41). Similarly, Waldheim (2006b) criticizes urban de-
sign and architecture for “their inability to offer coherent, competent, and convincing 
explanations of contemporary urban conditions” (ibid. 37). *is crossing of disciplinary 
boundaries of social sciences, natural sciences, and humanities is also crucial for this 
thesis. As I show in my Synthesis chapters, a deep understanding of general urban resil-
ience involves research methods, theories, and concepts from a wide range of urban dis-
ciplines. In this sub-chapter, I will present the key concepts and frameworks that play a 
role in this study, namely the poststructuralist concept of city as well as space, spatial 
practices, and power. 

3.2.1 Poststructuralist concept of city 
*is section answers how urbanist scholars understand the concept of city and how this 
insight helps to conceptually bring Addis Ababa’s inner city and general urban resilience 
together. For that purpose, I first explain urbanism’s poststructuralist understanding of 
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city, leading to the social-ecological system model and, finally, the concept of urban assem-
blage. Urbanism studies the process of urbanization and its multi-faceted components. 
No ma,er which situation in the urban space is observed, urbanism asks what relation-
ships of form, representation, institutions, media, and cultural practices a city comprises. 
Urbanism aims to analyze, understand, and predict the workings of the city (Ellis 2008). 
In doing so, urbanists tend to have a poststructuralist understanding of the city (Eckardt 
2014).  In architecture and urbanism, poststructuralism is an intellectual movement that 
rejects the idea of a “clean” cause-and-effect mechanism and binary hierarchies (for-
mal/informal, private/public). Anthony King, studying postcolonial architecture and 
urban development in India, already argued in 1982: 

“How people think governs how people build. And how people build – the structures, 

symbols, spatial division they create – also affects how people think” (King 1982, 47).  

*e poststructural approach to the city means that a city is composed of users and spaces 
(so-called actors) connected by non-hierarchical relationships and processes (a so-
called network). In the world of urbanism, the poststructural approach as a general 
mindset culminates in the concept of urban assemblage (McFarlane 2011a; Brenner, et 
al. 2011; Farías and Bender 2012). Urban assemblage is rooted in Actor-Network !e-
ory (Latour 2005, Law and Mol 2005) and Deleuze and Gua,ari’s poststructuralist the-
ories (1987). It understands the urban system as a multi-layered and adaptive network 
of eye-height subject-object relationships (Farías 2010; Brenner, et al. 2011; McFarlane 
2011a). Consequently, non-hierarchical networks of non-living things and living things, 
humans and animals, shape urban realities. Latour (2005) is convinced that only by see-
ing the world as a non-hierarchical network can researchers shi0 away from “primary” 
subjects and “secondary” objects and turn their focus towards the relationships among 
the actors.  

*e poststructuralist approach stands in contrast to the (modernist) under-
standing of city developed in the early 20th century. *en, architects believed that there 
was a singular cause-and-effect between space and human behavior. *is mindset sup-
posed that the shape of the built environment influenced how people felt and behaved. 
However, many scholars have challenged that perception and showed that space is in-
deed a product of social practice and vice versa (e.g., cf. Lefebvre 1991, Hillier and 
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Hanson 1984). Despite these decade-old findings, the modernist idea of the space-hu-
man relationship persists in policymaking and planning practice as can be observed, for 
example, in the master planning in Addis Ababa and the Government’s aim to create a 
‘modern’ society through a ‘modern city’ (cf. 2.3 and 5.2). *ere is also resistance to the 
poststructural concept of the city within the urbanist debate. Prell (2016) criticizes 
poststructuralist theorists for not having a clear definition of urbanity or city – which, as 
he argues, makes it difficult to draw any realistic, practical recommendations from find-
ings. Brenner, et al. (2011) as well as McFarlane (2011b) critique that many poststruc-
turalist authors neglect the greater context (global processes in economy and politics) 
for the sake of regional identity.  

While these critical perspectives highlight blind spots within the poststructural 
debate, they are also beside the point – the reason for not defining city through over-
arching structural theories is an ontological one. *e poststructuralist idea of city un-
derstands urban systems as constructed of (and by) a multitude of actors and relation-
ships. *erefore, the poststructuralist reading of the city is a key innovation that allows 
revealing power structures that lie under the surface of urban and architectural space 
(Foucault 1984) and for understanding change be,er than before (McFarlane 2011a). 
*is advantage derives from the fact that the poststructuralist standpoint brings to-
gether material and technological constellations as well as social and cultural practices. 
It denies the strict separation of non-human nature and human culture, opening new 
opportunities and perspectives on what makes a city (ibid.). Assemblage thinking allows 
urban researchers to see cities as social-ecological systems and recognize the agency of 
space and invisible actors. In ANT and urban assemblage, the material world has a sim-
ilar agency to the social and ecological world (Latour 2005; Barad 2007; Farías 2009). 
In cities, spaces and things become recognized in their impact on social and ecological 
behavior. Furthermore, because intent is not required for becoming an actor (cf. Latour 
2005), passive, silenced, or implicit actors also become visible in their agency, allowing 
researchers to include marginalized groups and invisible actors be,er in their under-
standing of the city.  

Understanding a city as a non-hierarchical network of actors is also a widely 
shared mindset in the urban resilience community. Typically, the poststructuralist no-
tion of city is embedded in the study of urban resilience via the social-ecological system 
model (SES). Below, I will briefly explain the SES model’s critical aspects to show how 
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the poststructuralist approach is already embedded in urban resilience theory and point 
out why the concept of urban assemblage is the be,er conceptual choice to analyze Ad-
dis Ababa. In her paper “Understanding cities as social-ecological systems,” Chrisna du 
Plessis (2008) traces the history of the SES model in urban resilience theory back to 
around the year 2000. It was then clear that previous models that had read cities as either 
ecological or sociological systems had not succeeded in describing the human-nature 
relationship in cities correctly. Scholars now argued that the SES model explained these 
interdependencies be,er and be,er represent how cities changed (Berkes and Folke 
1998) (also cf. 3.4.2). Historically, the SES model is an extension of the ecological sys-
tems model. In this sense, the SES is understood as an ecological system that also con-
tains human actors. *ese social actors bring with them the ability of humans for self-
reflection, memory, and learning (hindsight), the ability to imagine and plan for a future 
(foresight), the ability to create abstract thought, and the ability to use symbols and lan-
guage for communication (Westley, et al. 2002, 108). Du Plessis (2008) argues these 
unique properties allow SES’s to adapt to change and learn from it. 

Because the SES model is based on complexity theory and is tightly connected 
to complicated practical challenges such as sustainability and urban resilience, SES’s ex-
act nature is still under debate (Du Plessis 2008). However, some crucial aspects of the 
SES model are considered common ground within the scientific debate: First, three in-
terconnected and overlapping spheres make up SES’s: “the geosphere (ma,er), the bi-
osphere (life), and the noosphere (mind)” (Du Plessis 2008, 3). SES’s exist across all 
three spheres and aim to mediate the dualism between human and non-human actors 
(Du Plessis 2008, 4), which is where the concept overlaps with the urban assemblage 
concept. *en, SES’s consist of a nested hierarchical system of actors and relationships. 
*is is called holarchy – an interconnected “vertical” hierarchy of scales. An example of 
a city’s holarchy is many houses on the lowest urban scale forming a neighborhood. 
*en, several neighborhoods form a district. On each of these scales, actors’ quality and 
function emerge from the hierarchical level below (Du Plessis 2008). *e properties 
that emerge on each level cannot be deduced from the components on the lower level 
(Du Plessis 2008)27. *e different scales influence and interact with each other in both 
directions: bo,om-up and top-down (trickle-down and trickle-up effects). In addition 

 
27  The opposite would be a mechanical system where all system properties can be deduced from the actors’ properties 

and interactions on the lower level (Wilber 2000). 
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to the holarchy, there is the panarchy (Holling, Gunderson, and Peterson 2002), which 
refers to the interconnection among all urban actors’ individual adaptation processes. 
Finally, SES’s are complex and adaptive. Complex 28 means that their actors are diverse 
but behave according to emergent rules (self-organization29) to create a greater whole 
(a city) (Portugali 2000). Adaptive means that an SES can spontaneously respond to 
changing conditions inside and outside the system (Holling 1986)30. *e adaptation 
within the SES is represented by the adaptive cycle (cf. 3.4.2). 

However, it is questionable whether the SES model alone can fully represent ur-
ban systems. I argue that the SES model’s dependence on the adaptive cycle raises ques-
tions in this regard. Without going too much into detail here, this is because the adaptive 
cycle does not represent the evolutionary nature of cities associated with their ability to 
learn and transform strategically (Simmie and Martin 2010). Although the concept of 
resilience drivers developed by Folke, Colding, and Berkes (2003) incorporates 
knowledge as a contributor to social-ecological resilience and could represent the learn-
ing aspect in the SES model, it falls short of applying to cities. *e SES model and the 
resilience drivers concept do not sufficiently represent the complexity of urban systems: 
While space is widely considered as a resource that fosters resilience in SES scholarship 
(cf. e.g., Cumming 2011a), SES scholars generally understand it in a quantitative man-
ner and not as an equal actor to social and ecological actors. However, the idea that 
space is a measurable entity alone misses essential aspects of cities such as meaning, pol-
itics, power, identity, and memory embedded in space. Here, the concept of urban as-
semblage can complement the SES model, which is why it is used in this thesis. 

Urban assemblage is a crucial conceptual tool to include space and invisible ac-
tors into theorizing general urban resilience in this thesis. While assemblage thinking is 
by far not as widely spread in resilience research as SES, it has been recognized by some 
theorists as a possible key to understanding general urban resilience (Dovey 2012, along 
with ANT cf. Christmann and Ibert 2012). Further support comes indirectly from 
McFarlane (2011a), who argues that assemblage thinking can help critical urbanists to 

 
28  Note that complex does not mean complicated. In a complex system, the actors are diverse, but their relationships 

are simple and follow a self-organizing regime. A complicated system has diverse actors that act in a diverse and 
uncoordinated manner (Page, 2010). 

29  A system is self-organizing when its initially independent actors spontaneously work together coherently when 
faced with change (Camazine, et al. 2003). 

30  The adaptation of complex adaptive systems is a cyclical process that was first understood in ecological systems (cf. 
3.4.2). 
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reveal the “inequalities of power, resource and knowledge” (McFarlane 2011a, 122). 
Another overlapping aspect with general urban resilience is that assemblage thinking 
draws a,ention to the processuality of urbanity:  

“Assemblage underlines the ways in which urbanism is produced as an unfolding set of 

uneven practices […]. It signifies the city not simply as an output or resultant formation, 

but as ongoing construction” (ibid.).  

*us, assemblage thinking is ideal for critical research that aims to reflect on the power 
structures embedded in urbanity. In this thesis, it is also ideal as an analytical tool to 
describe urban resilience and how urban actors contribute to it. *erefore, the concept 
of urban assemblage is a crucial theoretical cornerstone for this study to conduct urban 
resilience research and to develop recommendations for strategic resilience building 31.  

3.2.2 Space, spatial practices, and power 
*is section addresses three analytical categories that play a role in critical urban resili-
ence research and this thesis. First, there is space. Space is one of the core analytical 
categories for urbanism. While it is s a key physical actor of cities (i.e. “location,” includ-
ing size, temperature, material, inside/outside, and built/open), it also gains agency 
through its meaning and representation (i.e. “place,” such as private/public) (Lefebvre 
1991, Foucault 1984)32. Here, space exists in an interrelation with material and living 
urban actors contributing (Gibson-Graham, Hill, and Law 2016). *e identity of non-
spatial actors shapes if and how spaces are used. For example, human value systems 
shape urban planning and determine how urban space is used and designed (Lawhon, 
et al., 2016). 

Another example is how humans, plants, and animals shape the wear and tear of 
spaces by using them. Hence, space is not a static actor. Instead, spatial practices always 

 
31  The notion of strategic resilience building is a concept that I develop to complement the model of natural urban 

resilience. While natural urban resilience refers to an inherent and unplanned general urban resilience, strategic re-
silience building represents an integrated approach to policymaking and planning, building on natural urban resili-
ence and aiming to advance it (cf. 13.3.1). A comparable concept is that of anticipatory adaptation planning and 
anticipatory governance (IPCC 2014) 

32  The hidden elements, interrelations, and temporalities of urban space are typically left unaddressed in space-related 
practices such as architecture, civil engineering, and urban design/planning. Instead, space is treated quantitatively, 
i.e. as a physical entity with certain dimensions and with specific physical and financial properties. In addition to that, 
properties of beauty and atmosphere are typically assigned to spaces based on cultural preferences. 
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transform and perform spaces in their shape and meaning (Quayson 2014). *is change 
can be human-induced technical alterations such as changing street networks or the 
building of houses. *ey can be nature-induced changes to open spaces, such as trees 
overgrowing a street section. However, more subtly, spaces can also change in their 
meaning and representation (ibid.). For example, a street corner’s meaning can trans-
form from a space of movement to a stage of self-representation depending on the day-
time and users. 

One of these spatial practices, which is also relevant for this thesis, is commoning 
(Stavrides 2016). *e term refers to the co-creation of urban commons through human, 
social, economic, ecological, and spatial actors. Commons are endless resources that are 
commonly managed and used (Ostrom 1990; Linebaugh 2009). Commons have been 
recognized as contributors to general urban resilience (MacKinnon und Derickson 
2013; Petrescu, Petcou, and Baibarac 2016) as they are a factor for equity, flexibility, and 
adaptiveness. Besides, Wenger (1998) points out how urban commons contribute to 
urban identity by forming communities of practice. Stavrides (2016) and Petrescu, Pet-
cou, and Baibaric (2016) refer to urban commons as fixed, dedicated, and formally rec-
ognized spaces. However, my study will preferably refer to commoning as a verb (cf. 
Bresnihan 2016) to emphasize the continuous and interrelated co-creation of commons 
through shared practices in the community. Some scholars and practitioners have 
pointed out the relevance of commons for the “right to the city” and equitable urban 
planning. *e consulting company ARUP identified in its study for the City Resilience 
Index the need to understand how “those with li,le resources” can be involved in space-
making and resilience creation in an equitable way (Ove Arup & Partners International 
Limited 2014, 5). At the end of Petrescu, Petcou, and Baibarac’s (2016) report on their 
research project R-Urban, the authors recommend commons as a way to involve those 
populations that are not “particularly ecologically literate or socially active, and have 
other more immediate priorities related to work, health and housing” (ibid. 729). So, 
the importance of commons as contributors to urban identity and adaptiveness has 
been identified. However, there is an ongoing debate among scholars and practitioners 
over how this can be achieved equitably and sustainably. 

Finally, there is the question of power. Michel Foucault (1977) most promi-
nently pointed out space as a power player in social interactions. *is perception has 
since been introduced to architectural and urban theory as the theory of heterotopia, i.e. 
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hidden agendas within space or worlds within urban space. One of these hidden agendas 
that are embedded in urban space is power. Because dominant groups typically design 
urban spaces based on their normative values, these spaces tend to discriminate (inten-
tionally or unintentionally) against “other” groups (such as women, POC’s, disabled 
and elderly people, homeless) (Jacobs 1961; Hayden 1980; Njoh 2002). If urban space 
is shaped by those with power alone, splintered urban geographies, such as urban en-
claves or unfair infrastructure provision, result from it (Graham and Marvin 2001). Un-
derstanding this hidden aspect of urban space is highly relevant in a politically and eco-
nomically contested city like Addis Ababa. As I show in the discourse over Addis Ab-
aba’s inner city as “slum” (cf. 2.4), the mere assignment of a label can lead to govern-
mentally induced violence against low-income and marginalized populations. In sum, 
the review in this section has explained the relevance of space, spatial practices, and 
power as contributors to urbanity in the sense of urban assemblages. Each of them will 
play a significant role as analytical categories in the remainder of this study. 

3.3 African(ist) urbanism 
In this sub-chapter, I characterize African urbanism and its significance within the global 
urban discourse. Furthermore, I show why this thesis addresses the activist perspective 
within African urbanism. African urbanism is a scholarly movement that positions itself 
to Western urbanism along a trajectory. On the one end, scholars consider African ur-
banism a mere sub-section of urbanism, highlighting the regional specificity of African 
cities. *e website “AFRICAN URBANISM,” for example, aims to be a “local-global 
platform that pushes for an intricate, nuanced understanding of West Africa’s spaces” 
(Okoye 2018). *ere is an intense debate about the sense and nonsense of regional ur-
banisms among critical urban scholars concerned with cities in the global South (Pie-
terse 2013). In contrast to that position, Robinson (2014), Roy (2014), Vainer (2014), 
and others understand African urbanism as a countermovement to Western urbanism 
(cf. p. 56), which they see as non-representative and dismissive of African cities. To 
highlight African urbanism’s activist notion, I use the suffix “-ist” to emphasize that po-
sition. In sum, the relevance of African urbanism is twofold: on the one side, it seeks to 
create urban theory and solutions that are rooted in African data creating a regionally 
specific understanding of African urbanity. Second, it highlights the unmarked norma-
tivity of “urbanism” and its inability to represent African cities. In its activist notion, 
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African urbanism becomes a rallying cry against Western urbanism, urban planning, and 
governance in African cities. 

African(ist) urbanism is a reasonably young movement. First publications ap-
pear in the early 2000s. Previously, the “study of African cities” (Myers 2011) existed as 
part of ethnographic studies, health research, and developmental strategies for over 60 
years. Most of that literature, published between the 1960s and 2000, repeats the fable 
of “failed states” and characterizes African cities primarily in terms of crisis, hunger, in-
formality, and violence (ibid.). African(ist) urbanists rebuff that judgmental focus. In-
stead, they focus on non-judgmental explorations of everyday urbanism and aim to de-
velop theory and planning concepts that support Africa’s existing urbanity rather than 
destroying it (Pieterse und Simone 2013). Examples of such non-essentializing theoret-
ical concepts are – while not exclusive to African urbanism – DIY urbanism (Marr 
2017), co-production (Albrechts 2013), worlding from below (Simone 2001), gray 
space (Yi0achel 2011), commoning (Stavrides 2016), or the spectral city (De Boeck 
2012). Pieterse (2013) formulates African urbanism’s aim as the development of an “in-
digenous body of literature” on the urban condition in Africa (2013, 42:30). 

*e main arguments that African urbanism is needed are the African urban state, 
followed by a lack of expertise and funding, lack of data, and finally, a marginalization of 
African urban scholars and their viewpoints. In the following paragraphs, I will briefly 
present each of these arguments and tie them to Addis Ababa. I do that to highlight why 
African(ist) urbanism is the adequate scientific context for this study. *e first aspect of 
African urbanity that calls for a specifically African perspective on urbanism is rapid ur-
ban growth. For example, UN-Habitat (2016, 136) a,ests a “quite rapid urbanization” 
to sub-Saharan Africa with a growth rate of 3.95 percent. While it is true that cities in 
Africa grow fast, this fact is also imprecise and offers li,le concrete information to prac-
titioners. Additionally, statistics are o0en used to continue Africa’s narrative as a conti-
nent of exceptionally catastrophic conditions. Rapid urban growth, for example, typi-
cally refers not to one but two related phenomena: population growth and rural-urban 
migration. *ese two are o0en intermingled in Western urbanist scholarship and devel-
opmental reports. In contrast, the research project “RurbanAfrica” (van Lindert, Cot-
tyn, and Schapendonk 2013) sheds light on rural urban migration in four African na-
tions through comprehensive empirical research. *ey find that rural-urban migration 
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is much more complicated than a mere “rural exodus” (ibid., 3)33. So, because urban 
growth in Africa is typically treated quantitatively and not qualitatively, its nature is not 
well understood and cannot be appropriately addressed (Pieterse, Parnell, and Haysom 
2018). 

Another specific issue of urbanity in Africa is the high level of urban primacy. 
Urban primacy means that one large city dominates the otherwise much smaller se,le-
ments in terms of urban narrative and local development (Pieterse, Parnell, and Hay-
som 2018). Pieterse (2013) emphasizes that most African nations contain two types of 
se,lements. *ere is typically one primate city, mostly the capital, such as Cairo or La-
gos, where all the scientific and developmental focus is. And then there are tiny se,le-
ments, about which the urbanist community knows li,le to nothing (ibid.) and which 
are shaped by the absence of management and infrastructure (Pieterse, Parnell, and 
Haysom 2018). *is lack of scientific and administrational a,ention is a problem be-
cause most Africans live outside of major cities. *us, rural to urban migration will con-
tinue. *e high level of urban primacy is not unique to Africa, but it is so widespread 
that it inhibits the ability to make well-informed decisions regarding urban develop-
ment. Ethiopia is an excellent showcase for the phenomenon of urban primacy, with 
Addis Ababa as its capital. 

A lack of “formal”34 jobs is the third typical element of African cities. Pieterse 
(2013) states that while “formal” employment is more secure than “informal” employ-
ment, the la,er is the only available means of survival and resilience for most African 
urbanites. *e resulting urban social life beyond the paradigm of formality is still not 
adequately understood by research (Pieterse 2013) and li,le acknowledged by deci-
sion-makers. While an estimated 20 to 80 percent of Africans are employed in the so-
called “informal” economy depending on country (UN-Habitat 2014), strategies to for-
malize jobs have either not taken place or have been futile since the 1960s. “Formal” 
jobs, on the other hand, are highly discriminatory in terms of gender, age, and ethnicity 
in Africa (ibid.). Both issues should be a reason to re-think the formal-informal dichot-
omy as well as the strategies that are currently promoted in Western urbanism. As long 
as the “informal” labor market in Africa is not understood and acknowledged as 

 
33  Migration is much more complicated than previously believed, with rural people “fleeing” to the cities. Much more 

than that, diverse urban and rural populations move back and forth with some of them on a twice-yearly basis. 
34  For a discussion of the formal-informal dichotomy, refer to footnote 19, page 36. 
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producing surplus-value, African economies will remain dominated by Western 
thought, which hinders them from developing appropriate labor reforms.  

Governmental neglect and systemic terror against citizens are challenges found 
all over Africa’s cities (Pieterse 2010), and the fourth aspect presented here. African ur-
banites create urban geographies away from any administrative or social control as they 
have to cope with state-induced terror, such as police violence, corruption, and despot-
ism (ibid.). Moreover, any urban achievement is at all times threatened by governmen-
tal meddling: “Africans are reworking their local identities, building families, and weav-
ing autonomous communities of solidarity made fragile by neo-liberal states” (Demissie 
2007). *is state-induced violence towards inner-city residents has recently been high-
lighted by Kloosterboer’s (2019) study of Addis Ababa’s rapid urban transformation 
project.  

*e fi0h characteristic of African cities is the persistent colonial legacy for most 
countries in Africa. *e short time between colonialism and independence contributes 
to a lack of money, elites, and professionals in most African nation-states. *is insuffi-
ciency hinders sustainable urban development. For Myers (2011, 56), the West’s he-
gemony persists on many structural layers, such as world economy, political processes, 
and the hierarchy of cities within a country. Disentanglement will not be easy, and it will 
take long, thus requiring political will and critical scholarly discourse to accompany, re-
flect, and push for it. While Ethiopia has only been briefly occupied by Italian troops, it 
has o0en been subject to Western planning ideas (cf. 2.3). As I argue in chapter 2, it is 
worth scrutinizing Addis Ababa’s urban policy and planning regarding its privileging 
Western standards over its citizens’ real needs.  

*e sixth challenge for African cities is the drastic lack of necessary infrastruc-
ture. For example, an average of only 14 percent of African se,lements is part of the 
electricity network, while only 34 percent of Africans have access to improved water 
(Pieterse, Parnell, and Haysom 2018). Coupled with rapid population growth, the ex-
isting backlog in basic infrastructure creates immense pressure to find solutions. As Pie-
terse, Parnell, and Haysom (2018) emphasize, this is met with weak financial resources, 
lack of (governmental) expertise and will, as well as egoist elites and exaggerated gov-
ernmental aspirations (ibid.). While the urban poor make up 80 percent of the popula-
tion and generate 60 percent of city-wide income, their needs are ignored (Pieterse, Par-
nell, and Haysom 2018). Instead, segregated urban geographies develop, 
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disadvantaging the poor even more (ibid.). A,aining workable solutions of affordable 
infrastructure provision and sustainable consumption is a significant challenge for Afri-
can cities. *is is also the case for Addis Ababa (UN-Habitat 2017). 

In addition to these physical challenges in African cities, African city administra-
tions lack workable implementation strategies, sufficient urban finance, and expert per-
sonnel (Pieterse 2013, Abbot 2012). *ese practical challenges are compounded by an 
immense lack of trustworthy and comprehensive knowledge about African cities. Stud-
ies on African cities typically rely on outdated, piecemeal, and highly aggregated data 
(Tranberg Hansen and Vaa 2004). Critical urban scholars repute that data’s capacity to 
depict African urbanity’s reality (e.g., Simone 2001; Comaroff and Comaroff 2012). 
*ere is also a strong tendency in Western urbanism to compare African cities with 
Western cities, which usually concludes that African cities are deficient. Serious studies 
that examine African cities’ productivity and competitiveness in an unbiased manner are 
mainly lacking (Halfani 1997).  

Finally, there is structural discrimination and marginalization of African scholar-
ship within the global discourse. *is disparity begins with poorly outfi,ed universities 
in African nations and academia, which is still dominated by Western urban models 
(Watson 2014b). *ere is also the lack of fundamental research and publication funding 
locally, albeit the funding of development agencies (Vainer 2014). Furthermore, there 
is a lack of local scientific publishing houses and journals in the global South (Robinson 
2014) and a lack of interest from the global scientific community in research from sub-
Saharan Africa (Myers 2014). In sum, these multi-faceted challenges lead to repeated 
failure of urban development measures as belief-systems and “solutions” are copied 
from Western showcases (Njoh 2012)35.  

For those reasons, more and more African urban scholars are calling for African 
urbanism that produces detailed and meaningful data and develops urban theory and 
solutions grounded in that data. Pieterse (2013) recommends that African urbanists will 
need a “grounded theory disposition” to do so (ibid., 00:37). By this, he means that Af-
rica’s urban realities must be explored without preconceived assumptions36. Based on 
the conditions for African cities and African urban scholarship, there is reasonable 

 
35  Graham and Marvin (2001) demonstrate how infrastructure-based development creates urban geography, in which 

only a small minority of the urban inhabitants (middle and upper classes) can afford to live in the satellite towns with 
good infrastructure. Nevertheless, global donors still promote infrastructure-driven development. 

36  To learn more about exploration as a research approach, refer to section 4.1.1. 
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doubt of whether urbanism in its way of representing Western mindsets, data, practices, 
and theory can adequately address the structural discrimination of African scholarship 
within the global discourse. So, African cities and urban scholars might need a safe space 
where locally specific data gathering, theory production, and implementation strategies 
are discussed. Here, scholars can actively engage with practitioners to contribute to a 
new urban condition. *is active engagement is in line with Peter Marcuse’s (2009) def-
inition of critical urbanism and Edgar Pieterse’s (2013) ideas for African urbanism: call-
ing for activist research and stakeholder engagement in urban decision-making. Fur-
thermore, Pieterse (2013) highlights everyday urbanism as an imperative research topic 
for African(ist) urban scholars. A “grounded theory disposition” (ibid., 00:37) is neces-
sary to understand everyday urbanism to mitigate the political neglect and neo-liberal 
development of African cities. Tranberg Hansen and Vaa (2004) call this detail-ori-
ented and data-driven approach contextualized research, which can “cast light on local 
complexities and [can serve] as a necessary basis for understanding them as well” (ibid., 
19). 

*e above-presented review of African urbanism creates the basis of my critical 
reflection of existing resilience theory. Robinson (2014, 64) calls this research approach 
“thinking the urban through elsewhere.” By re-thinking general urban resilience 
through Addis Ababa’s data, I aim to create a new, fresh perspective on urban resilience 
while contributing to African urbanism. In doing so, my standpoint is an Africanist37 one. 
Four circumstances of Addis Ababa’s urban condition and its reception in scholarship 
lead me to this decision: 

(1) the unique challenges that Addis Ababa faces in comparison to non-African cit-
ies, 

(2) the distinctive placemaking tactics of its urbanites, 
(3) the lack of methods or concept in urbanism to observe and understand them, 
(4) the need for active engagement to overcome Western hegemony in Ethiopian 

architecture and planning (cf. chapter 2). 

 
37  An Africanist is either an expert in studying Africa or somebody who engages in bringing forward “the African issue” 

in science, politics, and the economy. 
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While my personal and professional background is a Western one, this thesis aims to 
actively engage in the African(ist) urban discourse on Addis Ababa and test the useful-
ness of mainstream resilience theory.  

3.4 General urban resilience 
Understanding cities through the concept of resilience means seeing cities in a new 
light. It differs radically from modernist thinking in that it considers cities as constantly 
changing systems rather than static physical assemblages. Urban resilience provides a 
conceptual framework to bring the change factor into sustainable urban development, 
explain the importance of urban identity and memory, and improve equity in urban de-
velopment (Marchese, et al. 2018, Romero-Lankao, et al. 2016). Urban planners and 
policymakers need urban resilience to achieve sustainable urban development because 
the principles of “reuse, recycling and reduction” seem to have reached a limit in the 
early 2000’s in the face of environmental degradation, climate change, and the refugee 
crisis. *e reason for this is that the measures of sustainability are primarily focused on 
conservation, effectiveness, and efficiency (Kegler 2014) as well as the outcome rather 
than the process. However, these principles are limited when it comes to challenges that 
are either very slow (climate change) or unpredictable (disasters). Why should systems 
that are inherently vulnerable be preserved? Why increase the efficiency of a system if 
that makes it more vulnerable? *e concept of sustainability cannot answer these ques-
tions. *is has to do with the fact that sustainability lacks the conceptual and practical 
tools to deal with the challenges that arise from change (Kegler 2014). Resilience as a 
fundamentally process-oriented theory can help (ibid.). Resilience understands cities as 
dynamic systems and is thus able to integrate the change factor into urban development. 
It follows that sustainable urban development can only succeed if the principles of resil-
ience are integrated into urban and architectural measures. *is dissertation revolves 
around how to understand Addis Ababa’s inner city through the lens of general urban 
resilience. General urban resilience thus provides my dissertation with a conceptual 
framework that helps to “determine the data that we collect, the questions that we con-
sider “interesting,” and the ways in which we change our views of the world to accom-
modate new results” (Latour 2005, 5). 

*e roots of urban resilience are in psychology and ecology. *e psychologist 
Hans Selye in the 1930’s first developed the concept of resilience as a person’s response 
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to stress. If a person is challenged, they develop a healthy stress reaction, leading their 
body to tackle the situation more effectively. When the challenge is over, this person 
ideally returns to their unstressed self and has learned from the challenge. Selye did not 
call this phenomenon resilience yet but made the circular connection between chal-
lenge, stress, and learning (Kegler 2014). *e term resilience was first introduced by 
psychologist Emmy Werner observing children’s behavior in Hawaii in 1958 (Kegler 
2014, 20). *e ecologist C.S. Holling (1973) introduced the concept to the study of 
complex systems. *e example of lakes showed how adaptive processes contributed to 
ecosystems’ long-term stability (Holling 1973). *e mainstream (“Hollingian”) resili-
ence approach subsequently dominates the debate on resilience in complex systems. 
Influenced by Holling’s (1986) model on cyclical adaptation, ecologists Folke, Colding, 
and Berkes (2003) apply the concept of resilience to social-ecological systems. Vale and 
Campanella (2005) finally transfer the concept from social-ecological systems in gen-
eral to cities in particular. While the transfer of resilience theory directly from ecological 
systems to cities is arguably imperfect (cf. 3.2.1), it is the decisive conceptual step to 
make the concept available to urbanism. Today, there are a variety of standpoints within 
the urban resilience discourse, most notably engineering resilience (“bouncing back”) 
and social-ecological resilience (“bouncing forward”), as well as specific resilience and 
general resilience. *is dissertation is located within and aims to expand the social-eco-
logical and general approach to urban resilience.  
*e general approach is a branch of urban resilience theory and practice that holistically 
addresses a particular city or neighborhood (Kegler 2014). *is understanding means 
that research, strategy, or measure do not tackle a specific disaster scenario or fixes the 
time frame for recovery (ibid.)38. *e general resilience approach comprehends building 
resilience in the sense of building general resourcefulness (MacKinnon and Derickson 
2013) rather than preparedness for specific threats. Resourcefulness is the general adap-
tiveness and flexibility in coping with and learning from unforeseen threats (ibid.). Vale 
(2014) suggests that general urban resilience aims to prepare an urban system to likely 
threats such as climate change or disasters and achieve general sustainability goals. He 
also emphasizes that fostering this type of resilience needs to happen at the 

 
38  If a study concentrates on a known place, time frame, and threat, the study pursues a specific resilience approach 

(Kegler 2015). Vale (2014) suggests calling this type of study “reactive planning resilience.” 
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neighborhood scale (which underlines my selecting one neighborhood rather than the 
entire inner city). *e social-ecological approach to resilience is based on understand-
ing cities as complex adaptive systems (cf. 3.2.1) that cannot simply return to their pre-
disaster state as the engineering approach claims (Holling 1996). It is usually not desir-
able for cities to “bounce back” to a vulnerable pre-disaster state (ibid.). Furthermore, 
cities are too complex to measure their return to a healthy state by counting the number 
of inhabitants, production facilities, or per capita income (ibid.). Kegler (2014) points 
out that statistical data is not conclusive when wanting to figure out whether a city not 
only has recovered but also “learned” from disaster, even though it can provide a basis 
for debate and the development of a resilience strategy (ibid. 38-39). 

Within this thesis, these two standpoints within the resilience debate are joined 
by a critical stance towards the mainstream “Hollingian” interpretation of resilience. 
MacKinnon and Derickson (2013) criticize the “Hollingian” interpretation of urban re-
silience because it focuses on the deficiencies of existing cities rather than their counter-
productive resources and profits those already in power. *is finding is particularly true 
for non-Western cities. Rather than empowering local populations and strengthening 
existing social, ecological, and economic actors, these cities are “othered” by emphasiz-
ing all those Western standards that they do not meet (*e World Bank 2015). Main-
stream resilience thinking is also frequently criticized for seeing resilience per se as de-
sirable (MacKinnon and Derickson 2013) and as the ideal state in which the (urban) 
system can react to disturbances in a market economy. *e global market economy is 
seen as a “natural force” to which local systems are expected to adapt. Hence the burden 
of adaptation is put on the shoulders of the li,le people (Walker and Cooper 2011; 
MacKinnon and Derickson 2013) while the decision-making processes remain top-
down. *is principle of “responsibility without power” (Peck and Tickell 2002) can be 
observed, for example, in the “Roots to Resilience” Program of United Nations and 
World Bank in which subsistence farmers are made ‘fit’ to weather the turbulence of the 
global economy (Walker and Cooper 2011). As a result, legitimacy, and implementabil-
ity suffer. 
Furthermore, the conventional view on resilience prioritizes technology over culture, 
ecology, and society. Folke et al. (2010, 261) freely admit that (conventional) resilience 
thinking understands ecological and social wealth as “capital” that ought to “serve” the 
market economy (Gibson-Graham, Hill, and Law 2016). In sum, mainstream resilience 
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literature, reports, and implementation strategies emphasize social, cultural, and politi-
cal dimensions of urban resilience (Vale 2014). *ese criticisms need to be taken into 
account not to reproduce the top-down mentality this study is a,empting to criticize. 
Walker and Cooper (2011) point out that it has become impossible to criticize resili-
ence from within the discourse as any criticism has to use the same language as the ones 
it aims to criticize, hence never escaping the conventional way of thinking resilience. 
Fabinyi, Evans, and Foale (2014) suggest including more diverse perspectives into re-
silience research to regain the outside perspective. *is call highlights a research gap for 
this dissertation to create “other” perspectives on city that have thus far been mostly 
outside the theory-building canon of urban resilience scholarship. 

Following this grounding in extant urban resilience scholarship, there are several 
essential concepts and topical background information, which will become relevant in 
this thesis, namely key terms, the adaptive cycle, the pathways to resilience, system 
properties, and urban resilience practice in Addis Ababa. 

3.4.1 Key terms 
In this section, I look at key terms in the urban resilience discourse. To do so, I use the 
definition I introduce at the beginning of this sub-chapter and deconstruct it.  

Urban resilience is the ability of an urban system to adapt to and learn from change while 

maintaining its basic identity. 

*e term urban system refers to the dynamic network of urban actors that co-produce 
urbanity (Cumming, Barnes, et al. 2005) interconnected with each other on different 
urban scales (Holling, Gunderson, and Peterson 2002; cf. p. 61). For an urban system 
to be resilient, all scales within the system (city, neighborhood, building/ individual, 
and construction detail) need to function as relatively autonomous sub-systems. Each 
of them produces and consumes resources as well as copes with change relatively inde-
pendently. Relative autonomy is essential so that shocks and stresses are not transferred 
too quickly from one level of the city to another, such as the spread of a disease from 
one individual to the whole city (trickle-up or trickle-down effect). *is relative auton-
omy is ideally balanced with an intense exchange of resources among the different scales 
to cope with locally induced stresses or shocks (Kegler 2014). Typically, the scales of 
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the urban system (such as city, neighborhood, and street corner) define the scope of 
urban resilience research or project. *e project’s scale again impacts which disciplines 
might be involved in conducting research or developing a strategy. Researchers stress 
that urban resilience requires transdisciplinary (Fabinyi, Evans, and Foale 2014) and 
interdisciplinary (Dovey 2013) scholarship and practice. Both approaches are necessary 
to reflect the complex and multi-scalar nature of cities. *us, understanding what a city 
is (a complex, adaptive system) influences how urban resilience is studied, strategized, 
and implemented. *is insight includes that building urban resilience requires more 
than just shaping the built environment in the “correct” manner but must also a,end to 
social-ecological actors, governance structures, and infrastructure. Nevertheless, space 
is theorized to be an essential factor in creating urban resilience (Cumming 2011a; Mar-
cus and Colding 2014). As argued in section 3.2.1, I expand the typical notion of the 
urban system as SES by the concept of urban assemblage. *is decision helps me in my 
empirical work to include living urban actors and material actors, such as space, into 
resilience contributors. 

Adaption and learning are processes that essentially shape urban resilience: 
adapting to a challenge and then learning from it. In this context, adaptation refers to a 
reactive process that targets the system’s preservation through adjustment (Kegler 
2014). Residents of a flooded neighborhood, for example, need to adjust their daily rou-
tines or even move away to deal with the disaster. On the other hand, learning aims to 
preserve the system by learning from experience and subsequently reforming old re-
gimes or developing new ones (Walker and Salt 2006). *us a community might learn 
from a flood and create flood planes to reduce future floods. Both processes – adapta-
tion and learning – point towards the essential quality of resilience as a concept that 
helps urbanists understand and embrace change as a natural element of urbanity. It is 
vital to realize that urban systems do not exist in a stable state but follow cycles of adap-
tation (Holling 1986; cf. next section) to deal with upcoming change processes such as 
climate change and digitalization. If adaptation is paired with the ability to learn, an ideal 
urban system constantly evolves into more resilient states (Simmie and Martin 2010). 
Change is a primary driver of resilience in a system. Cities continuously change, and 
planners should not ignore it, or else cities will suffer much more significant disturb-
ances. Jane Jacobs (1961) emphasizes that the worst a planner can do is to design a “plan 
[that] should anticipate everything and then permit no changes,” pointing her finger at 
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the “grand plans” of high modernism (Jacobs 1961, chapter two section 3). At the time, 
planning orthodoxy had not yet recognized the dynamic character of urban systems and 
aimed at controlling rather than guiding urban development39. Today, resilience think-
ing is slowly gaining momentum in the urban planning community, emphasizing that 
only incorporating mechanisms of change can sustainable urban development be 
achieved. *e term change is synonymous with a disturbance from either within the sys-
tem – through endogenous drivers like population dynamics – or outside – through ex-
ogenous drivers like immigration (Cumming and Collier 2005). *ere are those 
changes that happen suddenly. *ey are usually called “shocks” (Vale and Campanella 
2005), such as Hurricane Katrina, which devastated the US-American South Coast in 
2005. *e other category of change is usually called “stresses” (100 Resilient Cities 
2016a). *is type of change is slow-paced and is thus harder to recognize, such as job-
lessness or climate change. A social-ecological system carries high resilience if it em-
braces change while preserving its basic identity (Cumming and Collier 2005). *ere-
fore, resilience thinking means accepting that change happens. 

“It is impossible to lock a system in a steady state for eternity […]. Policies aimed at re-

moving change and variation will instead cause an accumulation of such disturbance and 

a more widespread crisis” (Folke, Colding, and Berkes 2003, 356) 

Folke, Colding, and Berkes (2003) point out that denying or ignoring a threat increases 
the system’s vulnerability. Vulnerability generally refers to susceptibility or exposure to 
hazards. However, as a concept closely related to urban resilience, it is socially con-
structed and depends on the point of view (Christman and Ibert 2012). For an urban 
resilience study or strategy, this means that the mere presence of a threat on paper may 
not be perceived as such by affected communities and might therefore not be as relevant 
as others. *is finding is in line with an essential principle in resilience thinking: that not 
every possible measure is also sensible (Kegler 2014). Instead, planners, communities, 
and decision-makers must take action and mobilize actors that can meaningfully pro-
mote and influence general urban resilience. To decide what makes sense and legitimize 
interventions, resilience-building needs to be adapted to local vulnerability and identity 
narratives (cf. Christmann and Ibert 2012). Citizen participation is an essential 

 
39  Jane Jacobs (1961) and Christopher Alexander (1965) fervently discuss this notion. 
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instrument for this undertaking (Young 1990) as well as the concept of identity (Cum-
ming 2011b), which I discuss next.  

*e aspect of basic identity points to the goal of urban resilience. Urban resilience 
is about maintaining the urban system in its essential features and strategically trans-
forming it. *e adjective “basic” in my definition emphasizes the need to prioritize those 
aspects of the system that are essential (Kegler 2014). *e ecologists Cumming and 
Collier (2005) integrate the concept of identity into resilience thinking to give more 
detail to the abstract construction of “structure and function” used up to that point in 
ecology. Cumming and Collier (2005) and later expanded by Cumming (2011b) define 
identity with the help of four elements: (1) Function: a set of actors that are relevant for 
the functioning of the system, (2) structure: the relationship between those compo-
nents, (3) continuity: the ability of the system to maintain continuity through time and 
space, and (4) its ability to innovate and to self-organize. At first sight, this definition is 
very technical, leaving out aspects, such as culture and memory.  

However, it is useful in three ways: on the one hand, the researcher is encouraged 
to involve the local population in defining what is essential to that community’s identity 
or not. Hence, the citizens of a city can decide whether certain cultural aspects reflected 
in urban space belong to this identity. Secondly, it helps the researcher, who is usually 
an outsider, to discern between important and unimportant by forcing “us to be explicit 
about the system a,ributes that we are most interested in, creating a focal point for the 
analyses […]” (Cumming, Barnes, et al. 2005, 978). Finally, Cumming’s definition of 
identity points at two aspects: that identities are subject to change over time (Carpenter, 
et al. 2001) and that resilience – just like identity – depends on “the given perspective 
and problem” (Cumming 2011b, 900). A house from an architect’s point of view might 
be a collection of building parts. From an administrator’s point of view, a house might 
be a data point indicating the number of residents. From the resident’s point of view, 
that house is a home. Because identity depends on the perspective of those affected, de-
fining resilience priorities is one of participation.  

Especially in postcolonial contexts, where the impact of Western role models is 
significant, planning priorities need to be qualified in cooperation with those who are 
affected (Hamdi 1991). If this rule is observed, strategic resilience building can contrib-
ute to equitable urban development in general (Meerow, Newall, and Stults 2016). Hav-
ing now reviewed the key terms reflected in the definition of general urban resilience, I 
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now come to another essential question of resilience thinking. *e next section ad-
dresses how urban resilience research understands how cities in the sense of SES adapt 
to shocks and stresses. 

3.4.2 The adaptive cycle 
*e word adaptation commonly denotes the “process of changing something […] to 
suit a new situation” (Hornby 2000, 14). In complex adaptive systems, such as cities, 
adaptation is one of the core analytical concepts by which scholars conceptualize resili-
ence. Adaptation is thought to occur in a nested hierarchy of actors (panarchy, cf. p. 61). 
Each actor within the system adapts but also interacts with other actors who also adapt. 
Decisive for the ability to adapt us the number of resources that an actor or an actor 
group have available (Holling 2001) – this is called potential. *e degree to which the 
actors are connected to others within the system is the other decisive contributor to ad-
aptation (ibid.) – this is called connectedness. Along these two scales, complex adaptive 
systems are subject to “periodic reorganization through endogenous or exogenous driv-
ers” (Cumming and Collier 2005, 29). *is concept is called the adaptive cycle (Holling 
1986). *e adaptive cycle is usually stylized as an infinity symbol (¥), indicating its on-
going, iterative, and endless character. If the two scales and the infinite curve are com-
bined, the diagram on the right results. 

*e diagram illustrates that the adaptive cycle is composed of four phases: ex-
ploitation, conservation, release, and reorganization (Holling 1986). *e climax of the 
urban system is in quadrant K on the top right corner. *e system has arrived at the 
highest connectedness and potential. A disturbance might now hit the system and force 
it to release its resources and connections (quadrant W) to cope with the disturbance. 
*is period is followed by a short phase of building resources again (W to a) which is 
necessary to restructure the system. As this restructuring costs resources, the curve once 
more makes a downward curve into quadrant r. However, the system’s reorganization 
also enables the system to accumulate once again resources and connectedness (exploi-
tation) (r to K). Within this model, two maladaptive conditions potentially bring the 
adaptive cycle out of balance: the “poverty trap” between quadrants W and a as well as 
the “rigidity trap” in quadrant K (Holling 1986; Holling 2001). Huge events, such as the 
comet’s impact that likely led to the extinction of the dinosaurs or Mount Vesuvius’s  
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Figure 17: The diagram developed by Holling (1986) shows the adaptive cycle with its four characteristic 
phases (redrawn by the author based on the drawing by Berkes, Colding, and Folke (2003)). 

eruption that buried Pompei forever, bring the adaptive cycle out of balance. Similarly, 
rigidity traps and poverty traps can make the entire panarchy collapse. 

However, there are doubts as to the appropriateness of the model for cities. Sim-
mie and Martin (2010) argue against the adaptive cycle’s applicability because the 
model was not initially designed for urban systems. Like the concept of SES (cf. p. 61), 
the adaptive cycle was developed for ecosystems. Urban systems, however, do not fol-
low the same logic as ecosystems because they do not have long periods of stability but 
are frequently interrupted by periods of disturbance (ibid.). Furthermore, the adaptive 
cycle does not incorporate the learning aspect (Simmie and Martin 2010). Even if the 
factor of connectedness, embedded in Holling’s (1986) model, means that the more 
connections exist, the be,er information travels within the system; it does not explain 
how information (or knowledge) is saved in urban memory and released for planning 
purposes. As an alternative to the adaptive cycle, Simmie and Martin (2010) propagate 
an evolutionary model of urban resilience but remain unclear about its concrete nature. 
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Overall, such an evolutionary model of urban resilience is still lacking. *is lack is a sig-
nificant theoretical knowledge gap in urban resilience theory and might be why so many 
resilience strategies remain on the conceptual level. *is thesis develops the model of 
natural urban resilience based on Addis Ababa’s inner-city data contributing to that call 
for an evolutionary model of urban resilience. 

3.4.3 Resilience pathways  
*is concept originates in a paper by Meerow, Newell, and Stults (2016). *e authors 
use this term to refer to the various mechanisms of change with which the urban system 
reacts to shocks and stresses (ibid.). Typically, urban resilience theory addresses three 
resilience pathways. Persistence is about resisting disturbance to retain the system’s 
basic functionality. Adaptation is about the incremental adjustment (transition) to 
changing conditions. Transformation, finally, is about more fundamental system re-
structuring aiming to either improve resilience or reform an undesirable system (ibid., 
44). However, the authors fail to provide insights into the interaction between those 
pathways to resilience. It is particularly unclear how this concept integrates with the 
adaptive cycle (cf. 3.3.2). Kegler (2014) points out three change processes involved in 
general urban resilience: adaptation, mitigation, and strategic transformation. He de-
scribes adaptation as a passive adjustment process that runs in the four phases of the 
adaptive cycle. Mitigation is the second process. He understands mitigation as a pro-
active adjustment that anticipates changes to alleviate future harm from the urban sys-
tem. Finally, he considers transformation to be a strategic conversion of the urban sys-
tem into a more resilient state (ibid.). Furthermore, Kegler (2014) recognizes resistance 
as an essential basis and element of resilience. It ensures future orientation based on 
looking back, i.e. preserving the essential parts of urban identity and learning from past 
experiences (ibid., 15).  

Resilience theorists have not yet resolved the contradiction embedded in re-
sistance between preserving the essential elements of a system and its tendency for ex-
cessive avoidance of change. Kegler (2014), too, warns against resistance as a change-
avoidance strategy. In this, he agrees with many other resilience theorists who link re-
sistance to the danger of the “rigidity trap” (cf. p. 79). Meerow, Newell, and Stults 
(2016) avoid the conflict by arguing that a system requires “different degrees of altera-
tion” (ibid., 46), i.e. some parts of the system must persist (resistance) the same and 
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others must change (adaptation and transformation) to be resilient. *ey, therefore, 
conclude that an “inclusive and open discourse is fundamental” to solve those conflicts 
and build resilience strategically (Meerow, Newell, and Stults 2016, 47). In this context, 
Kegler (2014) stresses the role of resilience as a mediator between conservation-ori-
ented sustainability and growth-oriented transformation (Kegler 2014). However, he 
too falls short of explaining the interplay between his three pathways to resilience and 
resistance. Despite my criticism, these two sources are a positive exception from other 
urban resilience scholarship a,empting to connect the dots between different change 
mechanisms. In much of the scholarly debate, a detailed description of system change 
mechanisms is le0 out entirely or limited to discussing a single mechanism. Frequently, 
the terms adaptation and transformation are vaguely used to describe the different 
phases of recovery a0er a disaster. Alternatively, they are used to name the different re-
silience approaches (Chelleri, et al., 2015).  

*erefore, extant resilience scholarship exhibits a minimal grasp of the pathways 
to resilience, lacking a basic understanding of their interaction, how they integrate into 
the adaptive cycle, and how they co-create general urban resilience. As this research gap 
persists, identifying the change mechanisms active in Addis Ababa’s inner city is crucial 
for understanding how general urban resilience works there truly. Another aspect that 
plays a vital role in general urban resilience is system properties, which are addressed in 
the following section.  

3.4.4 System properties and the idealized system 
Urban resilience scholars have identified various system properties that characterize a 
resilient urban system, such as redundancy, diversity, and autonomy. *eir meaning and 
how they should be assessed are still under debate (Meerow, Newall, and Stults 2016). 
*is section reviews system properties in urban resilience scholarship and practice and 
how their application highlights the disconnect between theory and practice. 

*is section will employ two examples to illustrate my arguments: the 100 Resil-
ient Cities program and Kegler (2014). *e 100 Resilient Cities program identifies 
seven properties (so-called qualities) of a resilient urban system: reflective, flexible, in-
tegrated, robust, resourceful, redundant, inclusive (*e Rockefeller Foundation and 
ARUP 2015). Each of these qualities is accompanied by a set of indicators and measur-
able variables. Indicators that the program names include safe and affordable housing, 
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inclusive access to drinking water, strong city-wide identity, cohesive communities, di-
verse economic base, retained spare capacity, effective mechanisms for communities to 
engage with government, and consultative planning processes (ibid.27). It is not trans-
parent how the 100RC came up with these indicators or how they are measured pre-
cisely. *e qualities, on the other hand, are derived from mainstream urban resilience 
literature. Kegler (2014) understands urban resilience as a tool to balance the system 
between sustainability (preservation) and transformation (progress) (ibid.). Accord-
ingly, he provides a set of system properties that he arranges in dual trajectories, arguing 
that a balance within each set allows the researcher or planner to evaluate planning goals 
or empirical data without directing that analysis in any one direction. *e dualisms and 
their spatial dimensions are (Kegler 2014): robustness and fragility (spatial), compact-
ness and de-centrality (spatial), autonomy and exchange (spatio-functional), stability 
and flexibility (spatio-functional), diversity and redundancy (spatio-functional), and 
modularity and complexity (spatio-functional). Kegler (2014) offers a conceptual ra-
tionale of why he identifies those properties but does not provide any recommendations 
on evaluating or implementing them concretely. *ese two examples of theorizing sys-
tem properties highlight their complexity and the resulting difficulty to apply them in 
practice (Spaans and Waterhout 2017). However, the aim of this section is not to list 
and discuss all possible system properties. I provide a small overview of the system prop-
erties relevant to this thesis and further specific resilience theory terminology in the 
glossary at the end of this thesis. For this study, I employ the term system properties 
instead of indicators because indicators suggest measurability40. In contrast, the concept 
of system properties represents basic structural principles. Quantitatively measuring 
them would not make any sense here considering their complexity and the case study 
approach of this study. 

Instead, the reason for choosing the two examples above is to illustrate two 
things: first, the need to “think” system properties in terms of urban space; and second, 
the painful separation between urban resilience research and practice. Kegler (2014) 
indirectly points to the relationship between system properties and space in his above-
mentioned dual system properties. For example, diversity and space. If there is an 

 
40  An indicator is an “annunciator” or a tool to reveal facts that are not apparent (Beywl 2009, 25). 
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uneven distribution41 of the inhabitants with fewer resources (typically less resilient42) 
and those with many resources (typically more resilient), or in other words, if the city is 
socially segregated, this reduces the overall urban resilience of the entire system in the 
long run (Cumming 2011b).“Uneven resilience threatens the ability of cities as a whole 
to function economically, socially and politically” (Vale 2014, 1). *erefore, space is a 
decisive analytical category for urban resilience, but it is much less explored in research 
than the system properties.  

*en, there is the question of the practicability of urban resilience theory. Each 
of the multitudes of (urban) resilience models and concepts, including the system prop-
erties, the adaptive cycle, and the resilience pathways, is conceptually valuable. How-
ever, they are too abstract, too conceptual for urban resilience practice. General urban 
resilience is typically reduced in its complexity and broken down to a few key parameters 
and aims, if put into a viable strategy, such as *e World Bank’s (2012), the 100RC pro-
gram (Ove Arup & Partners International Limited 2014), or the R-Urban project 
(Petrescu, Petcou, and Baibarac 2016). Reduction of information is not per se a prob-
lem. However, as critics have pointed out, urban resilience strategies tend to fortify ex-
isting inequalities (Meerow, Newell, and Stults 2016) and lack implementability if faced 
with the resistance of those in power (Petrescu, Petcou, and Baibarac 2016).  

*e reasons for that disconnect are likely multiple. In sum, most general urban 
resilience scholarship falls short of offering feasible solutions. *ere is a lack of sugges-
tions on transferring research data, models, and theories into actual planning practice. 
One of the reasons might lie in the complexity of urban systems. *eir emerging prop-
erties require prioritizing and always carry the danger of choosing the wrong aspect for 
strategic development. *us, it requires political will to prioritize and share power 
(Petrescu, Petcou, and Baibarac 2016). Another reason that multiple scholars have 
pointed out is the conundrum of clashing models, theories, and standpoints within the 
urban resilience discourse (Meerow, Newell, and Stults 2016), making it hard for prac-
titioners to select those theoretical aspects important for their project. 

Another problem is that the models are so abstract and so idealized that they 
hardly represent real cities. So far, 100 RC is the only comprehensive approach to 

 
41  MacKinnon and Derickson (2013) speak of “maldistribution,” Cumming (2011b) speaks of fragmentation. 
42  Individual resilience depends on an individual’s material and immaterial resources, such as skills, financial assets, and 

social capital (MacKinnon and Derickson 2013). 
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transform the concept of urban resilience into a viable and holistic strategy. *e pro-
gram offers its member cities a detailed framework for the gradual development of their 
resilience strategy, based on the risks and stresses identified by local actors and the seven 
qualities mentioned above (100 Resilient Cities 2016a). *e remarkable success might 
lie in the large amount of funding provided by the Rockefeller Foundation as well as the 
interdisciplinary cooperation between resilience researchers and the planning company 
ARUP, which achieved the long-missed transfer from theory into planning practice. 
However, as the program is relatively young and the resulting 100 strategies are still in 
the making or the very beginning of being implemented. *e evaluation of some strate-
gies five years past introduction shows that 100RC strategies help cities break down 
global sustainability goals to the local level. *ey also support cities in addressing issues 
such as informality that are not embedded in the SDGs (Croese, Green, and Morgan 
2020). However, Croese, Green, and Morgan (ibid.) also identify drawbacks rooted in 
the program’s design, namely its overemphasis on disaster-related issues and the un-
derrepresentation of social ones. 

In my empirical work, existing general urban resilience theory was only useful to 
provide a conceptual background. Because existing general urban resilience models and 
concepts are so broad, they cannot support a detailed understanding of Addis Ababa’s 
inner city beyond the point that there are actors somehow creating resilience through 
uncertain system properties and change processes. Existing scholarship does not explain 
how urban systems create resilience, for how long, or what obstructs resilience creation. 
*is lack of detail required me to start my research from scratch and then reconnect my 
findings with existing theory at the very end. I hypothesize that this is because most of 
these models reflect an idealized system. Like the adaptive cycle that suggests that the 
system at hand does not evolve, all those abstract system properties and resilience indi-
cators do not say anything about urban reality, particularly not in Africa. *ese indica-
tors and models do not help understand how the stresses of poverty, governmental 
power abuse, or lack of infrastructure identified by African urbanists (cf. 3.3) impact a 
city’s resilience. Most urban resilience strategies and theories also do not incorporate 
existing resources and assets within the urban system that can be used to tackle those 
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problems43. *is abstractness, so removed from real cities, makes it difficult for those 
who want to promote resilience in real cities to develop viable research-based urban re-
silience strategies. Urban resilience practice in Addis Ababa can illustrate this difficulty 
well. 

3.4.5 Addis Ababa and urban resilience  
*e Ethiopian government has been treating resilience as a top-priority developmental 
goal since 2011 with the hope of gaining not only middle-income status44 for the country 
but also achieving disaster risk reduction and carbon neutrality, amongst others (EPA 
2011; MoFED 2012). However, this promising picture is a somewhat mixed one, as I 
will demonstrate in the following section. While Ethiopia is one of the first developing 
countries to incorporate a resilience strategy into its economic development agenda 
(Jones and Carabine 2013), the strategy and its programs lack inclusion of all stake-
holder and urban scales as well as concrete implementation policies (ibid.). Further-
more, definitions and interpretation of resilience lack local contextualizing (Baron and 
Cherenet 2018), and standards are adopted from Western partners unquestioned. As 
the following examples illustrate, the sole focus of all governmental and non-govern-
mental strategies and projects remain focused mainly on economic growth, climate 
change adaptation, and catastrophe mitigation in Ethiopia. 

100 Resilient Cities (100RC): In May 2016, Addis Ababa became a member of 
the 100RC initiative (100 Resilient Cities 2018a), a program funded by the Rockefeller 
foundation. According to its website, the program’s approach is to identify weaknesses 
in urban resilience for each city, develop a resilience strategy, and appoint a resilience 
officer who will lead the implementation through a resilience office established within 
the city government. In terms of resilience philosophy, 100RC follows the social-eco-
logical resilience approach (bounce forward) with broader and specific action areas 
(100 Resilient Cities 2016b). For Addis Ababa, the program identifies eight significant 
potential stresses and shocks in an agenda-se,ing workshop in 2017: disease outbreak, 
inadequate public transportation system, infrastructure failure, lack of affordable 

 
43  The 100RC program framework that explicitly addresses existing resources as a basis for their strategies is an excep-

tion to this rule. Also, critical resilience authors tend to highlight existing resources more than mainstream resilience 
theory (cf. e.g., MacKinnon and Derickson 2013) who tend to focus on stresses and shocks. 

44  Middle-income countries are economies with a per capita gross national income (GNI) between $1,036 and $12,535 
(The World Bank 2021a). In 2019, Ethiopia’s GNI was $850 (The World Bank 2021b). 
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housing, flooding, terrorist a,ack, unemployment, and water security (100 Resilient 
Cities 2018a), complemented by uncontrolled growth and traffic accidents (100 Resil-
ient Cities 2018b). *e city’s challenge will be to mitigate and possibly prevent these 
stresses and shocks with its resilience strategy developed based on the City Resilience 
Framework (ARUP 2014). In February 2018, 100RC announced Chief Resilience Of-
ficer Fitsumbrhan Tsegaye, who is now chairing the Addis Ababa Resilience Project Of-
fice (100 Resilient Cities 2018b). In an interview published on the 100RC website, 
Fitsumbrhan Tsegaye states that the city will fund the office until 2023 to reach a resili-
ent city within this timeframe (ibid.)45. Available reports by 100RC and its website re-
main unclear about how to appropriate the concept of urban resilience locally or which 
sectors, urban scales, and stakeholders will be involved in the resilience-building pro-
cess. Hence, it is currently impossible to evaluate whether the ambitious goals of the 100 
RC strategy in Addis Ababa are achievable. 

Another concerning point is that the Addis Ababa 100RC project seems not to 
be addressing the urban transformation ambitions of AACA (cf. 2.4) in any way. Even 
though this transformation is threatening the livelihoods of tens of thousands of inner-
city residents, it should be a serious concern for a resilience project. *e planned urban 
renewal of most of the inner city cannot be regarded as conducive to the general urban 
resilience of Addis Ababa (Baron and Cherenet 2018). Moreover, urban renewal, i.e. 
demolition and rebuilding of the inner city, exposes the entire city to the risk of unin-
tentional maladaptation, which would be much smaller in in-situ upgrading (Jones and 
Carabine 2013; Marshall, et al. 2012). 

Ethiopia’s Climate-Resilient Green Economy (CRGE) Strategy: In 2011, the 
Ethiopian government announced that it intended to become the “green economy 
front-runner” (EPA 2011, 1) within the community of developing countries by 2025. 
With the CRGE strategy, the FDRE aims to combine its double-digit economic growth 
with a greening strategy that creates climate change resilience (MoFED 2012). Ethio-
pia’s CRGE strategy comprises two parts. Part one focuses on the green economy and 
climate mitigation (EPA 2011). Part two focuses on climate resilience and adaptation 

 
45  I visited Fitsumbrhan Tsegaye in early 2018 in the Addis Ababa resilience office. He and his staff of 13 were working 

on assessing all resilience projects and initiatives in Addis Ababa at the time. Furthermore, they were researching the 
resilience resources and previously identified stresses and shocks. The resilience strategy was finally published in 
July 2020 and is accessible at https://resilientaddis.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/addis-ababa-resilience-strat-
egy-ENG.pdf 
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to climate change, referring to specific economic sectors: agriculture and forestry (MoA 
& MEF 2012) and water and energy (MoWEI 2015). *e strategy has three objectives: 
promoting economic development and growth, abating and avoiding CO2 emissions, 
as well as improving climate change resilience (EPA 2011). Hence, the CRGE strategy 
locates a climate-resilient green economy at the intersection of resilience, abatement, 
and development initiatives (ibid., 21). *e strategy, furthermore, identifies four main 
pillars of reaching climate resilience with the help of a green economy: improving agri-
cultural productivity while reducing emissions, reforestation, renewable energy produc-
tion, as well as energy-efficient transport, building, and industries (ibid., 2). Hence, 
“green growth” in the eyes of the FDRE means adaption and mitigation to climate 
change and climate variability, but also an opportunity to grow in areas of renewable 
energy and sustainable agriculture. *e CRGE strategy is closely linked to Ethiopia’s 
Programme of Adaption on Climate Change (EPACC), launched in 201146. In a 2013 
working paper, Jones and Carabine raise multiple concerns with Ethiopia’s CRGE strat-
egy (ibid., iv):  

“The design of the CRGE points to […] lack of internal capacity […] as well as failure to 

acknowledge important social, cultural and political implications of the CRGE’s actions 

[…] putting its long-term sustainability at jeopardy.”  

*e authors insist that separating green growth and climate resilience within the strat-
egy leads to the loss of the potential mutual benefits that could result from integrating 
the two parts. Furthermore, Jones and Carabine (2013) further rebuke the strategy’s 
approach to inclusiveness and holism: 

“More importantly, a failure to meaningfully engage stakeholders at all levels of society, 

particularly at the local level, raises key issues of equity, representation and recognition 

“(ibid.). 

 
46  EPACC updates and replaces the “Climate Change National Adaptation Programme of Action (NAPA) of Ethiopia” 

(NMA 2007) funded by UNDP. EPACC aims to lay the foundation for a climate-resilient society as well as to main-
stream the topic of climate change within the Ethiopian government and in the education sector (FDRE 2014). 
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In response to widespread criticism related to the social impact and lack of implemen-
tation, the director of the Environment and Climate Research Center (ECRC) an-
nounced in 2017 that in order to implement the CRGE strategy, the agency would need 
the help of researchers to develop evidence-based policies for implementation (EfD 
2017). In addition to these concerns, the strategy’s high-flying ambitions stand out, 
which gives the strategy more of a visionary character than a practicable one. Finally, the 
strategy transpires that greening and resilience are only considered a means to an end 
to achieve economic growth. *is utilitarianism might also explain the lack of social, 
cultural, and political considerations within the strategy, which Jones and Carabine 
(2013) point out. 

To provide a brief impression of the governmental and non-governmental activ-
ities in Ethiopia that are labeled with the buzzwords climate resilience or urban resili-
ence, here is a short overview: Currently, further governmental climate resilience initi-
atives are located at the Ministry of Water, Irrigation and Electricity, at the Ministry of 
Environment, Forest and Climate Change, at the Ethiopian Railway Corporation as well 
as at UNECA (PHE 2015). Furthermore, foreign intergovernmental organizations that 
are active in Ethiopia with regards to resilience are, for example, OECD (2014), the 
World Bank (2015), UNDP and UN-Habitat (2017), and governmental development 
agencies such as USAID (2012) and OXFAM (2014).  

*e WB analyzed Addis Ababa’s urban resilience based on the CityStrength Di-
agnostic tool, which assesses strengths and weaknesses in five areas: urban planning and 
development, disaster risk management and climate change adaptation, community 
and social protection, energy, transportation. *e assessment tool furthermore evalu-
ates each of these sectors through five system properties: coordinated, inclusive, redun-
dant, reflexive, robust (ibid.). However, the interaction among the sectors, between city 
region are not addressed. So are environmental issues such as pollution. While the find-
ings of this report are very detailed and reflect some weaknesses and strength of the city 
accurately (such as acknowledging the role of’ eddir’ as a valuable social safety net), the 
WB repeats the mistake of Western urbanism to focus on the weaknesses of African cit-
ies while at the same time measuring them by the inappropriate standards of the West 
(cf. 3.2 and 3.3). Local (“informal”) strategies of risk reduction are not strategically as-
sessed. It is not transparent whether priorities and risks were identified in an inclusive 
process. It is also not reflected whether the resilience office adapted the program’s 
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assessment tools to the Ethiopian context. Furthermore, the disaster management un-
derstanding (specific resilience) is taken for granted and not reflected in its appropri-
ateness for Addis Ababa. 

*ese examples are not comprehensive, but they illustrate the ongoing discourse 
on urban and climate resilience in Ethiopia and its weaknesses. *e great interest of the 
FDRE in urban and climate resilience should be a solid foundation for the debate and 
implementation of resilience. However, the concerns above illustrate that political will 
alone is not sufficient. Mainstreaming resilience will need the willingness to change 
structures. It will also require expertise, funding, and the will to share power with those 
who are most affected – the residents (Croese, Green und Morgan 2020). In addition 
to the concerns regarding implementation, the exaggerated ambitions, strict top-down 
planning, and the lack of detail presented in strategies highlight theoretical gaps. Absent 
from the scope of strategies are those urban scales on which adaptation and mitigation 
currently mostly occur: the neighborhood and building scale. Li,le is known about the 
effects of existing resilience resources, such as the system of ‘eddirs’ and their potential 
for general urban resilience. *ere is no deep reflection about why resilience-building 
needs to mean disaster mitigation rather than strengthening the already existing re-
sourcefulness. Strategies and role models for Addis Ababa and the entire country are 
copy-pasted from foreign agencies and contexts without appropriating them to the spe-
cific needs of Ethiopia’s citizens, nature, culture, and economy. *is thesis aims to make 
a critical contribution to that debate based on data and viewpoints from Addis Ababa. 

3.5 Theory conclusions and research question 
*e purpose of theory can be manifold in research texts. In the study at hand, I use it in 
Annemarie Mol’s (2003) sense as a grounding within the messy web of scientific disci-
plines as well as a conceptual framework. *is grounding leads me to the three funda-
mental theoretical cornerstones for this research: 

First, based on the understanding that all knowledge is situated in specific geo-
graphical and personal contexts, I need to address the power structures that come with 
being a Western researcher in a postcolonial research context. I can only meet this chal-
lenge by the constant self-reflection and transparent making of my choices during the 
research process. Furthermore, I can only create convincing and “interesting” research 
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from my Western standpoint in the postcolonial context through multi-perspective re-
search that integrates and prioritizes the perspective of the “other.”  

*en, I position my research within the urbanism movement by adopting a post-
structuralist understanding of the city as well as an Africanist point of view. *ese posi-
tions create a conceptual framework to understand and describe Addis Ababa’s inner 
city in a non-essentializing way. To make the poststructuralist approach usable for this 
study, I introduce the concept of urban assemblage in section 3.2.1. It serves as a con-
ceptual tool to understand the inner city through its urban actors, practices, and power 
structures. *e Africanist perspective sensitizes researchers and readers to the continu-
ing Western hegemony in urbanism. It creates an awareness that urges me to remain 
critical of the concepts I adapt from urbanism and urban resilience theory and contrib-
utes a sense of activism to my research as I aim to contribute an African perspective to 
urban resilience theory and contribute to the valorization of Addis Ababa’s inner city. 

Finally, I focus my study on general urban resilience. *is decision is grounded 
in the research gaps identified in this chapter. Urban resilience theory has failed to ap-
propriate the adaptive cycle to cities, particularly African cities. *e aspects of space, 
practices, and power as drivers of general urban resilience are li,le reflected in urban 
resilience theory. Furthermore, the urban resilience discourse lacks non-Western per-
spectives. *is lack of a,ention is striking in that the urgency to develop resilience strat-
egies for non-Western cities is much greater than for Western ones, for example, to meet 
the challenges of climate change. As long as the global discourse does not include non-
Western perspectives, it will not address issues in non-Western cities. *is finding is par-
ticularly true in Addis Ababa, where policymakers apply generic planning approaches 
without adapting them to the local context and, as a result, repeatedly encounter failure. 

From these findings, I derive three fundamental working hypotheses for this the-
sis: a) Only when multiple perspectives are incorporated into research, relevant 
knowledge can be produced in this context. b) *e city is a complex and adaptive urban 
assemblage. Its general urban resilience is created by a multitude of living and non-living 
actors and their relationships. c) Addis Ababa’s inner city contains unique spatial prop-
erties and practices that contribute to general urban resilience. Based on the past theory 
chapter and these hypotheses, this research answers the following research question: 

 
How is urban resilience created in Addis Ababa’s inner city?  
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*is central question comprises two sub-questions: 1) Who are the actors contributing 
to or obstructing general urban resilience and how? 2) What spaces play a role in urban 
resilience creation and how? Interrelated with these questions are two research aims. 
*e first one is to develop a research methodology that reflects the principles of trans-
parency, self-reflection, and multi-perspectivity. *is problem is tackled in the following 
chapter 4, addressing this study’s methodology. *e other one is to find a way to make 
the theoretical findings of this thesis available for planning practice and policymaking. I 
suggest a solution to this issue in chapter 13. *ere, I introduce the concept of planning 
pa,erns and transfer my study’s findings into the Pa,erns of Natural Urban Resilience. 
 

4 Method 

*rough his research on the synthesis of proteins, Hans-Jörg Rheinberger (1997) de-
velops a theory on empirical knowledge production. He calls the objects of inquiry – 
complex and o0en diffuse phenomena which have not been captured by science yet – 
epistemic things. *ese diffuse phenomena are materialized with an experimental sys-
tem’s help – a well-understood and stable experimental arrangement. *e epistemic 
thing to be shaped in this dissertation is a new theory on general urban resilience. How-
ever, at the beginning of my study – typical for explorative research – I only have a vague 
idea of this epistemic thing. *e first step has been to establish a theoretical framework 
in chapter 3. *e second step follows now by defining the experimental system – a re-
search process composed of a “hierarchy of established procedures” (Rheinberger 1997, 
30). *ese “established procedures” are existing methods through which traces of the 
epistemic thing are made visible (ibid.). How, then, should this “experiment” be de-
signed in my case study? *is chapter addresses that question by first laying out the re-
search design and its reasoning, followed by a detailed description of its components: 
data generation, data analysis, and finally, data display. Furthermore, pa,erns as tools 
for knowledge transfer are discussed and the limitations of this study. Chapter 4 thus 
responds to the need to develop a research methodology that reflects the principles of 
transparency, self-reflection, and multi-perspectivity identified in chapter 3. 
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4.1 Rationale for research design 
Urbanist researchers have appropriated research methods and reasoning logics from 
various disciplines. Typical qualitative research methods that are borrowed from cul-
tural anthropology and sociology are, for example, observation, photography, inter-
views, and mental mapping (Prell 2016), as well as participatory action research 
(Petrescu, Petcou, and Baibarac 2016). Furthermore, there is a trend towards multi-fac-
torial, multi-perspective, and o0en mixed-method approaches (Eckardt 2014)that em-
phasize space as a critical analytical category. Law and Urry (2005) speak of the neces-
sity to employ ‘messy’ research methods (i.e. unconventional mixtures of methods) to 
mirror the complex challenges of 21st-century society – an approach that also seems to 
be taken to heart by many urbanists. Methodology and critical self-reflection typically 
play a significant role in urbanist writing (cf. e.g., Brenner, et al. 2011; Dovey 2011; Leit-
ner and Sheppard 2015). 

*e debate on research methods among urban resilience scholars, however, is 
almost non-existent. *ere are several research projects, such as Dovey (2012) or Vale 
and Campanella (2005), in which no research method is discussed at all. Meerow, New-
ell, and Stults (2016) review citation data in their literature review but do not reveal 
their exact method. Meerow and Stults (2016), on the other hand, combine desk work 
with the analysis of surveys they conducted among governmental workers. Again, the 
authors do not disclose or discuss their method in detail. *e 100 Resilient Cities pro-
gram (Ove Arup & Partners International Limited 2014) derives its City Resilience In-
dex combining literature review and qualitative case studies. *e authors, however, pro-
vide no further insights into how these case studies are sampled and carried out (ibid.). 
Quantitative studies in the field of urban resilience tend to be more reflective of their 
methods. For example, Marcus and Colding (2014) compute and map resilience indi-
cators on the street and plot network of Stockholm (ibid.), also reflecting their method-
ological reasoning. *is method obscurity makes it difficult for other urban resilience 
scholars to discuss, reflect, and learn from previous research processes. 

In addition to being unclear about the method, most urban resilience studies 
share that they are based on Western urban resilience research. Even if they are geo-
graphically targeted at African cities, such rootedness in Western scientific tradition and 
lack of self-reflection does not offer any room for African perspectives to contribute 
(Cote and Nightingale 2012). More complex and discourse-oriented research 
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frameworks are employed outside the disciplinary boundaries of urbanism, such as cul-
tural anthropology and political economy. For example, Gibson-Graham, Hill, and Law 
(2016) base their paper on social-ecological resilience in Southeast Asia. *ey reflect 
their transdisciplinary, multi-method, and explorative research project on a public web-
site in greater detail (www.communityeconomies.org; Gibson, et al., 2018). 

Another example is the anthropologist Sandra Wallman who studies two south 
London boroughs for two decades and develops a model of two urban morphologies 
with unique spatial and economic features (Wallman 2003). In her research, she com-
bines many methods such as population statistics, mapping, and interviews. By con-
trasting these layers of information, she finally arrives at a model for place-bound resili-
ence (ibid.). Based on this review, it becomes clear that there are no usable methodo-
logical role models in urbanism or urban resilience research that would fit my research 
question and aims. 

*erefore, I need to develop my research design that responds to the questions, 
aims, research se,ing, and pre-existing knowledge established in chapters 1 and 2. 
*ere, I already established the postcolonial research context (cf. 2.1) and explained my 
decision for a single-case study and Teklehaimanot in Addis Ababa as a case study (cf. 
2.6). In this section, I will explain the reasons for my research approach. In sum, I base 
my approach on the following three cornerstones: (4.1.1) a qualitative and explorative 
research disposition, which leads to a grounded theory research approach, (4.1.2) a field 
study for data generation, and (4.1.3) a multi-method approach to capture different per-
spectives on the research object. 

4.1.1 From qualitative and exploratory research to GTM 
My research aims to study the “How?” of general urban resilience in Addis Ababa’s inner 
city and describe it in detail (Flick 2014). *is questioning logic requires me to take a 
qualitative research approach. As Pa,on (2015, 46) puts it: “Qualitative research in-
quires into, documents, and interprets the meaning-making process.” He thus explains 
that qualitative research focuses on how and why certain phenomena happen. He also 
emphasizes that qualitative research is always personal, turning the researcher and her 
situatedness into an “instrument of inquiry” (ibid.), making self-reflection necessary for 
qualitative researchers. An explorative predisposition in my thesis complements the 
qualitative method tradition. In chapters 2 and 3, I identify a research gap regarding 
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general urban resilience research not reflecting African cities. Besides, Addis Ababa as 
an urban system has not yet been scientifically described. *is lack of data justifies an 
exploratory approach. Exploratory inquiry means staying open to changes and respon-
sive to the context during the entire research process (J. Mason 2002). *e benchmarks 
of a single-case study and exploratory research disposition lead me to select the 
Grounded *eory Method (GTM) as an overarching research framework for this study. 

GTM is a well-tested approach for explorative and data-driven research, partic-
ularly in sensitive research se,ings, such as postcolonial ones (Ze,er and De Souza 
2000). GTM was developed by Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss (1967) in the 1960s 
to respond to widespread criticism against qualitative research as non-scientific and ran-
dom. *e principle “all is data” (Glaser 2007) allowed social scientists to integrate many 
nontraditional data such as newspaper cu,ings, photos, or notes. On the other hand, 
the need to continually remain open to new insights (Charmaz 2006) allows researchers 
to learn genuinely new things. In an interview in 1994, Strauss reflects: 

“The title indicates what was important to us ‘The Discovery of Grounded Theory’ (1967): 

unlike the usual method books which are concerned with verification, we were more in-

terested in the discovery of theory ‘out of the data’. Grounded Theory is not a theory but 

a methodology to discover theories dormant in the data” (Legewie and Schervier-

Legewie 2004). 

Since the 1960s, GTM has been refined by a multitude of researchers (Glaser 1998) 
(Charmaz 2006; Strauss and Corbin 1990) as well as appropriated for different data 
types such as expert interviews (Meuser and Nagel 2009) or visual data (Mey and Die-
trich 2016). *e acronym GTM, however, is misleading. *e term is established early 
on by Glaser and Strauss (1967). However, given the range of different methods that 
have emerged from the original GTM logic since then, GTM can no longer be consid-
ered a singular method. Breuer, Muckel, and Dieris (2017) emphasize that GTM is 
more a research approach or “style” today. GTM essentially comprises a radical stance 
towards being open to new insights and an iterative coding procedure. Procedurally, 
GTM arrives at a grounded theory by methodically assigning keywords (codes) to qual-
itative data and synthesizing it through several code-data-comparison rounds (cf. fig-
ure 18). Whenever the analyst detects a relevant data gap through coding, she collects 
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Figure 18: Coding process in GTM leading to a grounded theory 

new data employing theoretical sampling (Charmaz 2006)47. *is sampling method se-
lects samples purposefully for their potential to represent different theoretical stand-
points and not for statistical representativeness. So, sampling in GTM is an iterative pro-
cess. However, when does sampling and data gathering stop? Coding, memo writing, 
and data generation are continued until theoretical saturation is reached (ibid.). *e 
analyst reaches this point when they can gain no significant new insights through further 
data gathering. Considering the impossibility of not gaining any new insight from new 
data, Mark Mason (2010) refers to theoretical saturation as the “point of diminishing 
return” (ibid., 1), indicating that in light of the research question and resources, it is no 
longer feasible to gather more data. 

Early on in GTM history, the approach is considered purely inductive, i.e. prem-
ises lead to data gathering, which leads to a conclusion (Charmaz 2006). As Charmaz 
(2006) points out, the first GTM studies appear already in the 1980s, that point at ab-
ductive inferring. Abductive reasoning contains elements of deductive reasoning (hy-
pothesis building) and inductive elements (openness to new insights). Breuer, Muckel, 

 
47  Thus, the sampling procedure in qualitative social research, and GTM in particular, stands in contrast to sampling 

procedures in quantitative social science, aiming to create a sample that represents the population of interest. In 
qualitative social research and GTM, the aim is to represent typical theoretical standpoints through sampling, called 
theoretical sampling (Glaser and Strauss 1967, Charmaz 2006). 
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and Dieris (2017) highlight that inductive reasoning does not reflect the sudden “en-
lightenment moments” – the emerging of new concepts or theoretical models – during 
the process of coding, connecting, and modeling. *us, abduction is comparable with 
the inventive processes, they argue (ibid.), such as designing a house. While at the be-
ginning of the process, a vague idea of the house exists (hypothesis) – Breuer, Muckel, 
and Dieris call this a “speculative presumption” (ibid., 58) – only the drawing process 
brings to light the final nature of the house that is to be built. Breuer, Muckel, and Dieris 
(2017) emphasize that this invention process needs a certain mindset by the researcher 
and procedures that facilitate them. In architecture, drawing by hand or modeling are 
such procedures. In GTM, coding, memo writing, as well as diagramming are similarly 
useful (ibid.). So, the reasoning logic within the GTM community has shi0ed away from 
the researcher who has no preconceived concepts and hypotheses to an informed open-
mindedness. *is position of open-mindedness also shapes my study: initial hypotheses 
are not only created through literature review. However, only by becoming aware of 
these foundations and surrounding disciplinary frameworks can I situate my preconcep-
tions and reflect my standpoint within the field.  

4.1.2 From lack of data to field research 
As argued in chapters 2 and 3, there is a considerable lack of reliable data regarding Ad-
dis Ababa’s inner city as well as general urban resilience in African cities. In his essay 
“Where the action is,” Goffman (1990) argues that an action’s intensity is more relevant 
to the individual experiencing it than the type of action. *is idea calls for researchers to 
leave the office and collect their data themselves – not only for data production but to 
“experience” the data. Following that idea and the need to gather my data myself to 
achieve my research aims, I take a field research approach for data gathering. However, 
the meaning of the field has changed considerably in the past 100 years. 

Field research is a research approach that has been applied in different social sci-
ence disciplines such as psychology, health studies, and, most prominently, in cultural 
anthropology (historically called ethnography). In its formation years between the 19th 
and first half of the 20th century, cultural anthropology’s central paradigm was to “dis-
cover” foreign cultures (Malinowski 1922, 10). Malinowski, who contributed majorly 
to this paradigm through “Argonauts of the Western Pacific” (1922), was convinced 
that the field anthropologist could grasp “the whole area of tribal culture in all its 
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aspects” (ibid, 11) by collecting so-called evidence such as objects, field notes, and pho-
tographs. However, social research started to move away from the paradigm of discov-
ery beginning in the 1950s. Contemporary cultural anthropologists recognize that “all 
researchers are to some degree connected to, or part of, the object of their research” 
(Davies 1998, 3). It follows that the researcher is influenced by the object of research 
and vice versa. In the field of science and technology studies, Rheinberger (1997) and 
Latour (2005) follow this new paradigm and include distinct self-reflective moments in 
their observations of doing science. *e two scholars observe not only the research ob-
ject but also their methods and themselves. *is new perspective on research leads to 
understanding the “field” as not only including those aspects “found” at the research 
site, but also disciplinary and personal standpoints of researchers as well as research 
tools (Rheinberger 1997). Hence, in the late 20th century, the general understanding of 
“field” has expanded beyond a particular place and time of “circumscribed areas of 
study” (Burgess 1984/ 2006, 1). It now encompasses the researcher herself and her re-
search procedures. In this thesis’s framework, I understand the field as a composite of 
the data produced in Addis Ababa and the decisions I make in treating that data. 

A second question is what I consider to be data and how I consider it to reflect 
“reality.” In histography and cultural anthropology, scholars have traditionally distin-
guished between primary sources and secondary sources. Typical “primary” data in-
cluded observation notes, objects of culture, mythical narratives, photos, and inter-
views. *ese were thought to produce “concrete evidence “(Malinowski 1922, 17; empha-
sis by Malinowski). In contrast, he defined “secondary” objects of evidence as “instru-
ments of study” (Malinowski 1922, 17). *ese were lists, diagrams, and maps, the pur-
pose of which is to materialize knowledge through reduction and synopsis. In contrast 
to that historical understanding, GTM treats all data as equal evidence (Breuer, Muckel, 
and Dieris 2017). Science and technology scholars have carved out that neither the so-
called “primary” data nor charts and diagrams produce any more neutral, concrete, or 
objective scientific knowledge than the other (cf. e.g., Rheinberger 1997). Instead, both 
types of data are equally important artifacts of knowledge production. However, repre-
sentations like maps and tables are likely to tell the self-reflective observer more about 
the process of tracing than the phenomenon that it tries to depict (ibid.).  

In my field study, I employ both techniques: field data production and represen-
tations such as Venn diagrams (Breuer, Muckel, and Dieris 2017) and situational maps 
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(cf. Clarke 2005). I will treat them both as integral parts of my research rather than giv-
ing higher “truth-value” to one or the other. *is approach matches the “all is data” (Gla-
ser 2007) mo,o of GTM, where everything is data, no ma,er how it is collected. My 
field study comprises three data generation procedures described in sub-chapter 4.2 as 
well as three GTM analysis procedures described in sub-chapter 4.3. Finally, I describe 
memo-writing and write-up in sub-chapter 4.4, which I also consider as part of my field 
work. 

 
 

Figure 19: Research design and the resulting chapter structure. 
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4.1.3 From postcolonial and standpoint theory to multi-method approach 
In the following sub-chapters, I explain the details of my research steps. However, before 
I go into detail, I want to provide an overview of the research process here. *e diagram 
on the le0 illustrates this process and how it is represented in the chapter structure. 

Addressing the challenges that the postcolonial research context bears (Gonzá-
lez y González and Lincoln 2006) and following the standpoint logic I present in sub-
chapter 3.1, I incorporate multiple research perspectives pu,ing the non-Western per-
spective first. I achieve this incorporation by collecting three data sets, each representing 
one perspective. *ese are expert interviews, interviews with residents of Teklehaima-
not (“resident interviews”), and photographs of Teklehaimanot streets (“image study”). 
*ese data sets are iteratively sampled and analyzed following the GTM logic.  

I begin my research by interviewing urban experts from Addis Ababa. Qualitative 
interviews, in general, can serve as a good starting point for exploratory research (Kvale 
2009) as they can help to grasp unknown phenomena. However, because urban resili-
ence is a complex and relatively new concept, the best place to start this exploration is 
experts (and not laypersons). Furthermore, the requirement to start “research in the 
perspective from the lives of the people ‘on the other side’” (Harding 1991, 150) guides 
my decision to select urban experts from Addis Ababa as the first data source. *e inter-
views are sampled and analyzed following the GTM logic until no further information 
can be gained. To contrast the experts’ viewpoints and find out more about how urban 
resilience is practiced in the existing urban se,ing, I analyze a set of resident interviews 
on urban change collected in 2017. *is data set contributes to a be,er understanding 
of everyday practices and spaces that create urban resilience in the inner city. I analyze 
this data set through GTM but cannot expand it to reach theoretical saturation due to 
procedural reasons. *us, to further contrast the first two data sets and complement 
their analysis, I analyze a third data set composed of street scene photographs from 
Teklehaimanot. *is data set helps identify actors and practices that the two interview 
groups do not mention. Virulu and Canella (2006) underline the usefulness of photo-
graphic data by highlighting that purely textual data leaves out much information – be-
cause not all information can be named. Based on the idea that data sources that are not 
language-based might provide unique insights into daily life, I argue that photography 
can contextualize vocal or textual data revealing possible silences and showing things 
that might not be namable by the interviewees. *is last research step brings the reader 
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closest to the research site as the street scene photos immerse the reader into the inner 
city – an essential tool for me to bring across its lifestyle and these urban spaces. 

4.2 Data generation 
It is important to emphasize once more that each of the data sets that are used for my 
study are generated independently but analyzed following the GTM logic. Marianne de 
Laet and Annemarie Mol call data generation the “mobilization of empirical material” 
(2000, 255) emphasizing that data is not simply “found” or “gathered” but specifically 
consciously produced through a “hierarchy of established procedures” (Rheinberger 
1997, 30). Data generation is hence a complex process that includes a multitude of con-
scious decisions such as sampling methods and gathering tools. In this sub-chapter, I 
will describe and explain each of these decisions with regards to the three data sets. 

4.2.1 Expert interviews 
Doing expert interviews is a complex and notoriously underestimated method (Bogner, 
Li,ig, and Menz 2014). *e complexity begins with the difficulty of selecting the “right” 
interview partners. Who is the expert, who can answer my questions, and who is availa-
ble to me are only a few questions that need addressing at that stage. Later, it becomes 
a challenge to ask the “right” interview questions so that experts reveal their mostly im-
plicit knowledge. *e researcher is then challenged to derive new scientific knowledge 
from her recordings in the “right” way (ibid.). However, if carried out in a self-reflexive 
manner, the o0en-criticized co-construction of knowledge can be compensated 
(Bogner, Li,ig, and Menz 2014). Expert interviews have been employed by disciplines 
such as cultural anthropology, psychology, and clinical studies for several decades. De-
pending on the research question, expert interviews are used for quantitative or qualita-
tive purposes (ibid.). In qualitative se,ings, expert interviews target the carving out of 
the experts’ implicit theoretical knowledge (Bogner, Li,ig, and Menz 2014). Here, in-
terviews are understood as “accounts rather than realities” (Viruru and Cannella 2006, 
180), acknowledging that neither questions nor answers are neutral and that cultural 
frameworks shape interviews.  
An interview in its most basic form is a “conversation with a purpose” (Burgess 1984/ 
2006, 102). *erefore, the first step of conducting any form of interview is to formulate 
its purpose precisely before going to the research site. *e expert interviews are to 
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achieve three goals. First, I want to explore a phenomenon that has not yet been docu-
mented in the scientific literature. *is exploration shall expand the existing body of lit-
erature on general urban resilience. Second, the act of interviewing will bring general 
urban resilience to the a,ention of my interview partners. I do not expect the experts 
have much previous knowledge on the ma,er. So discussing resilience with them will 
hopefully contribute to creating awareness in the expert community. In this sense, the 
interviews are performative. Last, my expert interviews aim to create relevance and 
meaning for this study. As explained in sub-chapter 3.1, the postcolonial research con-
text requires researchers to begin research from the perspective of the “other.” Re-
searchers and readers are challenged in their Western view on general urban resilience 
by being confronted with an Ethiopian perspective on that topic48. Conducting expert 
interviews contains six procedural steps. *ese are – in order of appearance – research 
question, interview guide, sampling, interviews, analysis, and display method. *e fol-
lowing paragraphs will look at the challenges posed by each of these procedures and 
describe how I address them. 

Research question: As described above, I am interested in local urban experts’ 
views on general urban resilience. Accordingly, my research questions for this method 
are: Which conceptions on general urban resilience can be found among Addis Ababa’s 
urban experts? Moreover, which factions exist in policymaking, urban practice, scholar-
ship, and public media towards Addis Ababa’s urban transformation? 

Interview guide: An interview guide is a tool that helps the researcher to prepare 
for her interviews and to focus the conversation during interviews. To prepare it, I fol-
low Bogner, Li,ig, and Menz’s (2014) model and base my interview guide on the re-
search question and goal (in my case, explorative). Furthermore, they should be semi-
structured as this allows for as much pre-structuring as possible while remaining flexible 
to the interview situation (ibid.). My interview guide is composed of four sections: an 
introductory section that warms up the interviewee to the topic, two topic sections that 
create the main body of the interview and are targeted at the research question, and a 
closing section that summarizes the interview. Since my expert interview targets a 

 
48  In this context, experts should be examined critically. Reading Spivak’s “Can the Subaltern speak?,” the expert inter-

view can be interpreted as another way to reinforce existing power structures within Ethiopian society. While the 
knowledge of Ethiopian urban elites is empowered compared to their Western counterparts, the interviews further 
marginalize Ethiopian groups that are not part of the expert community. There is no perfect cure for this dilemma. 
Nevertheless, reflecting the power relations that are at work in terms of colony and postcolony as well as elite and 
non-elite may contribute to weakening them. 
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complex topic, it can only be explored implicitly. Rather than asking for the Ethiopian 
or their personal concept of general urban resilience, I ask interview partners for their 
professional experience with urban transformation in Addis Ababa and how the city 
copes with it. Questions are targeted to uncover underlying abstract concepts below the 
surface of practice and process knowledge – an approach that is rooted in cultural an-
thropology49. One example of this is the replacing of the widely known but li,le under-
stood term “resilience.” I replace this word in my interviews with coping capacity, a term 
I believe to be more conceivable for non-resilience experts. An example of an interview 
guide can be found in appendix A.7. To increase the interview guide’s quality, I review 
it with two Ethiopian peers, testing for comprehensiveness and leading questions. I fur-
ther refine the interview guide a0er conducting and analyzing the first three interviews. 
*is iterative approach reflects the general logic of GTM. *e optimization process aims 
to improve the accuracy of its questions towards my research interest. 

Sampling and preparation: I select my interview partners through the procedure 
of theoretical sampling (cf.4.1.1). I select urban experts from Addis Ababa for their po-
tential of revealing new insights into the Ethiopian understanding of the capital’s urban 
transformation and general urban resilience. *ese were practitioners such as urban 
planners or architects, a member of the AACAILIC, members of TV and radio, as well 
as urban and architectural scholars. *e complete list of interviewees is listed below. *e 
key reason to select any of them was their potential to deliver a new perspective to the 
data pool. Overall, I conduct 12 interviews. Table 1. shows critical information regard-
ing interview partners and interview lengths. 
 

  

 
49  The Ethiopian concept of urbanity is a good example. If I ask straight out what the concept of urbanity is in Ethiopia, 

the answers remain mostly superficial. Many interviewees stick to textbook knowledge or statistical data. In contrast, 
I ask them to translate the word “town” into their native tongue and ask them to explain the meaning of that word. 
These discussion cues resulted in highly relevant and detailed data regarding urbanity. 



Chapter 4 Method 103 

Table 1: Overview of expert interviewees 

No. Year of  
interview 

Interview  
length Gender Occupational area 

E01 2017 24:55 Male Architect/ urban and regional researcher 

E02 2017 55:32 Male Architect/ media representative 

E03 2017 40:14 Male Urban planner 

E04 2017 39:59 Male Urban sociologist 

E05 2017 41:59 Male Architect/ media representative 

E06 2017 41:28 Female Landscape architect and researcher 

E07 2017 49:35 Male Architect and urban heritage expert 

E08 2017 37:50 Male Developer/ engineer 

E09 2017 20:43 Male Urban sociologist 

E10 2017 40:33 Female Landscape architect and researcher 

E11 2018 01:04:06 Female Researcher in social work 

E12 2018 33:46 Male Urban planner in AACA 

 
I sample interviewees in three iterative steps following GTM logic: first, three interviews 
are conducted, prepared, and analyzed. Subsequently, I interview seven more experts 
and analyze the interviews. Finally, I conduct two more interviews to fill specific per-
spective gaps. A0er 12 interviews, theoretical saturation is achieved – a typical margin 
for qualitative interviewing (Guest, Bunce, and Johnson 2006)50.  

On site: I typically approach potential interview partners over the phone and send 
them an email in which I provide an overview of the general topics of the interview. I 
also offer them to send the full interview guide in advance, which only a few accept. *is 
opportunity creates mutual trust and sparks interest in the topic with the interviewee. 
In sum, I can interview all but one expert in person in Addis Ababa. Due to her residence 
abroad, I talk to interviewee 11 through a video call. *e expert interviews take half an 
hour to one hour apiece. Before the interviews begin, I inform the interview partners 

 
50  Guest, Bunce, and Johnson (2006) find that most concepts are revealed after six interviews, and theoretical saturation 

is reached at 12 interviews. This small sample size has been criticized for discriminating against marginalized posi-
tions (Galvin 2015). I use this margin as a point of reference for this study, but to represent marginalized perspective 
a representative study will have to study. 
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about the purpose of my research, and we conduct a bit of small talk for rapport. During 
the interviews, I assume the role of a co-expert from a different field51 as recommended 
by Bogner, Li,ig, and Menz (2014). If the interviewer assumes that role, the interviewee 
tends to make implicit knowledge explicit rather than expecting it to be common sense 
between interviewer and interviewee (ibid.). With their consent, I record the interviews 
with my phone. Later, I transcribe the audio data verbatim. I send each of the interview-
ees their transcribed interview for cross-checking to give them the chance to correct 
their statements. However, none of them edit their interview in the a0ermath. 

4.2.2 Interviews with Teklehaimanot residents 
Expanding the notion that interviews are “conversations with a purpose”(cf. 4.2.1), Pat-
ton (2014) notes in his book Qualitative Research & Evaluation Methods:  

“The purpose of interviewing, then, is to allow us to enter into the other person’s perspec-

tive. Qualitative interviewing begins with the assumption that the perspective of others 

is meaningful and knowable and can be made explicit” (ibid., 428). 

In my study, I emphasize that not only the viewpoint of urban experts is “meaningful 
and knowable” (ibid.) but also the perspective of Addis Ababa’s inner-city residents. 
*at is why I use interviews with Teklehaimanot residents as the second data source for 
my study. *is step aims to expand the knowledge gathered in the expert interviews 
through everyday knowledge. In other words, this resident interview study comple-
ments the expert perspective with the “experiences and lived meanings of the subjects’ 
everyday world” (Kvale 2009, 11). While I agree with Pa,on’s (2014) notion about the 
meaningfulness of others' perspective, Virulu and Canella (2006) rightly emphasize that 
there are limitations to understanding the other person’s perspective. Following Donna 
Haraway’s call for a standpoint in doing science (cf. 3.1), I seek the “perspective from 
those points of view, which can never be known in advance” (1988, 585). I aim to in-
clude the residents in knowledge production to share power and understand something 
“unknown.” Hence, the interviews with Teklehaimanot have four purposes within this 
study. First, they help me to make the “unknown” known (explore new knowledge). 

 
51  I emphasize my role as an expert on Ethiopian cities but explicitly ask the interviewee to be precise about their per-

sonal experiences in their work as we do not share the same working environment. 
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Second, they address the research question with a particular focus on who and what co-
creates resilience and how. *ird, the resident interviews give additional weight to the 
“other” perspective. Fourth and finally, they balance the perspective of the experts mit-
igating their privilege. *e resident interviews contain several procedural steps, which I 
will summarize below. 

Interview guide: *e interview needs to respond to two challenges: On the one 
side, the interviewer will talk to Teklehaimanot residents, who are laypersons, about a 
complex urban topic. On the other, I do not want the interviews to overly disrupt resi-
dents. To tackle these challenges, I make two method decisions. *e first decision refers 
to how to ask about resilience. To avoid confusion or suggestive questioning, I select a 
topic that they can talk about competently – the urban change around them and how 
they deal with it. *at way, I can gain insights into their coping and adaptation strategies 
and, thus, indirectly into how they contribute to general urban resilience.  

*e second decision I make regards the type of interview. Typical interview 
forms employed in urban se,ings are surveys, focus group interviews, and individual 
narrative interviews (Eckardt 2014). Since my ambition is to interview residents about 
the spaces that form their living environments and how these are changing and adapting, 
I decide to use an ad-hoc and relatively focused form of interviewing. Pa,on (2014) 
calls this type “pragmatic interview” which targets the practical effects of interviewees’ 
beliefs and actions (ibid., 436). By spontaneously conducting interviews in the neigh-
borhood, interviewees can be accessed without gatekeepers, hopefully reducing the 
danger of tailored answers (cg. Ze,er and De Souza 2000). 

Furthermore, the residents are as li,le disrupted in their daily routines and can 
be interviewed in their everyday environment, which I hoped would help them talk 
about it. *e third decision I make is to conduct the interviews in Amharic. *e ad-
vantage of interviewing in the local language is that it reduces the bias towards a foreign 
researcher and her translator (Ze,er and De Souza 2000), and the work of the translator 
does not overly disrupt the conversation. *e conversation is more natural than with a 
translator interfering. *is decision leads to the fourth decision of using local research 
assistants. But this again bears a greater chance of producing less than optimal interview 
results. Assistants might not be fully aware of the interview's purpose and then fail to ask 
follow-up questions (Kvale 2009). *is approach prioritizes the preparation of the in-
terview guide and research assistants' training (ibid.). 
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In consequence of these four decisions, I develop an interview guide that is composed 
of four parts: 1) a top page for location and demographic data, 2) a narrative part asking 
for urban change in general, 3) a semi-structured part that enquires for the scale and 
character of urban change, and 4) a survey part that targets change intensity52. I develop 
the guide initially in English and have it translated by a certified Amharic translator. *e 
full interview guide in Amharic and English is displayed in appendix A.9. Critical of us-
ing structured or semi-structured interviews in postcolonial contexts, Virulu and Ca-
nella (2006) emphasize that if the Western researcher predefines rules and structures of 
an interview, interviews “become part of a colonizing apparatus” (ibid., 178). *ey ar-
gue that the prescribed structures of a guided interview regulate who can speak, what is 
spoken about and what not, reinforcing the “right” of one group to tell the story of oth-
ers and turning science into the accomplice of Western hegemony. I deal with this 
method limitation in two ways: one, by employing local interviewers that reduce the 
postcolonial power imbalance in the interview situation, and two, by beginning with a 
narrative interview question and leaving most of the guide as a semi-structured inter-
view, I hope to mitigate the topical dominance of the interviewer. So, the methodologi-
cal decisions in this part of the research on site are an arduous balancing process be-
tween research interest and limitations provided by the research site and my resources. 

On site: For the research in Teklehaimanot, I employ ten research assistants – 
Ph.D. students from EiABC – each conducting two interviews over three days. *e in-
terviews last between 20 and 30 minutes, depending on how long the rapport takes and 
how open the interviewees are for conversing. To improve the transcription process af-
terward and increase data accuracy, I instruct interviewers to use audio recording with 
the interviewees’ permission. Audio recording does not impair the synchrony of com-
munication (Opdenakker 2006) in contrast to notetaking. I instructed the assistants to 
take notes only if an interviewee requested not to be recorded. Additional field notes 
and memory protocols supported the transcription process. In a final step, each of the 
assistants transcribed his two interviews verbatim and subsequently translated them 
into English. *ese translated interviews are the basis for my coding. 

Sampling: *e sampling strategy for the resident interviews aimed to gather as 
many different perspectives as possible. But the sampling was not iterative as GTM 

 
52  The last part of the interview guide was intended as a quantitative study to create a heat map of where the most 

perceived change was to be found. Due to the small sample size, this plan was given up and the data is not used. 
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would typically prescribe. *is deviation from procedure is due to the temporal discon-
nect between data gathering (2017) and data analysis (2019). To ensure that the whole 
research site was equally covered in the interview process, each research assistant was 
assigned a specific site quadrant. Within that particular quadrant, the assistants were free 
to choose an interviewee of their choice within a particular list of requirements: Each 
interviewee needed to interview one male and one female interviewee, one person living 
in a concrete house or nicer mud house (freestanding, plastered) as well as one person 
living in a smaller, less well-maintained house or shack, and finally two people of differ-
ent ages. *e purpose of these requirements was increasing the diversity of perspectives 
and preventing the assistants from naturally selecting interviewees who were like them: 
male, affluent, young. While not all the research assistants followed these requirements 
entirely, the 20 interviewees did cover a wide range of ages, incomes, and living situa-
tions, as Table 2 shows. 
 

Table 2: Overview of resident interviewees 

No. Gen. App. age Occupation Ownership  Quality of building 

LR01 m Middle aged Kiosk Kebele house Shack 

LR02 f Elderly Brewery, pub Kebele house Nicer mud or concrete house 

LR03 m Elderly No regular income Self-owned Nicer mud or concrete house 

LR04 f Middle aged Daily laborer Self-owned Shack 

LR05 f Young No regular income Self-owned Nicer mud or concrete house 

LR06 m Middle aged Commodity trade Privately rented Shack 

LR07 m Middle aged Kiosk Kebele house Shack 

LR08 m Middle aged Steel salesman Kebele house Nicer mud or concrete house 

LR09 m Elderly Steel salesman Privately rented Shack 

LR10 m Elderly Kiosk Kebele house x no data 

LR11 f Elderly No regular income Self-owned Shack 

LR12 m Elderly Guard Kebele house Nicer mud or concrete house 

LR13 f Middle aged Tailor Self-owned Shack 
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LR14 f Middle aged Unknown income  
outside of home 

Kebele house Shack 

LR15 m Middle aged Governmental 
worker 

Self-owned Nicer mud or concrete house 

LR16 f Middle aged Business employee Kebele house x no data 

LR17 m Middle aged Brewery, pub Kebele house Shack 

LR18 f Middle aged No regular income Condominium Condominium 

LR19 m Middle aged Steel salesman Kebele house Nicer mud or concrete house 

LR20 f Elderly Unknown income 
outside of home 

Kebele house Nicer mud or concrete house 

4.2.3 Photographing urban space 
Literature review shows that qualitative photo studies are rare and ontologically diffi-
cult. What are methodological role models for a photographic approach to urban re-
search? It appears that the act of taking photos as well as their analysis is a tricky ques-
tion. Contemporary sociological photo research tends to focus on either the intended 
narrative (Mey and Dietrich 2016) or reflexive (postcolonial, feminist, standpoint) 
analysis of photography (c.f. e.g., McClintock 1992). In contrast, architectural research 
generally ignores the researcher’s role and reads the image content as quasi-reality (cf. 
e.g., O’Toole and Adjaye 2011; Chenal 2014; *orer 2015) – something typically called 
content analysis (Banks 2007). I situate my image study between the idea of the image 
as a cultural artifact and the image as quasi-reality. While I interpret the image content 
as urban actors existing in reality, I acknowledge that photographing and interpreting 
does not represent reality but the researcher’s perception of it. 

In response to this unavoidable influence of the researcher, decolonizing re-
search methods have been developed, such as the photovoice method (Wang and Burris 
1997) or walking interviews (Kühl 2016), in which residents show the site to the re-
searcher while explaining. Both methods increase the focus of the research on those ma-
terials and actors relevant to the African urbanite. In this respect, the image data used in 
the third step of this study is flawed as I did not include the residents’ perspective on the 
photos back in 2015. 

Nevertheless, I decided to include the photos because they uniquely document 
a neighborhood in the middle of being torn down. *is data set promises to reveal 
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valuable insights into the actors and spaces that generate resilience despite state arbi-
trariness and neglect. In doing so, I deal with the pictures pragmatically, prioritizing the 
opportunity that these images pose over their failure to include the resident’s perspec-
tive. Aware of the likeliness of researcher bias and Western privilege that this decision 
creates, I respond in two ways: One, I involve Ethiopian colleagues in analyzing a sample 
of the pictures to keep my researcher bias at bay. Two, I specifically choose to analyze 
the photographs last. *is sequence allows me to interpret the photos based on the in-
sights that I already gathered from the expert and resident interviews. I argue that this is 
a particular strength of GTM. It allows the researcher to include and negotiate different 
social constructions of a phenomenon, including the researcher’s perspective – without 
pu,ing one over the other. 

Research question: *is third data production step aims to refine the two inter-
view studies’ insights. In the interviews, the actors, symbols, and activities relevant to 
the interviewees stand in the foreground. However, interviews typically leave out silent 
and silenced actors as well as implicit knowledge (Clarke 2005). *e same goes for eve-
ryday life that seems not relevant or interesting or might be uncomfortable for the inter-
viewee to share in the interview. *at is why I employ a visual data gathering technique 
in this final research step. In sum, this data set aims to identify practices, actors, and 
spaces that contribute to or obstruct urban resilience that the other two data sources did 
not name. 

Sampling and preparation: *ree decisions influence this part of the research pro-
cess. While I did not consider GTM at the time of data collection, I chose this data set 
to come last in this study because theoretical sampling aims for difference and contrast 
rather than representativeness. *e first choice is to document the research site com-
prehensively rather than selecting individual streets. Based on the grounded theory 
logic, this method aims to gather as much new knowledge as possible. To gather as much 
new knowledge about spaces and activities of the area’s resilience, every street and ally 
is photographed several times. In the end, I select at least one picture of each street to 
include in the analysis sample.  

Secondly, I chose the size and location of the research site for this data gathering 
method. Because the research assistants are to photograph the research site comprehen-
sively, I select a feasible number of streets within the research area. Since the focus in 
GTM is on difference rather than on sample size, I select a site that offers different sizes 
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of streets as well as special road-side situations such as the roundabout and streets next 
to the church. Figure 20 shows the research site for the image study in size and location 
in Teklehaimanot.  

Two other sampling choices that I leave to the research assistants concern mo-
tive and number of pictures per street to reduce the researcher bias on my side. *eir 
task is to document what is “typical” for each street. Typical means that the image 
should represent the liveliness and atmosphere of that street in terms of urban actors, 
spaces, and activities. Because the research assistants notice that longer roads or streets 
have considerable differences in their liveliness, they separate longer streets into street 
segments. 

A0er accumulating all photographs, I create a sample from several hundred pic-
tures. To do so, I select between one and six pictures per street that promise to reveal 
new insights. Tiny lanes are typically represented by a single image, such as lanes A, C, 
and D. Larger and more diverse streets, such as number 03 or number 12, are depicted 
by more pictures. I number them in sequence following the road numbering system the 
research assistants developed (figure 20). Since this is a qualitative study, it does not 
ma,er if some streets are overrepresented in the picture sample. Like a more extended 
interview, a long road is simply richer in information and does not need to be weighted. 
In the end, the sample contains 42 images. For an overview of the image sample, their 
location, and primary content, refer to table 3. 
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Figure 20: Satellite image (GoogleEarth V. 7.3.2.5776 2016/01) showing the location of the image study site 
superimposed with street highlighting and numbers 
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Table 3: Overview of photo sample 

No. Street Type of street Main keywords 

IM01 01 major, four-lane road, paved  Taxi drivers waiting, cha+ing 

IM02 01 major, four-lane road, paved  Man with push card, stack of tires, traffic 

IM03 02 residential road, cobbled  Washing, parking cars, trees, rocks for si+ing 

IM04 03 pedestrian lane, cobbled  Moonlight houses, storage, grassy areas 

IM05 03 pedestrian lane, cobbled  Women si+ing, partially demolished houses 

IM06 03 pedestrian lane, cobbled  Men si+ing, women washing, busy street 

IM07 04 residential road, cobbled  Cooking in the street, storing firewood 

IM08 04 residential road, cobbled  Squa+er home on roadside 

IM09 04 intersection of two resid.  
roads, cobbled  

Lots of people, not swept, trees, “messy” electrics 

IM10 05 residential road, cobbled  Wood chopping, tailor, walking people 

IM11 05 larger resid. road, cobbled  Café, shops, parking cars, swept clean 

IM12 06 residential road, cobbled  Gulit, young couple walking 

IM13 06 residential road, cobbled  Demolished houses, child playing, not swept 

IM14 06 residential road, cobbled  Laundry hung up, children playing, swept 

IM15 07 major, four-lane road, paved  Shop at roadside, stuff blocking sidewalk 

IM16 07 major, four-lane road, paved  Shoe shiners, trucks, broken sidewalk 

IM17 08 major, four-lane road, paved  Construction steel shops, bar, pedestrians 

IM18 08 major, four-lane road, paved  No sidewalk, bar delivery, parking cars 

IM19 09 residential road, cobbled, 
square unpaved 

Children playing, laundry, squa+er home 

IM20 09 residential road, cobbled  Elderly couple, extension, urban agriculture 

IM21 10 larger residential road, paved  Gap, guard house, street food, shops 

IM22 10 larger residential road, paved  Street tree, street dog, construction steel 

IM23 10 larger residential road, paved  Selling wood and charcoal, large buildings 

IM24 11 residential road, paved  Fruit shop, gap, recycling building materials 

IM25 12 residential road, cobbled  Diversity of shops, water canister, canopies 
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IM26 12 residential road, cobbled  Drying spices, si+ing in the street, corner 

IM27 12 residential road, cobbled  Kiosk, homeless, parking cars, stairs 

IM28 12 square, unpaved Public toilet, storing goods, courtyard 

IM29 12 square, cobbled Taxi, guard house, selling household goods 

IM30 12 intersection, partly paved Shoe shiners, guard house, parking cars 

IM31 A pedestrian lane, cobbled  Extensions, urban agriculture, gu+er 

IM32 B pedestrian lane, cobbled  Laundry hung up, elderly woman 

IM33 B demolished houses Demolished houses, water tap, li+ering 

IM34 C pedestrian lane, cobbled  Gulit, demolished houses, water tap 

IM35 D pedestrian lane, cobbled  Laundry, extension, children, women washing 

IM36 E pedestrian lane, cobbled  Guard house, trash pile, storing goods 

IM37 F residential road, cobbled  Selling car parts, busy with customers 

IM38 G residential road, paved  Kiosk, bar, tailor, shop, nicer house 

IM39 H intersection partly paved,  
resid. road cobbled 

Woman selling vegetables at corner, man in suit 

IM40 I intersection partly paved,  
resid. road cobbled 

Recycling, shop, canopy, sewage leak, elderly cou-
ple 

IM41 J pedestrian lane, unpaved  Couple exiting lane laughing 

IM42 J pedestrian lane, unpaved  Walking, carrying plastic bags, no shops 

 

On site: *e data production is conducted over two days and is composed of five major 
steps. During a first stroll through the site, the four assistants develop a numbering sys-
tem that identifies each of the streets (cf. figure 20) and take a couple test pictures to 
decide which streets need to be segmented. Back in the office, they prepare a photo-
graphic route for the next day. Early in the morning, they go out as a team and take sev-
eral snapshots of each street. *ese pictures are subsequently numbered and sorted. 

Reaching theoretical saturation: To check whether I have achieved theoretical 
saturation (cf. 4.1.1), I review 63 extra images collected during the 2015 and 2017 site 
visits to see whether any substantial new insights regarding spaces, actors, and practices 
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is revealed53. As none of them contributes any major new insights towards the research 
questions beyond what is already known from the interviews and the image study, I con-
clude that I have reached the “point of diminishing return” (M. Mason 2010) where 
further data gathering would not be feasible anymore. However, the extra images do 
underline the findings and analyses of chapters 5 to 10. 

4.3 Data analysis 
*e following sub-chapter addresses the different data analysis methods employed. As 
the two interview data sets are treated similarly but differently than the photos, this sub-
chapter is composed of two sections: one for each analysis method. In my treatment of 
this material, I follow the model of Bruno Latour (2005), who cautions researchers to 
allow actors to fully laying out the spectrum of controversies. All too o0en, he criticizes, 
researchers impose their scientific vocabulary and hasty interpretations on the actors’ 
narratives (ibid., 49-50). In the analysis process, each empirical data set crystalizes the 
essence of this work further. Rheinberger (1997) describes this crystallization process 
in the following way citing Sigmund Freud: 

 “The scientific idea, which guides scientific activities, is ‘determined by […] relations that 

we seem to sense before we can clearly recognize and demonstrate them. It is only after 

more thorough investigation of the field of observation that we are able to formulate its 

basic scientific concepts with increased precision, and progressively so to modify them 

that they become serviceable and consistent over a wide area’” (Rheinberger 1997, 12). 

Here Freud emphasizes the processual nature of research, which is also the underlying 
principle of GTM. Accordingly, the analyst generates knowledge in an iterative process 
from the rough idea to a detailed, empirically based theory. My research process works 
accordingly until my understanding of urban resilience in Addis Ababa’s inner city is 
“saturated.” 

In GTM, the grounded theory is developed by raising specific codes to catego-
ries and relating them. Charmaz (2006) finds a fi,ing figure of speech for this process: 
“Grounded theory coding generates the bones of your analysis. *eoretical integration 
will assemble these bones into a working skeleton” (Charmaz 2006, 45). GTM coding 

 
53  Those found to be adding further knowledge to this study are depicted in appendix A.10. 
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is usually composed of different steps, each of which can be prescriptive depending on 
the GTM school one follows. I follow a three-step process: initial coding, axial coding, 
and theoretical coding (Strauss and Corbin 1990). In the first step, I assign so-called 
codes (keywords) to chunks of data that refer to one unit of meaning called quotations. 
*e codes are descriptive and refer to anything potentially relevant for the research ques-
tion, such as “adaptation,” “woman,” or “demolition.” *ese codes “remain open to all 
possible theoretical directions indicated by your readings of the data” (Charmaz 2006, 
46). *rough several rounds of code-data-comparison, I ensure that all instances of a 
particular code are documented. Next, I proceed to axial coding (Strauss 1987; Strauss 
and Corbin 1990). Here, the inductive codes are sorted (figure 21), and relationships 
between them are established (figure 22). Codes might be re-named and sorted into 
overarching categories such as “human actors” or “spaces.” *e analyst develops cate-
gories and relationships inductively based on the data and initial codes. If possible, this 
process answers the questions why, when, how come, where, by whom, and what hap-
pens (Strauss and Corbin 1990, 128). *is process provides clues as to which themes are 
potentially worth pursuing in theorization. Furthermore, axial coding’s prescriptive na-
ture helps the analyst identify “blind spots” and data gaps. 

 
 
Figure 21: Sorting of codes under categories in atlas.tiä as part of axial coding 
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Figure 22: Establishing relationships between codes in atlas.tiä as part of axial coding 

In the final coding step called theoretical coding (Charmaz 2006), I ask my material 
what underlying phenomena regarding the research question it might indicate? So-
called theoretical codes are introduced at this stage, reflecting specific structural or 
emerging properties (ibid.). *ey are used as meta-structure to the entire coding sys-
tem, linking certain code families with one another. In my analysis, these theoretical 
codes help clarify the temporal, spatial, and structural conditions under which urban 
resilience is created. At the same time, existing codes are kept open for changes. *e 
entire coding process in GTM is accompanied by memo writing. *is critical analysis 
tool helps to think about the codes and document the coding process (Charmaz 2006). 
Memo writing is thus not only the basis for the final write-up but also may lead to further 
coding and data gathering. *erefore, GTM is a repetitive, iterative research process. 
Each analysis step might lead to further data gathering and analysis (cf. figure 23). 
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Figure 23: Iterative GTM research process of the expert interviews 
 

In sum, the processual basis of my GTM approach is threefold: First, Kathy Charmaz’s 
(2006) understanding of constructing scientific knowledge through GTM forms my 
constructivist and pragmatic research a,itude. Second, the methodological rigor with 
which I treat the research process is based on Strauss and Corbin’s work (Strauss and 
Corbin 1990), keeping my researcher bias in check. *ird, Breuer, Muckel, and Dieris’ 
(2017) idea of reflexively doing GTM guides how to reflect the researcher’s role in 
GTM. I integrate these three principles under the primate of producing knowledge 
“from the perspective of the people on the ‘other side’” (Harding 1991, 150).  

Within my GTM study’s overall framework, each of the three data sets adds an-
other contrasting data “perspective.” When one data source is exhausted and theoretical 
saturation is reached within that data set, another is analyzed. I continue this process 
until I reach theoretical saturation across all data sets. To this end, I conduct three GTM 
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three data sets leads to a constant transformation of my findings until theoretical satu-
ration is reached. For example, the number of discovered actors or change processes can 
change as more data is gathered. 

A concrete example of this openness of findings is the four natural pathways to 
resilience, which are at the core of my findings. I discover them in the expert interview 
study. At first, I can only detect three pathways to resilience, while the data suggests that 
two other change mechanisms serve as obstacles to general urban resilience. However, 
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due to new information in the resident interviews, I recognize that one of these obstacles 
(resistance) is actually the fourth pathway to resilience. I make this transparent in the 
iterative chapter structure in Part II of this study. Staying responsive to the data leads 
me to adapt my findings and adapt the analysis procedures with every data set. I describe 
each of these procedures below. To avoid repetition, I will only describe the deviating 
aspects below. 

4.3.1 Analyzing expert and resident interviews 
Although the raw data produced in the expert interviews and interviews with Tekleha-
imanot residents is different in length and depth, I essentially treat the two data sets in 
the same way. In my analysis of this interview data, I follow the model of Meuser and 
Nagel (2009), who develop a GTM-based interview analysis method. *e analysis pro-
cess is composed of six basic procedures, of which I follow all but the first one. *eir first 
step is a simplified transcription process in which those text sections that are not rele-
vant for answering the research question are paraphrased. Here, I deviate from their 
methodology. As Bogner, Li,ig, and Menz (2014) object, only complete transcriptions 
allow the researcher not to miss relevant information. *erefore, I transcribe all expert 
interviews verbatim. *e research assistants do the same for the resident interviews and 
translate from Amharic to English. In a second step, I paraphrase relevant text sections 
of the transcribed interviews to give the original text some abstraction level before cod-
ing. *e wording of these paraphrases is as close to the interviewees’ original wording as 
possible.  

*e third step is coding. Here, I assign as many keywords to each paraphrase as 
necessary but remain as close to the paraphrases as possible (inductive coding). A0er 
coding all paraphrases, paraphrases that belong together are sorted under common cat-
egories and put into relationship with one another (axial coding). In the fourth step, all 
quotations that are part of the same concept are compared across the interviews. *is 
comparing of individual statements within one concept serves to identify interviewees 
representing a particular position on a topic within the interview pool. *e purpose of 
contrasting cases is to look at all people with the same opinion and recognize unforeseen 
commonalities (Bogner, Li,ig, and Menz 2014, 82). An example of this generation of 
groups based on one topic is the definition of the “critical urban advocates” in chapter 
5, who criticize the Government’s radical transformation of Addis Ababa. *e 
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proponents of radical urban transformation stand in contrast to them. In between, there 
is interviewee 8, who favors redevelopment but disagrees with the way that AACA is 
implementing it. Coded in this way, the expert interview data is presented in chapter 5, 
and the resident interview data in chapter 7.  

In the fi0h and last step of Meuser and Nagel’s (2009) procedure, the explana-
tory model – the grounded theory – is derived through theoretical coding. As I follow a 
multi-method approach, I need to pause a0er every data description step and summa-
rize the analyses made from each data description. *is approach summarizes all the 
new aspects discovered through a specific data set. It furthermore serves to identify the 
data gaps and new questions, which I aim to answer with the following data set. For that 
purpose, I further condense my findings through diagramming (Breuer, Muckel, and 
Dieris 2017). Venn diagrams are handy for the expert study as they identify commonal-
ities between the different natural pathways to resilience. For the resident interviews, I 
employ situational analysis (Clarke 2005), an analysis tool frequently paired with GTM 
analysis. Situational analysis is a multi-stage GTM-based analysis procedure developed 
by sociologist Adele Clarke. In it, actors are first identified (situational map), then dis-
played in their relationships (relational analysis), and finally allocated to different social 
worlds (social worlds/ arenas map; ibid.). As I am specifically interested in who and 
what is involved in the different natural pathways to resilience, I only employ situational 
mapping. It is essentially a table that helps the researcher to order all human, material, 
social, economic, and other actors within one situation into categories. *e particular 
strength of situational mapping is recognizing marginalized actor groups and revealing 
the a,empts of powerful actors to hide their agency (Clarke 2005). In my study, this 
additional layer of analysis helps to deconstruct complex issues like the pathways to re-
silience and to uncover the impact of powerful actors in Teklehaimanot’s urban change.  

4.3.2 Analyzing street photographs 
*ere are two critical boundary conditions for the selection of an appropriate analysis 
method of my photographic data. 1) *e image study is a GTM study within an over-
arching GTM study. 2) *ere are no definite methodological models to guide my anal-
ysis of the images. Regarding boundary condition one, it is essential to remember that 
at the time I analyze the street photographs, I have already analyzed and described the 
expert interviews and the resident interviews. Consequently, my analysis of the images 
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needs to be based on the findings and theories that I have established through the two 
interview studies. While I start the analysis with inductive and axial coding, I need to 
stay extra aware of preconceived ideas. To keep my researcher bias at bay, I involve five 
colleagues from EiABC in the analysis process54. 

To respond to the second condition, I search extant qualitative social science 
studies to find role models for my research material and aim. Using images and photo-
graphs for social research is as old as cultural anthropology. In Malinowski’s days, pho-
tographs were used to document cultural objects, body ornaments, or activities like 
loading and unloading boats (Malinowski 1922). Many of the photographs produced 
in that era were later stripped of their innocence of “just showing reality.” Authors such 
as McClintock (1995) and Berger (1980) deconstruct photography as “objectifying the 
other” and co-constructing colonial power relations. A0er the postmodern (and post-
colonial) turn in social sciences, images stood for a photographer’s intention, cultural 
meaning, as showing content, and artistic intention but no longer as “proof” of reality 
(Konecki 2011).  

Urban designers and architects typically understand photographs as representa-
tions of reality or as iconographic, i.e. they illustrate a designer’s intention. In the African 
urbanist context, I find three examples of photographic studies (Chenal 2014; *orer 
2015; Sileshi 2016), all of which understand their photos as representing reality. Chenal 
(2014) employs photography for a longitudinal, hence quantitative, study. *orer 
(2014) takes a different route. She photographs the same urban situations repeatedly to 
document changes to Addis Ababa’s urban space caused by the light rail construction. 
Sileshi (2016) took an explicitly sociological approach in her study of street spaces in 
Addis Ababa. She combines street scene photographs with site maps indicating the ex-
act position and view direction of the photographer. None of them recognize the cul-
tural agency of photographs or the co-construction of reality through the researchers. 
Instead, an image represents a specific urban scene, which again documents a particular 
societal context. *is apparent ignorance stems from the fact that architects and urban-
ists typically “read” the built environment to represent user behavior, user needs, and 
resource availability. *us, urban and architectural researchers tend to analyze urban 

 
54  Each of them paraphrases and initially codes three pictures. Subsequently, their work serves as a control instrument 

to see whether my paraphrases and codes deviate. While none of my codes or paraphrases are rebutted by their 
interpretations, the comparison adds very few new insights to the findings. 
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street scene photography in the sense of content analysis (image = reality). Rapoport 
(1990) argues that this approach is sensible and pragmatic in the research of built envi-
ronments. In his study of stress caused by detrimental built environments, Rapoport 
(ibid.) highlights the usefulness of photography to analyze the “nonverbal communica-
tion in the environment” (Rapoport 1990, 50). According to him, the built environment 
can help people in their communication about these cues. *e visual situation can thus 
reveal social relationships that cannot be verbalized. Rapoport (1990) further argues 
that interpreting these cues is difficult and prone to cultural and personal bias, requiring 
rigid analysis procedures and multiple analysts to keep bias in check. In addition to these 
two quality management measures, I specifically analyze the image data set last. *is 
sequence allows the expert and resident perspectives (that have already shaped my un-
derstanding of resilience in the inner city) to influence my image analysis. 

As urban resilience is a complex topic, not even understood by many urban ex-
perts, I choose to interpret the images myself rather than working with the local popu-
lation to interpret them. To increase the credibility of my interpretations and the rigor 
of my research process, I use the GTM procedure, which I already applied in the expert 
interviews, and test for intercoder reliability through the above-described quality 
checks.  

*e image analysis procedure is largely similar to the interview analysis proce-
dure, but the data is prepared differently. Based on Konecki’s (2011) recommendation 
to “transcribe” visual data, I verbalize the visual data to abstract it and to prepare it for 
coding (Meuser and Nagel 2009). I mark every potentially interesting actor or activity 
in the image, such as a woman washing clothes in the street using the qualitative data 
analysis so0ware atlas.ti ™. *is process is called quoting in the so0ware. Each image 
contains several “quotations” similar to an interview, in which each quotation represents 
a unit of meaning. Next, these quotations are transcribed, i.e. the visual content is ver-
balized. Transcription has two purposes. For one thing, I gain a be,er and more detailed 
insight into what is going on in the images by describing them (cf. Konecki 2011). *en 
again, verbalizing visual data serves to abstract it, which helps me preserve distance from 
and remain open to the material. To transcribe, I replace the standardized quotation 
text in the so0ware with my description. In doing so, I stick to the visual data as much 
as possible, avoiding biased or judgmental language. For example:: 
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“Woman sits at the roadside in front of a sheet iron wall 

and sells cabbage and papaya. Her clothes indicate Mus-

lim religious affiliation. She looks directly at the camera 

and smiles; next to her a folded umbrella and a green 

stalk (use?) and next to that, a large plate with possibly 

sliced onions. She uses a large plastic bowl and wooden 

box to lift her goods from the ground” (quotation 76:1, 

IM39). 

Figure 24: Example from image study  

Subsequently, the transcribed photos are the basis for the following coding process, 
which follows the same procedure as the interview studies. 

4.4 Data display 
A research report can be summarized as the process of writing down and displaying re-
search results. In Rheinberger’s (1997) concept of the experimental system, data display 
is the final technical thing in the sequence of established procedures within a research 
project. Rheinberger (ibid.) indicates the agency of data display in creating knowledge 
by calling it a technical thing. Bruno Latour (2005) calls this part of the research process 
a “risky account,” highlighting the danger of co-construction and over-simplification in 
the writing process. In his view, a research report should display contradictions and in-
consistencies within, rather than the researcher’s presumptions on the data presented 
to her. Following Latour’s (2005) recommendation, I employed a descriptive, almost 
essayistic data reporting style, called thick description (Geertz 1973). *ick description 
describes data in a detailed manner and provides a context where necessary (ibid.), thus 
allowing readers to interpret the presented data. *is description might entail re-organ-
izing data, highlighting ambiguities, and explaining circumstances. Simultaneously, this 
data presentation adheres closely to the data itself, avoiding overly interpretative con-
clusions by the researcher. Consequently, my narrative focuses on the data presented in 
each of the research steps and cross-references findings based on the previous one(s). 
McFarlane (2011b) argues that thick description and thinking cities as urban assem-
blages (cf. 3.2.1) weaken Western privilege and critically reflect urban inequality. *ere-
fore, I use thick description to allow my data to lead the narrative rather than overly 
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dominating the narrative through reductive description. *erefore, my role is to sort the 
data and guide the reader through the vast amounts of it through narrative allowing the 
reader to develop their understanding.  

However, to the same extent, as this display format is performative as a postcolo-
nial tool, it is also risky for the researcher to allow her readers to develop their interpre-
tations, knowledge, and questions from the data. Complexity is increased, knowledge 
creation is less framed, and some questions might remain rhetorical. In the end, I pre-
sent my three data sets and their analyses in three iterative steps. First, I compact, filter, 
and re-assemble the information embedded in the data in a findings chapter. *ese find-
ings are subsequently the basis for comparison and further abstraction in an analysis 
chapter. As I repeat this process for each data set, this study contains three findings chap-
ters (5, 7, and 9) which alternate with three analysis chapters (6, 8, and 10). *ese again 
are the foundation for synthesis (chapters 11 and 12) and discussion (chapter 13) at the 
end of this study. 

4.5 Patterns as transdisciplinary communication device 
Urban planning and architectural pa#erns are design recommendations that reduce 
complex scientific or traditional knowledge to help planners make a design decision. In 
my study, I employ pa,erns to translate my findings on general urban resilience for plan-
ners. *is mediation is necessary because architects, engineers, and urban planners are 
trained to make their decisions based on standards and locally specific rules, such as the 
minimum width of a bedroom. Planners need these prescriptive guidelines to orient so-
lution development within their complex projects. However, if problems are more com-
plex than finding the dimension for a space or building component, such as finding a 
good design for a town square, prescriptive standards are o0en too rigid to respond to 
the requirements of the local context. In contrast, descriptive recommendations in the 
shape of pa,erns are more flexible and can create a variety of appropriate solutions. 
While standards are prescriptive and typically work with concrete dimensions, pa,erns 
are typically descriptive and recommend solutions. 

Alexander, Ishikawa, and Silverstein (1977) first introduced the tool of pa,erns 
into urban planning and architecture with their compendium “A Pa,ern Language” 
(ibid.). When designing it, Christopher Alexander and his team a,empted to write a 
manual for an “entirely new a,itude to architecture and planning” (ibid., ii). *ey called 
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for cities and buildings to be built by the people inhabiting them. To facilitate this self-
building, they designed a “language” composed of 253 “timeless” elements (pa,erns) 
and a grammar established by cross-references between these elements. In the a0er-
math of its publication, “A Pa,ern Language” (ibid.) received much praise. Notably, its 
hyperlinked structure, in which each pa,ern includes links to matching pa,erns, intro-
duced flexibility and context-sensitivity to planning. It even influenced so0ware engi-
neering (Richard 1996) and the design of Wikipedia. Furthermore, the hyperlinked pat-
terns in “A Pa,ern Language” (Alexander, Ishikawa, and Silverstein 1977) resemble a 
city’s networked character be,er than traditional master plans. Also, Alexander, Ishi-
kawa, and Silverstein’s (ibid.) insistence on user participation seemed to be ahead of its 
time and is more important than ever from today’s perspective. If a city is understood as 
an ever-changing network of actors (c.f. 3.2), the static and top-down urban planning 
and management tools of the past (e.g., master plans) no longer work. It will be long 
before urban planning is reshaped into an entirely participatory and dynamic process. 
However, I argue that pa,erns can be one helpful tool to introduce dynamic urban plan-
ning into reality. 

At the same time, the Language has provoked and still provokes sharp criticism, 
particularly by the planning community. Major critique points are its normativity and 
dogmatism of concepts, the lack of implementation, and its lack of empirical foundation 
and testability (Dawes and Ostwald 2017). Many pa,erns abandon the principle of de-
scriptive pa,erns as design recommendations and slip into the prescriptive language of 
standards that tell the designer exactly what a decision needs to be in a particular situa-
tion, such as how many stories houses should have. *e normativity and prescriptive-
ness of “A Pa,ern Language” (ibid.) facilitate laymen’s work, which was the authors’ 
declared intention. However, it takes away any decision-making authority from plan-
ners and creates an unnecessary rigidity within each pa,ern. In sum, “A Pa,ern Lan-
guage” (Alexander, Ishikawa, and Silverstein 1977) resembles a planning manual with 
rigid guidelines rather than a flexible network of timeless design pa,erns. 

*e declared universality is another weakness of the Language. Upon doing a 
critical re-reading of it, I came across numerous instances of unmarked normativity, 
such as the nuclear family or the European city. It seems that the authors took the liberty 
to express their personal preferences instead of relying on scientific knowledge. *is ig-
norance is typical for Western knowledge production. A specific bedroom size is 
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declared a minimum because Western people have declared it fit Western beds. Such 
standards reflect certain norms in a specific local context (De Laet and Mol 2000) but 
cause problems if used outside of their original context (Abbot 2012).  

*erefore, I have significant concerns over the appropriateness pa,erns that 
strictly follow the model of “A Pa,ern Language” (Alexander, Ishikawa, and Silverstein 
1977) in urban resilience practice. Urban resilience practice entails, on the one hand, 
the formulation of feasible strategies for urban policy, urban management, and urban 
planning based on theory and empirical data. On the other, urban resilience practice 
includes implementing these strategies through concrete actions55. However, if these 
shortcomings are consciously reflected and, if necessary, counterbalanced through con-
text, pa,erns could play a decisive role in making planning more flexible and mediating 
between research and practice. 

*e 100 Resilient Cities Program illustrates the application of the pa,ern prin-
ciple in urban resilience practice. Its resilience strategies are composed of an intercon-
nected web of measures, each composed of actors and actions that aim at a particular 
sub-goal within a strategy. *is modular yet interconnected strategy structure fosters 
flexibility while allowing detailed progress monitoring. *e Accra Resilience Strategy 
(AMA and 100RC 2019) develops, for example, three “pillars” (overarching objectives) 
to be achieved through eight “goals.” *ese are to be realized through 27 concrete “ini-
tiatives.” Similar to the pa,erns I introduce in chapter 13, each of the 27 initiatives of 
the Accra strategy identifies a problem and concrete steps and actors to solve it (ibid.). 
*e authors emphasize that they do not employ prescriptive guidelines (AMA and 
100RC 2019, 5). Accra’s resilience strategy thus illustrates the use of non-prescriptive 
pa,erns in urban resilience practice. *e strategy’s pa,erns (or “initiatives”) break 
down complex challenges into manageable units while suggesting a pathway to con-
fronting them. 

Consequently, I divert from the dogmatic writing style of Alexander, Ishikawa, 
and Silverstein (1977). Instead of formulating each pa,ern down to measurements and 
prescriptions, I concentrate on highlighting each topic’s complexity. My pa,erns’ focus 
is on describing the problem and suggesting one appropriate solution rather than pre-
scribing the solution. My pa,erns have a clear recommending statement at their centers. 

 
55   In contrast, urban resilience theory refers to the scientific discourse on how urban resilience is theorized, what drivers 

and pathways are active, and which recommendations and models towards practice arise from that theory. 
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Each recommending statement is rooted in this study’s empirical findings and addresses 
the strengthening of the city’s existing general urban resilience through urban resilience 
practice. *us, the Pa,erns of Natural Resilience can translate my findings from Addis 
Ababa’s inner city into manageable units for urban resilience practice. 

In this sense, my thesis contributes to establishing such pa,erns as a planning 
tool in resilience practice by developing pa,erns for Addis Ababa. *ey break down the 
theoretical and complex findings of this study and transform them into concrete and 
comprehensible practice recommendations. *ese again can be much easier translated 
into concrete policy or planning action than purely scientific prose. *e only difference 
between my pa,erns and the “initiatives” of a 100 Resilient Cities strategy is that my 
pa,erns do not pursue a strategic goal. Instead, they reflect lessons learned from the 
inner city and aim to strengthen those aspects that foster general urban resilience. 

4.6 Establishing trustworthiness 
*e trustworthiness of qualitative social research is typically evaluated through the qual-
ity markers validity and reliability. Dey (2007, 177) points out that validity in GTM re-
fers to “the extent to which a theory is well-grounded empirically and conceptually.” To 
ensure validity, I take several quality management steps, all of which can be subsumed 
under the quality markers transparency and credibility (Seale 1999).  

With the term transparency, GTM scholars usually refer to method transpar-
ency. Glaser (1998) has long since argued that the rigidity of GTM procedures creates 
transparency through its constant code-data comparison. To ensure transparency, I de-
scribe my method and findings in a detailed manner employing thick description 
(Geertz 1973, cf. 4.4). Its dense and interwoven description of data and background 
information makes transparent the transformation of the raw data to codes and finally 
to a scholarly narrative. Additionally, a detailed description of data production (cf. 4.2) 
and analysis (cf. 4.3) make the method conceivable for readers. *is transparency allows 
the reader to follow my research process and evaluate the co-construction level at each 
step. Furthermore, I highlight outliers where they appear to create transparency for the 
reader.  

On the other hand, credibility means creating an inner logic, i.e. if the results 
match the constructed grounded theory. Abductive reasoning shapes this research’s in-
ner logic, which is established through GTM (Reichertz 2007). Following that logic, 
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this study first reduces the data in an iterative process (what happens?), then constructs 
a theory from this (this is what is going on), and finally rechecks this theory with the 
data (is it really so?) and discusses the outcome in this chapter. *is self-referential logic 
is what makes out a creative and coherent GTM process (Charmaz 2006). Additional 
internal strength is created by triangulating different data sets whereby the goal is not to 
prove or disprove a particular perspective (Flick 2014) but to show the entire band-
width of theoretical perspectives until theoretical saturation is reached. Conflicting per-
spectives and outliers are highlighted, and thus the inner logic that has been established 
is strengthened. However, as this has been an explorative study based on a single case, 
this theory should be tested and further complemented by other studies. 

 In addition to validity, reliability is another critical quantitative quality marker. 
It refers to the stability of the results a method produces. However, as this research deals 
with qualitative data in a complex research context, the same method will never produce 
the same results. Since GTM also relies on the emergence of knowledge and thus on the 
analysts’ spontaneity (Charmaz 2006), it is senseless to look for reproducible data. Seale 
(1999) thus opts for dependability as a quality marker to create reliability in qualitative 
research se,ings. Dependability means that the method is reproducible but not the re-
sults. In my research, I take several steps to ensure dependability. First, I identify my 
own biases through reflexivity. Once a possible bias is identified, its limiting effect is 
mitigated as far as possible, for example, by using local research assistants, ensuring that 
outliers are documented, controlling the quality of the code system through discussion 
and sample inter-coding procedures with peer researchers (Wiener 2007, cf. 4.2 and 
4.3). *e described methods are consistently used during my research process (i.e. 
standardized research procedures), thus contributing to the results’ dependability. 

4.7 Limitations and scope 
*is sub-chapter reiterates this study’s scope and limitations and demonstrates the 
transferability of its findings to other contexts. *e research scope is the intentional 
frame, which the researcher sets for their research. *is thesis focuses on general urban 
resilience. *erefore, its outcomes are targeted at resilience researchers or practitioners 
who want to understand an urban system’s inherent property to cope with and learn 
from any change or challenge. My results do not apply to research or practice contexts 
in which specific problems need to be tackled (cf. 3.4). However, as the concept of 
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general urban resilience is broader than that of the specific approach, it might serve as a 
basis to understand the context first before developing a resilience strategy for a specific 
problem. *en, my findings refer to the neighborhood and city-scale. *e regional scale 
was not included in the scope to limit my focus and allow for an in-depth study of the 
smaller scales. *erefore, the natural urban resilience model for the regional scale and 
beyond has not been understood yet, and can therefore not be considered suitable. An-
other scope that I introduce to delimit the broadness of my investigation is that of the 
spatial focus. 

As an architect, I am interested in the impact of space on general urban resilience. 
*is focus does not mean that I ignore other actors who are entangled with urban space. 
However, I treat them with lesser detail. Finally, this thesis concentrates on Addis Ab-
aba. As argued in sub-chapter 2.2, the capital likely anticipates the development of other 
Ethiopian cities, and therefore understanding coping and learning mechanisms there 
would likely help urban researchers understand what is happening elsewhere in Ethio-
pia even if the detailed data production and analysis procedures applied here are not 
repeated elsewhere in the country. However, this scope does not claim that the findings 
made in Addis Ababa reflect the realities elsewhere in the country. However, the model 
derived from that data is transferable. 

Limitations are external conditions that affect the outcome of a study. One limi-
tation arises from the privilege of being a Western researcher in a postcolonial research 
context (cf. 2.1). I do not speak Amharic, the local language, and I am educated in the 
West, creating a particular professional standpoint from where I speak (cf. 3.1). On the 
one side, this standpoint excludes me from understanding local culture as profoundly as 
a local. I also might miss out on – to me – unfamiliar cultural cues. On the other, being 
a foreigner is also advantageous as I can look into spaces, practices, and local perceptions 
from an outside perspective. *is viewpoint enables me to see pa,erns and intercon-
nections that a local might not see. Neither the insider nor the outsider perspective is 
entirely “objective,” but at all times situated. Where possible and necessary, I have re-
flected this situatedness in my writing and research procedures. 

Another limitation arises from my research approach. As explained in sub-chap-
ter 4.1, I follow a qualitative, explorative approach using GTM and data from a single-
case study. While GTM and single-case studies have long since surpassed the stigma of 
being unscientific through rigid procedures, abstraction, and transparency (cf. 4.6), it is 
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also clear that my study results are not “generalizable” in the quantitative sense. *e 
findings in Addis Ababa do not represent urbanity elsewhere in Ethiopia or the world. 
In quantitative research, large sample sizes representing the relevant population are em-
ployed to make findings generally applicable. Transferred to my research interest, this 
would have likely meant to sample a “representative” number of inner-city neighbor-
hoods. A representative sample could potentially generate a representative understand-
ing of the Ethiopian inner city typologies. However, achieving representativeness on 
that scale is not feasible in the framework of a Ph.D. More importantly, a quantitative 
study would not have explained the how and why of general urban resilience in the inner 
city but would have merely answered whether the inner city is resilient. *at again 
would have betrayed my research’s whole purpose – to conduct decolonizing and criti-
cal urban research. 

Instead, the goal of my research is transferability. Transferability is a typical qual-
ity feature in qualitative social research. It deals with the question of whether findings 
are transferable to other contexts. While the individual findings described in chapters 5 
to 10 might not apply precisely to other inner cities, the model of natural urban resili-
ence is transferable in principle. Here, transferable means that while actors and pro-
cesses may vary in different contexts, the model can always explain how they interact to 
generate resilience. I can achieve this transferability through applying GTM, which was 
developed explicitly to make qualitative social research transferable (Bryant and Char-
maz 2007). Its rigid procedures create a theory that can be tested and expanded in other 
contexts. In chapter 13 I embed the model of natural urban resilience in the existing 
urban resilience discourse extending and complementing existing theory. *ere, I show 
that the model can explain urban coping and learning processes in principle, the under-
standing of which can be transferred to other places. 
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5 Findings expert interviews 

Chapter 5 condenses the data gathered through a series of expert interviews that I con-
duct in Addis Ababa between October 2017 and January 2018. It presents it in an orga-
nized and comprehensive narrative. Furthermore, it lays the foundation for the upcom-
ing analyses, syntheses, and recommendations. It is clear that this type of presentation 
is a long rocky road. Perceiving complexity and ambiguity requires more patience and 
a,ention from both author and reader than the (perceived) clarity of a singular narra-
tive. However, it bears a chance of creating relevant and interesting knowledge. A ‘risky 
account’ embraces uncertainty rather than suppressing it. Only, if rash interpretations 
are avoided by the research, a “risky account” can succeed and might even become rel-
evant, strongly objective, and interesting (Latour 2005, 133). *e following chapters are 
complex in structure but comprehensive in language. *us, I hope to lay a broad foun-
dation for synthesis and discussion. *e 12 interviews are analyzed using GTM and sit-
uational mapping (cf. 4.3.1) to understand the discourse among the interviewees on 
each of the pathways56. *e narrative presented below reflects these situational maps, 
not the GTM codes. An exemplary situational map can be found in appendix A.8.  

*e data, which the expert interview study provides, was previously used to an-
swer the question “How do urban experts in Addis Ababa perceive urban resilience?” 
published as journal article (cf. Baron and Cherenet 2018). *ere, we were able to pin-
point several interpretations of resilience most of which have a strong bias towards re-
sisting change. Furthermore, we identified five pathways to resilience (cf. 3.4.3). Each 
one of the pathways can be understood as a strategy to deal with change. In scrutinizing 
the speed, aim, and actors of each pathway, we concluded that three of the pathways – 
adaptation, mitigation, and learning – are pathways to resilience. In contrast, I identify 
resistance and tabula rasa as pathways against resilience (ibid.).  

However, as the following chapter demonstrates, there is more to understand 
from the expert interview data. Chapter 5 responds to the so far unanswered question 
“Which (spatial) actors and practices are thought to contribute each of the pathways?.” 

 
56  A concrete example of this is the role of Government in mitigation. While the coding system simply highlights all text 

sequences in which the Government is named as actor of mitigation, the situational map documents what different 
viewpoints are uttered by the experts. For example, one standpoint or way to perceive the Government is to under-
stand it as a provider of welfare programs for the urban poor. A contradicting perception is that the Government has 
neglected helping the inner-city residents to cope with shocks and stresses for decades. 
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Accordingly, the a,ention of the following data report will be focused on actors (i.e. 
people, organizations, spaces, tool, etc.) and the relationships among them. Taking the 
results of the study presented in the journal paper (Baron and Cherenet 2018) into con-
sideration, I present the actors and relationships sorted by pathway to resilience. Be-
cause this dissertation aims to showcase as many different perspectives on urban resili-
ence in Addis Ababa as possible, the antagonists of urban resilience from the journal 
paper (Baron and Cherenet 2017) – resistance and tabula rasa – are included in the fol-
lowing presentation.  

*e following chapter is organized into six sub-chapters: First, I explain fre-
quently used concepts based on the expert interviews in sub-chapter 5.1. *en, I go 
through each of the five pathways describing their perceived actors and relationships 
(5.2 to 5.6). Each of these data descriptions also identifies data gaps which create a basis 
for further data selection beyond the method of expert interviews and their analysis. 

5.1 Concepts and actors tied to several pathways 
In this sub-chapter, I describe those concepts and actors that play a role in each of the 
pathways to resilience. I begin with this description to reduce repetitiveness in the fol-
lowing sub-chapters. Each of the paragraph titles below represents a category of urban 
actors (e.g., the Government) or concepts (e.g., urban memory) that arose from analyz-
ing the coded interviews with the situational mapping technique (cf. 4.3.1). 

5.1.1 Human actors and actor groups 
Overall, there are four actors which play recurring roles in the expert interviews. For the 
purpose of reflecting their role more clearly (sometimes the experts do not name them 
at all), I a,ributed each with a collective term. 

The Government: *is term refers to people and institutions on all scales of the 
Ethiopian government who define and implement the urban development strategy of 
Addis Ababa. It is by far the most-named actor in the expert interviews (89 instances). 
*e Government is composed of the federal government with the National Planning 
Commission se,ing the general development agenda (GTPII) and the Ministry of Ur-
ban Development, Housing & Construction se,ing the federal urban development 
strategy, on the one hand. And, there is the Addis Ababa City Administration delivering 
the master plan and local development plans through the master plan office, on the 
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other. *e so-called master plan office57 is a municipal office in charge of developing the 
city’s master plan. *ere are much more governmental stakeholders involved in the pro-
cess of strategizing and implementing urban development in Addis Ababa (cf. 2.3). But 
for the sake of understanding the actor Government in the context of this findings chap-
ter, these three involved governmental actors (the two federal actors and the master 
plan office) are the most relevant ones. Expert 12 is currently employed at the master 
plan office and several other experts have been involved in the process of designing mas-
ter plans or local development plans (e.g., E03 and E06). Several of the experts refer to 
the Government as “they” (e.g., E02 and E07) signifying that they likely do not identify 
with the Government. In contrast, E03 and E11 refer to the Government as “we.” 

Inner-city residents: I use this compound term to refer to persons who are living 
in the inner city. *e experts frequently address them as “the people” or “local people.” 
*is is a very diverse actor group in age, gender, ethnicity, and occupation whose only 
commonality is their site of residence. *ree of the experts (E02, E07, E10) are inner-
city residents or grew up in an inner-city neighborhood respectively. 

Neighborhood associations: *is is a collective term referring to grassroots social 
organizations. *e experts name the savings association ‘equb,’ the funeral/ wedding 
association ‘eddir,’ and neighborhood-based advocacy groups for women, youth, etc. 
called ‘maheber.’ Not all of them are bound to the neighborhood. An ‘equb’ can also be 
formed among work colleagues. However, since particularly the ‘eddir’ is usually spa-
tially bound to the neighborhood and the type of association most frequently named, 
the term neighborhood associations is used. 

Critical urban advocates: I created this term to collectively refer to a group of ur-
ban professionals, such as planners, architects, engineers, landscape architects, urban 
ecologists, urban sociologists, and urban economists, who advocate for a gradual and 
more context-sensitive urban development of Addis Ababa. Advocating means that they 
criticize governmental policies, reflect on best-case examples locally and abroad, or try 
to influence urban development through their professional projects. Some experts refer 
to this group as “we” (e.g., E05 and E07). 

 
57  The “master plan office” is colloquial for the Office for the Revision of the Addis Ababa Master Plan (ORAAMP founded 

in 1998, Tufa 2008), which is called Addis Ababa City Planning Project Office (AACPPO) since 2012, and renamed to 
Addis Ababa City Planning Commission in 2017. The frequent renaming of the office might be due to its controversial 
role in guiding Addis Ababa’s urban development. 
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5.1.2 Urban memory and knowledge 
Urban memory58 is a term that I refer to whenever the experts speak of the embodiment 
of histories, urban identities, or wisdom in urban spaces or customs. “Archispeak” (Por-
ter (2004) describes the embodiment of memory in the built environment in the fol-
lowing way: 

“All awareness of the past is founded in memory, remembering the past being crucial for 

our sense of identity. As the manifestation of architecture can itself provide a kind of 

knowledge through which the past remains accessible, this accounts for the significance 

of memory in design” (Porter 2004, 91). 

Expert 01 refers to urban memory in the following way: “People… reflect their religious, 
social, cultural ideologies onto those spaces […]. *e spaces are programmed” (E01, 
114-15). Urban memory can be preserved (E07) or destroyed (E05). Furthermore, ur-
ban memory creates a sense of past. *is is how Addis Ababa’s society can retrieve its 
sense of identity, learn from the past, and build a future. Expert 02 explains the necessity 
of urban memory: 

“We have to somehow be conscious in our targets and the values we have that we have 

to maintain. In what form can we maintain them? And, in what form can we gradually 

transform […] [or] adapt them to the coming new form of […] life” (E02, 348-49)59.  

In contrast, knowledge can be preserved, exchanged, and developed. I use the term 
whenever the experts speak of scholarship and knowledge within administrational struc-
tures, as well as traditional knowledge systems (e.g., urban agriculture or techniques for 
subsistence and construction). 
  

 
58  The term is coined in European urban sociology and is based on Walter Benjamin’s studies of the city (Gilloch 1996). 
59  Longer quotes from the expert interviews are grammatically smoothed to improve readability. 
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5.1.3 Urban identity, traditional way of life, and urbanity 
Urban identity is a symbolic expression used by several experts to establish and com-
municate a group identity – an image of a city or neighborhood – rather than individual 
idea of self. For example, expert 02 laments: “What I feel is that Addis is losing its iden-
tity bit by bit, also its social and moral values that were its unique properties” (E02, 340-
41). *e Government justifies tabula rasa with the need to “create a new identity, a new 
character, a new ‘quality’ that they aspire our city to be” (E01, 220-21). When asked 
about Ethiopia’s urban identity, the experts are divided in their assessments. Some reply 
that Ethiopia does not have an urban identity as it has been a rural country until recently 
(E02, E08). Expert 05 reflects, that the average city dweller is not aware of an urban 
identity. Others reply by speaking of historically formed urban identities such as in Ha-
rar, Gondar, or Axum which were shaped by religion, governance, and local climate con-
ditions (E03, E06, E07). Expert 03 replies this when asked about how to preserve Addis 
Ababa’s urban identity: “So, we cannot preserve ALL the city […] but we need to define 
the essential character of each part of the city” (E03, 269-70) implying that there is no 
clarity at the moment but that there is the need to create it. It remains unclear who he 
means by “we” but from context it is likely that he either refers to society in general or 
the Government. When the experts talk about the core of Addis Ababa’s urban identity, 
they repeatedly highlight mixity (E01, E02, E05) along with social cohesion (E04, E05, 
E07).  

 Traditional way of life is a compound term that refers to the lifestyle in the inner-
city neighborhoods. Many experts refer to it as “way of life” (E02, 226-27; E07, 80; E09, 
84) or as “traditional practices” (E03, 82). *e traditional way of life is about cultural 
practices and social institutions some of which are ancient, others have emerged since 
King Menelik II founded the city. *is includes religious festivities, neighborhood asso-
ciations, rituals such as coffee ceremony, or traditional knowledge systems such as brew-
ing beer (‘tela’) at home:  

“’Tela’ is dying out now […] And your ‘tela’ and the neighbor’s ‘tela’ are different. They 

compete, not for the purpose of competition but as an expression of their art. Now, this 

way of life is changing” (E02, 225-27).  
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The traditional way of life is tightly connected to the inner city as expert 11 states: “The 

slums by themselves are a way of life […]. The area was their living area and their business 

area at the same time. […] That is what most of them lose [when being relocated]“ (E11, 

441-45).  

In Amharic, this traditional way of life is called ‘bahel’ and when the boundary condi-
tions of ‘bahel’ change, then ‘bahel’ seems to adjust itself to remain essentially the same:  

“[The inner-city residents] sometimes want their sheep and their cattle in their flat. And 

then they slaughter them on the 7th, 8th floor because that’s how they used to do it a few 

years back” (E01, 197-99).  

In a city where emperors, dictators, and prime ministers have ruled the city without any 
political involvement of the inner-city residents, preserving the same kind of lifestyle 
over decades can be seen as a form of political subversion: “Now, we are investing a lot 
in the physical and spatial transformation but our society is […] resisting to be in line 
with that requirement, with that lifestyle“ (E01, 206-07). *e inner-city residents 
demonstrate that their traditional way of life is stronger than any ruler’s will to reform 
and “modernize” them and the city for the sake of creating a global image for the city. 

Urbanity is the third facet of identity in Addis Ababa. Life in Addis Ababa (and 
other Ethiopian cities) is perceived as modern and sophisticated in comparison to rural 
life. “Urbanity is a sign of civilization for people who are living in the rural area” (E06, 
68-69). “[Urbanity] means that you have detached yourself from a rural lifestyle and 
that you have become what we call urban” (E07, 80-82). *is sense of urbanity is also 
well-reflected in Amharic. Here, the term ‘kätämē’60 means to be urban and civilized at 
the same time. ‘Kätämē’ is as much an expression that communicates cultural practices 
as it reflects the presence of certain urban amenities and built structures. Expert 01 ex-
plains:  

“[U]rbanity – as wide as it could be in Addis, in Ethiopia in general – is associated with a 

way of life, with people living closer together and using […] technologically-advanced 

 
60  Transliteration of Amharic terms follows the following transliteration rules. ‘ä’ indicates a short ‘a’ as in cat. ‘a’ indi-

cates a long ‘a‘ as in father. ‘ǝ‘ indicates a neutral vowel as in about (ǝbaʊt). ē indicates a long ‘ae’ sound. An apostro-
phe (‘) between two consonants indicates a silent vowel, like a short ‘ǝ‘. 
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materials,[…] [and] infrastructure [such as] access to […] infrastructure, access to cell 

phones, access to electricity” (E01, 69-77). 

5.1.4 Mixity 
In Addis Ababa, the term mixity commonly refers to the urban typology61 and social 
make-up of the inner city. It is an idea with very blurry outlines that has not been fully 
described or understood by scholarship, yet. *e experts employ the term mixity when 
referring to a mixing of urban functions (E01), building typologies (E09), and social 
classes or group (E09). It entails a sharing of resources (E07) and infrastructure (E09).  

“What is peculiar about Ethiopian urban area or spaces is the mixture. The mixture. You 

have a mixture of, you know, residential areas. The poor and the rich are not separated, 

yet […]. Old houses and new houses, […] broken houses and new villas. [There are] dif-

ferent kinds of transportation: the donkey and the four-wheel drive. You have a mixture 

of practically everything. The rich and they poor, the educated and the uneducated used 

to live together“ (E09, 170-76).  

Expert 09 explains that mixity is relevant and carries a hidden logic that takes time to 
discover: 

“I call [this mixture] the beauty [of Addis Ababa]. For a person, who comes to Addis Ababa 

[…] for the first time this mixture is disturbing. He sees no composition. But, as you start 

understanding it, there is a hidden beauty in it. That has kept solidarity amongst us, kept 

down the viciousness of crime” (E09, 186-91).  

Several of the interviewed experts agree with expert 09 in saying that mixity is the source 
of strong social cohesion (in the sense of give and take between poor and rich) and li,le 
crime. But mixity also has economic implications. Especially poorer residents profit 
from the social and economic ties in the inner city (E05, E07, E11). Furthermore, the 
mix of functions in the inner city leads to a great walkability increasing productivity and 
reducing the cost of transport (E02, E07, E09, E11). *e overall assessment of the inner 

 
61  An urban typology is a distinctive urban shape that has formed according to specific historic, climatic, social, eco-

nomic, etc. conditions. 
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city is frequently this one: physically deteriorated but socially rich (E01, E02, E04). Ex-
perts 08, 11 and 12 disagree with this generally positive assessment. Expert 08 sees no 
positive sides to the inner city except its social networks. Expert 11 evaluates the inner 
city as “slum” that lacks road access and fosters social deprivation. Expert 12 works in 
the master plan office and believes in the need to create a completely new Addis Ababa. 
Expert 01 explains the position of the Government on mixity:  

“Unfortunately, all these physically deteriorated settlements [are] associated with poor 

living conditions. And there is little appetite from decision makers to see qualities in those 

areas. [It is] difficult to convince them [of maintaining them]. [T]hey are trying to create a 

new identity […] “ (E01, 216-20).  

Due to the modernization efforts by the Government, mixity is in rapid decline:  

“People and professionals are […] still boasting about the mixity in Addis. But in my view, 

it doesn’t exist anymore. We cannot speak of mixity any longer. It is going away“ (E02, 

429-31).  

While mixity is seen as valuable by many of the interviewed experts it is by UN standards 
considered a “slum” (cf. 2.4). Expert 04 touches upon that disparity:  

“[When using the term] slum in Addis we are usually referring to the physical condition or 

to the lack of infrastructure – not the social networks, social cohesion, or the psychology 

[…]. In other countries, [living] in a slum has a connotation of hopelessness or criminality 

[…]. In Addis it is not like that […]” (E04, 348-53). 

To understand mixity, it is important to understand its foundations. *e experts explain 
who created it and why. First, mixity is a result of Addis Ababa’s history and its founding 
structure with servants living in direct vicinity of their lords (E03, E07, E09) resulting in 
a mix of housing sizes and structures (also cf. 2.5). Second, mixity results from Addis 
Ababa’s decade-long stagnation of urban development (E05, E12). *e resulting lack of 
housing construction and maintenance forced rich and poor to share spaces (E05). *e 
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third source of mixity identified by the experts are house ownership models. Expert 11 
refers to different ownership models in her reflection on urban transformation: 

“Those people who owned land were compensated with land and money. Some people 

who used to live in kebele houses were compensated with condominium [apartments]. 

[T]he people who used to live [there] illegally […] were now abandoned [to the peripher-

ies]. [T]hose who used to rent in the inner city and now, have nowhere to go anymore. 

They are now living in a shelter within the inner city – within a shed in the street... People 

living on the street” (E11, 194-202). 

What expert 11 implies here is that there is a great diversity of ownership models in the 
inner city offers housing options for rich and poor. *is contributes to mixity. *e fourth 
condition that supports mixity, given by the experts, is that all land in Ethiopia is nation-
alized (E05, E09) which has – until circa 15 years ago – obstructed private land devel-
opment (E07). Mixity is cause and effect at the same time. Its built structures create a 
certain social structure and the social structures of the past constitute today’s mixity. 
*e neglect of the urban realm by the Government (E08) gave way to widespread phys-
ical deterioration (E01, E04) of the neighborhoods and channeled self-made adapta-
tions of the urban space (appropriation, E04). 

5.1.5 Urban development and transformation  
*e experts use the two terms urban development and urban transformation interchange-
ably to mean what expert 01 refers to as tabula rasa – the Government’s strategy to re-
develop the inner city from scratch. An example the collating meaning of urban devel-
opment and transformation is reflected in a quote by expert 08: “Transformation re-
quires […] revolutionary change in our society to reconfigure it both in class terms and 
thinking […]. *us, the destructive nature is necessary […]” (E08, 154-56). However, 
in the framework of this thesis, I will use the terms for two different things in order to 
distinguish between two fundamentally different approaches to urban change. 

Development refers to societal advancement in the sense of technical advances 
and economic growth. According to the experts, this is what global agencies prescribe 
and the Government tries to forward. Development is criticized as detrimental to 
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society  by several experts. Expert 11, for example, challenges the quest for development 
in Addis Ababa:  

“The city is developing… Whatever is development? If it is measured by infrastructure at 

the expense of peoples’ misery, then I don’t like it. This has to be changed again both by 

policy and strong advocacy” (E11, 544-47).  

So, while development is about progress, it also has a specific goal: it aims to increase 
the economic competitiveness of a city within the global market economy as expert 05 
remarks: “*e reason [for re-building the city is] the image that the country wants to 
achieve in front of the international community” (E05,167-68). Expert 07 perceives ur-
ban development as a top-down process: 

“But if the responsibility to develop lies with the government and its institutions only, 

then they remove everybody in one go in the name of development and we have no 

choice as citizens“ (E07, 334-37).  

Development is thought to come about with the help inner city renewal62. Several ex-
perts question the Government’s current politics of development for the sake of devel-
opment. Expert 07, for example, complains:  

“[Development] is done in the name of development. When they build a road, it is done 

in the name of development. What does development mean? Is it people that drive cars? 

[Inner-city residents have to be evicted] so that some people who have a car can drive 

there“ (E07, 292-95). 

*e above quote reflects some experts’ impression that development is achieved at the 
cost of the inner-city residents. *e development-sceptics among the experts argue that 
the Government implements its urban policies not for the well-being of Addis Ababa’s 
residents but to fulfil global development goals (e.g., MDG’s, E08), to support large 
scale economic development (E07), and to fill their own pockets (E06, E07, E08). *is 
is accompanied by the impression that urban development solely serves to create a 

 
62  Urban renewal is synonymous with wholesale urban redevelopment, cf. footnote 14, p. 31. 
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“modern” image of Addis Ababa, not a livable city (cf. 2.3 for more detail). “*e reason 
[for re-building the city is] the image that the country wants to achieve in front of the 
international community” (E05,167-68). 

Transformation refers, in contrast, to an urban change process in which Addis 
Ababa’s society as a whole strategically reshapes its living conditions for the purpose of 
maintaining (or creating) room for citizenship and urban memory. *e experts imagine 
and idealize transformation repeatedly; but they also advocate for it. Expert 07, for ex-
ample, proposes:  

“I think the transformation […] should have been… a gradual and positive kind of trans-

formation which actually still maintain[s] a sense of citizenship or sense of city-dweller 

feeling of the inhabitants” (E07, 237-41).  

*e transformation of Addis Ababa towards more resilience is thought to take place 
through what I refer to as learning (cf. 5.3). However, as the past tense in the previous 
quote indicates, many experts that refer to themselves as critical urban advocates feel 
like their struggle against “development” in the shape of tabula rasa is already lost63. In 
the following sub-chapters I will summarize what the experts had to say with regards to 
tabula rasa and the other change mechanisms active in Addis Ababa. 

5.1.6 Stresses and shocks 
Even though this study aims to understand how the inner city creates resilience, I cannot 
ignore the stresses and shocks that put strain on the urban system and reduces its ability 
to deal with future disturbances. Expert 11, for example, names a number of vulnerabil-
ities in her interview: difficulty to access neighborhoods with fire trucks, HIV/ Aids, as 
well as social deprivation through high poverty rates. She also highlights crime and the 
high danger of rape for women and children, as small streets remain unlit at night. Expert 
08 mentions dirt and urinating in the street. Dilapidated buildings (E03, E05, E07) and 
lack of basic infrastructure (E04, E05, E10, E11) strain the urban system further. Expert 
04 emphasizes unemployment and disease outbreak as stresses as well as earthquakes as 

 
63  The interviews are conducted shortly before Abiy Ahmed becomes prime minister of Ethiopia in April 2018. The 

subsequent changes in the ministers and administration supposedly lead to a temporary moratorium of large-scale 
clearances in Addis Ababa. However, English-speaking references could not be identified to confirm this rumor. 
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a possible shock. *e dilapidated housing stock (E03 and E07) could bear a potential 
vulnerability in an earthquake. Housing tenure is an economic uncertainty (E11). And 
ecological deprivation (E06, E09) and the destruction of flood plains that increases the 
impact of flooding during rainy season (E02, E09). Finally, several experts raise con-
cerns about the equity of urban planning which leads to the loss of urban memory and 
identity and is wasteful (e.g., E01, E07). Particularly, experts 02 and 09 point at the po-
tential of cultural identity loss in the wake of urban redevelopment. 

5.2 Tabula Rasa 

“[Tabula rasa] requires […] revolutionary change in our society to reconfigure it both, in 

terms of class and thinking […]. Thus, the destructive nature is necessary for the renewal 

to set in. Because it has to start from scratch” (E08, 154-57). 

Tabula rasa is by far the most discussed topic in the expert interviews. In the framework 
of a previous journal paper (Baron and Cherenet 2018), which also used the expert in-
terview data, tabula rasa is first established in the context of urban resilience. *e term 
refers to the Government’s urban development strategy for Addis Ababa. In the data, 
the term is first used by expert 01. *e architect states: “Now [the Government] went 
to tabula rasa and you can see how the city is changing […] right now” (E01, 61-62). 
Tabula rasa is strategic and highly change affine. In scale, impact, and speed, this change 
mechanism is the most extreme among all the pathways introduced here. By erasing ex-
isting spatial structures, tabula rasa is perceived to also erase Addis Ababa’s urban iden-
tity – its existing social and economic structures as well as its urban memory (Baron and 
Cherenet 2018). *e following descriptions are based on situational maps of the coded 
expert interviews64. 

Tabula rasa is based on the idea that a new (i.e. “modern”) Ethiopian society can 
only start from a blank slate. *is destructive nature leads Baron and Cherenet (2018) 
to conclude that tabula rasa must be considered non-resilient. *is conclusion is based 
on the understanding that pathways to resilience can only promote resilience if they aim 
to preserve the basic urban identity and functionality under conditions of change (cf. 
3.4.3). Since Baron and Cherenet (2018) find that tabula rasa is a pathway against 

 
64  An exemplary situational map is displayed in appendix A.8. 
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resilience, its inclusion in this thesis might seem contradictory. But since it is de facto 
the current urban development strategy of the Government, it requires analytical scru-
tiny in order to understand its impact on Addis Ababa’s overall resilience. Only if that is 
understood, can urban planners and policymakers steer urban development in Addis 
Ababa into a more sustainable direction than now. To lay a foundation for that under-
standing, the following sections describe tabula rasa’s main actors and practices but 
more briefly than the pathways to resilience. 

*e expert interview data suggests that tabula rasa is based on a utopian idea. 
*is idea is a modernist one. *e idea is to radically change Ethiopia’s society, economy, 
and image through a new city: “[*e] old social orders [are] ingrained in the urban fab-
ric. *e destruction is not only targeting the physical, but it is also the social” (E08, 
16:20). In this make-over, the proponents of tabula rasa pursue an image of the city that 
reflects ideas of modernism from the West, China, and Dubai. *is idea of modernism 
also includes strict regulations and rules of planning which are supposed to ensure the 
development of a modern and livable city (E12) which include master planning and 
zoning (E12), but are rarely implemented (E03).  

Tabula rasa is imagined, strategized and planned by the Government (e.g., E01, 
E07, E10) and guided by global development agendas (E08) as well as global images of 
modernity (E12). Tabula rasa is implemented in a top-down decision-making process 
in which the Government is all-powerful: 

“So, I am not sure whether transformation is necessary. We are engaging it because the 

EPRDF is so powerful that it can afford to do such kind of renewal to near-destruction 

even if” (E08, 8:50).  

*is view is underlined by experts 02, 05 and 12 who observe a loss of control over the 
implementation process on the Government’s side. In contrast, the critical urban advo-
cates seem at times frustrated with their limited influence on these processes: 

“If [development] is measured by infrastructure at the expense of peoples’ misery, then I 

don’t like it. This has to be changed […]. But the governance structure doesn’t allow you 

to advocate for the poor [and] you are automatically labeled as opposition” (E11, 545-49) 
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Tabula rasa is funded and implemented by global donors (E03, E0565) and private real-
estate developers (E08). Expert 08 perceives the demolition of existing urban structures 
as a waste of resources as he makes clear in this quote:  

“[As alternative to tabula rasa, we could be] building on the existing housing stock which 

our government keeps on demolishing. This is generating excessive waste and dislocat-

ing people to the fringe of the city while building train networks to bring them back 

into… […]. It’s like destroying your own family by sending them into different directions 

and then commuting back and forth […]. It’s amazingly stupid“ (E08, 147-52).  

*e inner-city residents are merely recipients of this change process as expert 07 com-
miserates:  

“As citizens [of the inner city] we are equal. So, when you do tabula rasa you destroy that. 

You tell them [the urban poor] to go to the outskirts. You live there! We will give you a 

house but you will [need to give up what you had before]” (E07, 273-75).  

When asked about the level of resident participation in urban development, expert 08 
responds:  

“Not sufficient involvement[…]. I believe that no, it is not participatory at all. It is not… it 

is not only not participatory, but it is also SLIGHTLY stupid. It is stupid. It is stupid!” (E08, 

98-112).  

*e Government, specifically the master plan office, naturally sees this differently. Ex-
pert 12 refers to the level of resident participation in the master plan design process in 
the following way: “We also presented our plans to different stakeholders. I also used to 
present these planning issues to different stakeholders in discussions and presentations” 
(E09, 57-59). *is level of participation – discussing and showing plans to citizens for 
feedback – seems to be located somewhere between level 3 (inform) and level 4 

 
65  The notion on global donors as funders of tabula rasa is inferred based on the named programs ECBP and UCBP, 

which were funded by the national German aid organization giz. E03 furthermore mentions the training of govern-
mental officials through the World Bank. A third important funding source for urban development projects is China, 
which is indicated by the experts referring to the light rail project in Addis Ababa (LRT). 
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(consult) on the scale of 7 possible levels of public participation66 in urban decision-
making67. Tabula rasa also reflects the idea of the Government that giving the people 
hope for be,er life in the future will surpass the hardships that the current development 
is pu,ing on them:  

“This situation has provided a very good opportunity to build our cities and our people… 

You know, the people started to hope for the best and to work for the future” (E12, 111-

13).  

So, for the Government, the end justifies the means. *e experts name several drivers of 
tabula rasa: (1) creating a new, modern image and society for Ethiopia by re-creating 
Addis Ababa (E02, E07), (2) the perceived need to create a representative and compet-
itive capital (E05), (3) the greed of individual developers and the Government to make 
money through a soaring real-estate market (E06, E07, E08), (4) the hope of improving 
people’s living standards (E01, E02, E03, E05, E10, E11, E12) and reducing risks of haz-
ards (E04), (5) global development standards (e.g., MDG’s) (E05, E08), (6) rapidly 
rising population numbers (E01, E05, E12), (7) the hope of kick-starting industrializa-
tion through tabula rasa as a construction process and the resulting modernization of 
the country (E08), (8) removing traces of former governments (E06, E07, E08), and 
(9) to break up tightly knit communities for the sake of political control (E05). 

*e experts suggest several points from which I can deduce the root causes of 
tabula rasa: First, the proponents of tabula rasa perceive the mere absence of change and 
“development” as stagnation (E12). *e second perceived reason to pursue tabula rasa 
is the high turnover of administrational workers and office holders in the Government 
(E05). *is turnover leads to constant loss of expertise and an indifference towards the 
traditional way of life in Addis Ababa.  

 
66  The seven levels refer to Arnstein’s ladder of public participation typically referred to in urban decision-making . Ma-

nipulation and therapy are lower levels. Placation, partnership, delegated power, and citizens control are possible 
higher degrees of public participation. 

67  There is still a prevailing lack of public participation in urban planning and decision-making (UN-HABITAT 2017). A 
typical participation process in Ethiopia is to consult a committee of representatives of local communities to have 
urban development plans confirmed (Schmidt, et al. unpublished). UN-Habitat speaks in this connection to a “top-
down decision-making culture” (UN-HABITAT 2017, 95). 
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“I think Addis Ababa should be governed by those people who know the city better […]. 

This has a big impact on the city […]. It is […] dangerous, because they basically don’t 

care [about the city]. They do things because they have to administer them” (E05, 252-

54/ 256-65).  

Other main causes of tabula rasa named by the experts are the detachment of adminis-
trative staff from the natural environment (E10) and their indifference to mixity (E02, 
E08, E10). 

*e destructive nature of tabula rasa is immense. Below I will investigate which 
spatial, economic, social and symbolic elements of the city are changed through tabula 
rasa. *is review helps to understand the consequences of tabula rasa not only for the 
inner city but for Addis Ababa’s general urban resilience. *e most visible consequence 
is that step by step the entire inner city is cleared. *is includes a re-development of the 
road network including the renewal of adjacent buildings. Expert 12 explains the new 
master plan with regards to the road system: 

“Well, ‘improve’ means to increase the density in order to have this transit-oriented de-

velopment concept in these areas [pointing along main streets] […]. This is to increase 

the density on those main arterial roads and to bring a sort of this transit oriented devel-

opment concept[…]. The other [thing] is, of course, the street system […]. We have 

touched so many parts of the system… We have introduced four zones of building height 

[…]” (E12, 189-96).  

*e new road system follows a strict hierarchy and building regulations (E12). While 
this increases the accessibility of buildings by fire trucks (E11), removing the existing 
hierarchy of streets and organic network takes away the character of the city (E02, E09). 
Additionally, the new infrastructure does not always improve hazardous situations as 
expert 11 explains:  

“Of course, the old neighborhoods suffered a lot [from flooding in 2017] and most houses 

were swept away […]. Even the new neighborhoods are not [resilient]. You would see the 

newly built roads flooded sometimes. So, there is still a problem with design. Even the 

LRT lines suffer from flooding“ (E11, 429-33). 
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But also, residential neighborhoods, the sefers (cf. 2.5), are subject to renewal. When 
asked about reasons for this ongoing redevelopment, expert 03 offers this explanation: 
“Addis Ababa […] has a problem with aging […] se,lement areas. *ese se,lements 
are overcrowded [and] dilapidated housing areas” (E03, 171-73). Tabula rasa removes 
the entire existing stock of buildings except for very few heritage buildings. Expert 08 
considers the practice as a waste of resource which increases traffic (E08, 147-52). He 
furthermore states: “If we had built on […] the stocks that we had; we might have really 
achieved much more with much less. *at’s what I believe” (E08, 94-95).  

*en, tabula rasa includes the destruction of the existing network of small open 
spaces and their development. *e government is replacing these small-scale structures 
with public squares and parks but o0en at a much larger scale and greater distance from 
the residents. *is destruction and far away replacement of existing open spaces consti-
tutes an immense loss for Addis Ababa’s urban memory (E03) and identity (E01). Small 
neighborhood squares are essential spaces for cultural events and social gatherings. Fur-
thermore, the development of previously open areas such as large inner-city pastures, 
has also resulted in the increased risk of flooding and to the destruction of natural envi-
ronment (E06). Historically empty grazing land, farmland, and flood plains are over-
built by large-scale constructions, roads, and parking lots (E02, E06).  

Finally, tabula rasa cannot ensure its most basic goals: to improve Addis Ababa’s 
citizen’s living conditions and to increase population density. *is is a,empted through 
large building heights and mass housing (condominiums) (E12). Both goals seem os-
tensible when reviewing the numerous accounts of inner-city residents being evicted 
and relocated:  

“The people in power do not care about [the resilience of people]. They are after their 

assets. Because the poor people’s largest asset is land. They are going after their land. And 

selling their land to other people and getting a margin on that“ (E08, 188-91).  

Expert 03 provides insights into density calculations before and a0er tabula rasa:  

“I have participated in the new condominium developments. Once, I made an analysis 

about the original population density and the number of people accommodated after 

the condominium were finished. What I learned was that the condominium 
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accommodated 630 people/hectare. Before that, the informal neighborhood housed 600 

– 700 people per hectare“ (E03, 190-95). 

Despite the immense tradeoffs and broken promises of tabula rasa, the Government 
sees no need to discuss its urban development politics thanks to its unrestrained power 
(E07). Overall, the critical urban advocates among the experts (e.g., E02, E05, E06, 
E07) perceive the drivers of tabula rasa (Government, real-estate developers, donors) 
indifferent towards the loss of Addis Ababa’s urban memory68 and identity. Expert 05 
speculates that this urban amnesia might not always be unintentional. He suggests that 
the destruction of tight social ties and the convoluted, uncontrollable urban tissue of the 
inner city might benefit the Government: 

“I think that there is also some political interest in these things [tabula rasa]. If you have a 

very strong (social) cohesion in a space, it is a challenge for whoever is in power – for good 

or for bad reasons (E05, 203-06). 

While the explorations above paint a fairly single-sided negative picture of tabula rasa, 
there are also positive perceptions. Expert 06, for example, reports of a recent urban 
greening project in the center of Addis Ababa: While the Government has cleared yet 
another neighborhood with unclear outcome for its residents, they also created a new 
public green space a0er all (underlining the mentality of the Government that the end 
justifies the means):  

“It used to be an informal settlement and I really appreciate the Government to change a 

settlement to change a space from residential to green space […]. It is a good location to 

create wild life corridor under the bridge and green infrastructure…“ (E06, 222-26).  

In addition, expert 11 points to the increased gender equality that has been achieved 
through the condominium program69. Expert 03, on the other hand, notes that living 
conditions in condominiums have improved compared to the inner city. *is is 

 
68  Cf. p. 134. 
69  For more detail, refer to the 2017 UN-Habitat report on Addis Ababa (UN-Habitat 2017). 
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confirmed by expert 11, who has researched the social and ecological vulnerabilities for 
residents in the inner city.  

Two of the experts who are at least partly in favor of tabula rasa – experts 03 and 
08 – give a somewhat unclear impression of their point of view. Expert 08, for example, 
starts by saying that there is nothing worth preserving in the old neighborhoods of Addis 
Ababa. On the other hand, he explicitly talks about building a be,er city based on the 
resources and knowledge of the people who are there now. He is also the only expert 
explicitly advocating resident participation. While this ambiguity cannot be resolved in 
hindsight, his contradictory standpoint is exemplary of the tension that urban develop-
ment in general and tabula rasa in particular is forcing on Addis Ababa’s residents. Ex-
pert 03, on the other hand, remains vague about his standpoint on current urban devel-
opment politics. Most of the other experts are very verbal about their position for or 
against tabula rasa. Since expert 03 has previously been involved in public planning pro-
jects, this polite withdrawal might have to do with fear of losing future job opportunities. 
But it might also have to do with trust and the location of our interview – the foyer to an 
administrational office. 
 
In sum, the previous sub-chapter I present the findings on tabula rasa as a non-resilient 
urban development strategy. *is presentation is based on the situational analysis of the 
indirect debate in the expert interviews. Even if tabula rasa is not a pathway to resilience, 
it is particularly interesting for this thesis because it is one of the major disturbances that 
Addis Ababa’s inner city has to deal with. Tabula rasa will hence continue to play an 
important role in this dissertation. 

5.3 Learning 

 “I believe [in] the basic idea of maintaining a social fabric and involving the people AND 

using what they have to build […] the future” (E08, 132-33).  

*e concept of learning is established in a previous journal paper (Baron and Cherenet 
2018) that also uses the expert interview data used here. Learning refers to a form of 
strategic urban transformation that is rooted in the existing urban system and aims to 
preserve its essence. Furthermore, learning represents the idea that sustainable urban 
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development can only be achieved if changes are instigated based on past experiences. 
*is pathway embraces change as well as urban memory using both strategically to im-
prove Addis Ababa. In our paper, we understand learning as pathway to resilience as it 
aims at strategically transforming the urban system while preserving its basic identity 
and functionality.  

Many experts speak of this strategy as an alternative to the strategy currently 
practiced by the Government (tabula rasa). Expert 05 identifies the three major ele-
ments of learning: (1) knowledge, (2) exchange, and (3) a vision of the future. In the 
following section, I will explain how these major elements are strategically deployed in 
learning and what urban actors and processes contribute to learning. *e following de-
scriptions are based on situational maps of the coded expert interviews. 

Based on the expert interviews, learning comes across as how urban planning 
ought to be (instead of tabula rasa). Learning is an idealized planning process, which 
the critical urban advocates not only imagine but enact through activism. *e purpose 
of learning is to strategically transform the urban system to become more livable and 
meet future challenges without destroying the existing urban identity. *e experts never 
use the term “learning.” In Baron and Cherenet (2018), we develop this concept based 
on the interviews with those experts considered critical urban advocates. It refers to the 
way they imagine urban transformation ought to be. Expert 07, for example, states:  

“[Urban transformation should be] a gradual and positive kind of transformation, which 

actually still maintains a sense of citizenship or sense of city-dweller feeling for inhabit-

ants” (E07,239-41).  

Learning involves a multitude of urban stakeholders: critical urban advocates (E05) co-
operate with inner-city residents (E07, E10) and the Government (E05). In learning, 
urban transformation is instigated by upgrading and renovating the existing urban tissue 
with the goal of improving the living conditions in a gradual manner (E07). Expert 10 
explains her idea of a sustainable and equitable urban transformation process:  

“ [Development should consider] the assets that we have as a city […]. By assets, I mean 

environment and especially societal make-up” (E10, 65-66/ 78-80).  
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5.3.1 Overarching conceptions of learning 

“I think we need four approaches. One is to analyze the potentials of the past: What can 

we do and what are the merits that we can take into the future. Two, the limitations of 

these spaces that we need to suck from the… the main agenda of the government and 

how to integrate them. Three, to show the possibilities of working together. Four is to 

show the future” (E05, 469-73).  

In this quote expert 05 summarized the overarching conceptions of learning. In number 
one, he speaks of knowledge development on the existing urban se,lements. In number 
two and three, expert 05 speaks of discourse and cooperation with urban stakeholders 
(in this case the government in particular). And, his number four highlights the need for 
a vision for the future which informs coordination and planning. *ese aspects can be 
summarized into the three overarching conceptions already named above. *is section 
describes each of them.  

Knowledge is the first important aspect. Learning could be considered an urban 
change mechanism located between stagnation and tabula rasa: It preserves good things 
and improves bad things are improved. *ere needs to be an awareness of an urban 
identity for decision-makers to decide what to preserve and what not70 as expert 05 com-
ments:  

“[The Government is] not conscious [about] what we are losing, what to keep and what 

to totally […] transform […]. You have to be […] conscious [about] your targets and what 

values we have that we have to maintain” (E05, 343-46).  

*e preservation of knowledge can be achieved in different ways. By defining and main-
taining urban monuments, for example, historically significant building structures are 
preserved for future generations (E07, E09). Building bans protect open spaces that are 
culturally or ecologically significant (E02, E06). Sustainable financing of their manage-
ment increases the quality and accessibility of such open spaces (E04). Rules and regu-
lations formalize and preserve the hierarchy of roads and mixity (E09). However, not 

 
70  In an ideal urban planning process, all urban stakeholders decide what this urban identity involves (Cumming und 

Collier 2005). 
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only the preservation of the structural features would ensure that knowledge is not lost, 
but also the preservation of the existing social fabric and its institutions (e.g., E10). *is 
could be achieved, for example, by upgrading local neighborhoods rather than demol-
ishing them (E01, E07). Regulation of the property market could also prevent the de-
struction of the existing social mix (E07). 

Exchange or, in other words, the development of knowledge through dialogue 
and feedback is the second building block of learning. Exchange is created by sharing 
knowledge and exchanging points of view. Existing knowledge is expanded by bringing 
together people with different points of view and giving each other feedback. Exchange 
is thus also a form of knowledge production. It serves the development of solutions with 
the involvement of all stakeholders. Only in this way can decisions subsequently be sup-
ported by the entire urban society. Expert 05 also applies this logic to the government. 
He criticizes the fact that critical urban advocates demonize the government instead of 
working with it “because we want those people who are deciding to listen to us at the 
end” (E05, 487, by “those people” he refers to the Government). By involving all rele-
vant stakeholders in the discourse of urban development, an exchange at eye level could 
lead to the needs of all being taken into account in urban development (E05, E08). *is 
would be in contrast to the existing procedures, where the government merely informs 
the representatives of the neighborhood about forthcoming development plans and ob-
tains their consent (E12). Finally, exchange is about informing and educating the public 
about urban development (E02, E10). *e exchange takes place not only in formal are-
nas, but also in common spaces (E02, E10), cafés (E07) and private homes (E02).  

*e last contributor to learning is a vision of the future. According to several ex-
perts, visions of the future are based on what people know today, and ideally should 
respond to lessons learned. Expert 05 reflects on the future in the following way:  

“To show the future of [urban transformation] is very important […]. At the moment, Ethi-

opia is a changing country – sometimes in a good way, sometimes in a bad way […]. We 

are currently jumping from a dormant state to the digital era. On the one hand, we have 

the advantages of a late-time adapter. But on the other hand, we do not have that 

memory of mistakes of progress” (E05, 474-481).  
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By late-time adapter he means that it is an advantage to come into modernization late 
because one can learn from the mistakes of early adapters (i.e. industrial countries). But 
it also means that Ethiopia does not have its own repertoire of local experiences with 
modernization from which to learn. Furthermore, expert 05 commiserates the lack of 
future-oriented research in Ethiopia: “It is […] re-occurring again and again that most 
of our studies and research are based on the past and not on what the future can hold” 
(E05, 348-50) which hampers a locally appropriate modernization process. 

*e experts remain silent about who should contribute to creating this vision. 
How democratic would this process be? Expert 05 speaks of “we.” Surely, critical urban 
advocates are included and also the Government (as he repeatedly emphasizes the im-
portance of cooperating with the Government). Expert 06 highlights the importance of 
involving the inner-city residents in the process of creating a sustainable future  

“Maybe, […] we should educate our people, help them know the value of things. If [we] 

involve them in practical development of certain areas […]. If we teach them, I hope, I 

believe maybe things will change in the future“ (E06,370-75).  

However, her understanding of involvement is solely practical – hands-on involvement 
of residents in neighborhood projects. An involvement in decision-making and plan-
ning is not clearly expressed. Expert 08 speaks of “involving the people” (E08, 132-33) 
and “engaging the poor people themselves” (E08, 139) but not exactly in what way. *is 
leads me to the second part of “having a vision” which is planning. Without planning 
and organization, visions cannot be achieved on a grand scale as several of the experts 
agree (E01, E08, E12). However, the experts do not mention concrete planning tools 
beyond current master planning paradigms (such as zoning). 

5.3.2 Human actors and actor groups of learning 
In contrast to tabula rasa, learning is rather an imagined and narrated change mecha-
nism than an implemented one. *at is why there are blurred boundaries between de-
facto actors and would-be actors. However, as explained in section 4.2.1, the percep-
tions of experts have a high relevance for practice as the experts possess implementation 
power as well as interpretative sovereignty. Hence, actors who are imaginative today 
might become real tomorrow which is why I refrain from distinguishing them. 
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The inner-city residents are repeatedly mentioned in connection to learning. 
*ey are described as resourceful (E08), solidary (E09), and knowledgeable/ wise 
(E07). Because of the of the research design of the expert study, which does not under-
stand inner-city residents as experts, the inner-city residents remain mostly silent actors 
in this debate. Only three experts have first-hand experience living in the inner-city 
(E02, E07, E10) but cannot be speak for that group as they are also experts. *ere is no 
agreement among the interviewees over the level of involvement of inner-city residents 
in learning. Generally, the inner-city residents are to be educated (E10), involved (E08, 
E10), and empowered (E07) through learning. Expert 07 explains their role like this: 

“[Urban transformation] should have [maintained] a sense of citizenship [for] the inhabit-

ants. At the same time, [urban transformation should have] looked after their income, 

livelihood, and lifestyle so that people could have agreed to the transformations freely” 

(E07, 238-43).  

*e passive-construction and understanding of urban development as a caretaker of the 
residents implies two things: On the one side, the inner-city residents need education, 
involvement, and empowerment. *ey must in consequence not be educated, involved, 
and empowered enough at the time of the interview. On the other hand, the passive 
construction of his statement implies that this expert assigns them the role of recipients 
of learning. *is may not be a conscious a,ribution. However, the question whether the 
experts imagine learning to take place with the inner-city residents or only for them, can-
not be clearly answered from the interview data. 

Critical urban advocates are a group that is critical of tabula rasa and therefore 
proposes a new, responsive urban development processes. Ideally, the people in this 
group are from Addis Ababa (E05) and are aware of its urban identity. *ey also care 
for the needs of inner-city residents. Expert 05, for example, understands "local 
knowledge" only as expert knowledge about Addis Ababa. *is elevates this group of 
city experts to the supposed advocates of the inner-city residents (confirmed by the 
above statement of E07). However, as reported by expert 11, the role of an advocate is 
not a neutral role, but a potentially dangerous one:  
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“The governance structure does not allow you to advocate for the poor in Ethiopia. You 

are automatically labeled as opposition if you raise these kind of questions” (E11, 545-50). 

Western planners are also typically viewed as a positive influence on Addis Ababa’s ur-
ban development. But there are also concerned voices: Expert 05, for example, states:  

“Especially, those proposals [for the old neighborhoods] which are coming from abroad 

are snapshots. You guys come here, and you take a snapshot of an event or the reflections 

of a few“ (E05, 447-49).  

E05’s experience with foreign experts is that they do not understand the complexity of 
planning in Addis Ababa and that is why they are easily biased. 

The Government and those urban experts involved in tabula rasa are constructed 
as the antagonists of learning. *is perspective sees the Government as ignorant of the 
needs of Addis Ababa residents (E07) and merely following its fantasy of a modern Af-
rican capital. Furthermore, the Government’s employees are framed as outsiders to Ad-
dis Ababa (E05) and in need capacity building (E02, E04, E05, E06). *ose interview-
ees favoring learning construct the Government as all-powerful. Expert 08 blatantly ad-
mits that “we” (his company or developers in general?) only engage in tabula rasa be-
cause the Government is so powerful. *e Government ignores any counter arguments 
by the critical urban advocates (E05, E07). Several of the interviewees are frustrated at 
the Government and private developers for not critically reviewing the outcomes of tab-
ula rasa (E02, E06, E07). However, even though the Government and its planning pro-
cedures is constructed as antagonist to learning, it is not necessarily seen as an ‘enemy’ 
by those interviewees who are proponents of learning. Most experts state that the Gov-
ernment needs to be engaged in discourse and its politics influenced towards learning 
(e.g., E05, E07, E10). *is strong emphasis of the need to change the Government’s 
strategies implies that the proponents of learning – just like the proponents of tabula 
rasa – tend towards the strong state paradigm (Government guides and funds urban de-
velopment). Following this paradigm, current urban development politics can only be 
changed within the existing governmental framework (E02) and through discourse with 
relevant decision-makers (E05). Expert 05 emphasizes the need to engage in an eye-
level discourse between critical advocates and Government: 
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“So, we [the critical urban advocates] have to understand why these people [the Govern-

ment] are really doing these things [tabula rasa]. Because if you are saying that they are 

doing it all wrong, but if you do not tell them, we are both [the government and the ad-

vocates] going to lose […]. I do not want [criticism] to choke those people [in the govern-

ment]” (E05, 464-67/ 486-87). 

Media representatives are understood as mediators among urban stakeholders (E05), as 
educators of the public (E02, E05), and as critics of urban politics (E02). *erefore, 
they play the role of proponent, who support and advance learning. Expert 02 explains 
his TV show’s careful approach to criticizing tabula rasa:  

“My technique was to show how walkable cities are designed, planned and managed […]. 

[I was not criticizing tabula rasa directly] but by showing […] the right mirror. I was forcing 

policy makers, builders, professionals, and the general public [to see] what we look like 

[in comparison to] the right way” (E02, 57-63).  

Both media representatives within the sample challenge the dominant governmental 
narrative on urban development through reporting and public debate. Expert 02, for ex-
ample, explains:  

“And I worked on that show for about four and a half years […]. There, [I] was trying to 

understand […] this fast and unmanageable transformation. And to show […] good sides 

and, at the same time, […] the dangers of this transformation which is, frankly speaking, 

[out of control of] the authority” (E02, 40-46). 

Media representatives speak from a privileged position. For example, they have the op-
portunity to gain a new perspective on Ethiopian urban development through travel 
(E02, E05). However, they also have the power to influence the public’s opinion. At the 
same time, expert 02 reports political repressions in response to his critical media work 
(E02). *e interviewees do not mention newspapers and magazines. *e lack of such 
mentions could be because this study’s sample does not include print media represent-
atives. However, it could also mean that the experts do not consider these media to be 
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relevant or critical enough71. Social networks are not discussed either, although they 
have played a decisive role in the struggle of the Oromo against the 2015 master plan 
(cf. 2.3). Expert 09 emphasizes another essential medium for the expert debate here. 
Expert 09 looks back on a long career of publishing in English:  

“I have produced lots of research material which nobody… You know. The people who 

have paid for its production have gone again. They are donor organizations, you know. 

[They] have left the country and nobody remembers [these publications] except my CV. 

But if I write a small paper in Amharic, people read it. And then, television and radio pro-

grams are made based on that“ (E09, 70-75).  

So, he emphasizes the need to publish in Amharic arguing that English publications do 
not reach the intended audience – the Government, other local urban experts, the gen-
eral public. In this quote, expert 09 underlines the importance of TV and radio in the 
discourse on urban development. It could be that these two media outlets are particu-
larly relevant in Ethiopia as they are low-threshold (free, audio-based) and therefore 
also reaching uneducated populations. 

Real-estate developers could potentially play a positive role in promoting learn-
ing. Expert 08, founder of a large real estate and construction company, finds tabula rasa 
wasteful and politically unwise. He acknowledges:  

“I believe that the basic idea of maintaining a social fabric and involving the people and 

using what they have to build the future” (E08, 132-33).  

However, the experts generally refer to real-estate developers as facilitators of tabula 
rasa (E07, E12) and therefore as likely opponents of learning. In the quote on page 143, 
expert 08 claims that his company only participates in tabula rasa because the ruling 
party EPRDF is so omnipotent. On the one hand, he thus relinquishes responsibility for 
the negative consequences of tabula rasa. On the other, he is also giving up the chance 
to implement urban development as he sees it – with participation and research (E08, 
130–33). *e interview data does not provide any further insight into the potential role 
of real estate developers in learning, apart from the position of Expert 08. He indicates 

 
71  At the time of data collection, local print media was still heavily censored; as were TV and radio. 
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how much influence real estate developers actually have on Addis Ababa’s urban devel-
opment:  

“I consider myself an investor activist. And, I would like to share with my government that 

interventionist idea of theirs where they think that they can change anything or transform 

any society into a modern urban society” (E08, 62-65). 

Outsiders such as foreigners and rural migrants do not seem to get a decisive role in ei-
ther learning or tabula rasa in the expert interviews. *e interviewees do not explicitly 
discuss individuals who are excluded from participating in or contributing to learning. 
Hence, they are omi,ed from the process itself, and the insiders take no notice of their 
exclusion. Not mentioned urban stakeholders are, for example, ethnic minorities, home-
less people, ex-pats, and Chinese workers. *eir exclusion implies that the experts do 
not perceive these groups as ostensibly relevant for learning. *e only exception to that 
rule is foreign urban experts and their knowledge. 

From these findings, I infer that the experts perceive learning as a local or Ethio-
pian urban transformation process. It is based on the traditional way of life of Addis Ab-
aba and the existing urban fabric combined with foreign expertise:  

“This is a very poor country and it needs to be changed. In order to do that, we need local 

knowledge and international expertise. And, we need to meet somewhere in the middle. 

We need to form some kind of synergy between other experiences and our local 

needs“ (E05, 182-86). 

Later on, expert 05 underlines the idea of an urban development through local expertise 
by saying: “I think Addis Ababa should be governed by those people who know the city 
be,er“ (E05, 252-53). At the same time, foreign (usually Western) projects serve criti-
cal urban experts as role models (E04, E05). At the same time, Chinese-funded con-
struction projects are executed as part of tabula rasa. 

5.3.3 Non-human actors, practices, and symbolic elements 
*ere is a multitude of non-human actors, practice, and symbolic elements that serve 
learning. *e following section describes those mentioned or implied by the experts.  
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In sum, discourse platforms are physical or social infrastructures, where urban stake-
holders come together to exchange knowledge on and negotiate urban development. 
*ese physical spaces serve as discourse platforms that can be institutionalized, such as 
the Urban Forum that expert 05 is establishing, or the neighborhood center that expert 
09 mentions. But they can also be casual such as private houses. *ere, news is ex-
changed and social ties maintained during traditional practices such as the coffee cere-
mony (E02). Common open spaces also serve as non-institutionalized discourse plat-
form: “*ese spaces are about socializing, knowing one another, living together” (E02, 
447-48). *e importance of these physical spaces as places of exchange is repeatedly 
highlighted by the experts. *ey need to be preserved and legitimated. “*ese open 
spaces should be upgraded, transformed, and maintained” (E02, 446-47). Non-physical 
discourse platforms are for example media outlets such as radio and TV or professional 
journals. Newspapers, magazines, and social media can also serve as discourse platforms 
but are not named or implied.  

Spaces are the second category of non-human actors in learning. *ey support 
all key aspects of learning – preserving, exchanging, and vision production. One spatial 
feature that supports especially exchange is the street network (E09). It serves as an or-
ganic connection between important nodes (E01) and is composed of a hierarchy of 
streets (E09). *e shape and hierarchization of the streets encourage socializing and 
shared use, promoting encounters of different social groups (E01, E04, E05). In combi-
nation with a decentralized urban system (E01) and functional mixing (E09), the street 
network promotes walking, meeting, and hence also exchange between different social 
worlds. Social mixing and decentralized urbanity also promote a patchwork of local 
identities as each neighborhood can fulfil most of its residents’ needs (cf. 5.1.3). *e role 
of spaces as arenas of discourse is discussed above. 

Implicated non-human actors are, for example, climate change and religion (E05, 
E06, E09, E10) which are perceived as influence on urban development and should be 
learned from. In addition, the experts imply immigration and population growth, as well 
as Ethiopia’s low level of development, as non-human actors that necessitate learning.  

Seeds of learning are public or subversive initiatives by the critical urban advo-
cates that promote learning. *ere is, for example, one expert raising a critical opinion 
in advisory board of a public project (E07). *ere are media representatives who criti-
cize tabula rasa by reporting about democratic and gradual urban development 
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processes in other countries (E02, E05). *ere are scholars who research and publish 
on critical issues like urban poverty and pollution caused by governmental neglect (E10, 
E11). Learning as a change mechanism is neither purely idealistic nor a real-world urban 
development project. But through the seeds of learning, learning acquires an activist 
component. While these seeds of learning are not a reform movement as such, they are 
aimed at reforming urban development in Addis Ababa. People bringing them forward 
could be considered mavericks (Clarke and Star 2016), i.e. professionals who are no 
longer willing to conform with the status quo of their field. *rough seeds of learning, 
learning is enacted and might slowly be brought into reality.  

Symbolic elements are representations of meaning embedded in learning and its 
contributors. *e so-called urban identity of Addis Ababa is an example of this. It is one 
important foundation for learning particularly in the shape of traditional way of life and 
local knowledge systems (E02, E11), the existing social fabric (E01, E04, E10), and the 
existing urban space (E01, E07). Urban heritage and memory are also relevant (E01, 
E07). *is represents the past to the experts. Another essential symbolic actor of learn-
ing is an envisioned future – the kind of urban future learning should lead to (E01, E05). 
Without the meaning of future as a symbol progress and transformation, there is no 
planning. Learning is the process by which the past is transported into the future. 

Economic and political aspects of learning are mostly implied. Based on how 
transformation is understood as a top-down process by the urban experts (cf. 5.1), it can 
be inferred that the experts expect the Government to provide adequate legal frame-
work, funding opportunities, and planning guidance to implement learning. *is would 
require legal and financial reforms (E04, E11). Expert 08 suggests that individual hous-
ing units are upgraded within the means of the people: “I believe [in] involving the peo-
ple AND using what they have to build […] the future” (E08, 13:30). However, the 
majority of Addis Ababans currently do not have to the necessary financial resources or 
land holdings to upgrade their houses. Currently, the stakes of ge,ing a loan with rea-
sonable interest are high as expert 05 explains:  

“If you want to get a loan from the bank, you need these kinds physical structures as col-

laterals. This [loan system] is one of the reasons why the interests are high in Addis Ababa. 

There is a big deficiency“ (E05, 132-54).  
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*e social banking system through neighborhood associations (‘equb’) is strong but 
usually targets small-scale investments (E05) rather than the strategic investment into 
housing. Furthermore, the lack of knowledge regarding construction and local materials 
would require capacity building of inner-city residents (E10) to save resources and en-
able cheap but safe construction. 

Finally, political actors and processes influence learning. Tabula rasa is systemat-
ically destroying the existing inner city and, along with it, Addis Ababa’s urban identity 
(E02, E07). *is practice destroys the opportunity of learning from the past. Currently, 
there are many laws and regulations, procedures, and invisible politics that obstruct 
learning. For example, regulations forbidding kebele houses to be expanded or up-
graded (E07). While this law is aimed at preventing the construction of potentially un-
stable constructions, it also deters tenants from maintaining their houses. “Most of the 
kebele houses are not owned by the inhabitants. You cannot invest, and so on” (E07, 
204-05). *is contributes to physical deterioration which in return makes it impossible 
to save existing housing units in a possible urban regeneration process. *e current rules 
and regulations on tenure seem to favor speculation rather than socially and spatially 
responsible developments (E05, E07, E08, E11). *e current top-down decision-mak-
ing processes in urban development obstructs the absorbing of local knowledge and ex-
perience in urban transformation (E01, E02, E11). Furthermore, there is a long history 
of the public being excluded from decision-making processes in Addis Ababa (E07, E08, 
E10, E11). Hence, current urban policies, regulations, and power-structures obstruct 
learning (E11). 
 
In sum, the previous sub-chapter presented my findings on learning. It is a process in 
which knowledge is collected, stored, processed, reflected, and shared. Based on learn-
ing, urban planning decisions are made. However, learning seems to be hampered by 
the current political and economic boundary conditions in Addis Ababa. 
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5.4 Adaptation and upgrading 

“Since we are talking resilience: We, the locals, adapted the area to our needs […]. Actu-

ally, we improvise a lot here […]. This is like a jazzy life, you know” (E05, 394-96). 

Adaptation is a pathway to resilience in Addis Ababa’s inner city, which was originally 
identified in our journal paper (Baron and Cherenet 2018) as a way to adjust one’s life-
style and upgrade houses depending on the circumstances. What our paper (ibid.) did 
not recognize, however, but what subsequent analysis in the framework of this disserta-
tion showed, is that what we originally defined as adaptation actually consists of two 
mechanisms of system change: adaptation from need (adaptation) and adaptation from 
prosperity (upgrading). In the following sections, I describe the urban actors and pro-
cesses that constitute, support, and co-produce these two sub-mechanisms. *is narra-
tive is based on the situational maps that I created from the coded expert interviews. 

5.4.1 Overview of adaptation 
Adaptation out of need (henceforth only adaptation) comes across as an urban change 
mechanism that reacts to changing conditions and outside effects on an individual scale.  

“Over the past 50, 60 years [Addis Ababa’s residents] have created mechanisms of resili-

ence for any kind of shock, whether it is social like family losses, scripts, so many things, 

even religious restructuring“ (E08, 185-87).  

*e inner-city residents adapt so that their needs are met, and life continues as they 
know it. *e scale of adaptation is mostly on the individual scale and refers to people 
adjusting to changing conditions in order to preserve their individual livelihood. Adap-
tation responds to changing external and internal changes in the urban system. Accord-
ingly, adaptation is a reactive change mechanism that is aimed at preserving the existing 
system. As it reacts to any change as flexibly as possible, it can be considered as embrac-
ing change. *is can, for example, be the changing of daily habits to accommodate water 
or electricity shortages (E05). Human actors co-produce adaptation together with lo-
cally available resources such as knowledge, technologies, labor, space, money, and ma-
terials that are available in their immediate vicinity or social network. Expert 07 supports 
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this finding by stating (referring to Ethiopia in general): “when you are poor you have 
to use your resources carefully, because we have a lot of needs” (E07, 438-39). Based on 
some expert statements, it can be assumed that adaptation is closely related to a fatalism, 
the core of which is that the will of authorities is inescapable. While none of the experts 
use this term “adaptation” explicitly, sentences like the one at the beginning of this sub-
chapter describe adaptation well. Expert 05 calls the constant need to improvise a “jazzy 
life”. *is implies that adaptation is more a survival strategy that has become a habit than 
a conscious life choice. *e jazz metaphor also suggests that adaptation takes place in-
dividually but in interaction with others requiring some level of exchange and feedback. 
Similarly, adaptation requires flexibility or adjustability. Only if the urban system can 
and is ready to change, can it adjust to changing conditions. Expert 05 finds a good met-
aphor for this ability by calling it “jazzy life.” In doing so he refers to the tuning of the 
musicians to each other in jazz music and comparing it the tuning of the inner-city resi-
dents to changing conditions in the city.  

 Another important contributor to adaptation seems to be the urban space. Ex-
pert 11 implies this by referring to the inner city – the physical space – as a way of life 
(E11, 441). *e main human actors of adaptation are inner-city residents. However, 
neighborhood associations are also adapting to urban change. For example, ‘eddirs’ ad-
just to the new life in condominium neighborhoods (E05). *e Government, critical 
urban advocates, NGO’s or outsiders are not explicitly mentioned in the discourse on 
adaptation. However, it is implied that the Government is one of the triggers that re-
quires residents adapt (E05). 

5.4.2 Overview of upgrading 

“In a neighborhood […], the children are growing, some of them are getting good jobs, 

some of them are going abroad and they bring them some money. And then, without 

destroying the entire neighborhood, they are improving their houses” (E07, 320-24). 

Upgrading is another pathway to resilience in the expert interview data. *at is why we 
originally included upgrading processes into the pathway adaptation (Baron and Che-
renet 2018). As a single pathway, upgrading comes across as a mostly subversive tactic 
of inner-city residents to compensate for the fact that they are not supported by the 
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government or are downright prevented from participating in urban development. For 
decades, the inner city has been neglected by urban politics – physically (E08) and so-
cially (E11). *at is why, the purpose of upgrading is to mitigate this neglect, to preserve 
the existing urban identity, while slowly transforming the system.  
Upgrading follows no common aim or greater good. It is a self-made development pro-
cess that happens because there are no formal in-situ development carried out by the 
Government.  In contrast to tabula rasa, upgrading does not aim to create a new image 
for the city. Instead, upgrading increases the individual adaptive capacity of human ac-
tors or actor groups. If, for example, a shop owner expands her shop, her goal is to in-
crease her income or maybe increase her standing in the community which will in return 
increase her capability to react to future stresses. In summary, upgrading can be consid-
ered a gradual and citizen-led version of urban transformation (E05, E07, E08). Upgrad-
ing is hence voluntary and bo,om-up. *ere are no master plans or implementation 
strategies involved which are important differences to tabula rasa. Expert 07 calls this an 
urban development strategy “not by design but by tradition” (E07, 319-20). Upgrading 
is hence rooted in the urban planning histories of Addis Ababa (cf. 2.3). 

Upgrading requires a number of urban actors. *e human actors of upgrading 
are inner-city residents (E07) and neighborhood associations as funding opportunities 
as expert 05 explains:  

“[Inner-city residents] have MANY options for borrowing. They have the ‘equb’ [traditional 

saving association], but there is not just one type! At the first glance, you may think that 

there is only one type of ‘equb’ in which friends get together and contribute and then 

they can rotate in taking out money. But there are also informal banks, in Mercato for 

example. Here, one person acts as a bank” (E04, 499-504).  

In addition to social banking, the financing of individual upgrading by working abroad 
is mentioned (E07). *e formal banking system and micro loans represents too high a 
threshold for the majority of inner-city residents, as it requires deposits and collateral 
(E02). Furthermore, construction companies, architects or engineers, daily laborers, 
and neighbors might be involved in the upgrading or expansion process. However, they 
are implied actors within the data set. In sum, upgrading requires the exchange of re-
sources and knowledge. 
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*e implementation side of upgrading is steered by informal validation processes. Ex-
pert 07 implies this when explaining that upgrading must not offend the neighbors im-
plying that there is some kind of unwri,en conventions about what is acceptable and 
what is not.  

“And then, without destroying the entire neighborhood, they are improving their house. 

The first thing is the paint on their gates. Eventually, it is the changing of one wall or an-

other wall, and so on. You slowly see those transformations and it does not annoy any-

body. It does not take away the rights of anybody. You just improve your house. And then, 

the neighbor feels okay […]“ (E07, 323-28).  

Upgrading can also involve the upgrading of open spaces. In those places where the 
open space is not well planned or managed, upgrading will take over to mitigate that 
lack. Residents appropriate these spaces and adapt or improve them according to their 
need which might even include informal constructions.  

“On a condominium site, when a car comes first, the open space becomes a car park. If 

the kids come first – I have never seen it, but I heard of cases – they [the kids] take it over. 

If the ladies come first, they use it (the open space) for drying spices. Whoever comes first 

can adapt […] the function of those open spaces“ (E06, 352-57).  

In doing so, communal needs might suffer and the ‘law of the strongest’ might rule 
(E11). Interviewee 04 explains why appropriation is so common:  

“In [Ethiopia], there is [no demarcation between public and private] because every day, 

people do private activities in the streets or in the public space. Every day. So, you have 

this continuous interface between the public and private. If you ask an average person 

about public spaces, there will be no clarity“ (E04, 385-89) 

*ere are some more prerequisites that need to be fulfilled to enable upgrading: First, 
there is a willingness to take risks. Upgrading seems to o0en involve illegal or extralegal 
activities. Formal regulations on house construction or land-use are sidestepped or ig-
nored. Hence, the inner-city residents willingly accept the risk that their upgrading 
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might be sanctioned by the Government. Examples are the informal fencing of public 
spaces (E05) or the extension of kebele houses despite regulations forbidding it (E07). 
Second, the actors of upgrading need to trust their neighbors not to turn them in. *ere-
fore, there are unspoken conventions of give and take, which can be summed up as social 
cohesion as an actor of upgrading. In a community with strong social cohesion people 
trust each other enough to build networks (E10, E11) and to pay things forward (E04) 
without expecting to be returned the favor equivalently72.  

“[The person acting as bank] advises and encourages them in saving, saying “Come on, 

give some money.” Because he has this social responsibility, it works. It does not work 

because they sign a contract, but it is based on trust. It is a … social kind of contract” (E04, 

520-23).  

However, this formalized system of belonging in which only members of the commu-
nity or family members are part of this trust system is by nature exclusive. Outsiders 
such as squa,ers, migrants, and foreigners are not part of the community who performs 
upgrading. 
 
In sum, the above sections describe my findings on adaptation and upgrading as two 
interrelated, yet, separate pathways to resilience. However, the expert interviews can 
only be the beginning of a more in-depth analysis of the two. Particularly the pathway 
adaptation is still lacking information about actors, aims, and practices. In general, the 
border between the two pathways is at this point still blurry and needs to be clarified. 
For this purpose, further data analysis will be necessary. 
  

 
72 This distinguishes social cohesion (and gift offering) from capitalist forms of borrowing, lending, payback, and return. 
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5.5 Mitigation 

“These areas around Teklehaimanot… They have a lot of layers through which they ab-

sorb shocks and stresses […]. The ‘equb’ is financial. But how about the social shocks […]? 

Then you have many layers of ‘eddir’. You have the community ‘eddir’, you have the 

women’s ‘eddir’[…]. [You have one] with your immediate neighbors, then you might have 

an ‘eddir’ with your co-workers. [The] community [eddir] might only assist you financially 

or they [might] give you the tent. But the women’s ‘eddir’ will come and assist you with 

all the coffee ceremonies, preparing food, etc.” (E04, 497-98/ 528-34).  

Expert 04’s description of the different layers to “absorb shocks and stresses” (E04) il-
lustrates mitigation as a pathway to resilience well. In our paper (Baron and Cherenet 
2018), we characterize mitigation as the process of alleviating negative effects caused by 
change. In other words, the purpose of mitigation is to reduce the stress that disturb-
ances put on the urban system. In Addis Ababa, this includes different coping mecha-
nisms that residents have developed based on past experiences in the absence of state-
supported stress relief programs. While mitigation is reactive, it also carries proactive 
elements that benefit from reflecting the past and preparing for the future. *is foresight 
distinguishes mitigation from adaptation. Furthermore, mitigation has a strong commu-
nity aspect.  

In this sub-chapter, I describe the urban actors and practices that co-produce 
mitigation based on the expert interview data, which I analyzed with the help of a situa-
tional map (Clarke 2005). 

5.5.1 Overarching conceptions of mitigation 
Judging from the frequency and detail with which the experts speak of mitigation, it 
seems that mitigation is the most practiced or at least most conscious pathway to resili-
ence the inner city. *ose experts who speak of alleviation practices construct mitiga-
tion as something positive. Mitigation essentially contributes to Addis Ababa’s urban 
identity by promoting social cohesion through care networks and neighborhood asso-
ciations. Hence, mitigation is outlined by the experts more as a lifestyle than a conscious 
way of creating resilience. Mitigation seems to carry less a sense of fatalism than adap-
tation than a sense of being prepared for future disturbances. Likewise, mitigation is not 
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about preventing but about coping with stressors. *e following section describes the 
key overarching characteristics of mitigation. 

Collective enactment: *e experts put great emphasis on the social relationships 
within mitigation as well as its practices, and not so much on the actors themselves. In 
other words, the experts emphasize the how more than the who when speaking about 
mitigation: 

“The purpose of ‘eddir’ is to organize, finance, and help with funerals… When you lost 

somebody, they will take care of the burial process and they will help you with some very 

small amount of money” (E11, 351-54).  

As previously explained, mitigation actors like the neighborhood associations essen-
tially constitutes Addis Ababa’s urban identity by contributing to a sense of belonging 
and social cohesion (E02, E04, E07). Furthermore, mitigation is performed collectively 
through care work (E11), gi0 offering (E07), neighborhood associations (E04) and 
more. However, this enactment is mostly not considered professional or of economic 
value. *is is implied when one of the interviewees commiserates the economization of 
certain mitigation practices through modern life (E02). Even though the neighborhood 
associations require deposits for membership and involve commitments in the shape of 
care-work and saving, these practices seem to be understood as service towards the com-
munity rather than a contribution to the overall economy. Care-work, in particular, is 
not mentioned or implied as profession but as service to the other:  

“Someone who is just passing by might tell me […]: ‘Nicole’s bother is sick. Go visit him!’ 

So, that is very common even if we are not that close, I […] visit your brother. You know 

is feel responsible doing that, that is part of our culture […]. It could be stressful thinking 

about the person who is having these issues but we do it out of good heart, out of being 

there for you, because we sacrifice our time. And, whenever we are there we bring food 

[and other stuff]“ (E11, 282-88). 

Professional care-giving institutions seem not to be available or affordable for most in-
ner-city residents  as expert 11 confirms: 
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“People who [live] in the slum areas are very poor. They have little money to put their 

children into a nursery or kindergarten. So, they leave them in the street and they go out 

to do their work” (E11, 456-59). 

However, there is also a concerning side as inner-city residents are le0 by the Govern-
ment to fend for themselves to mitigate the lack of social and technical infrastructure in 
the city. *e minimal amount of resources that are available to the community are not 
enough to mitigate larger catastrophes: 

“Last year [2017] in the rainy season, I remember Addis suffered a lot from flooding. I 

heard about it. Of course, the old neighborhoods suffered a lot and most houses were 

swept away” (E11, 428-30). 

Deliberate redundancy: Another overarching property of mitigation in the inner city is 
the “deliberate” redundancy of solutions, improvements, and innovations. Expert 04 
calls this phenomenon layering, an important feature of Addis Ababa’s inner city’s resil-
ience in his understanding. By layering, he means the multiple presence of similar miti-
gation providers such as the layering of ‘eddirs’ he mentions in the quote at the begin-
ning of this sub-chapter. Each of them, he goes on to explain, might serve a slightly dif-
ferent purpose complementing each other. 

Mitigation spaces: Space is another important prerequisite for mitigation. *e 
overlap between the experts’ perception of space as contributor to mitigation is striking. 
Experts 04 and 05 tightly interlink space and mitigation practices. Mitigation seems 
even impossible without mitigation space. For example, a decentralized and function-
ally mixed urban system mitigates the lack of financial resources of inner-city residents 
to travel to far-away work places or shopping opportunities. If everything is nearby, less 
people are forced to invest into transport (E07). Furthermore, common spaces – streets 
and open spaces that are shared for vending, childcare, and housework – mitigate the 
lack of indoor space and the lack of specialized outdoor spaces such as parks or play-
grounds (E04). In these multi-purpose spaces, layers of actors co-exist. In order for 
these common spaces to work, the actors and spaces need ambiguity tolerance. *is 
means that they are “fluid”, flexible, adaptive in use and shape. As common spaces are 
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typically administered by the user community, the element of collective enactment 
plays a significant role in the use of these spaces. 

As to the temporal aspect, mitigation is again and again constructed as a historical 
feature of Addis Ababa. Something that belongs to the city. Something that has come 
out of historical experiences of disaster and catastrophe. Mitigation can therefore be in-
terpreted as a re-enactment of urban memory. *is historical aspect can be illustrated 
by a story that was reported by three experts (E02, E06, E10). Until today the idea per-
sists in Ethiopia that se,ling on a hilltop is preferable to a low-land se,lement as you 
can have an overview of the surroundings (against approaching enemies) and be pro-
tected from malaria73. *at is why people still prefer to se,le on top of hills today. 

5.5.2 Human actors and actor groups of mitigation 
Looking at the actors of mitigation, there are four main human actors and actor groups: 
inner-city residents, neighborhood associations, the Government, and implicated ac-
tors. First, there are the inner-city residents which are organized in informal care net-
works and neighborhoods associations to provide mitigation. *e residents are outlined 
as clever, resourceful, caring by the experts. At the same time, they are characterized as 
uneducated and in need of sensitization regarding their resources (cf. 5.1.1). According 
to expert 10, the inner-city residents are resourceful and clever, they are also not aware 
of their resources and thus in danger of losing them. It also means that these assets can-
not be formalized or institutionalized if their value is not recognized. Especially the 
neighborhood associations are repeatedly highlighted as facilitators of mitigation by dif-
ferent interviewees (E02, E04, E05, E07, E09, E11).  

Neighborhood associations serve different purposes such as mitigating the emo-
tional and financial expenses of a funeral or wedding (‘eddir’), serving as social bank 
(‘equb’), or advocating for marginalized groups, such as youth or women (‘maheber’). 
Most experts speak of the neighborhood associations as a strong if adapting pillar of Ad-
dis Ababa’s society. Contradicting that, expert 11 clearly expresses her doubts about the 
persistence of the associations in the light of economic uncertainty:  

 
73  This practice has also been confirmed by urban historicists in the first settlement of Addis Ababa (c.f. e.g., Giorghis 

and Gérard 2007). 
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“[These institutions] used to be in the past. The increasing poverty level and also the dif-

ficulties, you know – of course with this inflation rate […], the cost of living is very high in 

Addis Ababa… These days, it is very... I don’t know“ (E11, 345-48).  

Her disagreement with the otherwise widespread enthusiasm about the associations 
among the experts is supported by Expert 05. *erefore, not all experts assess the state 
of the associations in the same way, which indicate a possible change in the system of 
neighborhood associations.  
Caregivers are a large, but mostly invisible group of mitigators as expert 11 points out. 
Caregivers are individuals (mostly women) who provide physical and emotional care to 
relatives.  

“When I was doing my research in the kinship care system – for example the support of 

orphaned relative children […] – none of [my informants] told me that they had [institu-

tional] support except for a few of them that were supported by NGO’s. These days, it is 

better, especially after the government started this urban program last year” (E11, 306-

12).  

*e Government is another important actor group contributing to mitigation (E11). In 
2017, the Government launched a program called Urban Productive Safety Net Project 
providing support and job opportunities for the poorest of the poor (E11). It supplies 
institutional support where the “informal” social safety networks are not sufficient, for 
example for migrants or HIV/aids orphans (E11)74. Furthermore, expert 11 describes 
the condominium program as a mitigator of gender inequality and poverty. Notwith-
standing these positive developments, the Government is mostly perceived as indiffer-
ent to the needs of the low-income inner-city residents (E08, E10, E11) and offers al-
most no stress relief for urban residents (E11). *rough this neglect, the Government 
triggers mitigation. Residents have to create their own mitigation system specifically be-
cause there is no institutional system of social security or stress relief. “In Europe, you 

 
74  The fact that the Government sees the necessity to support these groups underlines the finding that neighborhood 

associations are exclusive. Help in the community only extends to those who are members of a social network such 
as a family, social circle, or neighborhood association (E11). 
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have all those social systems but here… *e system itself, the layering, the multi-pur-
posing is taking care […]” (E04, 578-80). 

Finally, there are implicated actors. In mitigation, the largest implicated group 
are people in need – in need of care, financial support, jobs, and other resources. *ey 
are actors in the sense that they trigger mitigation. *is group includes, for example, 
children, elderly, sick, mourning persons, people with financial needs, and evicted peo-
ple from elsewhere in the city. 

5.5.3 Non-human actors, practices, and symbolic elements of mitigation 
*ere are a number of non-human actors that contribute to mitigation. Amongst them, 
spaces take a significant role. Mitigation spaces can be buildings or open spaces, private, 
shared, or public ones. For example, there are flood plains along the rivers, which are 
kept free of built structures to mitigate flooding (E02, E06, E10). *ey serve as buffer 
zones for the water not to cause any damage to houses. However, these zones are threat-
ened by large-scale constructions (E06, E10) and by squa,er se,lements (E10). *en 
there are shared spaces. *ese spaces are streets and open spaces which are shared by 
the neighborhood to mitigate the lack of interior space in the houses as well as missing 
child-care institutions (E02, E04). *ey are multi-purpose spaces, the use of which is 
communally and customary negotiated. Expert 06 explains: “*e […] issue is that you 
share spaces. Lots of spaces. You do not say, this is mine or yours, theirs or ours. *ere 
are lots of different spaces which are used like this” (E06, 79-81).  

Furthermore, the houses of inner-city residents are major locations of mitiga-
tion, even if they are only implied. *is is where care-work is provided. Expert 10 ex-
plains: “People used to come and visit [the old people] and interact with them. *is was 
like social and psychological support that kept them alive” (E10, 223-25). Expert 10 is 
speaking in past tense as she is convinced that tabula rasa has already destroyed a large 
portion of the tight social networks of the past. *en, there are in-between spaces (E04) 
such as unused parking lots. *ey offer flexible room for different purposes such as chil-
dren’s play or car parking (E06). Finally, urban gardens and parks are important ecolog-
ical and spatial actors in mitigation as they provide food, relaxation, and air cleansing 
(E04, E06).  

*e second category of non-human actors are local resources, such as objects, 
tools, knowledge, and labor. *e term “local” refers to the aspect that these things and 
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services are coming from within the immediate social networks of the inner-city resi-
dents. *is includes, for example, homebound food production as expert 01 explains: 

 “Processing food, drying food, grinding food, or small local markets… these places are 

basic elements you will find within the neighborhood. Instead of a centralized … um … 

monocentric marketplace, it is decentralized, small scale… These small-scale activities 

which happen in each corner and every turn within the neighborhood“ (E01, 140-45).  

*en there are, for example, tents used for festivities and provided by the neighborhood 
‘eddir’ (E05). Furthermore, there are a number of objects and food supplies used for 
funerals and weddings that are provided by the ‘eddirs’ (E05). In addition to that, the 
fact that mitigation is based on learning from the past implies the need for documenta-
tion systems, for example, to keep track of membership payments (E02, E10). 

*e third category of non-human actors is composed of social and economic el-
ements as well as implied actors. Under this category fall customs and rules, such as the 
customary regulation of flood plains, gi0 offering such as people paying visits or offering 
food. Explaining the give and take in his neighborhood, expert 07 explains:  

“I exchange favors with my […] immediate neighbor […]. When I go abroad, people ask 

me [how I can] live next to such a poor person? That is not right! He is a very dignified […]. 

He helps me [and] I help him. We have a car, but they don’t. So, if he or his son get sick, 

we drive them to the hospital […]. When [… my] evergreen fence gets too big, he comes 

with his scissors and cuts it. I don’t have to ask him […]. I don’t even dare to ask him how 

much I can pay. It would be an insult. He is happy to help. In a way, it’s like we are equal 

even though we have different incomes. As citizens, we are equal” (E07, 260-73).  

Another social contributor is membership. It refers to the need to belong to a social net-
work like a family or a neighborhood association. To become a member of a neighbor-
hood association, a money deposit is required (E04). In return the association will pay 
out a small amount in an emergency or for an investment (E04, E11). Governmental 
programs and NGO’s are further funding mitigation activities (E11). For some com-
mon spaces that are used by non-residents for economic activities a small rent has to be 
paid to the residents (cf. Sileshi 2016). 
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*ere are also several implied actors, i.e. actors that are not named or suppressed on 
purpose. In mitigation, these are typical root causes and triggers. Expert 10 points at the 
pollution of rivers as a root cause for disease outbreak and hence also the need to miti-
gate its effects. Expert 11 names HIV/ Aids as a reason for orphans needing kinship care. 
Expert 06, furthermore, names insecure sidewalks and increased traffic as a danger of 
injury and potential killer. I already pointed at the Government as trigger above. Further 
triggers are personal challenges such as weddings, deaths, or financial hardships (E02, 
E04, E11). *ere are spatial triggers such as the lack of space for everyday chores within 
the houses (E01, E04, E06). And there are “external” triggers that lie outside the influ-
ence of the inner-city residents such as climate change, extreme weather conditions 
(E06, E11), political crisis (E08), and tabula rasa (E10, E11). Expert 04 distinguishes in 
this context between gradual stresses and sudden shocks: “Unemployment is one of the 
stresses […]. *en we have […] diseases […] as stresses and, of course, earthquakes 
as possible shocks” (E04, 480-82). 

*e greatest threat to mitigation as it is practiced today seems to be tabula rasa: 
it destroys the existing social networks and spaces that are so important for mitigation. 
In contrast tabula rasa creates urban sprawl and gated communities. As Expert 08 finds: 
“It’s like destroying your own family […]. It’s… amazingly stupid” (E08, 150-52). *is 
includes the loss of knowledge and urban identity, the loss of flexible spaces shared by 
the community, and the loss of social cohesion needed for coping. Expert 06 illustrates 
this by the example of flood plains:  

“And also, regarding nature… […] Currently, we do leave spaces for open spaces, but if 

we continue to not treat them in a natural way, there will be a lot of disasters in the future 

like floods. We are seeing now a lot of problems with overflooding. A reason for this can 

be surface sealing“ (E06, 124-27). 

In sum, the previous sub-chapter presents the findings on mitigation. It is a pathway to 
resilience that aims to alleviate the negative effects of stresses and shocks. However, 
there are still knowledge gaps regarding how the urban space contributes to mitigation 
in which way and what practices apart from caretaking and saving money might contrib-
ute to mitigation. *ese are questions for the upcoming data sets. 
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5.6 Resistance 

“We are investing a lot in the physical and spatial transformation but our society is […] 

resisting to be in line with that [modern] lifestyle (E01, 205-06). 

*e experts describe resistance as mechanism against system change. As we described 
in Baron and Cherenet (2018), resistance values the status quo over change. *e actors 
of resistance perceive any kind of change as potential threat. However, this resistance to 
change creates a big tension between what is to be preserved at all costs and what needs 
to be adapted or transformed in order to cope with exterior and interior pressure. *ere-
fore, we argued in our paper (ibid.) that this resistance might endanger urban resilience 
and would thus need particular a,ention in developing an effective resilience strategy 
for Addis Ababa.  

At first, resistance comes across as the Ethiopian general public’s mindset in the 
expert interviews. Expert 02 states: “*is culture is very … suspicious of change” (E02, 
465-66). *en, he says: “It is the core of Ethiopian identity” (E02, 487). According to 
him, this identity includes strong mistrust of the unknown and change and is driven by 
religion. However, as I will show in the following section, there is more to learn from 
resistance as a critical element of the inner city’s general resilience. To carve out that 
understanding, I first provide an overview of the actors and resistance practices. To do 
so, I employ the situational map (Clarke 2005) of the coded expert interviews. 

Resistance is not strategic or planned but individual and self-organizing. *ere is 
nobody coordinating or planning resistance. However, there likely are grassroots organ-
izations that contribute to resistance, as expert 01 implies75. However, there are many 
individual spaces, rituals, customs, and institutions that enact and re-enforce resistance. 
Expert 10, for example, states:  

“The church has its own role in the protection of these [shared] spaces. [For example] 

Meskel Square which has great value for the meskel celebration and different occasional 

ceremonies“ (E10, 141-52).  

 
75  For example, the neighborhood associations also serve as advocacy groups for its members and can, therefore, po-

tentially contribute to resistance. 
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She implies that the church contributes to the conservation of Meskel Square for and 
through the celebration of ‘meskel’, an important Christian festival in Ethiopia. It fol-
lows that religion has an impact on resistance in two ways. On the one hand, religious-
ness contributes to a conservative mindset of the general public according to the experts. 
*is is why mistrust of anything new or foreign is one of the key elements of resistance. 
A general focus on the past is the second key element of resistance. On the other hand, 
the inscription of religious festivals into the urban space illustrates how urban memory 
is created. Over the centuries, places of worship and religious scholarship have been one 
major foundation of urban se,lements (E01, E03, E07). Teklehaimanot (cf. 2.6), for 
example, owes its name and partly its se,lements structure to a church (E05). *us, 
religion and religious institutions contribute to inscribing urban memory into the urban 
fabric:  

“People… reflect their religious, social, cultural ideologies onto those spaces. [For exam-

ple], on September 25, 26, we […] celebrate Meskel, you know, the finding of the true 

cross. And, it’s very important that people find a place where they can […] conduct their 

religious festivities. [I]n some areas [of Addis Ababa], people have fought hard to maintain 

space for this […]. So, the spaces are programmed” (E01, 106-15).  

So, public spaces become “programmed” for certain purposes creating a certain identity 
for that specific location. *is identity of locations – or one could call it genius loci – 
seems to be very important for those who have used it for decades. *at is why people 
organize themselves to resist the authorities and to preserve these spaces as they are. 
*is is why defiance is the third key aspect of resistance and conservation is the fourth.  

Mistrust is the first overarching property of resistance. It includes caution against 
anything progressive, modern, or foreign (E01, E02, E05). “Because, we don’t naively 
[receive] every change [as] positive” (E02, 477-78). *e experts frame the general pub-
lic as very religious (E05), stubborn and archaic (E02), bound to traditions (E01), and 
ignorant or uneducated (E04, E10). Expert 05 calls Ethiopia a “closed society” in a 
“dormant state”:  
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“At the moment, Ethiopia is a changing country […]. [Money] is really shaking the… the 

social fabric of a very religious society, very closed society […]. We are currently jumping 

from a dormant state to the digital era.” (E05, 475-79).  

In the eyes of the experts, the general public is alienating and excluding anything new, 
unknown, and non-traditional. In contrast, the experts frame the West and Western ex-
perts as the bringer of modernity and individualism, both of which they do not consider 
Ethiopian qualities (E02, E12)76. Resistance furthermore includes distrusting the Gov-
ernment as enforcer of ever-changing urban and political agendas (E05). Within the ex-
pert discourse on resistance, the Government and private developers involved in tabula 
rasa are constructed as greedy and ignorant (e.g., E06, E07, E08). 

Focus on the past: *e second key property of resistance is that resistance does 
not have a sense of future, or in other words the future is ideally the same as the past. 
Expert 01 expresses that by a,ributing the existing Ethiopian society per se with the 
term “the past”: “What I mean by the past is the society, the level of understanding 
among the citizens, the people living here” (E01, 182-83). Hence, in the eyes of the ex-
perts – even those who I consider critical urban advocates – the society in Ethiopia is 
representative of Ethiopia’s past. *is in return means that change or progress can only 
be achieved by those from outside the Ethiopian general public. Instead it needs to be 
someone with a vision of the future as expert 05 emphasizes. 

Conservation77 is the third main characteristic of resistance. It aims at preventing 
change to the status quo – in terms of urban memory, urban identity, and traditional 
urban life. Since urban memory and traditional urban life require spaces and practices 
that perform and embody them, these practices and spaces are of particular relevance 
for resistance. In reference to ceremonial open spaces, expert 01 states that “spaces are 
programmed” (E01, 114-15). By this he means that these spaces embody traditions and 
memory thus contributing to a common urban identity. *is connection between space 

 
76  So, beyond the actual conversation issues of resilience and urban transformation, this interview study also reveals 

fascinating insights into elite mindsets. This is relevant in terms of urban planning as it signifies a lack of perceiving 
the “others” – the broader public – as not worth or capable of involving into urban planning. This in return affects 
how experts deal with the broader public and stakeholders in planning processes. It would be fascinating to analyze 
in more depth, but requires a different research focus than this thesis. 

77  I am using the word “conserve” in the context of resistance in contrast to “preserve” in the context of learning. While 
both can be used interchangeably, preserve is the act of keeping something safe in advance of harm. This matches 
the idea of planning in learning. To conserve, on the other hand, has a greater emphasis towards preventing some-
thing from changing. This matches the idea of avoiding change and protecting the status quo in resistance. 
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and urban identity also explains the vehemence with which Addis Ababans defend these 
spaces (E01, cf. quote p. 176). *e church and other religious institutions, for example, 
preserve urban memory by conserving sacred groves (E02, E06). *is is not to say that 
these practices are conserving for the sake of urban memory. More likely, they are doing 
this for religious reasons. But de facto, they are preserving urban memory regardless of 
whether this is intentional or not. Conservation as part of resistance targets the safe-
guarding of the status quo – regardless of the quality of this status quo. In this sense, the 
creation of new knowledge is not part of resistance. Expert 05 points at the need to be-
come conscious about the good and bad aspects of the status quo: 

“I think that there is a big challenge […] because people want to change and at the same 

[…] want to keep [some aspects]. But you cannot keep them unless you really [under-

stand them] a very intellectual way and on the grassroots level. [Only then are you able 

to propose] alternative ideas for planning or implementation [i.e. alternative to tabula 

rasa]. But to do that you have to compete [with tabula rasa] […] because the speed of 

change […] is much, much, much faster than the speed of […] studying” (E05, 226-35).  

Above, he points out the race between trying to understand and document the status 
quo and its destruction through tabula rasa. Here is where resistance in combination 
with tabula rasa makes learning an arduous task to achieve. Resistance has another con-
cerning aspect – particularly in combination with tabula rasa. *ere is an inherent con-
flict between the traditional way of life and urban memory that resistance a,empts to 
conserve and tabula rasa, which is not interested in preserving anything. Expert 01 
frames the conflict in this way: “*e past and the future are squeezing reality” (E01, 199-
200). *e pressure that resistance and tabula rasa are creating on the status quo is per-
ceived as enormous. It creates societal conflicts between rich and poor (E07), between 
the Government and its citizens (E08), and between generations (E05, E07).  

“It is time to end [...] this scattering of unity into different group identities. Because people 

are on the verge of misunderstanding each another and living together is becoming dif-

ficult” (E02, 567-69).  
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Expert 05 explains that the inner-city residents are stressed as the tension between past 
and future also creates internal conflicts for individuals and which results in paralysis: 
“It is more of a fatigue […]. On the one hand, you want to change, and, on the other 
hand, you want to stay like you are. It’s tension. It’s a big tension” (E05, 245-47). 

Defiance is the final key aspect of resistance and includes disobedience against 
and non-cooperation with urban development (E01). It can also be understood as a 
form of social and political activism against change. In a city where emperors, dictators, 
and presidents have ruled the city without any political involvement of the public, con-
serving the same kind of lifestyle over decades is a form of political subversion – the 
residents are demonstrating that their traditional way of life is stronger than any ruler’s 
will to reform and modernize the city for the sake of a global image. As the quote at the 
beginning of this sub-chapter suggests, Addis Ababa’s urban society is resisting the city’s 
spatial transformation. How does urban space contribute to defiance? One means by 
which space contributes to defiance and conservation is a certain inefficiency of the ur-
ban structure. It is easy to police or control a community, its urban structure is efficient, 
orderly, and transparent. *e inner city is not efficient (E06) and not easily read by out-
siders due to street hierarchies (E04). Its spaces are multi-functional and o0en layered 
in use (E04). A decentralized urban system is another spatial contributor to defiance. 
Expert 01 explains that, for example, a decentralized market system composed of street 
vendors and small local markets reduces the ability of the Government to enforce polit-
ical control over who sells what and when.  

In sum, it can be inferred that the inner city provides not only the necessary spa-
tial conditions for resistance. Its spaces are also the object of conservation efforts. *e 
old inner-city neighborhoods and their communities are understood as a village by its 
residents (E02). *eir strong social coherence make them hard to govern and control 
by the Government (E05). *e critics of tabula rasa understand “renewal” of the inner 
city as an excuse to “clean up” its “inefficient” spatial make-up and improve Governmen-
tal control. *e historically prevailing lack of governmental control of the inner city is 
also visible in Addis Ababa’s planning history (cf. 2.3). 

Expert 03 notes that none of the past master plans could be fully implemented. 
Expert 05 explains that this lack of citizen involvement hampered formal urban devel-
opment in the past: 
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“Whatever proposals, suggestions, or alternatives that you are going to come up or that 

WE are going to come up with through a process, it needs to have the ears of the people 

who are supposed to implement them“ (E05, 368-71). 

In this quote expert 05 refers to the Government specifically, but in a wider meaning it 
suggests that decisions in urban development are only valid if all of those who have a 
stake in the city should be involved in the decision-making process. Other reasons for 
this lack of implementation are the ongoing lack of expertise and (E02, E06, E11) and 
lack of continuity of personnel (E05). As citizens are kept from urban decisions, their 
resistance to urban decisions is also fueled. 

In sum, the previous sub-chapter presents the findings on the resistance. Re-
sistance is a pathway to resilience that aims at conserving the status quo within the urban 
system and contributes to the reinforcement of urban identity and memory. 

 

6 Analysis expert interviews 

In chapter 5, I presented the experts’ perception of the pathways to resilience active in 
Addis Ababa’s inner city including their actors, practices, obstructers, and triggers. In 
this chapter, I interpret the previously described data with a focus on the research ques-
tion. For this purpose, I employ matrix diagrams that are typical for GTM analysis 
(Breuer, Muckel, and Dieris 2017). *ese diagrams analyze differences and commonal-
ities among the different pathways and highlight data gaps. From that process, I gain 
new insights into the properties of and interplay among the pathways to resilience. 

6.1 Comparing the pathways to resilience 
Comparing the four pathways as well as learning and tabula rasa helps me to delineate 
the fuzzy boundaries between each of these change mechanisms and to identify data 
gaps. *ere are three means by which I conduct that comparison. First, I compare the 
major themes included in the different pathways. Each pathways’ themes can be com-
pared by frequency (number of quotes) and depth (number of different codes)78. *en, 

 
78  The depth of a theme is defined by one or more codes assigned to it. The parameter ‘depth’ provides an indication 

about the content-related ‘density’ of that theme, i.e. the more codes belong to a theme the more diverse data is 
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I make a matrix analysis of the key actors and type of change embedded in each of the 
four pathways, learning, and tabula rasa. Finally, I compare them through a matrix of 
system properties (cf. 3.4.4) to find out more about their structural requirements. 

*e theme comparison table highlights that tabula rasa is by far the most talked-
about change mechanism based on frequency and depth. One reason for this might be 
that tabula rasa is discussed openly and intensely as it is de-facto ongoing and its pro-
cesses are institutionalized. In the interview, I specifically asked the experts about ongo-
ing urban transformations which led the interviewees to talk it. As most of the urban 
experts are not appreciative of tabula rasa, alternative planning ideas are frequently ad-
dressed hence li0ing learning to second most frequently addressed change mechanism. 
*e table also highlights, that there are very few codes that provide insights into re-
sistance. So, there is a knowledge gap. Furthermore, many of the themes belonging to 
adaptation and upgrading are only backed up by one or two quotes providing a very thin 
layer of evidence. *is is another gap and a starting point for further data gathering and 
analysis. 

*e overview below (figure 25) compares key actors and the type of change em-
bedded in each mechanism. *e key actors are arranged on the vertical axis. *e hori-
zontal axis represents a spectrum of change types. *ese change types represent various 
degrees and focuses of urban change that the experts refer to in chapter 5. To conserve 
is to prevent the urban system from changing (resistance). To preserve is to protect the 
urban system from harm (learning, adaptation, mitigation). To exchange is to trade 
knowledge as well as to learn through feedback (learning, mitigation). To transform is 
to strategically improve the urban system based on the existing (learning, upgrading). 
To redevelop, finally, is to renew the city without preserving the existing (tabula rasa). 
*e diagram highlights that the pathways to resilience adaptation, upgrading, mitigation 
and resistance cover the full range of change types except for redevelopment. As already 
discussed in sub-chapter 5.2 on tabula rasa, redevelopment cannot be considered resili-
ent as it deletes all existing urban structures and memory. *e other four change types 
(conservation, preservation, exchange, and transform), however, are necessary for ur-
ban systems to persist and transform towards resilience. *is is even true for resistance 
and its focus on conservation. Even if resistance by itself cannot create resilience 

 
known about that theme. The frequency, on the other hand, provides an impression of how often certain themes 
were addressed. While this study is by no means a quantitative one and the sample is not representative, it is certainly 
interesting which themes apparently moved the experts most. 
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(because it negates change), it contributes to resilience if balanced with other change-
prone processes such as upgrading. Resistance’s important share in resilience creation 
is to conserve the urban identity of the urban system. 
 

 
 

Figure 25: The matrix compares the pathways to resilience, learning, and tabula rasa in terms of human ac-
tors/ actor groups and change types.  
 

Furthermore, there are li,le overlaps between the different existing pathways pointing 
at either a very good complementing nature of those four pathways or a lack of integra-
tion among them respectively. *en again, just because the expert data does not show 
any interplay of the four does not necessarily mean that it does not exist. *e question 
of interplay of the pathways will have to be investigated in the upcoming data sets. Fur-
thermore, the diagram illustrates tabula rasa’s leaning towards redevelopment as well as 
its detachment to the pathways to resilience. In addition to that, tabula rasa has a signif-
icant tendency of leaving out inner-city residents as actors. Learning as a process of 
knowledge exchange and storing, on the other hand, includes preservation, exchange, 
and supports sustainable transformation. It also involves the inner-city residents and 
neighborhood associations as those who store, exchange, and use that knowledge.  
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*e second diagram in this sub-chapter (cf. figure 26) compares system properties that 
each pathway requires. Tabula rasa and learning are also represented in the matrix to 
delineate them from the pathways and to identify possible data gaps. *e horizontal axis 
shows two opposite system properties which refer to the ability to adapt: rigidity (too 
fixed to adapt) and flexibility (ready to adapt at all times). *e vertical dimension rep-
resents differing degrees of difference and overlay. Redundancy (layering, buffer) refers 
to a system with a great level of overlay and li,le difference. Diversity (multitude of dif-
ferent actors or strategies) refers to a system with a lot of difference and li,le overlay. 
Efficiency stands for a system with li,le difference and li,le overlay (perfect efficiency 
is when there is one single item in the system for every purpose).  
 

 
 

Figure 26: Position of each pathway in a matrix of system properties 
 

Looking at the vertical scale of figure 26, it is remarkable that the naturally occurring 
pathways to resilience – resistance, mitigation, adaption, and upgrading – maintain and 
transform the urban system through redundancy and diversity79, not through efficiency 
or planning. As the previous diagram highlighted, the pathways are mostly sustained by 
the inner-city residents and their neighborhood associations. But there is no central in-
stitution or authority that coordinates their actors and processes. Nevertheless, these 
pathways react to their environment in an ordered manner. *is leads me to infer that 

 
79  Redundancy is used here in the sense of something extra – a backup in case of emergency, such as flood plains. 

Diversity means that there is a range of different solutions for a problem available. A diverse urban setting might 
offer room for diverse actors that offer diverse approaches to a problem. 
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the pathways to resilience might be mostly self-organizing rather than planned or orga-
nized. In a self-organizing system, problem-solving takes place through mass (redun-
dancy) and by trial and error (diversity), not by strategizing and a,empting to find ideal 
solutions (efficiency) (Portugali 2000). Tabula rasa, on the other hand, is characterized 
as efficient in planning and implementation as well as in terms of the type of city it pro-
duces. *e top-down planning approach favored by tabula rasa proponents is perceived 
to be efficient (i.e. faster and cheaper). However, in resilience thinking, creating a per-
fectly efficient process or urban system would make the system potentially vulnerable 
as buffers and creativity for problem solving are lacking. Contrary to tabula rasa, learning 
would have less efficiency due to the involvement of inner-city residents in the planning 
process. But at the same time, it would gain redundancy and diversity through the in-
volvement of a diversity of urban stakeholders in planning. *is inclusion would create 
a greater validation of decisions made in the planning process and potentially create 
more diverse urban spaces.  

On the horizontal scale, one can observe that resistance, mitigation, and tabula 
rasa are highly rigid mechanisms. *is positioning is based on the idea that either they 
follow strict rules and regulations (tabula rasa and mitigation) or because their principle 
aim is to conserve the status quo trying to achieve absolute stability (resistance). Adap-
tation, in contrast, is positioned at the other extreme end of the spectrum. It is highly 
flexible reacting quickly to any disturbance of the system. *is also means, however, that 
adaptation requires flexible urban actors and relationships. Learning is likely to create a 
more flexible mechanism of system change and a stable, yet adaptive urban system by 
including public discourse and capacity building into urban planning. Consequently, 
learning is positioned in the diagram as less flexible and reactive as adaptation but also 
less rigid than tabula rasa, mitigation, and resistance. Its decision-making processes 
would have to be more flexible than those of tabula rasa to accommodate participation. 
Yet, they would have to be more formalized and top-down than adaptation, mitigation, 
and resistance to avoid right of the strongest. Upgrading is a difficult case in this matrix 
and the expert data does not reveal enough information to clearly position it. Upgrading 
is aimed at building adaptive capacity through creating buffers. Furthermore, upgrading 
works with a set of customary rules such as trust and saving. Hence, its position in the 
matrix is most likely close to mitigation’s position. Other data in this study will elucidate 
this question. 
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6.2 Defining the natural pathways to resilience 
In Baron and Cherenet (2018), we conclude that tabula rasa and resistance are not path-
ways to but against resilience. *e findings presented above offer a more differentiated 
picture. While the new findings above do underline the conclusions of that paper re-
garding tabula rasa, the findings on resistance create doubt over the completeness of the 
conclusions drawn there. What we conclude in our paper is that resistance needs to be 
taken into consideration when creating a resilience strategy for Addis Ababa because – 
and here is where the review of the data creates doubt – resistance obstructs any type of 
change including the implementation of a resilience strategy. While I would like to un-
derline the necessity to pay particular a,ention to resistance, not only in future resili-
ence strategies but also in the upcoming analyses of this thesis, it is for a different reason. 
Based on the findings presented in sub-chapter 5.6 as well as the comparison of the path-
ways in the previous sub-chapter, I come to the conclusion that resistance is not an ob-
structer but an essential contributor to general urban resilience. As described in sub-
chapter 3.4, the purpose of general urban resilience is to preserve urban identity. But 
preserving that identity requires a change mechanism focused particularly on that task. 
I argue based on my findings above that the pathway resistance fulfils exactly that pur-
pose. At the same time, the findings so far point at a pathway resistance that cannot dif-
ferentiate between “good” and “bad” aspects of the status quo. *is could create a rigid-
ity trap within the system (cf. p. 78). Instead it conserves them all. But maybe this dif-
ferentiation is not necessary. If all pathways to resilience interact, mitigation and up-
grading could provide the essential resilience elements feedback and learning to the 
overall system. *us, I hypothesize that the four pathways to resilience interact with and 
complement one another while occurring “naturally” in an urban system. *is thesis is 
backed up by the expert interview data. Expert 07 points out that there is potential for a 
distinguishing between “traditional” and “modern” urban development: “I think, before 
we started this tabula rasa, we had this principle not by design but by tradition. [It] was 
happening” (E07, 319-20). *is traditional and gradual, yet unplanned, urban develop-
ment has developed throughout Addis Ababa’s history. It is inherited or “natural.” 
*erefore, I will henceforth call adaptation, upgrading, mitigation, and resistance the 
natural pathways to resilience. Together, they cover the full range of resilience practices 
as shown in figure 26. Furthermore, they are self-organizing and diverse, reactive to any 



186 Part II 

 

 

kind of change (as long as it does not destroy the existing urban system) and are based 
in urban memory as described in sub-chapter 5.6.  

Furthermore, the four natural pathways are grassroots strategies that could play 
a role in the process of making urban development and strategic resilience building in 
Addis Ababa (more) equitable. *is leaves learning and tabula rasa as something 
“other.” Tabula rasa has been outlined by the experts as highly destructive for urban 
identity or memory. It is therefore counterproductive to general urban resilience. Nev-
ertheless, the following data sets will have be analyzed with regards to the question how 
exactly it impacts natural urban resilience. In contrast, learning is not a change process 
but a process by which knowledge is stored and released. *e term “storing” refers, for 
example, to the embodiment of urban memory in urban spaces or the passing on of com-
mon knowledge over where flood plains are or keeping track of membership payments 
within an ‘eddir’. *is knowledge is released, i.e. applied, in case of emergency or when 
preparing for future emergencies (planning ahead). *is is comparable to the accumu-
lation and releasing of resources and connectivity in the adaptive cycle (cf. 3.4.2). *e 
following data sets and analyses will have to provide further evidence for or against that 
inference. 

Based on the expert interviews, the natural pathways to resilience can be sum-
marized as follows: 

(1) Adaptation: Inner-city residents and neighborhood associations are adjusting 
themselves (or their life/work) to changing conditions with the aim of preserv-
ing their lives’ basic functionality and identity. *is also includes the alteration 
of public spaces to their needs. Adaptation is strictly reactive and aimed at 
preservation. 

(2) Upgrading: Inner-city residents are improving idle land and their houses to build 
adaptive capacity and diversify their livelihoods to cope with future stresses. *is 
includes the appropriation of street space for extensions. Upgrading is strictly 
proactive and results in gradual system transformation. 

(3) Mitigation: A multitude of mitigation practices help inner-city residents to alle-
viate the negative effects caused by a shortage of resources (space, funding, 
knowledge) and disturbances (death, wedding, natural hazards). *is includes 
the temporary appropriation of public space to alleviate the lack of private space 
and the creation of buffer zones to diminish flooding. Mitigation is reactive as 
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well as proactive. However, its foresight is solely based on previously experi-
enced stresses and shocks.  

(4) Resistance: *e goal of resistance is to conserve the status quo to avoid stress 
caused by change. Resistance is reactive, blocking any kind of change. Its pur-
pose is to preserve urban identity and memory.  

6.3 Mixity and neighborhood associations as relevant actors 
At this stage not much is known about the actual physical and social characteristics of 
mixity. *e more conceptual descriptions of the experts go li,le beyond the morpho-
logical descriptions in the existing literature (cf. chapter 2). An important finding, how-
ever, is that several experts describe mixity as essential for the inner city’s urban identity. 
In addition, the following conclusions can be drawn from the expert interviews regard-
ing the relevance of mixity for general urban resilience.  

First, mixity is probably an important aspect of resistance. Mixity is an identifi-
cation feature for the residents of the inner city. At the same time resistance is very much 
preoccupied with the conservation of local identity. *erefore, resistance must also be 
concerned about the conservation of mixity. Conversely, mixity contributes to re-
sistance by embodying urban memory (e.g., ceremonial spaces). Secondly, the experts 
characterize mixity as the layering of different functions in one space. Expert 09 defines 
mixity as a side-by-side existence of different means of transport, incomes, and land-
uses. *is layering likely promotes the exchange of knowledge and resources between 
different urban actors as they meet in close proximity. In this case, mixity would con-
tribute to the pathways mitigation and upgrading as shown in figure 26 above. *ird, the 
residents of the inner city are required to improvise as they live a “jazzy life.” *is leads 
to the inference that some aspects such as technical infrastructure are not ideal requiring 
the residents to improvise it. In return, this means that the inner city must offer situa-
tions, places, and a community that supports or at least tolerates this improvisation. *e 
bo,om-up a,empts by the residents to improvise infrastructure bo,om-up points at a 
lack of regulation and care through the Government and results in a high level of self-
organization in the inner city. *e flexibility and ambiguity involved in this improvisa-
tion are important systemic prerequisites for adaptation. *ese inferences hint at a high 
importance of mixity for the natural pathways to resilience. Following data gathering 
and analysis will have to illuminate how mixity contributes to them. Furthermore, it is 
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not yet clear what exactly makes out this ominous mixity. As highlighted in sub-chapter 
2.5, very li,le is known about its actual spatial features and nothing has yet been reliably 
documented in terms of its positive or negative impact on general urban resilience. 

*e neighborhood associations are described by the experts as social infrastruc-
tures that bring different communities together. *ey bring them together and encour-
age their cooperation under one goal – to mitigate the lack of assets, social security sys-
tems, and institutionalized care. But also, to generate interest groups to represent and 
give a stronger voice to less privileged groups such as women and youth. By bringing the 
different social groups together, these associations are important in creating social co-
herence and a common urban identity. *e experts repeatedly point out that that social 
coherence is one of the strongest features of the inner city. With regards to the creation 
of natural urban resilience, the neighborhood associations thus contribute majorly to 
mitigation. *ey also create and continuously enact urban identity and therefore the 
pathway resistance. 

6.4 Interim summary expert interviews 
Chapters 6 interprets the findings presented in chapter 5 with regards to the research 
question. *e data set provides the basis for a deeper understanding of general urban 
resilience in the inner city. It provides insights into four naturally occurring change 
mechanisms – natural pathways to resilience – and learning as a cyclical process of ac-
cumulation and release of knowledge. Tabula rasa is identified as a threat to general ur-
ban resilience because it severely impedes several of the pathways and destroys the basis 
of general urban resilience – urban identity. 

In sum, it is clear that the expert interviews can only be a first research step in a 
multi-methodological approach because their analysis reveals data gaps that cannot be 
answered by interviewing more experts. Moreover, as explained in chapter 4, expert in-
terviews are highly relevant but single-sided (elite knowledge). *erefore, I describe 
(chapter 7) and interpret (chapter 8) interviews with inner-city residents to comple-
ment the findings and to balance the expert perspective.
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7 Findings resident interviews 

*e following two chapters 7 and 8 describe and analyze the resident interviews con-
ducted in Teklehaimanot. *ey are narrated inductively. *is means that I describe the 
individual themes and categories from the GTM analysis (cf. 4.1.1) first, without asso-
ciating them with the pathways. *is includes, for instance, the relation of private and 
public space or different types of change; with each sub-chapter representing one over-
arching category. Subsequently, I analyze and associate these themes and categories 
with the four natural pathways to resilience in the analysis. *e following chapter begins 
with a description of the Government as unnamed actor, followed by the summary of 
different scales and intensities of change experienced by the residents of Teklehaima-
not. *e final two sub-chapters address the spheres of dwelling and business as well as 
the privacy of space. As the chapter will show, the resident interviews can generate val-
uable new insights into the everyday aspects of general urban resilience. 

7.1 The unnamed actor 
In this sub-chapter, I report my findings regarding the residents’ perception of the Gov-
ernment as change agent in Addis Ababa in general and their neighborhood in particu-
lar. In distinction to the expert interviews, Teklehaimanot residents answered interview 
questions very sparsely. Sometimes, one-word answers were all the interviewers re-
ceived80. However, a particular strength of situational mapping (Clarke 2005) is to ana-
lyze unspoken statements. Using situational mapping, I analyze the resident interviews 
for the explicit and implicit usage of the word “government” when referring to change 
in the neighborhood or the houses.  

*e Government is mostly implied. Only four (LR01, 05, 08, 14) out of 20 inter-
viewees use the word government at all referring to change: Resident 14 states:  

“There are some changes in the area in the past ten years, especially on the road and the 

building of condominium houses and other buildings. The Government is the major actor 

in these changes.” (LR14, 1).  

 
80  An explanation could be inexperienced interviewers, the structured interview guide, or class and gender relations 

(all interviewers were male and upper class). Furthermore, the research assistants reported that their respondents 
did not like to talk openly with them fearing that the assistants were government officials preparing their eviction. 
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In another interview, resident 08 reports:  

“The road resurfacing affected the size of the house a little bit: the owner had to rebuild 

the front façade of the house. The road was resurfaced by the Government” (LR08, 2). 

What can be said from the qualitative analysis of the data is that all of the residents that 
did name the Government as change agent are different (male and female, kebele house 
renters and house owners, jobless and not). *e only commonality they have is that they 
are all middle aged or elderly. In contrast to their frank statements about the Govern-
ment, the other interviewees avoid naming it as instigator of change. Typical is the use 
of passive constructions such as: “[…] the street was developed in stone some six or 
seven years ago. It is eminent that it will be demolished” (LR12, 2). Or, “Yes, houses are 
demolished, and roads are widened” (LR20, 1). O0en, the Government is simply re-
ferred to as “they,” such as resident 19 who refers to neighborhood change when he says: 
“[…] in some distance from us, they are demolishing houses for redevelopment. But 
the new development has not been built, yet.” (LR19,1)81. In a total of 29 cases, however, 
the residents speak of neighborhood or house changes without mentioning the Govern-
ment as an actor indicating that these changes are implemented without Government 
involvement confirming a high level of self-reliance indicated already by the experts. 

*e resident interviews thus illustrate the mistrust of the inner-city residents to-
wards the Government, which the experts reported in chapter 5. Addis Ababa has a long 
history of top-down urban planning without consulting or even informing affected com-
munities. So, residents do have a reason to be afraid of eviction without prior notice, 
without proper compensation, or an option for objection (cf. chapter 2). *is data sam-
ple shows, that the inability to participate in planning decisions creates mistrust not only 
of the Government itself but also its non-transparent planning processes and the un-
known outcome. However, this relatable mistrust of the Government and its decisions 
is different from what the urban experts claim to be a general fear of change. *e follow-
ing sub-chapter highlights that quite clearly. 
  

 
81  To improve readability, grammar and word-choice are slightly corrected in comparison to the verbatim translation. 
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7.2 Different scales and intensities of change 
*is sub-chapter first introduces the four different scales at which the residents perceive 
urban change. Subsequently, I describe the resident interview data that refers to differ-
ent intensities of change. By doing so, I am able to show that the inner-city residents are 
everything but afraid of change and to contribute insights to what kind of change is per-
ceived as positive or threatening. *ese insights will later help to understand the scales 
and speeds at which the pathways are active and how tabula rasa obstructs natural urban 
resilience. 

7.2.1 Different scales of change  
*e residents of Teklehaimanot speak of four scales of change in total: city, neighbor-
hood, building or individual, and construction detail. *is section briefly describes each 
of these perceived urban scales and how they are impact the residents’ everyday lives. 

City-wide change processes are mentioned by two individuals. *e city-wide 
scale refers to Addis Ababa and its urban politics as a whole, including the inner city and 
the artificial city. LR17 states: “We hope Addis Ababa is going to be changed gradually” 
(LR17, 2) as part of his response to the question about changes in his street. He refers 
to the trickling up of neighborhood changes to the city scale. *rough the renewal of 
inner-city neighborhoods, the overall face of the city is rapidly changing. And he hopes 
that this change takes place more gradual. *en, resident 02 perceives a rising of popu-
lation in the neighborhood “without a pronounced increase in the housing stock” 
(ibid.). Her observation about the increased population density without significant con-
struction activity refers to the neighborhood specifically. However, it points at a change 
that takes place at a larger scale: rural-urban migration and population increase in Addis 
Ababa (cf. 2.2 and 2.3). So, there are new citizens in Addis Ababa every day and this 
change trickles down to the neighborhood, which is what resident 02 reports of. 

The Neighborhood scale is an imprecise urban scale. It not explicitly introduced 
by the questionnaire. Since a neighborhood is usually not easily defined and not every-
one agrees on its boundaries, I use the term “in your street” in the interview guide to 
create a medium scale that is larger than the building scale but smaller than the city-wide 
scale. However, the interviewers in interviews 01, 02, and 13 still use the term when 
probed. Furthermore, interviewee 17 uses the term neighborhood when responding to 
the question of duration of living in that house: “l have lived in the neighborhood for 25 
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years and have been working in this house for 13 years” (LR17, 1). It is likely, that he 
used the term ‘sefer’ (cf. 2.5) in Amharic which means his village or his community. 

*is impreciseness of the neighborhood scale is a dilemma that is not easily re-
solved. It cannot be assumed that phenomena that are happening in a resident’s street 
also happen in the entire neighborhood. Sometimes, yes. For example, in the cases of 
LR12 and LR13, the demolitions happening in their street also take place in the entire 
block. Sometimes, no. For example, residents 08, 09, and 20 are living or working along 
the same road which has been recently widened (east of the roundabout). While it is 
not clear where the boundary of their perceived neighborhood is, it cannot be assumed 
that the change that happened in their street is the same in the entire neighborhood. 
Regardless of these inconsistencies, I will use the term neighborhood scale to refer to a 
medium scale that is somewhere between a city and an individual building scale82. 

The building or individual scale is the second smallest hierarchy level addressed 
by the residents. *at scale refers to individual buildings as well as their occupation and 
purpose (home, business, recreation). *e residents generally report of three kinds of 
change on the building scale. *e first are changes to the building shell such as shrinking 
(LR08) and extending (LR06, LR09, LR19). *e second type of change is purpose 
change. Residents, for example, convert their dwelling partially into business spaces 
such as a ‘suk’ (LR01). *e third type of building change are changes to their occupa-
tion. Resident 02, for instance, describes: “*e number of inhabitants in my house has 
increased, because my two grandchildren are with me and also, I have a servant to help 
me in my business” (LR02, 2). Resident 01 outlines how gradual, individual change on 
buildings affects the appearance of the entire street, for example, when several neighbors 
turn their houses into a shops. *is is called a trickle-up effect in resilience research: the 
lower urban scale affects the next greater one, and so on (cf. 3.4.1). 

The construction detail scale is the smallest and by far most addressed scale. With-
out specifically introducing it through the interview guide, the residents speak of it fre-
quently when asked about changes to their house. Most of the residents (LR01, LR03, 
LR04, LR05, LR08, LR10, LR11, LR12, LR13, LR14, LR16, LR18) report in detail what 
kind of maintenance or improvement work they have carried out on the building they 
own or rent. By doing so, they emphasize that they are carefully taking care of or 

 
82  Interestingly, the next larger scale – the district, or ‘woreda’, is never mentioned even though it is politically much 

more relevant than the ‘sefer’. So, reflecting the data, the ‘woreda’ is left out in this categorization of scales. 
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improving their homes or businesses. In other words, they emphasize their agency in 
changing space on this scale. 

As the examples of the population increase as well as the change of building uses 
illustrates, the four scales are interconnected with each other. Changes at the city-wide 
scale trickle down to the other three scales. But the reverse also holds true as the example 
of change of front façades, reported by LR01, shows. As more and more houses change 
their façades, the street as a whole also transforms – maybe it becomes livelier as there 
are more shopping opportunities. Likewise, the different actors on each of these scales 
affect each other. Resident 02, for example, has taken in her grandchildren to live with 
her. As a result, the congestion in her house became too great. To afford more space or 
to be able to support the grandchildren, she has started a ‘tela bet’ that requires her to 
hire a servant to help her (cf. LR02, 2). *is illustrates what is called a horizontal inter-
dependency where several urban actors on the same scale of the hierarchy influence one 
another (cf. 3.4.2). 

7.2.2 Different intensities of change 
In chapter 5, the experts construct the inner-city residents as conservative and afraid of 
change. While such stereotypes should generally be treated with caution, I would like to 
take this framing by the experts as a backdrop against which I examine the perception of 
change by the residents of Teklehaimanot. As a first step to a deeper understanding of 
what change might mean to the inner-city residents, I look at the translation of ‘change’ 
in the Amharic interview guide. *ere, “change” is translated as ለውጥ (läw’t)83. Isenberg 
provides the following alternate translations besides change for ለውጥ: “substitution, al-
teration, compensation, and restitution” (Isenberg 1841, 11). Some of these transla-
tions are useful to understand the idea of ለውጥ be,er. For example, the"term “substitu-
tion” points at the practices of maintenance and repair that are addressed in section 
7.2.2. “Alteration,” on the other hand, indicates tweaks and adjustments to spaces that 
might hint at the pathway adaptation and is represented by the practice of shrinking, i.e. 
adapting the house front to a wider street. *e Abyssinica Dictionary, a bit more con-
temporary than Isenberg, adds “variety,” “reform,” and “transformation, replacement, 
barter” to the list of synonyms (Abyssinica Dictionary 2019/a). As the meaning “barter” 
suggests, ለውጥ implies exchange of something in Amharic. *us, reform and 

 
83  For transliteration rules see footnote 60 on page 136. 
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transformation can be achieved through the exchange of goods, knowledge, building 
parts, and others. “Variety” is another diverging and thus potentially interesting mean-
ing. “Variety” implies the agency of diversity in creating change – an aspect that is also 
relevant to resilience thinking (cf. 3.4.4). All these aspects that are linguistically embed-
ded in the term ለውጥ help to keep an eye on preconceived ideas and meanings that the 
residents might perceive when they hear or use the term ለውጥ in the interview. In this 
section, I explore the residents’ perspectives on different change intensities: extending, 
maintenance and stagnation, as well as tabula rasa. 

Extending as practice of adaptation and upgrading: Extending as a practice of ad-
aptation and upgrading: In general, the word extending refers to the practice of adding 
space to a building. *e residents report horizontal extensions (LR06, LR08, LR09) and 
a vertical extension (LR19). Extending serves different purposes and is thus a spatial 
practice that co-produces different resilience pathways. *ere are two types of extension 
depending on the motivation: extension out of need (adaptation) and extension out of 
prosperity (upgrading).  

For example, resident 09 extends his house at the back to preserve its function-
ality as part of its front is demolished due to road construction, i.e. adaptation (cf. 5.4.1). 
Resident 09’s main interest is to cope with the disturbance caused by the new road (and 
essentially tabula rasa). In contrast, resident 06 adds a room to his house to make space 
for a business and a larger family, i.e. upgrading (cf. 5.4.2). In this case, he aims to in-
crease his household’s human, economic, and physical capital84, reducing their vulnera-
bility to future shocks and stresses. In summary, the resident interview data underlines 
my previous inference that adaptation and upgrading react to different drivers. Adapta-
tion reacts to internal and external disturbances and stresses, while upgrading responds 
to the internal desire or need to build adaptive capacity strategically. 

*ere is another remarkable difference between the two types of extending. *e 
main driving force for adaptive extending is the Government and not the building’s 
owner or user. *e Government aims to drive local development in the neighborhoods 
through tabula rasa, forcing residents to adapt. Hence, inner-city residents react to stress 
imposed on them by the Government and over which they have no control. Neverthe-
less, those residents, who face adaptive extending, u,er no feelings of frustration. *is 

 
84  C.f. adaptive capacity in Cassidy and Barnes (2012). 
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silence might reflect resignation in the light of their powerlessness or their fear of criti-
cizing the Government. 

In contrast, extending for upgrading purposes is frequently mentioned by the 
residents. It is in the residents’ control regarding dimension, speed, and quality. Of 
course, building codes and regulations limit this individual power and enforce the bal-
ancing of needs between individual and society. Hence, the residents only imply these 
rules and regulations as actors of upgrading. 
Another form of extending as upgrading takes place on the scale of building parts. *e 
renewal of different building parts with new or more durable materials improves its du-
rability and appearance. Resident 16, for example, highlights that she has “modified the 
roof with new corrugated iron sheets” (LR16, 1). *e same resident has also changed 
her door and windows from wood to metal. *is improvement illustrates how change 
processes on one scale of the urban system (construction detail) can accumulate to 
changes on other, larger scales, such as the building or the neighborhood. 

Furthermore, extending illustrates that the residents respond to obstructions of 
upgrading on one scale (building) with adaptation on another scale (construction de-
tail). If the upgrading of entire houses through extending is impossible, for example, be-
cause laws against the upgrading of kebele houses prohibit it, residents will switch to the 
construction detail scale, incrementally improving the building piece by piece. *is eva-
sion of building activities to the construction detail scale illustrates how a system re-
sponds to negative tradeoffs by switching from upgrading to adapting practices and, 
therefore, that different pathways interact with one another. 

Overall, the practice of extending provides evidence for how one spatial practice 
can serve different resilience pathways and that the pathways adaptation and upgrading 
interact with one another. 

Stagnation is an intensity of change at which seemingly nothing happens, and no 
actors are active. However, the contrary is true. *ere are several actors and processes 
coproducing stagnation. By identifying them, I can show that stagnation is a spectrum 
that stretches between the two poles of maintenance and unwanted standstill in the per-
ception of the residents. And while stagnation is not the same as the resilience pathway 
resistance, some of its practices contribute to resistance. 

Maintenance is generally not perceived as major change by Teklehaimanot resi-
dents. When asked about the latest changes to their houses, interviewees usually 
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acknowledge that different things such as extending, use changes, or inhabitant changes 
have taken place; but maintenance works are not included in this notion. *ere is an 
open question at the beginning of the questionnaire (Q. 1.1) which asks about the latest 
changes to the interviewee’s house. Residents 04, 05, 08, 10, 14, 15, 16, and 18 respond 
by recounting different types of maintenance such as painting and plastering in- and 
outside as well as repairing roof, ceiling, and flooring. However, when asked in question 
2.5.1 for any “major changes to the building structure, use, or inhabitants,” they do not 
acknowledge these previously mentioned repairs as major change – even though some 
of these repairs must have involved major investment and effort. If the answers to these 
two questions are compared, a contradiction becomes evident. 

 While the question 2.5.1 is admi,ingly suggestive – leading interviewees only to 
think about major changes to certain aspects of their house – it is still possible to infer 
that maintenance does not qualify as major change in the eyes of those residents. If 
maintenance is not considered a major change, then what is it perceived as? *e data 
permits two different interpretations. On the one hand, by saying, yes there is mainte-
nance work, but no there are no major changes to the house, the interviewees construct 
maintenance as small or no change. *is interpretation mirrors their perception of 
home as a place of stability (cf. 7.3). As though it is important for them to emphasize 
that their house does not change – neither inside, nor outside.  

In contrast, the interviewees construct major changes as mostly external such as 
adapting the front façade to a widened road or evictions and redevelopment. Another 
interpretation that the data suggests that maintenance is considered a smaller, not-so-
important change. It cannot contribute to adaptation or upgrading. Even though ex-
change (buying construction materials, collaborating with neighbors…) is necessary to 
maintain a house, the aim of maintenance differs from adaptation and upgrading. Adap-
tation adjusts the system under change to preserve it. Upgrading aims to increase the 
system’s capacity to cope. Maintenance, on the other, aims to conserves the existing 
built structures. It thus is a practice that serves resistance. Overall, these two interpreta-
tions underline the perception of the resident interviewees that maintenance cannot be 
defined as major change. Instead, it has a stabilizing purpose conserving the status quo. 

Unwanted standstill is located at the other end of the stagnation-spectrum. Un-
wanted standstill is unwanted by the residents and refers to obstacles of upgrading 
through other actors. In sum, Teklehaimanot residents identify four sources of 
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unwanted standstill: bureaucracy, social rules, tabula rasa, and poverty. Local resident 
17 provides an example for bureaucracy as obstructer of upgrading. He rents a house 
from the local administration, the kebele, and complains:  

“There are no major changes at all. ln fact, I wanted to add another story up, but the rule 

is so strict... Apart from major changes: I can't even paint my house without the permis-

sion of the kebele” (LR17, p. 2).  

According to his statement, there is a regulation not to alter kebele houses. *ese rules 
regulate and – according to this interviewee – practically prevent upgrading or even 
maintenance. Kebele regulations are so tight that they prevent extending (LR17) and 
generally delay change on the building scale (LR12). *ere are other perspectives, too. 
Interviewees 07, 08, and 14 report of the kebele house administration facilitating adap-
tation (LR07, LR08) and maintenance (LR14). It seems that if the issue is urgent 
enough (adapting to new road) or a user is persistent enough (maintenance), the kebele 
administration will indeed cooperate with the resident and take charge of maintenance 
and alterations. However, extending of kebele houses is not allowed by law if a building 
has no foundations (cf. 2.3). So, de-jure and for some residents, the Government and its 
regulations are clearly an actor of unwanted standstill. Applying for the kebele to sup-
port a house adaptation or maintenance is for sure a cumbersome undertaking hence 
explaining resident 17’s frustration.  

But the data allows a more differentiated perspective on that. In contrast to this 
perception, tenancy status does not seem to be an insurmountable obstacle for upgrad-
ing and maintenance. While three out of four interviewees who report no upgrading or 
maintenance, live in kebele houses (LR07, LR17, LR20), another five kebele house 
renters maintain (LR01, LR08, LR10, LR14, LR16), adjust (LR07, LR08), and even ex-
tend their houses (LR19). A correlation between unwanted standstill and kebele ten-
ants can thus not be established85. Next, there are socially enforced rules that obstruct 
upgrading. When asked about major changes to her home – a condominium apartment 
– resident 18 reports that there are house rules in her condominium: the inhabitants 
have passed rules that prohibit certain internal changes such as inserting additional 

 
85  This is also underlined by several studies in Addis Ababa’s inner city, e.g., Yitbarek 2008, Soressa 2003. These authors 

report of widespread DIY maintenance and upgrading practices among kebele house residents. 
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doors, partitioning, and taking out walls. While the reasons for these rules are not ex-
plained, the community has installed rules to limit individual freedom to protect certain 
communal interests. At the same time, it inhibits individual upgrading. *e third source 
of unwanted standstill mentioned in the interviews is tabula rasa. While tabula rasa is 
typically a driver of change, it also creates standstill on the level of those people who are 
awaiting eviction. When faced with the demolition of their houses, people stop main-
taining and upgrading. Resident 12 reports that “many of the buildings are being demol-
ished [in the neighborhood…]. We are just waiting for our turn” (LR12, 3). *e last bit 
of this quote emanates resignation. *ey are not doing anything anymore but wait for 
the day they have to leave. In result, the physical spaces around them decay86. *e last 
given reason for unwanted standstill is poverty. When asked about neighborhood 
change in the past 15 years, interviewee 17 responds: “Not very much. *is is because 
the area is a poor neighborhood; the changes are not significant” (LR17, p.1). *is is a 
sensible thesis: if people are struggling financially, they will not be able to create financial 
buffers that are necessary to upgrade or maintain a house. All these reasons force the 
residents to maintain the status quo as best as possible instead of expanding their liveli-
hoods through upgrading. 

Overall, the two dimensions of stagnation illustrate that change is subjectively 
perceived and categorized (e.g., framing maintenance as no change or bureaucracy as 
obstacle of change). Nevertheless, they illustrate the complexity of actors involved in 
stagnation. By no means are inner-city residents generally afraid of change as the experts 
suggested. And, by no means are they and the church alone the actors in stagnation. *e 
actors of unwanted standstill differ greatly from those of maintenance which is a practice 
that contributes to  resistance as I will underline later with further evidence. 

Tabula rasa as the ultimate change: In chapter 5, the experts frame tabula rasa as 
top-down and large-scale urban transformation process that aims to generate a new city 
image and a new society. *e resident interviews generally confirm the expert assess-
ment. In section 7.1, I describe how the residents perceive the Government as all-pow-
erful and threatening. *e discourse among the residents on tabula rasa mirrors this as-
sessment. *e residents o0en avoid naming the actors of tabula rasa. When they do 
name human actors, only the Government (LR01, LR14) and private developers 
(LR01, LR05) are explicitly mentioned. When asked about significant changes in his 

 
86  This is confirmed by photographic data later in this thesis. 
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neighborhood, interviewee 01 – who lives just east of the church grounds – states: “Yes! 
Most houses are kebele houses. *e Government sells them to investors at block-level” 
(LR01, p. 2). Residents, neighborhood associations, and the kebele administration are 
not named or indicated as actors of tabula rasa. *ey are recipients or passive actors in 
tabula rasa. Resident 12 lives south of the church grounds, the area that is up for demo-
lition in early 2017. He responds that he knows that his house is going to be demolished 
and that all he can do is wait. *e quote underlines the notion that local residents are 
not involved in the decision-making processes of tabula rasa. In this particular case, the 
resident has merely been informed about his upcoming eviction.  

*e residents furthermore describe a number of non-human actors that make up 
tabula rasa. *ese are infrastructural changes such as road works (n=24, e.g., LR03, 
LR05, LR08, LR09), demolition (LR07, LR12, LR13, LR14, LR18, LR19, LR20), elec-
trification (LR08), and new parking spaces (LR08). Furthermore, the erection of built 
structures is observed: condominiums and multi-story buildings mostly. *en, the in-
terviewees witness re-developments in general (n=11, e.g., LR01, LR13) and condo-
minium construction in particular (LR05, LR06, LR07, LR14, LR18).  

Tabula rasa illustrates, how change can be a blessing or a curse depending on the 
perspective. Resident 19, for example, points to shorter commuting times:  

“The widening of the road minimizes my travel time to the other branches of my work. It 

used to take me one hour but now it is less than 30 minutes” (LR19, p. 2).  

Residents 09 and 18 mention the creation of urban greenery in the wake of recent urban 
renewal. In contrast, residents 08 and 09 have to adapt their houses to those exact same 
roads. So, resident 09 finds good and bad effects in his neighborhoods transformation. 
Only few residents acknowledge tabula rasa as stressor as openly as resident 13: 

“Oh, it is sad to see the area […] like this. This street used to be so busy with lots of pedes-

trians. It has now lost its pedestrian traffic as a large part of the population is evicted along 

with the demolition of their houses” (LR13, p. 2).  
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Interviewee 13, who lives just west of the demolition area south of the roundabout, is 
negatively affected by the reduction of passers-by due to the demolitions and evictions. 
His livelihood is threatened by the resulting reduction of passers-by. 

Overall, these mixed perceptions point at the discursive construction of tabula 
rasa, i.e. perceptions of it differ greatly and this discourse only becomes visible to the 
outsider through comparison. Regardless of their opinion, the data clearly shows that 
the residents are aware of tabula rasa’s impact, scope, and outcomes. Overall, tabula rasa 
has a great impact on the spatial, economic, and social environment of Teklehaimanot 
residents. *e residents report of different tactics to cope with the disturbance caused 
by tabula rasa, such as shrinking a house, mistrusting the government, and fatalism. Tab-
ula rasa is the ultimate change because it is top-down, affects entire neighborhoods, in 
rapid speed, and is carried out by the most powerful urban actor, the Government. 

7.3 The spheres of business and home 
*is sub-chapter explores the question of how spatial uses within a building can contrib-
ute or obstruct urban resilience. In principle, a building can contain three activities: do-
mestic, recreational87, and business. *e former two are combined into the term home in 
this sub-chapter. *e relationship between business and home is specifically addressed 
in the resident interviews: *e interview guide introduces this topic into the conversa-
tion by asking about whether the resident entertains a business in their home (question 
2.3.1). Subsequently, the interviewer probes for recent changes to the resident’s home 
or business environment88. Overall, the resident interviews reveal three major discourses 
on the relationship between business and home: First, on the importance of separating 
business and home spaces. *en, on the emphasis of home as place of stability. Last, on 
how business and home interplay with each other flexibly. Each of the three reveals new 
insights into every-day resilience practices. 

A frequently repeated theme in the resident interviews is an emphasis on the sep-
aration between business and home in terms of spaces and activities. Interviewee 13, for 

 
87  All those activities that are not domestic- or business-related, such as playing, chatting, sitting and standing (Gehl 

2011). 
88  The word house in Amharic ቤት (‘bēt’) denotes dwelling, home, family, and also building (Abyssinica Dictionary 

2019/b). Thus, a ቤት, is much more a “home” than a “building,” which is why I use the interview guide to explicitly 
introduce the business sphere into the discussion about changes on the building scale. 
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example, emphasizes several times that his home is for dwelling only. In the interview, 
he stresses that his business is separate from his home noting that his business is “here” 
(place of interview in the street) and, in contrast, that his home is “there” (across the 
street, inside). Interviewee 15 underlines the separation of the two by underlining that, 
not only, does he not entertain a business in his house at the moment but that the house 
has never served a business: “*e house has been serving only for residential purposes” 
(LR15, 1). *e ‘suk’ owner, resident 01, states that his house has been partitioned to 
separate the ‘suk’ space from the living quarters. *us, if possible, dedicated spaces of 
business are created within the house. *ere are two inferences that can be made from 
these examples: First, the large number of residents (LR01, LR07, LR13, LR15, LR17) 
who emphasize that business and home are and need to be separate suggests a pa,ern. 
It may be that the physical separation between business and home is important in order 
to create privacy. At the same time, being able to separate the two might also be a status 
symbol, representing higher status by being able to say that a home serves one purpose 
only.  

Second, by emphasizing the use of their houses only as home and nothing else, 
LR13 and LR15 constructs their house as something special, something private, that is 
ideally not to be disturbed by other purposes. *is is reinforced by those interviewees 
who also emphasize that business and home needed to be physically separate from an-
other (LR01, LR06, LR07). *rough this emphasis, the house as home receives a mean-
ing that is expressed by the English figure of speech “my home is my castle,” i.e. home is 
private and requires protection from external influences. In Amharic version of the in-
terview guide89, the word “to live” (in the sense of dwelling) is translated to መኖር 
(“manor”)90 which is an infinitive of ኖር (“nor”) that translates to “dwelling,” but also 
“remaining, residing, abiding” (Isenberg 1841, 32). *e Abyssinica Dictionary adds 
“continuing, existing, bearing” and more to the list (Abyssinica Dictionary 2019/d).91 
Hence, dwelling as word is intertwined with issues of livelihood and stability, staying, 
continuing, and existing. *e interpretation of living as ‘dwelling’ is mirrored by the in-
terviewees’ construction of their homes as a place of stability within an unstable urban 

 
89  The interview guide was translated into Amharic. Subsequently all interviews were held in Amharic and transcribed 

into English by research assistants. 
90  In contrast, ‘to live’ in the sense of ‘to be alive’ is አለ (alä). 
91  መኖርያ (mänorya) is the dwelling place, abode, stay, residence, habitation (Isenberg 1841, 32). The Abissinica diction-

ary adds lodge, repository, seat, and site to this list (Abyssinica Dictionary 2019/c). 
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environment. By doing so, they highlight their houses’ agency in creating stability. *is 
stability is also reverberated by the individual durations of use. Ten of the 20 residents 
have resided in or used their buildings for over 30 years. On the other side, only three 
out of 20 interviewees have lived in or used their houses for less than 10 years (LR08, 
LR09, LR18). While this study is not a quantitative one and conclusive statements can-
not be made from its statistics, the individual stability that these residents have experi-
enced in Teklehaimanot is astonishing. *e residents emphasize that there is no change 
at all within their houses and the change that is going on outside in the neighborhood. 
Interviewee 07, who runs a ‘chat’92 shop at the eastern end of the research side, is a prime 
example of this perception of change. He reports that no, there have not been any 
changes made to the house. *ere has also been no change to the business in the past 
ten years. But yes, there are great changes in the neighborhood such as houses being 
demolished, new buildings coming up, and new roads being built. *is contrast between 
external (neighborhood) change and internal (home) stability repeats itself several 
times during other interviews (LR01, LR02, LR04, LR05, LR08, LR10, LR11, LR14, 
LR15, LR18, LR19). Similarly, interviewee 13, emphasizes the stability of his home, af-
ter detailing a number of maintenances in the past 15 years:  

“The external part of the wall is plastered with cement. The whole wall was painted […] 

and of course the roof was repaired by changing some of the iron sheets. The use has not 

been changed at any instant through those years. Regarding the inhabitants, no not at 

all. It is just us.” (LR13, 2). 

He uses the word “of course” implying that maintenance is the most natural type of work 
on a house. Later, he contrasts that again by stating that there are no changes in terms 
of use or inhabitants. When asked about neighborhood change, he responds that there 
is a lot of changes. A third example is interviewee 12, who works as a guard in Mexico 
Square area. He reports of li,le maintenance works to the house. Later on in the inter-
view, he emphasizes that “I have lived here for 30 years and I have used the house for 
residential purpose only. Actually, it is small” (LR12, 2). To him, the change in the 
neighborhood is “obvious” (LR12, 3): that many houses are being demolished and that 
he is awaiting eviction. While there seems to be a widely shared interpretation of their 

 
92  Stimulating plant leaves chewed in Ethiopia, Somalia, Yemen as well as parts of Djibouti and Kenya. 
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buildings as places of stability, there are also different perceptions. Deviating views are 
held by those who do not live in the building in question but use it for business, i.e. 
LR08, LR09, LR17, and LR19. Interviewees 08, 09, and 19 are steel merchants, a fre-
quent business around Teklehaimanot square. *ey emphasize that the buildings, they 
use as business spaces, are in need for growth, transformation, and adaptation – or in 
other words, in need of change. LR17, on the other hand, emphasizes that he would 
have liked to expand his business by adding another story but was not allowed to by the 
kebele. *ese statements confirm a symbolical distinction between business and home: 
*e home stands for stability and safety, while the business stands for adaptation and 
transformation towards increasing adaptive capacity. 

However, even though the ideal is to keep the two spheres separate, the residents 
seem to be willing to sacrifice this separation in times of need. By partitioning their 
home, the residents create a space for business or new inhabitants displaying their ca-
pacity to adapt to new situations. But partitioning can also help to preserve the privacy 
of their dwelling space. As already discussed above, the separation between business and 
home spheres are of high priority to Teklehaimanot residents. *e ‘suk’ owner (LR01), 
for example, describes how residents partition their homes for income generation: “In-
dividuals are using the front side of their dwellings for different income-generating ac-
tivities and use the opposite side for living” (LR01, 2). *is partitioning is not only an 
every-day spatial practice. On a meta level, partitioning is a facet of upgrading as liveli-
hood diversity and, hence, adaptive capacity is strategically increased93 or – depending 
on the motivation – of adaptation, if a household needs to accommodate a new income 
or family situation. 

Overall, the study of the business-home-relationship provides a number of new 
insights, particularly with regard to the flexible interaction of the two spheres and their 
role for adaptation and upgrading. 
  

 
93  In the case of LR01, this partitioning was not accompanied by a reduction of dwelling space as the kiosk owner de-

scribes that his two children had recently moved out. However, such extra space is not always available. In those 
cases, in which partitioning a house for business space results in a reduction of dwelling space, the benefit of an 
increased livelihood diversity is valued over reduced dwelling space. Thus, partitioning for business purposes with a 
reduction of dwelling space can still be considered as upgrading as the increase of livelihood diversity potentially 
contributes to building financial buffers and, hence increasing resilience. 
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7.4 Private and public spaces 
*is section examines how Teklehaimanot residents deal with spaces that are denoted 
as public or private by urban planning. By re-interpreting these spatial categories for flex-
ible every-day use, they increase their capacity to cope with change and disturbances. 
Yet, as the following investigation shows, Teklehaimanot residents are not the only ac-
tors in this reinterpretation. Although questions of private and public are not explicitly 
raised in the residents, the situational map reveals that there is an implicit discourse go-
ing on about the two. *e results also show that residents have a different understanding 
of the category public than defined in the textbook. *eir notion is much more “fluid.” 
In order to discuss these overarching issues in a less abstract way, I will focus on two 
exemplary respondents: a tailor (LR13) and a steel merchant (LR08). 

*e tailor, who lives in the block southwest of Teklehaimanot church, stores his 
sewing machine in his house at night. In the morning he takes it out onto the street, just 
a stone's throw away from his home. During the day he runs his business on the street 
and returns home at nightfall (cf. LR13). *e steel trader, on the other hand, is located 
northwest of the roundabout, directly adjacent to a busy main road. He uses the “front 
area of the house” (LR08, 1), i.e. the sidewalk94, to load and unload steel and to present 
his goods to potential buyers. Both businessmen have in common that they regularly 
and temporarily seize street space for their business activity.  

*is temporary land seizure (TLS), as I will call it, emanates a self-image that says: 
It is completely normal that I use this road temporarily for my business. *is act of oc-
cupation temporarily increases the physical capital (i.e. the space) of this person or busi-
ness and can therefore be considered temporary upgrading. However, something else 
happens as a result of this process. Spaces defined by the authorities as “public” are re-
interpreted as common spaces. I make this inference based on the naturalness with 
which land that is officially deemed “public,” such as the sidewalk, is reported to be used 
by the residents. While some of the experts perceive this practice as privatization (e.g., 
E05), I prefer to use the term commoning in the remainder of this thesis95. Common 
spaces are accessible by the public, but their rules and use are commonly negotiated (cf. 

 
94  When double-checking the location of his house with the plot map of the site it is visible that his plot ends directly 

at the front façade of his shop. This means that the sidewalk mentioned above is indeed public land. 
95  The issue of commoning or commons is a research area of its own. See for example Stavrides (2016). I briefly refer to 

the role of commons in urbanism in section 3.2.2. 
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3.2.2). In contrast, the rules of public spaces are set and enforced by authorities. *e 
resident interviews suggest public space becoming common space through TLS.  

TLS is co-produced by a diversity of actors. *e first one is residents conducting 
TLS, such as residents 08 and 13. *en, there are the community and the Government 
who are passive actors96 by tolerating and not sanctioning TLS. *is inference is based 
on the naturalness with which interviewees report of their TLS. A reason for this might 
be that there is a solidarity between rich and poor sharing the understanding that those 
human actors who do temporarily seize public land have no choice but to do so. Another 
reason could be that street space is ordinarily understood as common space in Addis 
Ababa as indicated by expert 04.  

*e fourth main actor of TLS is the urban space itself. Resident 08 mentions the 
sidewalk, while resident 13 names the street in general as their TLS space. Without side-
walks wide enough and without spaces that are free of traffic, none of the activities re-
quiring TLS could take place on public land. Several properties can be inferred for these 
TLS spaces: they need to be ambiguous (i.e. open for re-interpretation), flexible (i.e. 
easily modifiable), and redundant (i.e. extra or not strictly necessary for the functioning 
of the road). *e fi0h actor who co-produces TLS is the customer. Both businessmen 
mention their customers in different ways. While the steel merchant reports that he uses 
the sidewalk to display goods to his customers, the tailor commiserates the loss of pass-
ers-by through demolitions in the neighboring blocks. In both cases, be,er access to 
customers seems to be a motivation to occupy street space for business activities97. *e 
sixth and last relevant actor in TLS are certain objects, such as the sewing machine or 
steel bars, which are used to temporarily occupy a stretch of land and mark it as seized. 
*ese objects temporarily turn public into common land and, simultaneously, advertise 
the good or service offered there (cf. section 9.3.2 objects of occupation). In sum, TLS 
is co-produced by a diverse set of human and non-human, living and non-living actors 
who are interlinked by codependent relationships. 
 

 
96  This assessment is rooted in assemblage theory (cf. 3.2.1), which emphasize the critical agency of non-living things 

in urban processes. 
97   Business activities: all activities that result in economic gain, such as selling goods, offering services and producing 

goods for later sale. 
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8 Analysis resident interviews 

Overall, the resident interviews help to create a deeper understanding of what kind of 
changes impact Teklehaimanot and who drives urban change. Furthermore, the resi-
dents provide personal insights into every-day practices that contribute to adaptation, 
upgrading, and resistance. In doing so, the resident interviews complement, contextual-
ize, and expand the expert data presented and analyzed in chapters 5 and 6. 

Next, I compare the most important themes of the resident interviews in terms 
of frequency and detail. *is numerical comparison of the themes is helpful, even if this 
study is by no means a quantitative one. *e more an actor or practice is named by the 
residents, the more relevant it is to them. *is analyses provides an overview of the res-
ident interview findings and helps to structure the analyses in this chapter. 

In the following chapter, I analyze the most important findings of the resident 
interviews (chapter 7) and integrate them with the expert interview data set (chapters 
5 and 6). To do so, I will take several of the data gaps and open questions identified in 
chapter 6 and review them in light of the resident interviews. Overall, there are eight 
sub-chapters to this analysis chapter. I begin by analyzing the overarching themes power 
relations in urban planning, TLS, as well as the business-home-relationship. *is is fol-
lowed by four sub-chapters on new insights into the natural pathways to resilience. I end 
this chapter once more with a summary, pointing out new insights and open questions 
as well as data gaps. 

8.1 Power relations in urban change in Addis Ababa 
In chapters 5 and 6, which describe and analyze the expert interviews, I come to the 
conclusion that tabula rasa is perceived as a top-down urban development strategy. 
*ere, I hypothesize that the authorities ignore bo,om-up feedback and that these un-
compromising planning practices impede Addis Ababa’s general urban resilience. For 
this reason, the question of whether planning power is perceived as shared or not is rel-
evant for this thesis. In the end, none of the spatial pa,erns of urban resilience that this 
thesis might define can become effective if there is no interest in learning from those in 
charge. To be,er understand the discourse on power relations in the resident inter-
views, I analyze two interrelated findings sub-chapters here. On the one hand, sub-chap-
ter 7.1, “*e unnamed actor,” shows that Teklehaimanot residents, too, see the Govern-
ment as the most powerful and adamant human actor groups in Addis Ababa’s urban 
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development. In sub-chapter 7.2.1, “Different scales of change,” on the other hand, I 
describe what kind of changes the residents a,ribute to what urban scale and what scale 
affects which others. In the following, I analyze these two discourses and show how they 
are entangled with each other and with the question of urban resilience in Addis Ababa. 
I employ two diagrams for that purpose. First, I explore the discourse among the resi-
dent interviewees on the different scales of change the second analyzes the relationship 
of urban actors with one another and in their agency for urban change.  

 
 

 
Figure 27: The scales of change and their respective direction of influence 

*e first diagram reveals three remarkable aspects regarding the question of power in 
urban change in Addis Ababa. First, the diagram highlights that the residents perceive 
city-wide and neighborhood change as drivers of change on the building scale. On the 
one side, the residents report that there are large-scale changes to the city and neighbor-
hood scales such as re-development or roads being built by the Government. On the 
other, neighborhood change affects individuals’ businesses, such as neighborhood dem-
olition impacting the tailor’s (LR13) business. *is example illustrates the impact of 
change from the larger scales on the small urban scale. Second, changes on the building 
scale can gradually trickle up to generate change on the neighborhood scale, particularly 
coming from the business sphere. *ese changes on the building scale, however, are 
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only very gradual and limited in scope. In strength and scale, they do not compare to the 
changes that are instigated by the Government top-down. *is imbalance between 
change deriving from the city and neighborhood scales (top-down) and change deriving 
from the individual/ building scale (bo,om-up) confirms the assessment of the experts 
in chapter 5 about the lacking interest by the Government to see or hear the needs of 
inner-city residents. 

*ird, the diagram furthermore highlights a prioritization of business sphere 
over dwelling sphere. In all those instances, when residents report that their houses have 
been changed for business reasons (LR01, LR02, LR06, LR08, LR09), the business as-
pect is a,ributed greater priority than the domestic side. Accordingly, the arrow of in-
fluence in the diagram above directs from business to dwelling. A reciprocal effect be-
tween domestic and business spheres is also reported but is less pronounced (LR01, 
LR02). 

 
 
Figure 28: Ontology of the human actors and their abilities to influence neighborhood change. The starred 
actors are included from the expert interview study. 

*e second diagram explores the relationship between the different types of neighbor-
hood change and the reported human actors and actor groups. *e top row shows the 
relevant human actors and actor groups, including two relevant actors who were only 
named by the expert interviews (starred). In the second row from the top, there are four 
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collective terms that categorize several different neighborhood changes. Below that, the 
different types of neighborhood changes are tied to their respective category. *e first 
relevant aspect that the diagram highlights is that the seven human actors affect a vastly 
different number of changes. *e Government, for example, is involved in 11 types of 
change distributed between infrastructure construction and redevelopment. Residents, 
on the other hand, share influence on four types of change. Newcomers are only once 
mentioned and framed negatively as they increase the pressure on the housing market. 
*is imbalance in numbers illustrates an imbalance in the number of urban change pro-
cesses for which each actor is perceived as having an influence; or in other words whose 
power is perceived as most extensive. *e perception that the Government is much 
more powerful than the other human actors is largely shared by experts and residents. 
*e second aspect this diagram highlights is a grouping of human actors and actor 
groups. One can see a three-way divide among the human actors and actor groups in the 
top row. *e actors of the three groupings interact not only just with one another, there 
is also no overlap between the activities they influence urban change processes. *e lack 
of interaction between them is highly revealing. So, while the Government is highly in-
fluential regarding neighborhood change, there is no communication with the actors on 
the right-hand side of the diagram. *e fact that Teklehaimanot residents even avoid 
naming the Government for fear of the consequences underlines this disconnect and 
the mistrust reported by the experts. 

*e level of good governance – in particular, sharing decision-making power 
with the public – is an important contributor to general urban resilience as I reflect in 
sub-chapter 3.4. Both diagrams above, however, show a lack of cooperation and an un-
equal power distribution in urban development in Addis Ababa. As I theorize in the ex-
pert interview chapters, this unequal distribution has a negative effect on urban resili-
ence. Here is how that happens. First, the single sidedness of that top-down paradigm 
obstructs, ignores, and discourages feedback from the bo,om to the top. *ere is no 
corresponding of the different scales, i.e. individual households, neighborhood, city, 
with each other. Instead, signals from the bo,om are not heard and signals from the top 
are enforced no-ma,er-what. Learning from mistakes is not possible as feedback about 
the effect of decisions is lacking. If learning is not possible, the further development of 
resilience strategies is impossible. And, if learning from past disasters is not possible, 
mitigating these disasters in the future is also not possible. Planning for the future is not 
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possible. Each of these lacking opportunities cripple the sustainability of a city over the 
long run. Second, the diagrams reflect that the diversity of actors that are perceived to 
be powerful in urban planning is very low. Few actors that do not share responsibility, 
resources, and decision-making power create vulnerability at the top level of the urban 
system. *ird, in contrast to the lack of feedback across scales, the second diagram high-
lights that there are indeed places of horizontal feedback. One example is the mutual 
resident-business relationship. It ensures that necessary information, goods, people, 
funding, etc. are exchanged at need. Which subsequently is relevant for individual up-
grading and mitigation of crisis. It also contributes to a gradual upgrading of the neigh-
borhood. *is horizontal feedback is essential for self-organization. All resilience path-
ways are and need to be essentially self-organizing. *is self-organization helps the ur-
ban system to cope with stresses and shocks even if there is no centrally governing insti-
tution acting on behalf of its citizens. If the Government, however, takes away all deci-
sion-making and implementation power from the lower scales, self-efficacy and learning 
on those scales becomes impossible. As residents never get the experience to contribute 
to urban decision-making, they cannot learn what decisions have an impact on their 
lives and how. *eir capacity to organize in case of emergency or governmental break-
down hence diminishes. *e emergency response falls back to the level of the individual 
rather than to a capable community. 

Notwithstanding this obstructive role, the Government seems to take up a com-
plex and contradictory role in the natural pathways to resilience. In upgrading and re-
sistance, the inner-city residents act in a relatively self-determined way on the detail and 
individual scales while the Government serves either as passive actor (e.g., overlooking 
extra-legal TLS) or as a disturbance (e.g., by prohibiting the upgrading of kebele units). 
In mitigation, the Government drives the creation of grassroots safety networks by not 
providing any institutionalized ones (with the exception of initiating SDPRP in 2017). 
*e Government triggers adaptation by not providing proper technical infrastructure 
(“jazzy life”) or instigating tabula rasa. 

8.2 Temporary land seizure as urban assemblage and resilient practice 
In sub-chapter 7.4, I introduce the concept of temporary land seizure (TLS), a practice 
of commoning street spaces. In this section, I will analyze properties of these findings in 
the context of urban resilience. *e analysis of that data shows that TLS is highly 
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relevant for adaptation, upgrading, and mitigation. Moreover, TLS serves as analytical 
category that helps to understand the relationship among its reported actors be,er. 

*e situations described by the tailor (LR13) and the steel merchant (LR08) 
provide evidence towards three key characteristics of TLS: complexity, self-organiza-
tion, and emerging properties. First, TLS is a complex arrangement of actors and activ-
ities. *ere is a diversity of actors involved. TLS assembles a number of human and ma-
terial actors, such as objects, and different kinds of space. Each of them is connected by 
simple interactions in a complex assemblage. *ese simple interactions can be, for ex-
ample the merchant placing steel on the sidewalk. Second, TLS is a self-organizing prac-
tice. *ere is no commi,ee or other authority mentioned by the interviewees that rules 
over who gets to temporarily seize which land and for how long. Instead, they refer to it 
as a natural, daily activity. However, there seem to be implicit and socially enacted rules 
that regulate who and when spots are seized. Otherwise, the tailor would not have a reg-
ular business spot and the steel merchant would not find extra space on the sidewalk for 
his steel every day. *ird, TLS has emergent properties. *ese properties surface be-
cause TLS is always more than just the sum of its parts. In the cases of the tailor and the 
steel merchant, for example, an improved business opportunity emerges from doing 
TLS. *ey use public spaces to display their products or use them as a workspace. *e 
motivation behind this behavior is probably the potential of increasing their profits. 
However, in an urban system, such expectations cannot be met with absolute certainty, 
as in a mechanical system. Instead, outcomes are emergent. In sum, TLS is an urban 
assemblage (cf. 3.2.1) that is self-organizing and has emergent properties. Understand-
ing TLS as an urban assemblage helps to turn TLS into an analytical category to analyze 
situations and be,er understand their role for resilience. 

 Furthermore, TLS is a spatial practice that contributes to Teklehaimanot’s gen-
eral urban resilience. As explained in sub-chapter 6.2, the natural pathways to resilience 
are complementing change processes that occur in the urban system without a higher 
authority coordinating them. At this stage, it is possible to detect that three out of the 
four resilience pathways benefit from TLS. First, TLS benefits upgrading. As explained 
in section 5.4.2, upgrading aims to improve the existing system to the increase its adap-
tive capacity. *is principle can be transferred to TLS as performed by the steel mer-
chant (LR08): He temporarily expands the area of his shop for displaying and storing 
goods. *is increases the likeliness that his merchandise is sold increasing his profit. 
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TLS furthermore contributes to mitigation, which has the aim to alleviate the negative 
effects of stresses and shocks. Houses are usually very small in Teklehaimanot98 offering 
barely enough living space. In the case of the tailor (LR13), TLS contributes to two dif-
ferent resilience strategies: mitigation and upgrading. For one thing, the lack of a formal 
business space within the tailor’s house  is compensated by pu,ing up shop in the street. 
*is is the mitigation side. *en again, he increases his livelihood diversity by being able 
to do business in the street and increases his financial capital by being closer to his po-
tential customers. *is is the upgrading side. *e third opportunity for TLS to contrib-
ute to resilience is adaptation. As the tailor (LR13) reports, the demolition of a neigh-
boring block causes him distress. *e demolitions decrease his customers. As his busi-
ness is not one that is tied to a fixed business space, but simply pops up in the street every 
morning, there is a chance for flexibility and adjustment. In this case, the flexible nature 
of this business allows for easy adaptation. If the number of customers dropped below a 
critical threshold, the tailor could move to another street that is not too far away, where 
business is be,er. 

8.3 The home-business-relationship as contributor to urban resilience 
*is sub-chapter analyzes the findings regarding the home-business-relationship de-
scribed in sub-chapter 7.3. From this, I gain a number of new insights into how flexibil-
ity, the balance between stability and transformation, the ability to prioritize, as well as 
the need for feedback contribute to general urban resilience. 

As described in section 3.4.4, flexibility is thought to be a key contributor to gen-
eral urban resilience. However, existing scholarship provides li,le insights into how flex-
ibility is performed and lived in real cities to generate urban resilience. To carve out 
these insights from the home-business-relationship in the houses of Teklehaimanot res-
idents, I employ a Venn diagram (cf. figure 29) to compare which activities belong to 
which sphere and where the two overlap. *e diagram highlights that while the residents 
tend to emphasize the need to separate the two spheres, the reality of their lives reflects 
a fair amount of overlap of the two. In the interviews, residents report of a relatively 
flexible handling of how private their building is and which purposes it serves. Exten-
sions and subdivisions are made to accommodate a new business or a bigger family. If  

 
98  The average kebele housing unit in Lideta, woreda 07 (south of roundabout), which makes87 out almost 50 percent 

of the building stock in this woreda, is 27.5 sqm (AACAILIC 2014c), for example. 
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Figure 29: Spheres of building use and their actors, practices, and meanings99 

new family members require a greater household income, a business is opened either 
inside the house or on the street. *is flexibility creates buffers for adaptation even if 
there are no extra private spaces. *us, flexibility can replace redundancy to a certain 
degree as a precondition for resilience – or in other words, if I can flexibly adjust my 
home to accommodate different activities, then I do not need a big home with lots of 
specifically used spaces. In this sense, flexibility serves adaptation and upgrading. Even 
though, this flexibility is – spatially speaking – created on the individual scale rather than 

 
99  In anticipation of the photo study, I have also placed TLS and the street as a place of activity in the overlapping area. 

However, the resident interviews do not provide this information. 
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on the neighborhood scale, it teaches the resilience researcher a lesson about how the 
different scales relate to each other. If an urban system such as a neighborhood contains 
lots of fairly flexible urban actors, such as buildings, the adaptiveness of the overall sys-
tem is increased. *is is because the entire system adapts if its individual parts adapt 
(trickle-up effect). But flexibility is not only relevant on the building scale. As the exam-
ples of maintenance shows, the more adaptive and repairable a roof, wall, or floor con-
struction is the easier a building can be conserved, adapted, or upgraded. *is shows 
that the different pathways can overlap and interact with one another through various 
actors and practices. 

Secondly, the residents report of a contrast in meaning between the two spheres 
business and home. *ey equate business with transformation and change. Home, on 
the other hand, is associated with stability and persistence. However, in reality the two 
overlap to various degrees. *is trajectory illustrates how an elastic system is composed 
of a balance between change and stability. In order to be resilient, a system needs to 
acknowledge and preserve its basic functionality and identity, but it also to learn from 
the past and change. *ird, several residents report of prioritizing business space over 
residential space. Being able to prioritize is another essential ability of a resilient system. 
By prioritizing business over dwelling, the residents strategically invest into those areas 
of life that promise to build coping capacity where it is possible within their limited re-
sources. If everything was similarly important then this rigidity would inhibit a house-
hold’s ability to react to sudden challenges. *erefore, being able to prioritize one need 
over another is a key property of resilience. Finally, the fact that business change tends 
to drive change in the home sphere shows that there is a tight interconnection between 
the two that is shaped by a complex system of interdependencies and feedback. One can 
only react appropriately, if feedback is given. 

In the microcosm of a household, this can be well observed as the examples in 
chapter 7.3. But feedback and interconnection are relevant on all scales of a generally 
resilient urban system. Sub-chapter 8.1 already revealed a number of interconnections 
and feedbacks among construction detail, building/individual, and neighborhoods 
scales. It also showed that the feedback between Addis Ababa citizens and its city gov-
ernment is lacking. In the synthesis (cf. chapter 11), I will show what impact this dis-
connect has on the general urban resilience of Teklehaimanot. 
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8.4 Adaptation 
*e following four sub-chapters will summarize new insights into the pathways. In sub-
chapter 6.1, I established that there is only a very thin layer of evidence and li,le diver-
sity of findings regarding the pathway adaptation. Hence, the goal of this sub-chapter is 
to gain a be,er understanding of adaptation through the resident interview data. 

Overarching conceptions: A key aspect of adaptation that is already addressed by 
the experts and is now underlined by the residents is adjustment. *e residents, spaces, 
and things in Teklehaimanot adjust themselves to new boundary conditions at need. A 
good example for this is resident 02 who adjusted her life to her grandchildren moving 
in. Fatalism is the second key property of adaptation I identify through the expert inter-
views. Without a sense of acceptance of changing boundary conditions, an actor cannot 
adjust to a change. *is fatalism transpires from many resident interview sections such 
as resident 12 who is waiting for his turn to be evicted. *e third overarching character-
istic identified for all pathways in chapters 5 and 6 is self-organization, i.e. the organiza-
tion of the system without a higher authority. In the resident interviews this can be ex-
emplified by the flexible interchanging of business and domestic activities within a 
house (cf. previous sub-chapter) which is not guided by any higher authority. Preserva-
tion is the fourth and final main property of adaptation. I already theorized in chapter 5 
that the purpose of adaptation is to preserve the key elements of the urban system by 
adjusting its actors and processes. *is inference is supported by the example of shrink-
ing houses (cf. 7.2), where the existence of the house is preserved by shrinking the house 
in accordance with a new, bigger road and by the adaptation of the business-home rela-
tionship.  

Teklehaimanot residents do not refer to their daily spatial practices as “adapta-
tion.” But there are a few resident interviews where context and activities described 
clearly resonate with the expert’s account of the “jazzy life.” LR08 and LR09, for exam-
ple, have to rebuild the front sides of their houses a0er the Government widens the road 
(shrinking). *en again, there is an example where adaptation appears as a possibility of 
the future, rather than an event of the past: In the case of the tailor (LR13), his capacity 
to adjust to changing conditions is an opportunity to cope: As he can modify his busi-
ness location easily, there is a good chance that he can preserve his livelihood through 
adjustment. However, there is a limitation to this flexibility: he would only be able move 
to another location to which he could carry his workshop utensils. If he had to set up 
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shop too far away, he might have to give up his business or move away. *is simple what-
if story illustrates how fragile urban systems are and that there are thresholds up to 
which the system can cope with disturbances. Major disturbances such as large-scale 
demolitions might disrupt this balance. *e urban system of a neighborhood is capable 
of “bending without breaking” only to a certain tipping point. However, this tipping 
point is hard to calculate and predict. In a complex system, each actor is tied to many 
others and each of them has its own tipping point that is again driven by other actors 
and relationships. *e only way to foster a system’s general urban resilience is therefore 
to ensure that this tipping point is not reached. *is is an important inference for the 
overall understanding of general urban resilience and how the adaptive cycle works in 
real life. I will get back to this topic in the synthesis (cf. 11.4). 

Systemic properties: In addition to the systemic property flexibility, which is dis-
cussed in sub-chapter 8.3, the resident data also indicates diversity as a key prerequisite 
for the pathway adaptation. Having several different strategies or resources to achieve 
the same aim, generates an ability to react to changing conditions. *is can again be 
illustrated through the business-home-relationship. To accommodate a new business 
or new residents in a house at least two strategies are mentioned by the residents: ex-
tending and sub-dividing a house. *ese two strategies can be applied depending what 
the boundary conditions are. Would they only have one strategy adapting to new situa-
tions would be harder. Diversity creates a reserve or a buffer in the sense that it is more 
than just one essential resource for meeting a challenge. For a comparison of the four 
natural pathways to resilience in terms of the systemic properties refer to figure 31, p. 
225. 

Actors: *e resident interviews complement the findings on the actors of adap-
tation. *e data confirms that the inner-city residents as main human actors of adapta-
tion and the Government is its main driving force. *e experts also identify neighbor-
hood associations spaces, and objects as actors of adaptation. Other driving forces 
named are poverty, rules, and regulations (cf. 7.2.2). *ese are not mentioned in the 
resident interviews. But the residents name buildings and streets as concrete spaces of 
adaptation as well as their building parts. Furthermore, I introduce objects as actors of 
TLS, which also serve adaptation. *e resident interviews, furthermore, provide evi-
dence for adaptation practices, i.e. shrinking, expanding, and sub-dividing. Finally, the 
residents confirm tabula rasa as a main driver of adaptation practices such as shrinking.  
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Scales: *e conclusions regarding the system prerequisites and actors of adaptation re-
veals another, implicit, characteristic of this pathway. While its drivers are located on all 
scales of the urban system – especially on the city-scale – the practices and actors that 
perform adaptation are solely located on the individual scale. Already the experts em-
phasize that the “jazzy life” is about “us” improvising a lot and all the time. If there is no 
water, the residents deal with it. *e residents reverberate that notion by naming a num-
ber of adaption practices, all of which take place on the building/ individual and con-
struction detail scales. If the Government decides to demolish a neighborhood, the res-
idents have to cope. And those who are weakest or low-income cannot get a replace-
ment housing or can afford a condominium will have to cope with the new situation on 
their own (UN-Habitat 2017). *is is an externalization of the adverse consequences of 
the decisions of government, real-estate developers, and global funders to the level of 
the individual. 

8.5 Upgrading 
In chapter 5, I present the concept of upgrading based on the data from the expert in-
terviews. However, the experts were able to provide li,le information about the actors 
and system characteristics of this pathway. *erefore, the following sub-chapter aims to 
fill these data gaps. 

Scales: First, upgrading takes place on the building scale. Resident 01 provides 
an example when describing how his neighbors are turning their house fronts into 
shops. *is leads to a gradual upgrading of the entire street or neighborhood. *is con-
firms expert 07’s notion of the natural way of urban development (cf. 5.4.2), house by 
house and depending on the individual prosperity of their owner. Extending and TLS 
are other ways to upgrade individually. Last, upgrading takes place on the construction 
detail scale as residents exchange building parts against ones of be,er quality. 

Overarching conceptions: *e resident interviews underline the experts’ descrip-
tions of upgrading in several ways. One of them is taking risks. In order to upgrade in a 
climate of strict governmental regulations (e.g., on kebele houses), one needs to take 
risks. Resident 19, for example, extended the room height of his house although he lives 
in a kebele house. *e tailor, LR13, takes risks everyday by occupying official street 
space for his private business. Another aspect is the necessity to exchange resources and 
knowledge to upgrade. In order to buy and install new building parts on a house, the 
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residents have to pay money, buy building material, and also need to find out how to 
install them properly. Finally, the resident interviews confirm the notion of upgrading 
as gradual improvement of a building or the neighborhood through the improvement 
of its parts. *e examples provided by the resident interviews are important because the 
expert interviews only provided a very thin layer of evidence up to this point. Further 
insights, particularly regarding TLS as practice of upgrading will need to come from the 
image study. 

Obstructers: As the dilapidated state of the houses show, something in this “tra-
ditional urban development process” (E07) is off. And by that, I do not mean the pro-
cess of upgrading itself but the boundary conditions that influence it. Bo,om-up urban 
improvements such as improving a building façade or extending a house seem not to 
create the gradual neighborhood development process described by expert 07 in section 
5.4.2 anymore. Instead, the houses in Teklehaimanot are only maintained to the utmost 
need. In the resident interview sample, houses are upgraded in the sense of fundamen-
tally renovating or expanding a house. Mostly upgrading takes place on the lowest pos-
sible level, the construction detail scale. *e sub-section on stagnation (cf. sub-chapter 
7.2.2) points at some root causes for this low level of reported upgrading: kebele house 
regulations on upgrading, socially enforced rules on upgrading, tabula rasa, and poverty. 
*erefore, the building up of household capital through upgrading seems to not be 
enough anymore to meet challenges, such as inflation, government regulations, under-
employment, and tabula rasa, to achieve a gradual transformation of the neighborhood. 

One reason for this might lie in the uneven ability to impact the overall system 
between lower scale actors, such as residents and buildings, and higher scale actors such 
as the Government (cf. 7.2). An example of this is the law against upgrading kebele 
houses without foundations (cf. 2.3 and 2.4). If the upgrading of a building through ex-
tending is impossible, residents and users will circumvent the regulations by incremen-
tally change the entire building piece by piece. *is evasion of building activities to the 
construction detail scale illustrates how negative tradeoffs of a higher scale decision are 
externalized to the lower urban scales in a self-organizing system. At the same time, bot-
tom-up feedback regarding grievances resulting from well-intended but obstructive reg-
ulations is not heard or ignored by the Government. 

While the self-organizing nature of the urban system and its natural resilience 
mechanisms limit the negative impacts of top-down decisions through adaptiveness 
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(“jazzy life”), it also reduces the ability of the actors at the bo,om to oppose them. As 
there is no higher authority coordinating the individual home upgrades, a coordinated 
effort to change legislation is unlikely. Simultaneously, the self-help implementation of 
larger-scale upgrading projects through grassroots urban actors, such as paving a road 
or installing storm-water drainage, is unlikely without overall coordination and harmo-
nization100. 

*erefore, bo,om-up upgrading beyond the individual scale seems impossible 
under current administrational and financial conditions. As long as there are no policies 
that address the needs of inner-city residents, the neighborhood and city scales will re-
main unaffected by the individual scale. In this context, tabula rasa as city-wide ob-
structer of upgrading is particularly effective because it does not allow bo,om-up feed-
back and remains outside the influence of the residents. 

Systemic properties: In chapter 6, figure 26 compares systemic properties of each 
of the natural pathways to resilience (see p. 183). In chapter 6, I suspect that upgrading 
might be located near mitigation in the matrix of system properties. However, the resi-
dent interview data suggests that upgrading requires more than customs, rules, trust, 
risk taking, and saving (which put it far into the field of rigidity then). Flexibility, ambi-
guity, and redundancy are also required. *e practice of extending illustrates how up-
grading entails a multitude of resources: e. g. long-term planning, construction materi-
als, and manpower but also knowledge about navigating the explicit and implicit rules 
of stagnation. As none of these activities seem easy in a context of poverty, contradicting 
regulations, and high inflation rates, upgrading requires a lot of flexibility, such as finding 
cheap and durable building material, etc. In addition to that, as TLS requires redun-
dancy and ambiguity (cf. previous sub-chapter) and contributes to upgrading, it can be 
inferred that upgrading requires redundancy and ambiguity, too. 

8.6 Mitigation 
In sub-chapter 5.5, I identify a number of overarching characteristics of mitigation based 
on the expert interviews. *ese are: social enactment, contributor to Addis Ababa’s ur-
ban identity, deliberate redundancy (layering), flexibility, ambiguity, decentralization, 
self-organization, exchange, preservation, rootedness in urban memory, shared spaces, 

 
100  This is not to say that these infrastructure projects should be the job of inner-city residents. But in the absence of the 

state, self-help might be the only option to ever implement such necessities. 
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but also exclusivity, rigidity, and rules. *ese characterizations can be confirmed and 
refined with the help of the resident interview data. 

Overarching conceptions: In sub-chapter 8.2, I tie TLS to the pathway mitigation. 
Furthermore, TLS’s characteristics as a mitigation practice underline the understanding 
of mitigation as a pathway to resilience suggested by the experts, rule-bound and exclu-
sive, self-organizing, and depending on redundancy and ambiguity. 

TLS mitigates the lack of interior space, for example, when conducting business 
in the street instead of at home where space is lacking.  As explained in chapter 7.4, turn-
ing public into common space requires these spaces to be available (redundant) and 
multi-functional (ambiguous). Furthermore, TLS is a decentralized and self-organizing 
practice as it takes place on the individual level without any coordination. Likewise, TLS 
requires navigating implicit and explicit rules that govern the use of spaces. Sileshi 
(2016) reports on rules of use, for example, that rent must be paid to the fence owner in 
front of which a vendor or service operates. Last, TLS is exclusive. To an outsider, the 
rules of how and when to use a space are not clear. *ey are nowhere explicated, for 
example, through signage. So, if rules of use are not explained to outsiders, they can only 
be followed by insiders. *is is how TLS becomes exclusive to the members of a user 
community. *ese descriptions of TLS characteristics underline the role of TLS as a 
spatial mitigation practice and the understanding of mitigation developed with the help 
of the expert interviews. 

Furthermore, TLS highlights a new aspect: the dependency of mitigation and all 
the other pathways tied to TLS from space. TLS needs space as a key actor. *is spatial 
dependency, or in other words, rootedness in the urban space, can also be observed with 
some of the neighborhood associations prominent in the expert study. Mainly the ‘ed-
dir’ is rooted in a neighborhood community. Its events occur in a specific spatial se,ing 
(regular ‘eddir’ gatherings, weddings, and funeral services). 

In sub-chapter 6.1, I suspect that mitigation and upgrading somewhat overlap in 
terms of actors and change types. I suspect that they both rely heavily on inner-city res-
idents and exchange. Furthermore, I find that upgrading must involve transformation 
while mitigation entails preservation (see p. 182). In the resident interviews, these in-
ferences are confirmed: Regarding upgrading, the action areas transformation and ex-
change are confirmed through the practice of extending as explained in the previous 
section. *e aim of extending is to transform the building. Furthermore, the exchange 
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of goods, knowledge, and other resources between different actors before and during 
extending is essential to master the complexity of the task (saving, constructing, buying 
materials, etc.). Hence, upgrading is now placed between exchange and transformation. 
In contrast, mitigation is placed between exchange and preservation. Mitigation re-
quires the exchange of goods, funding, trust, and other resources. But in contrast to up-
grading, it contributes to preserving the status quo: by alleviating negative impacts of 
disturbances. Upgrading, on the other hand, does not preserve but transform a system, 
such as turning a single-story building in a two-story building. *e two pathways to re-
silience balance each other in that sense (cf. 11.3). Hence, the two pathways overlap in 
the ‘exchange’-column in the revised analysis diagram below (cf. figure 30, p. 225). 

Actors: As to the human actors of mitigation, the resident interviews generate no 
entirely new insights. *e interviews, however, emphasize the agency of spaces and 
things. *e sewing machine plays an important role in the interview with the tailor 
(LR13). It is not only stored within his house, but he carries it to is place of business in 
the street every morning. *ere, in the street, it occupies a certain space and at the same 
time advertises the service that is being offered. While the sewing machine is outside it 
re-produces that business spot as a common space, mitigating the lack of space or the 
lacking access to customers within the house of the tailor. I name those objects that co-
create TLS objects of occupation in this thesis (cf. 9.3.2). Based on the interview data, it 
can only be said that they need to be movable – like the sewing machine. It will be im-
portant to gather further insights about them from the image data. Understanding TLS 
and objects of occupation might reveal new insights into the pathways. 

8.7 Resistance 
*e expert interviews provided li,le detail about resistance. What they revealed also 
seemed tainted by the privileged view of urban professionals. *rough the resident in-
terviews, I can highlight a contradiction between the residents’ self-image and the image 
that the experts a,ribute to them. In the following sub-chapter, I focus on carving out 
the actors, practices, and system properties of resistance based on the resident inter-
views.  

Actors: In general, the resident interviews confirm the expert perception that the 
residents of the inner city are the main actors of resistance. However, on the basis of the 
resident study, it cannot be confirmed that the residents are afraid of change or want to 
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maintain the status quo at all costs as portrayed by the experts. Of course, there seems 
to be uncertainty about the future, as their livelihoods are threatened by the tabula rasa 
(cf. e.g., LR 12). *en some seem to accept the changes imposed on them by the Gov-
ernment as inevitable. Others struggle hard for personal or professional development, 
but are hindered by implicit and explicit rules, poverty, and tabula rasa (cf. 7.3). Others 
succeed in making changes and improvements to their building, business, or family life. 
*us, the experts’ perspective cannot be substantiated. However, a closer comparison 
of the interviews reveals that the experts speak of change on a meta-level, such as tabula 
rasa, industrialization, and modernization. *e GTM analysis allows to contrast these 
two perspectives without disqualifying one entirely. Tt is interesting and relevant to 
note that experts and inner-city residents differ so widely in their perception. Ultimately, 
if the residents tend to be more inclined towards individual change, this does not nec-
essarily contradict the experts’ perception. While the residents report about the agency 
they have on the building scale, the experts mostly refer to the city and neighborhood 
scale. And while, the changes taking place on those larger scales affect the residents, they 
cannot much influence it and are thus likely intimidated by its power over their lives. 

In the resident interviews, the church as an actor of resistance is not questioned 
and not addressed by the residents either. *us, this assessment of the experts can nei-
ther be confirmed nor disproved. Instead, residents name other actors they believe are 
hindering their need or desire to change their built environment: rules and regulations, 
tabula rasa as well as the Government and investors. As the Government and investors 
are introducing tabula rasa as a devastating change to Teklehaimanot and rules against 
upgrading the Government and investors become triggering actors for resistance. 
Overarching conceptions: *rough the expert interviews, I identify a set of properties of 
resistance: mistrust, defiance, and conservation as well as a lack of a sense of future (cf. 
5.6). *e first property, mistrust towards change, is not generally expressed by Tekleha-
imanot residents. However, the residents mistrust the authorities. As discussed in sub-
chapter 7.1, Residents largely avoid naming the Government as the instigator of urban 
change, even though it is the Government’s construction projects that are massively af-
fecting their neighborhoods. *is indirectly confirms the impression of several experts 
that inner-city residents perceive the Government as a threat. *us, the mistrust to-
wards the Government can also be read as fear of disturbing and uncontrollable change, 
but not change in general. Second, the residents do not explicitly confirm the experts’ 
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notion of resistance’s second property defiance. *ey practice it, however. For example, 
TLS is not legal but it is still practiced. Be,erment of kebele houses (LR08) is also not 
legal but tolerated by the community. So, defiance is an everyday part of life in Tekleha-
imanot. However, in both cases, this defiance does not serve resistance but upgrading 
and mitigation. At this stage, these practices cannot be interpreted to contribute to re-
sistance but the image data in the next section reveals it more clearly. *ird, conserva-
tion plays a significant role in the resident interviews. It takes place through mainte-
nance as I discuss in sub-chapter 7.2.2. By maintaining their houses, Teklehaimanot res-
idents contribute to the preservation of the status quo. Finally, the lack of sense of future 
can be observed in two ways: On the one hand, the residents do express a hope for things 
to remain the same. On the other, one can sense hopelessness and resignation in state-
ments like “We are just waiting for our turn” (LR12, 2).  

Scales: Resistance takes place on the building/individual scale and on the con-
struction detail scale. An example of this is the practice of maintenance of buildings. It 
is fueled by the city scale, such as regulations against upgrading and tabula rasa, and by 
general decay and poverty. 

Systemic properties: *e resident interviews show that rigidity is a major prereq-
uisite for resistance. Resistance as indicated by Teklehaimanot residents seems to be 
less tied to religious beliefs and practices than the experts perceive it. Instead, it is co-
produced by an everyday pragmatism that focuses conserving. By maintaining build-
ings, houses are conserved and Teklehaimanot’s local identity is enhanced. Ensuring 
that more and more resources flow into the conservation of a system increases its rigid-
ity. At the same time, its capacity to create identity and memory increases. *e higher 
this ideal value of an old building, for example, the more important it is to preserve it. 
Time and again, residents present the home as a place of stability (cf. 7.3). *is symbolic 
construction can be interpreted as helping the residents to counteract the rapidly chang-
ing urban environment. Additionally, the frequently named maintenance practice con-
serves the system as it is thus generating stability. In this sense, resistance and adaptation 
are balancing trajectories within general urban resilience (cf. 11.3). Resistance also con-
tributes to learning by preserving or accumulating the urban memory of the neighbor-
hood embodied in buildings and shared practices. 
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8.8 Interim summary resident interviews 
In the previous chapter, I analyzed the resident interview data and integrated it into the 
conclusions drawn from the expert interviews. *is generated relevant new insights and 
verified many of the insights provided by the experts into the pathways to resilience. 
Without wanting to be too repetitive, there are a few key interpretations, which I want 
to highlight here – also to highlight action areas for the upcoming data analysis. 

First, the analysis of the resident interviews shows that the interviewees do not 
perceive a category “public space” as such. In contrast, street spaces are commoned to 
be used temporarily for business activities. In this context, TLS and objects of occupa-
tion are identified as resilient practice and actor respectively. As the resident data only 
provides li,le detail about this practice and actor group, but yet it seems to contribute 
to more than one pathway of resilience, the following data analysis will be aimed at re-
vealing more detailed insights into TLS’s contribution to the different pathways. Sec-
ond, with the help of sub-chapter 8.3, I am able to show that the home-business-rela-
tionship is of great meaning for urban resilience. *e flexibility with which home and 
business are treated, and at need exchanged, creates buffers which again are the basis for 
resilience. *e experts mentioned that improvising and responding flexibly to new chal-
lenges is a way of life for the residents of Addis Ababa as exemplified by shrinking and 
sub-dividing houses. However, as there is still not much known in detail about the path-
way adaptation, this will be another particular focus of the image study. *e third im-
portant aspect that the resident interviews revealed is that they provided a much more 
nuanced understanding of the natural pathway resistance. What is still to be understood, 
however is the connection of this pathway to the creation of local identities. 
In conclusion of this chapter, I present two diagrams in which I re-examined the com-
parative matrices from sub-chapter 6.1. Figure 30 illustrates how the natural pathways 
to resilience are distributed across the matrix in terms of relevant actors and change 
types. Figure 31 illustrates how each pathway responds to different system properties. 
*us, both diagrams confirm the idea from sub-chapter 6.2 that the four natural path-
ways to resilience complement each other. Upgrading serves gradual transformation, 
adaptation preserves the system’s key features by adjusting it to new situations, mitiga-
tion serves to alleviate of the negative effects of change, and the purpose of resistance is 
to conserve the system as it is. 
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Figure 30: Comparison of the natural pathways to resilience and their actors and 
change types 
 
 

 
 
Figure 31: System property matrix of all natural pathways
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9 Findings street photographs 

*is chapter describes the third data set analyzed for this dissertation. *e set consists 
of 42 selected snapshots of streetscapes of a part of the Teklehaimanot research site – 
just southwest of the roundabout (cf. figure 20, p. 111). *e research site is composed 
of 22 roads, neighborhood streets, and alleys, each of which are documented with at 
least one photo. Hence, the images depict complex street scenes and not individual ac-
tivities, spaces, or people. *e streets in these images are spaces of mobility and business, 
care and domestic work, of leisure and of play. *e images show that all streets are social 
spaces where rules are negotiated, socializing takes place, and goods, knowledge, as well 
as money are exchanged. Teklehaimanot’s streets furthermore have agency: they co-
produce their use and regulate access. *eir shape influences their use and their use in-
fluences how these streets look. I provide an overview of the data set in table 3 (cf. p. 
112). It summarizes the character and main image content.  

In reference to the research question, this chapter focuses particularly on the 
non-human actors, such as spaces and objects, as well as practices that contribute to 
general urban resilience. Up to this point, chapters 5 to 8 introduced the natural path-
ways to resilience as well their human actors and some practices. *e visual data in this 
chapter will address the knowledge gaps identified in those past chapters.  

Chapter 9 is organized inductively. *is means that its structure reflects the code 
categories, derived from the GTM analysis, slowly building a composite image of the 
neighborhood and its resilience. Each sub-chapter begins with a set of images that create 
a background against which the reader can follow the narrative. *e chapter begins with 
overarching concepts and actors, then moves on to spatial actors, and subsequently por-
traits the resilient practices TLS, improvisation, and extending. *e chapter ends with a 
presentation of possible causes for vulnerability. 

9.1 Overarching concepts and actors 
*is sub-chapter describes those concepts and actors that are relevant across the entire 
data set. *ese are Teklehaimanot’s streets, mixity, and the interconnected scales of the 
urban system. 
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9.1.1 Teklehaimanot’s streets 
As described by expert 09 in his interview, there is a street hierarchy that essentially con-
tributes to the mixity of the inner city. In this section, I categorize three types of 
streetscapes present in the sample. *is categorization helps to distinguish, for example, 
which street type contributes to which pathway in which way.  

 

  
Figure 32: IM12 – neighborhood road Figure 33: IM17 – main road 

  
Figure 34: IM18 – main road Figure 35: IM41 – alleyway 

The type A street is a major road that serves to connect different parts of the city (IM17, 
IM18). It is paved, has four or more lanes and is lined by sidewalks. A (sometimes green) 
median separates the two directions from one another. *is type is lined by a diversity 
of buildings, some multi-story, some single-story. Most of them are (in particular near 
intersections) used for commercial purposes. Image 01, for example, shows several 
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colorful shop fronts with big display windows and shop signs belonging to car part 
shops. Furthermore, fences of construction sites border sections of these streets. On 
type A streets, activities are shaped by business, such as displaying shop goods, as well 
as mobility, such as driving or walking. As sidewalks are usually narrow, on-sidewalk ac-
tivities must be mobile or not obstruct traffic (such as hanging clothes high for drying 
in IM15). Furthermore, type A streets are well-equipped with streetlights and electricity 
poles. *ey are also plastered with printed announcements and advertisements. 

Type B street is the neighborhood type. It is either paved (e.g., IM22, IM38) or 
roughly cobbled (e.g., IM12, IM25). *is street type varies in section, but a car can still 
pass through. In some instances, the street has been encroached so much by building 
extensions that driving is no longer possible (e.g., IM33). *is road type has no side-
walks (with the exception of street 10, IM21–IM23). Houses are single-story and built 
out of a variety of materials. *e road is lined with a mix of homes and shops. Roadsides 
and vacant spaces next to buildings are used for business and domestic activities. IM06, 
for instance, shows an elderly couple washing clothes while blocking the street from 
through-traffic with a laundry pole. In image 10, young men are chopping wood taking 
up half of the roadway. Image 11, on the other hand, shows a woman selling coffee under 
a tarp. Type B roadsides are furthermore popular spaces for building house extensions. 
Streetlights and electricity poles are not always there and o0en look neglected. 

Type C streets, finally, are alleyways just wide enough for two people to pass one 
another (IM41). *ese pedestrian lanes are not paved or cobbled. *is type is bordered 
by single-story structures, bare walls, and some compound entrances. Here, ‘chikka’-
houses prevail. Type C is dedicated to pedestrian mobility. In the sample, there are no 
business or domestic activities visible101. Activities other than pedestrian traffic seem im-
possible on the narrow street section of type C.  

 
101  Domestic activities are, for example child care, washing and hanging clothes, and cooking. 
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9.1.2 Mixity 
Addis Ababa’s so-called mixity is a central element of the inner city (cf. 2.5 and 5.1.4). 
Here, urban functions, building sizes and materials, as well as social classes mix. Re-
sources and infrastructure are shared between rich and poor. According to the experts, 
this is an important source for social cohesion and relatively low crime rates in Addis 
Ababa as well as the basis of its urban identity. As described in the background section 
2.5, mixity is furthermore characterized through a side by side of main streets and sefers 
(cf. 2.5). *is section provides new evidence to discuss the assessments of mixity’s so-
cio-economic benefits and contribution to local urban identity. 

 

  
Figure 36: IM01 – mix of single- and multi-story 
buildings 

Figure 37: IM02 – mobile street vending 

  
Figure 38: IM30 – Mix of income strategies Figure 39: IM39 – Mix of construction materials 
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Main street and sefer morphologies can be well observed in the image data. *e main 
street morphology refers to type A streets and their adjacent buildings. Apart from their 
street section already described in the previous section, they are the only street type in 
the sample that hosts multi-story buildings. On main streets, these multi-story buildings 
mix with single-story commercial buildings (IM01, IM18, IM21). Functions are mixed 
within multi-story buildings (commercial on the ground floor, offices and housing 
above, cf. e.g., X32, X46)102. *e business structure on main street is dominated by “for-
mal” actors and activities even though “informal” economies also find their niches such 
as the mobile fruit stands on a pushcarts (IM02). *e shops and services on main street 
serve not only the local community if not an Addis Ababa-wide customer base. Multi-
story and high-rise buildings offer certain, more “formal” functions that can only be 
found on type A streets. *ese are hotel and travel agency (X02), household tech store, 
banks, and an insurance company (X45), shops for religious items (X55), internet shop 
(X46), construction steel shops (IM17), gas station (IM30), beer houses (IM18) and 
car spare part shops (IM01, IM37)103. 

So far, the image data confirms the previously made conclusions on this street 
type A. But reality is not as clear-cut further away from intersections and public 
transport hubs. *ere, type A streets suddenly become more residential with low-rise 
buildings made of ‘chikka’ and corrugated iron sheets (IM16, IM18). It is likely, how-
ever, that these buildings will eventually be replaced in the wake of tabula rasa. Tabula 
rasa as urban transformation project clearly favors the creation of the main street typol-
ogy (type A) as expert 12 describes (“transit-oriented development”). So, while the sep-
aration of main street and sefer might not always be as clear-cut as Baumeister and 
Knebel (2009) model of the inner-city predicts regarding the proximity of rich and poor, 
big and small confirms the principals of mixity. From many points within the sefers, one 
can spot multi-story buildings that indicate the next main street in that direction of view. 
It helps to orient oneself in the dense urban fabric of the sefer and it shows how close 
sefer and main street are at all times.  

 
102  Image sources beginning with an “X” refer to the extra image sample which was analyzed in order to test for theo-

retical saturation. While these images provide interesting new details at times, they do not reveal any major new 
insights. Those that did are shown in appendix A.10. 

103  The question of “formality” can be assessed indirectly in the images. The more sturdy and permanent a shop is, the 
more formal it is as a fixed shop must be licensed by the authorities. 
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*e sefer morphology consists of the street types B and C as well as the buildings in 
between. Here, completely different road surfaces, building heights, and building mate-
rials can be observed than on the main road: cobbled, unpaved, local materials, mostly 
single-story buildings. But there is also a variety. *e greatest visible diversity is that 
which concerns the functions: industry, services, shops, and homes are next to each 
other. Based on the size and quality of the dwellings, there also seems to be a social mix, 
as described, for example, by expert 07. IM38 shows a small villa in bungalow style next 
to simple terraced houses. Image 06 shows a two-story building, which is plastered in 
the background on the right. In contrast, pictures 31 to 35 show very modest terraced 
mud houses, which were originally built by the Italians as “native quarters” (see 2.3). 
Other pictures (IM13, IM32, IM34) show completely run-down streetscapes. How-
ever, this is not due to the poverty of their inhabitants, but to the fact that many of the 
houses are already empty or partly demolished. In other cases, guard houses (e.g., IM21, 
IM30) indicate the presence of moderate wealth – either from shop or homeowners. In 
terms of business activity, the sefer offers a mix of licensed shops and services (those 
with an actual shop) as well as extra-legal street and home-based enterprises such as the 
‘gulit’ (IM12, 34, 39). *e shops, services and sales points serve the local market on a 
micro scale. *eir reach is likely not further than a few streets. *ere are no advertise-
ments of shops. Shops are o0en constructed of make-shi0 or recycled materials. One 
can also observe many practices and businesses that are characterized by the experts as 
“traditional way of life”: such as preparing traditional coffee (e.g., IM22) or beer in a 
‘tela bet’ (IM07).  

Compared to the main street, the sefer, with its modest houses, dense se,lement 
structure, and neglected technical infrastructure, looks physically deteriorated; just as 
the experts report in section 5.1.4. However, its proximity to the main streets with social, 
financial, and infrastructural amenities seems to compensate for these shortcomings at 
least partially. Mixity thus consists of two parts. On the one side, there is a close coexist-
ence of two completely different urban typologies with different facilities. On the other 
hand, within each of the typologies there are several layers of mixing, for example, in 
terms of activities, social groups, and public sphere. In terms of resilience, this a very 
important feature as the urban system can support a large variety of populations.  

The mixing of privacy (or “layering” as expert 06 called it) blurs the boundaries 
between private and public space in the streets of the inner city. I touch upon the topic 
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in chapters 7 and 8 referring to TLS. However, the image data reveals new insights re-
garding a possible connection between the functionally well-mixed urban space in the 
inner city and the blurring of private and public.  

Main streets (or type A streets) are “classic” public spaces which are accessible 
by the public and governed by authorities (e.g., traffic police cf. X15). Nevertheless, 
even these spaces are temporarily appropriated for private business activities such as 
selling fruits and vegetables (IM02) or polishing shoes (IM16). So, even here one can 
observe a overlapping of private and public. At the same time, one can argue that these 
streets serve a very different user group than in the sefer: in this scene, the human actors 
are interested in walking or driving somewhere else or buying a specific product they 
cannot get in other parts of the city, such as car parts104. *ese stores serve a larger con-
sumer groups than just the local population.  

Sefer street space is different. *ere is no separation between different forms of 
mobility. Streets are wound and irregular. *ere are lots of small niches which offer 
spaces for business, recreational, and domestic activities, such as drying spices in image 
26 or the ‘gulits’ in images 12 and 39. Small open spaces (IM19) are similarly used by 
the residents to dry clothes, play, or grow crops (IM19). *e layering of private and 
public is very. In the sefer, it is particularly the type B street that is crowded with people 
si,ing and cha,ing, working, or walking, parking or driving cars, and shops that display 
their goods on the road. Mobility is certainly important, but so are business, leisure, and 
socializing. *e sefer and its street types serve the needs of the local community in terms 
of mobility and activities offered. *e road section of these type B streets – without any 
separation of users, with lots of pockets, and widenings – enables these activities and 
mitigates the lack of public spaces, playgrounds, and parks. In contrast, type C streets, 
are so narrow and li,le frequented that they seem almost like private spaces deterring 
the casual passer-by to enter.  

Apart from the road section and paving, it is also the interface between a street 
and its adjacent façades and plots that differentiate main street from sefer. *is interface 
is called street edge and it influences the degree of publicness in a street.105 Main streets 

 
104  In Addis Ababa, certain specialized trades, such as steel merchants or bathroom furnishing stores, settle traditionally 

in a single area of the city. 
105  The term street edge is defined by Alexander, Ishikawa, and Silverstein (1977). It denotes the interface between open 

road space and interior space of adjacent buildings. Gehl (2011) differentiates between permeable street edges, 
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are dominated by buildings with large windows and displays of goods that invite pedes-
trians in (IM1, IM17). *e alleyways in the sefers (type C streets), on the other hand, 
preclude any exchange between pedestrian and resident through impermeable fences 
and closed doors (IM39, IM41, IM42). Type B streets are a mix of the two extremes 
with fences and walls alternating with small shops. In this street type, it is obvious that 
the smaller the street gets, the higher its impermeability gets. *e percentage of residen-
tial compounds surrounded by walls or dwellings the doors and windows of which are 
closed gets bigger the smaller the street section becomes. *ese street edges are defined 
through both sides: interior use and façade design, on the one hand, and street section 
and use, on the other hand. Specific types of edges are un-used setbacks between street 
pavement and plot, which I call gaps (cf. 9.2.2) and those street sides that are li,le af-
fected by car traffic thus offering niches for offering goods, services, and conducting 
household chores (cf. 9.2.1). *ese spaces not only create opportunities for TLS, they 
also create a space that is neither fully public nor fully private that allows social interac-
tion between residents and passers-by. *is shows again that private and public are nei-
ther static nor spatially fixed to specifically defined outdoor spaces in Teklehaimanot. In 
sum, there are two elements to the layering or mixing of privacy in the inner city. On the 
one hand, there is the contrast between main street and sefer, both of which have differ-
ent levels of privacy caused by different use pa,erns, street sections, and street edges: 
main streets are more public, sefers are more or less semi-private. On the other, the im-
ages reveal a constant flux of private and public in both morphologies. While private 
activities on main streets are less pronounced and very mobile, sefers boast a multitude 
of private activities if space allows. 

The mix of technical infrastructure follows the same dualistic mixing logic as the 
mixing of private and public: there are stark differences between the two morphologies 
but their proximity and, according to Baumeister and Knebel (2009) lead to a sharing 
of commodities. On main streets, infrastructural provision is substantially be,er than in 
the sefer. Streetlights and electricity seem well maintained. *ere are no open or clogged 
sewers and gu,ers. Shared public toilets are not visible. Main roads are car dominated, 
with a strict separation of pedestrians from car traffic. *is is where busses, minibuses, 
and taxis circulate to connect Teklehaimanot to the rest of the city. It is easy to navigate 

 
which foster interaction (lots of activities, access points, arcades, etc.), and those that limit interactions by offering 
little points of interaction (fences, blank façades, etc.). 



234 Part II 

 

 

main streets thanks to road signs and street names. Also landmarks such as a roundabout 
with a unique design or a church or a significant building at the corner help with orien-
tation.  

In contrast, the infrastructure in the sefer is in less well-maintained and less ade-
quate state. Residents dump their grey water into public drains, which are sometimes 
only haphazardly fixed (cf. 9.4.2). Most residents must share public toilets and commu-
nal water taps (bono). While the sefer is pedestrian dominated, type B streets are car-
accessible and used quite frequently for parking. Sidewalks are not present. Street spaces 
are shared between all street actors. Here, navigation is difficult. Some streets and alleys 
are wound so that you do not see where they lead. Others are dead ends without an-
nouncing it. *ere are no street names or signs indicating which neighborhood is in 
which direction. *ere are no landmarks that help orientation. Only the multi-story 
buildings of the next main street help you navigate. Lesser abled residents have a hard 
time accessing their homes considering the rough pavement and steep slopes. *e tiny 
type A streets prevent fire trucks from entering in case of emergency, increasing the like-
liness of a fire catching on.  

In sum, the claim by Baumeister and Knebel (2009) that the inner city’s mixity 
allows the poor to benefit from the rich regarding technical infrastructure cannot be 
fully substantiated from the image data. *e technical infrastructure in the sefer (roads, 
water, sanitation, electricity) is very basic and o0en neglected by the authorities in com-
parison to the main street. *is points at the sefer not profiting from the good infrastruc-
ture of the main streets – if profit means that there are any visible co-benefits for the 
sefer. In contrast, the infrastructure provision of the sefer seems subordinated to that of 
the main street. In terms of resilience, this is concerning, and I will reflect this vulnera-
bility in detail in sub-chapter 9.6.  
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9.1.3 Interconnected urban scales 
*e images indicate an interconnection between the small-scale activities in the sefer 
and the larger-scale activities on main street. *e resident interviews showed that there 
is a great diversity of incomes and while many people are self-employed, others have 
jobs in other areas of Addis Ababa or in contrast, people from other areas come to Tekle-
haimanot to work here. *is indicates a connectivity of Teklehaimanot with different 
quarters of the city on the level of income and work. A good connectivity is important 
in times of a large disturbance as information and help can travel fast (cf. 3.4.2).In the 
resident interviews, I find that there are different scales of change that affect one another 
(cf. 7.2.1). *e city-scale dominates neighborhood and building-scale changes. But 
there are also neighborhood and building-scale phenomena that can affect the next 
higher-up scale. In this section, I review the image data regarding the scales and their 
relationship with one another to contextualize and complement previous findings. 

Different urban scales: *ere are different economic scales visible in the image 
data from Teklehaimanot. First, there are “super-local” trade situations: tiny ‘suks’ that 
sell everyday goods (e.g., IM27, IM38) are frequently found in type B streets. Residents 
sell their home-grown vegetables in front of their homes (IM34) or at a corner (IM39). 
*ese so-called ‘gulits’, small scale sales points that are usually located on the ground, 
are used to sell whatever is needed by the residents in everyday life, such as household 
goods (IM09) or charcoal (e.g., IM07). *ese modes of selling goods are of different 
scales along the trajectory of legality. While the ‘suks’ are usually licensed, ‘gulits’ are 
not. But what they have in common is that they serve the local, mostly low-income com-
munity. *is small-scale market economy subsidizes the lack of affordable ‘formal’ su-
permarkets. *is example shows how individual urban actors are interconnected within 
the neighborhood scale. *is furthermore illustrates a limited autonomy of urban actors 
within each sefer.  

*ose shops on main road are not only farther away but also not affordable for 
the majority of Teklehaimanot residents. *ose shops get deliveries from central sup-
pliers and serve a clientele that travels along main roads or might stop by because they 
can get a specific good only here – such as car parts (IM01, IM37). *is example illus-
trates how individual actors in Teklehaimanot are connected to those on the city scale. 
Such an encounter of different urban scales is considered highly relevant for urban 
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resilience as it ensures the exchange of resources and ideas between a diversity of urban 
ators (cf. 3.4.1). 

Trickle-up and -down effects: When the Government tears down one house a0er 
another in a neighborhood (cf. e.g., IM33, IM34), the local identity of that neighbor-
hood eventually crosses a point of no return, a threshold, at which it changes for ever. 
Too many houses have been destroyed. Too many former residents move away. *e 
infrastructure is not maintained anymore. Streets look dirtier. *ose actors who remain 
or are le0 behind in the neighborhood switch to survival mode. *is example shows how 
modifications on the building scale affect the neighborhood scale. In contrast, images 
17 and 18 illustrate trickle-down effects. Here, the city-wide scale affects the neighbor-
hood and building scales. *e road is widened as part of the city’s master plan. It is a 
medium-sized connection road to another major part of the city (towards Churchill 
Road), for which the master plan specifies a certain road section and a maximum build-
ing height of G+9 (35m) (AASZDPPO 2013). Satellite images show that the former 
two-lane street has been replaced with a four-lane road with a median (cf. figure 84). 
Houses are demolished or cut into halves to make room for the bigger road. Access 
roads to neighborhoods are cut off from traffic (IM18). Large areas within adjacent 
neighborhoods are replaced with condominiums and thus (mostly) new residents 
(IM18). Here, changes decided on the city scale trickle down to the neighborhood and 
individual scale increasing vulnerability there. 

9.2 Spaces 
*ere are a number of space types, which contribute to the four natural pathways to 
resilience. *is sub-chapter introduces four of them in three sections: gaps, street sides, 
as well as green and open spaces. 
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9.2.1 Gaps 
*e gap is a category of spaces that I define to refer to a non-descript space between road 
and private plot. It only appears in type B streets. In this section, I will describe their 
properties. As I will show in the following sub-chapters, gaps are highly relevant for ex-
tending, improvising, and TLS. 

 

  
Figure 40: IM06 – si+ing and cha+ing at the 
street side 

Figure 41: IM24 – fruit and vegetable stand in gap 
space 

  
Figure 42: IM27 – using a gap space for sleeping Figure 43: IM38 – tailor and a kiosk in gap space 

Gaps have a number of commonalities. All 10 gaps in the dataset are defined by borders 
(which differentiates them from street sides, cf. 9.2.2). A clear border separates the gap 
from the roadway, for example, through a curb or a change of surface. *ese boarders 
fulfil an important role. *ey create an imaginative perimeter that traffic is not to cross 
thus ensuring that activities and actors in the gap remain undisturbed. An extreme 
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example of this role of perimeters is shown in image 27: here, a person is sleeping in a 
gap space. A large rock reinforces the imaginary perimeter separating sleeping person 
and roadway. *e other gap edge is typically confined by walls or fences. Both boarders 
together create a clearly defined, linear space. Gaps are usually not paved or covered by 
greenery. *is indicates that they are not dedicated to a specific use such as walking, 
driving, or agriculture. It is an intermediate space. A nowhere, without purpose or de-
sign. In other words, the gap is an ambiguous space – not yet defined and thus open for 
re-interpretation. *e gap can become whatever the users make it, such as business 
space or extension of private space106. Closely related to this ambiguity is the character-
istic of multifunctionality: the purpose of these spaces is not predefined, and they can 
host all kinds of activities and actors. *e images above show different examples: linger-
ing (IM06), selling goods (IM24), sleeping (IM27), and offering services such as tailor-
ing (IM38).  

*en, gaps are redundant or extra spaces. *eir redundancy allows human actors 
to use them in negotiation with the community (for commons cf. 3.2.2). IM03 shows 
two woman and a man in front of a house extension that was built exactly in that gap. In 
IM06, there is a two-story building, which has been horizontally extended by a covered 
veranda taking up the gap along the entire building length. In IM21, the gap is used to 
plant false banana plants – a food crop endemic to Ethiopia. So, the redundancy of the 
gap allows for temporary and permanent activities to take place. Furthermore, gaps are 
used according to their location. In most instances, the gaps are appropriated for busi-
ness activities as they are located in livelier locations (e.g., IM23, IM24). In contrast, 
gaps in quieter locations are used for domestic and leisure activities (e.g., IM06). In 
those instances, where gaps are used for extensions (e.g., IM03, IM22), several exten-
sions can be seen in the same gap. It must thus be assumed that the use of a gap for 
certain functions is based on tradition, social negotiation, and community of practice107. 
Finally, gaps can also be temporary. In image 18, neither roadside of the main street 
under construction has a functioning sidewalk. *is results in a temporary gap space 
that serves as display area for several adjacent shops and ‘suks’ visible in the background. 

 
106  An outlier to this rule is image 27, in which the gap is paved with concrete. This was most likely done by the proprietor 

of the kiosk in the middle ground to improve his or her customer’s access to the shop. 
107  The concept of community of practice refers to the phenomenon that practices, standards, techniques, and infra-

structures, such as using a computer in nursing practice, form a social group’s identity and sense of belonging among 
those people who share it (Wenger 1998) (Bowker und Star 1999). 
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9.2.2 Street sides 
Street sides are those spaces at the edge of a paved or cobbled street that are not used 
for motorized traffic. *ey are used to build extensions, for example, in image 11, or 
conduct private activities such as drying spices in image 26. 
 

  
Figure 44: IM03 – street side used for domestic 
activities 

Figure 45: IM11 – street side café 

Street sides are appropriated for private activities or extensions when there are no gaps 
or big enough sidewalks available. Another representative example of using street sides 
is image 03. In that image, there is a woman with a head scarf si,ing at the roadside in 
front of her house entrance on the right-hand side of the foreground. She is washing 
dishes and cha,ing with another si,ing woman and a standing man. Because a house 
extension is already occupying the gap in front of her house, she must use the street side 
to wash her dishes because there might not be enough space inside or – because there 
is indoor sanitation facilities – she prefers to conduct the messy job outdoors. In another 
instance, it seems that the use of the roadside is favored to reach a wider customer cli-
entele. Image 02 shows not only a man with a pushcart standing at the side of a main 
road trying to sell papayas (here, he cannot be missed by his customers who are either 
on the sidewalk or in the cars driving by). But the same image also shows a stack of old 
car tires at the far-right edge of the image. *ey are likely advertising the adjacent car 
part shop. However, street sides are also more spaces than sidewalks or gaps, which I 
address in the next section. Here, a street vendor always faces the danger of being hit by 
a car or obstructing pedestrians. *is is why TLS activities conducted here are typically 
less permanent than those on gaps. 
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9.2.3 Green and open spaces 
Addis Ababa is a city with very li,le green108 and what is there is reduced by large scale 
urban transformation with skyscrapers, highways, and parking lots. In this section, I look 
at different green and open spaces in the image sample. 

 

  
Figure 46: IM04 – patch of grass next to a road 

 
Figure 47: IM24 – green where a ‘gap’ is not fre-
quently used 

  
Figure 48: IM36 – gardens are hidden behind 
fences 

Figure 49: IM42 – grassy street edges where no-
one treads 
 

Trees: In general, there are many trees and shrubs visible in the images. In images 1 and 
16, for example, there are medians separating two-lane roads in which rows of street 
trees and shrubs grow on a lawn. *ose are type A streets and the trees have clearly been 

 
108 UN-Habitat (2017) finds that “Addis Ababa’s green areas […] remain far below desirable standards” (ibid, 2). Accord-

ing to them, the capital offers only 0.9 sqm of green space, while the WHO calls for at least 9 sqm per capita.  
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planted by the authorities as street trees. In type B streets, there are no formal street 
trees visible except for street 10 where li,le trees have recently been planted (e.g., IM22, 
IM23). But because the Governments plants them so small without maintaining them, 
the residents take ma,ers into their own hands. *ey protect small, formally planted 
street trees with self-made fences (IM22) and car tires (IM02). But they also plant their 
own trees in the street (X28). *is is guerrilla gardening, i.e. civic commitment to public 
green areas. In type C streets, there are no street trees or greenery at all except for a few 
patches of grass where no-one walks (e.g., IM42).  

Grassy areas are li,le green spaces overgrown with grass and shrubbery. Small 
patches of grass develop wherever no-one treads (e.g., IM14, IM20, IM26, IM36, IM42) 
and on demolished plots (IM33 and IM34) – so, by coincidence and not because some-
body designed them. In a city with li,le “formal” green, these small green spaces could 
potentially help to increase biodiversity and help percolation. 

Gardens: Most greenery in Teklehaimanot is hidden behind high walls and 
fences. Hinted by the crown of a tree, private gardens are enclosed green only the own-
ers/tenants have access to. A good illustration of this is image 12 showing a corrugated 
iron fence along the le0 side of the street starting from the midground to the back-
ground. *ere are several trees overhanging the fence. Overall, almost every image 
shows at least one tree in the fore- or middle ground indicating a garden or courtyard.  

Urban agriculture: Finally, there is the issue of subsistence urban agriculture – 
private individuals growing various crops on or in front of their property. Although it is 
not possible to look into the yards and gardens, it is possible to describe those crops that 
are visible from the street, such as avocado trees (IM09, IM10, IM11, IM29) and guava 
trees (IM12, IM29, IM38), corn (IM36) and false bananas (IM19, IM22, IM31, IM32, 
IM35, IM40). Finally, there is bamboo (IM19, IM22, IM29) and eucalyptus for fire-
wood and building materials (IM19, IM32, IM36). Chickens (IM13) and cows are also 
usually kept in the inner city. Other food crops can be deduced from the products sold 
in ‘gulits’: tomatoes, onions, and Ethiopian kale (IM12, IM39).  

In general, the relationship between Teklehaimanot residents and green spaces 
seems to be highly utilitarian. In a city with so li,le space to spare for luxuries like parks, 
other types of green spaces receive greater relevance. But there is no need for intent for 
urban agency. So, these spaces also contribute to a livelier and more ecological urban 
environment while also contributing to food security. 
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9.3 Actors of temporary land seizure 
Temporary land seizure (TLS) is the temporary appropriation of street space for private 
purposes. In the images, TLS is co-produced by multiple contributors. Because of that 
complexity, I employ situational mapping (Clarke 2005) to identify the most important 
ones: activities, objects of occupation, people and groups, and urban space. 

9.3.1 Activities 
TLS is essential for many activities. As I show below, the actors in the images, who per-
form TLS, occupy public space only for a specific activity and a limited timeframe. 
When that activity is over, its actors leave or are removed from the space. When the 
activity is needed again, the actors return. 
 

  
Figure 50: IM06 – washing, walking, si+ing, play-
ing 

Figure 51: IM07 – mix of activities in the street 

  
Figure 52: IM10 – chopping wood Figure 53: IM23 – selling charcoal 
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*e first group of activities can be categorized as business activities. *ere is a consider-
able amount of street vending visible: selling charcoal (IM23), selling street food 
(IM21) and coffee (IM11, IM22), selling household items (IM29), selling fruits and 
vegetables (e.g., IM02, IM12, IM24, IM34), and selling clothes (IM10). *en there are 
different types of services: tailoring (IM21, IM38), shoe shining (IM30), chopping and 
stacking firewood (IM10) and protecting houses (guards, e.g., IM21). Furthermore, 
shops use street space to display goods, such as clothes (IM25), spices (IM25), and con-
struction material (IM21).  

*e second group of activities that is enabled through TLS are domestic activi-
ties. *e following domestic activities take place in the images: washing clothes (IM06, 
IM14, IM35), drying clothes and rugs (e.g., IM19, IM35), cooking (IM07), and wash-
ing dishes (IM03). Furthermore, childcare is implicated (e.g., IM07, IM14, IM19) as 
there are several toddlers present in the images that require care. *e third category are 
recreational activities such as drinking coffee (IM11), si,ing in the road (e.g., IM06, 
IM14), socializing (IM03, IM26, IM38), and children’s play (e.g., IM14, IM19). All of 
these activities are visible in the images as they are taking place. In other cases, one can 
only observe the non-human actors performing TLS. *ese objects of occupation (cf. 
9.3.2) mark a certain spot as used by someone for their purposes. Furthermore, none of 
the above activities would be possible without TLS. *e images indicate (supported by 
the expert and resident interviews) that these activities happen outdoors for good rea-
sons. Here, it is easier to access customers. It provides opportunity for socializing. And 
the lack of private interior space, indoor sanitation facilities, and fresh water commands 
outdoor washing. 

*e benefits of TLS are plentiful. *e images indicate that it creates surplus value 
while saving resources. An activity that would otherwise require a dedicated indoor 
space is temporarily shi0ed to the street, where it generates income and social benefits. 
But there are outliers to that observation, too: IM15 shows laundry hanging high above 
the sidewalk of a type A street. *is solution can be seen several times within the sample 
(IM25, IM3). However, for this improvisation tactic, some simple resources are neces-
sary such as the materials to construct the hanging device. *e main resource necessary 
for TLS remains space. *e availability of land reduces the amount of other resources 
needed to conduct a certain activity, say vending, tailoring, or washing dishes, to the 
most essential ones required for that task. No space in the home or rent for a workshop 
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is necessary. Furthermore, TLS inevitably makes care work visible. Care work becomes 
part of the public realm which can be read as an empowerment for housewives and 
maids whose work would otherwise be hidden inside. Of course, occupying street space 
also has tradeoffs. When fire trucks cannot pass anymore because residents have en-
croached the space so much with their extensions. Or when businessmen occupy most 
of a sidewalk with their products so that pedestrians are forced to zigzag between road-
way and sidewalk. Finally, the image data underlines the previous finding regarding the 
naturalness with which the residents conduct TLS implying a shared understanding 
among the residents of the street as common space.  

9.3.2 Objects of occupation 
So-called objects of occupation are material devices that are involved in TLS. In the sec-
tion above, I show how these objects occupy space and co-create TLS even in the ab-
sence of human actors. Overall, there are two dozen different objects of occupation in 
the image sample. To illustrate their common aspects, I will first provide more extended 
descriptions of some very pronounced objects: rocks, old car tires, and clothes poles. 
Subsequently and for completeness, I will summarize the other objects. 

 

  
Figure 54: IM06 – rubber tires occupy road space 
for washing 

Figure 55: IM14 – laundry poles turn road into 
pedestrian space 
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Figure 56: IM21 – ‘gulits’ occupying a gap Figure 57: IM27 – rocks used to protect a gap  

Rocks are the first example of object of occupation. *ere are 18 instances within the 
sample, in which rocks play a critical role in TLS. *is is evident as the images show 
them fulfilling several and clearly visible purposes. *ey are usually of cubic shape and 
approximately 30 x 30 x 30 cm big. *eir size (and weight) is decisive in co-producing a 
multitude of activities. *ey cannot be much bigger or else they cannot be transported 
by hand. *ey can also not be much smaller or else they would use their usefulness. For 
example, people sit on them on the road side. All over the sample, rocks are placed in 
front of shops and ‘suks’ for customers to sit on (e.g., IM38). Similarly, rocks are placed 
to allow people to rest and chat in residential streets (e.g., IM12, IM14, IM33). Rocks 
also act as protectors. *ey are placed next to public drains where people dump their 
grey water as their houses are not connected to the sewage system (IM31).  

Whether these rocks are placed to protect the drains from li,ering or destruction 
through cars, or whether they are placed to protect pedestrians from stepping into the 
drain is not clear from the data. But surely, the rocks did not move there by themselves. 
In another example, image 22, a number of rocks surround not only a tiny street tree 
growing in the middle of the sidewalk but also a group of false banana plants that take 
up the entire space between building façade and sidewalk. In another instance, a large 
rock is placed next to a person sleeping (IM27) and a vegetable stand (IM24) on the 
ground so that he or she is not hit by a car. Last, there are rocks which are used as tem-
porary stand – either to increase the height of plastic bowls for washing clothes (IM06) 
or to create a raised level from which to sell goods (IM40). *us, rocks are not only 
useful for TLS because of their mobility and sturdiness but also because they are 



246 Part II 

 

 

multifunctional: they can co-create different activities at different times. *ey are also 
plentiful and available and free of charge. *ey are le0overs from construction sites or 
road renewals, and hence not dedicated for a specific purpose any longer. 

Old car tires are another example. *ere are 10 images in which they appear. Tires 
are used multifunctionally and seem useful for all kinds of activities. For example, images 
06 and 35 show women doing laundry in a big bowl placed on old car tires stacked on 
top of each other. *e tires not only li0 the washing bowl up while creating a bouncy 
effect109 both useful properties to reduce the effects of this back-breaking job. In addi-
tion, the innovation of using tires as washbasin bases is a widely used practice in the 
community. So, it has become a pa,ern and the rubber tire creates a community of prac-
tice (cf. p. 238). Image 22 shows two old rubber tires stacked above each other on the 
ground, in which a small street tree has been planted. While the la,er example is not a 
TLS, it illustrates the creativity with which objects that are no longer used for their in-
tended purpose are recycled, or in other words re-interpreted into something useful. 
*e second example furthermore shows that rubber tires, too, are multi-functional. An-
other aspect of the tires used for clothes washing is that they act as spatial markers for 
TLS.  

Clothes poles make up the third very frequent category of objects of occupation 
visible in the sample(n=9). *ey are made from thin eucalyptus stems (about five cen-
timeter in diameter and two to three-meter height). *eir purpose is to raise clothes 
lines heavy with wet laundry up above the heads of pedestrians (e.g., IM14, IM32). 
However, these sticks are not monofunctional either. *eir second role is to block cars 
from driving through. *is might not be intentional, but agency does not require intent 
(cf. 3.2.1). In effect, they block cars from driving through. *is is also TLS because the 
street space is temporarily adapted and turned into a car-free place to dry clothes, for 
children to play, or to cook outdoors. In highly frequented streets, these poles are 
mounted to a wall (e.g., IM15, IM33). *is in turn leads to the inference that the human 
actors must be well aware that the clothes poles have a blocking effect. But there are 
cases in which they do not care that they are blocking the road (IM14) and in others, 
they carefully invent hanging solutions (IM31). IM02 shows a pile of old tires in the 
road. As this image was taken right at the intersection with the street shown in IM37, a 

 
109  This is inside knowledge provided to me by an Ethiopian reviewer of this text. 
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road full of car tire shops, it is likely that these tires serve the purpose of advertising110. 
*is inference is supported, for example, by image extra image 17 that shows car ba,er-
ies standing inconspicuously at the curb advertising the adjacent car parts shop. 

Other objects of occupation contribute to several activity types. Business-related 
objects are hand push-carts to sell goods on larger streets (IM02, IM21, IM22), beer 
crates to advertise liquor stores (IM21, IM38), an empty can on a stick advertising a 
‘tela bet’ (IM07), mobile guard houses (IM29, IM36), and different goods on the 
ground that are up for sale, such as charcoal (IM07, IM23), fire wood (e.g., IM10, 
IM23), fruits and vegetables (IM12, IM34), and household items (IM29). Street side-
displays of shops also serve as objects of occupation such as clothes (IM25), spices 
(IM25), and construction material (IM21). Finally, there are objects used to provide 
services such as sowing machines (IM21, IM38) and shoeshine equipment (plastic 
buckets, stools, shoeshine cream, etc.) (IM16, IM30). Furthermore, street vendors use 
a variety of canopies to define their business space and shade their goods (n=22). For 
other objects, it cannot always be said with certainty whether they are used for business 
or domestic purpose. *e cooking equipment in image 07, for example, could serve ei-
ther. Similarly, plastic bowls (IM07, IM13) as well as chairs and stools (IM20, IM29) 
can be used for domestic, business, and recreational activities. 

9.3.3 People and groups 
By observing the people in the dataset engaged in TLS it can be learned that all persons 
of both genders and of all ages engage in practices involving TLS. When present, the 
service providers, salespeople, customers, care givers, or socializers use their bodies to 
reinforce the temporary appropriation of street space. However, their presence is not as 
necessary for TLS as the objects of occupation as previously elaborated  

 

 
110  Major roads like this are kept meticulously clean by Addis Ababa road authority. Furthermore, these tires are popular 

objects of daily use as the section on the objects of occupation illustrates. It is hence unlikely that they are simply 
trash lying in the street but instead put there with purpose. 
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Figure 58: IM09 – old and young on a type B 
street 

Figure 59: IM15 – old and young working and liv-
ing on type A street 

  
Figure 60: IM31 – children playing on type B 
street 

Figure 61: IM34 – a Muslima walking along a de-
molished house 

As to human groups, there are two actors with decisive agency in TLS: *e Government 
and the neighborhood community. *e authorities of Addis Ababa are not visible as 
parts of TLS in the data set. However, the authorities are in fact a very important actor 
in TLS: on the one hand, the Government mainly contributes to TLS through its ab-
sence. *is triggers local residents to develop self-made solutions and coping strategies. 
On the other hand, the leeway of authorities towards the spontaneous reuse of street 
spaces makes them “accomplices” of TLS. While there is no visible evidence of the di-
rect entanglement of authorities111, their agency can be inferred. For instance, there are 

 
111  Their invisibility cannot be solely explained by them not being present in Teklehaimanot. In Ethiopia, it is illegal to 

take pictures of governmental buildings and law enforcement staff. Thus, it is even likely that police was around at 
some point of the image campaign but was not photographed. 
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temporary structures which are clearly not removable within minutes running away 
from police (e.g., the tailors or guard houses) indicating that they are tolerated by the 
Government. Similarly, the neighborhood community is co-creating TLS. *e commu-
nity, too, tolerates TLS and its contributing actors in the street despite the unclear legal 
status of TLS. *e community benefits from the cheap goods and services offered, for 
example, by receiving off-license (cheaper) services and goods. *us, tolerating TLS is 
not just a selfless act but an economic necessity. *is makes legal tolerance a prerequi-
site of TLS.  

*en again, engaging in TLS requires trust, and that, on the other hand, requires 
social coherence. Social coherence requires a long-standing community that naturally 
creates insiders and outsiders. However, as the images of squa,er homes (IM08, IM19) 
and the sleeping person (IM27) show, marginalized people are also allowed by the com-
munity to seize street space. However, the data cannot clarify to what degree they are 
part of the community. At least two actors are missing from the image data set: disabled 
people and foreigners, but the data cannot shed light on whether this is a coincidence 
or why they are not visible. Furthermore, TLS creates a spatial, economic, and social 
interface where Government, community members, and passers-by are – voluntary or 
not – brought together. *erefore, the images allow the inference that TLS encourages 
social and economic coherence or at least exchange. *e role of TLS as an urban assem-
blage goes is discussed in the analysis of the image data in sub-chapter 10.3. 
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9.3.4 TLS spaces 
*e images show that some spaces suit TLS more than others. In this section, I describe 
the spaces that accommodate it and their specific characteristics. 
 

  
Figure 62: IM19 – open space Figure 63: IM22 – type B street with lots of busi-

ness activity 

  
Figure 64: IM26 – neighborhood road used for 
drying spices 

Figure 65: IM35 – type B street almost entirely 
appropriated 

Type C streets show only one instance of TLS in the extra sample (X20) where there 
are women drying and sorting spices in a location where the li,le alley widens by about 
two meters. *is is probably due to limited space: these alleyways are simply too small 
to accommodate anything else than pedestrian traffic. In contrast, a diversity and large 
number of TLS activities take place in type B streets indicating that they are good loca-
tions for TLS. For example, in image 21, a gap is visible as a clearly defined TLS space. 
Several activities such as food and charcoal vending take place in it. In image 22, there 
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are water canisters (probably for hand washing) as well as people si,ing and cha,ing in 
a gap right in front of the row of one-story buildings on the far side of the street. Gaps 
are the best spaces for temporary land seizure: multi-functional, redundant, relatively 
safe from traffic, non-obstructive to any kind of mobility. In instances where a gap is very 
intensely used for TLS (e.g., IM21, IM22) there seem to be implicit rules as to how long 
each activity can take or how much space it should employ. Where there is no gap avail-
able, street sides (e.g., IM26) and open spaces (IM19) contribute to TLS. Image 06, for 
example, shows an elderly couple washing clothes, occupying almost half of the street 
with their washing bowls, and blocking the rest for traffic with a laundry pole. In IM26, 
we there are two women standing and si,ing by the roadside sorting grains and drying 
spices. Building extensions are also built on roadsides as image11 illustrates.  

*e street side is also a popular business space: However, activities here seem a 
bit more temporary like the young men chopping wood in image 10 or the ‘gulit’ in im-
age 12. An exception is image 40, where a sales stand with a canopy reaches almost two 
meters into the street space and does not look like it is quickly removable. In contrast, 
sidewalks are typically used for TLS on type A roads. Image 15 and 16, for example show 
sidewalks being used for clothes drying and shoe shining respectively. As the street side 
is more prone to obstructing mobility, activities are more temporary (IM2) here and 
special provisions not to obstruct mobility are needed (IM15). It is likely that otherwise 
the Government would sanction the blocking of traffic. Sanctioning the blocking of pe-
destrian traffic, however, is not a priority of Addis Ababa’s authorities. Images 17 and 18 
show that sidewalks or pedestrian safety is secondary to car mobility to the Government, 
as sidewalks are le0 unpaved long a0er road construction is finished and no safety pro-
visions are made for pedestrians..  

*ere are many more activities arising from TLS in type B streets than in type A 
or C. *e reasons for that can be inferred: More than anything this is likely due to the 
availability of necessary spaces: gaps, roadsides, and small open spaces. On the one 
hand, the authorities might frequent and regulate smaller streets less than main roads 
essential for city traffic.  
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9.4 Improvisation 
In section 5.4.1, the experts refer to improvisation as a way for the residents of the city 
to deal with unwanted challenges: “We improvise a lot here […]. *is is like a jazzy life, 
you know” (E05, 34:00). Addis Ababans are constantly adjusting to preserve their live-
lihood. In this section, I highlight a number of improvisation tactics: shrinking houses, 
improvising infrastructural access as well as recycling and maintenance. 

 

  
Figure 66: IM17 – front façades recede to the 
back as the road widens 

Figure 67: IM18 – front façades are replaced 
haphazardly in recycled materials 

  
Figure 68: IM32 – /e house on the le0 was par-
tially demolished and its façade has been 
patched up with plastic tarps and bags. 

Figure 69: IM34 – water is gathered at commu-
nal water taps 
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9.4.1 Shrinking houses 
IM18 shows a newly built four-lane road going from le0 to right. Both sidewalks are still 
under construction and people are walking on the street. Traffic is not yet active. On the 
far side of the road, several single-story buildings are visible, some of them built in hol-
low blocks, others out of ‘chikka’. Not only are the side façades of these buildings “cut 
off” and the front of the buildings receded to make room for the now wider road (i.e. 
shrinking, cf. 7.2 and 8.4). Also, the new road seems to be running at a lower level than 
previous one, leaving some of the houses and connecting roads “floating” up to 2,5 m 
above the new road level. *e other side of the road is visible in image 17. *ere, too, 
houses have been cut off and their front façades have been adjusted to the new road line. 
*ese two images illustrate the uncompromising way with which tabula rasa affects Ad-
dis Ababa’s residents and their livelihoods: while roads are widened for car traffic and 
large-scale demolitions make space for investment, existing built structures and social 
systems have to make way for what the Government considers “development.”  

However, the two images also show how the residents deal with this inevitable 
change: they adapt. Houses receive new front façades (IM17, IM18). Stairs are impro-
vised to access shops (IM18). Former roofs now serve as canopies to the shops located 
within (IM17). By doing so, the residents of Addis Ababa defy the effects of tabula rasa 
as best as possible. By adapting their built environment, they manage to preserve their 
livelihoods and basic identity, even though it might be reduced to some degree. *e 
canopy-reinterpretation of roof le0overs in image 17 can even be understood as inno-
vation. Most of the “shrinking” houses are adapted in a makeshi0 way. *is suggests that 
these adaptations had to be made quickly and cheaply, but at least the owners had 
enough resources to build the new front façade construction materials that match the 
original building. In contrast, some of the front façades in image 18 were simply fixed 
with iron sheets or tarp. 

*e actors of shrinking are as always manifold: *e Government and its hired 
construction companies are the root cause for shrinking. *e residents or users of the 
buildings adapt the houses with the help of available building materials and other re-
sources. *is requires money and skills and from the images alone, it is not clear who 
covers for these expenses. In one of the resident interviews, a steel merchant (LR08) 
reports that his landlord had to remake the front of his shop because of street widening 
(LR08). *ere is no further information provided about any compensation paid by the 
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Government, but the implementation seems remain the task of the building owner or 
user. *e temporal scale of shrinking is relatively short. Building owners must rapidly 
respond to the Government tearing down their front façades. *e sometimes-makeshi0 
façades of houses in the images bear witness to that (e.g., image 32 le0 edge of image).  

Materials that co-produce these new façades are o0en very basic and recycled: 
eucalyptus and mud, plastic tarps and bags, corrugated iron sheets (IM32, IM18). For 
those with enough funds corrugated iron sheets and hollow blocks seem to be the ma-
terials of choice (IM17, IM18). However, this observation is not to say that Addis Ab-
aba’s residents are capable or willing to resist and adapt to any and all destruction im-
posed on them by the Government. Images 05, 09, 13, 32, 33, and 34 show instances of 
Government-induced demolition of houses in the quarter south of Teklehaimanot 
church (streets 02–06 and A–E). *e more houses are torn down in each pocket of this 
block, the greater the pressure of tabula rasa on the urban system. At a certain threshold, 
too many buildings are destroyed to keep up the identity that they embody; and that 
they contribute to through mixity and social cohesion. *is is an example of how the 
external pressure on an urban system is ge,ing so big that the system changes its iden-
tity. In this case, one can even speak of collapse of the urban system in face of too much 
destruction. 

9.4.2 Improvising access 
Another improvisation tactic is self-made infrastructural access. In the previous findings 
chapters, I already described the government’s neglect of the inner city. Individual, safe, 
and accessible provision of water, sanitation, electricity, and houses depends on the lo-
cation of a house on main streets or in the sefer (cf. 9.1.2). In this section, I describe how 
particularly the actors in the sefers deal with this inequality. For this purpose, I will look 
at visible improvisations of water, sanitation, electricity, and road access. 

*e first aspect is fresh water. Expert 05 states that “When you have no water, 
you improvise” when referring to the “jazzy life” in Addis Ababa. In Teklehaimanot – as 
in other parts of the inner city – households do not have individual access to tap water. 
Instead they must use communal water taps112. Community members use yellow water 
canisters called jerrycans to transport freshwater home (e.g., IM34). Jerrycans are om-
nipresent in the image sample: 14 instances can be found. *ey appear next to people 

 
112  Fresh water at the shared taps is free of charge. 
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washing clothes, cooking in the street, stored away in some visible corner of an outdoor 
kitchen, or simply le0 in front of a house in the street. Image 08 shows a squa,er home 
– a collection of tarps, blankets, and sticks. In the image, the jerrycan takes a prominent 
role next to a small handheld stove and a plastic bowl, all of which are the few essential 
items remaining in this household’s possession a0er displacement. *is illustrates the 
essentiality of this object. *e canister is a highly robust, yet flexible device that can be 
transported and used anywhere if a certain combination of actors cooperates. *e only 
other tools needed are communal water taps, the yellow water canisters, and plastic 
pipes of different length. Furthermore, at least one human actor for operating the as-
sembly is required. Despite its simplicity, it can co-create access to water in different 
contexts – be it next to a demolished house (IM33) or in a half-demolished road (IM34) 
or on a larger and inhabited road (X27) as long as there is some space to stand and to 
place the jerrycan. *is mobile piece of water infrastructure demonstrates how the co-
operation of human, material, and spatial actors creates urban improvisation.  

*e second example is sanitation. Like with fresh water supply, Addis Ababa au-
thority only grants access to but not individual provision of wastewater infrastructure to 
the residents of the sefer areas of the research site. *is means that the residents of 
Teklehaimanot must use shared pit latrines (e.g., IM19, IM31) as well as public grey 
water drains (e.g., IM27, IM31). *ey are simple holes in the pavement. It is not clear 
where they lead to – a sewer, a nearby creek, or simply percolate into the ground? *is 
non-individual access automatically discriminates against those who are not capable of 
fetching their water with a heavy canister across the bumpy streets of Teklehaimanot or 
can walk the 100 m to the next toilet. Typical material actors besides public toilets and 
drains are bowls and buckets which are used to carry grey water to the drains. Together 
with the human actors, they replace individual sanitation facilities113. Interestingly, the 
public drains in the pavement create a certain kind space around them. Again and again, 
they are surrounded by large rocks to protect them (IM27, IM31, IM38). *ey fre-
quently li,er and get blocked and thus require maintenance (IM31, IM38). Overall, 
there are nine instances of these drains in the images. But there seems to be no rule as 
to where it is located in the street, such as in the middle or at the edge of a road. 

 
113  At the same time, most of the existing housing units are single room units. In their current state they cannot accom-

modate a bathroom. So, the provided access to water and wastewater fits the existing settlement structure. But an 
upgrading program that turned each unit into a two-story unit would probably solve the space issue. 
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However, these observations are only true for type B and C roads. On type A road, un-
derground piping, following Western standard, has been laid out and provides each 
building with individual access. Furthermore, manhole covers are improvised. *e im-
ages show that broken manhole covers are repaired – sometimes haphazardly, such as 
the manhole covers in extra images 48 and 50 (cf. appendix A.10). Plastic bags, used 
wooden boards, and metal panes are draped across the open manhole covering it while 
leaving parts open and not convincingly suggesting that someone could in earnest walk 
across. *e lack of resources in terms of finances, knowledge, and time show. However, 
the ambition of covering it demonstrates commitment and a sense of responsibility by 
the residents for public property.  

*e third form of improvised infrastructure access is electricity. *e aging and 
neglect of the electrical system – which runs above ground – is evident in the sefer im-
ages. In many images (n=17), electricity infrastructure is not maintained or in a chaotic 
way. Electrical wires are sagging. In other images, lines cross each other in any possible 
direction (e.g., IM11). In other examples, poles are so crooked or unstable that some-
one stabilized them with another pole's help (e.g., IM09, IM13). *e residents have 
taken ma,ers into their own hands, hooking up new households to the existing system 
(e.g., IM06, IM09, IM19). A particularly illustrative case is image 34, in which residents 
wrapped the electrical wires in colorful plastic bags, probably to stabilize or insulate 
them. *e Government seems unwilling to maintain any infrastructure in those neigh-
borhoods that are up for demolition. All these examples would not happen if service, 
maintenance, and electricity provision were available and affordable. It is unclear how 
any electrician would carry out such installation unless there is no governmental over-
sight. Where neighborhood streets meet main roads, lighting, and power supply imme-
diately become well maintained (e.g., IM21). 

*e final tactic of self-generating infrastructure access concerns roads and walk-
ways. Whenever roads are built in Addis Ababa, the road authority seems to give higher 
priority to the smooth car ride than to accessing existing buildings and the secondary 
road network114. A striking example of this is shown in images 17 and 18. But also in 
image 16, one can see a road level that is substantially higher than the adjacent buildings 

 
114  “Inadequate consideration for the vast majority of residents who are pedestrians exposes them to high risks of road 

traffic accidents […]. Furthermore, lack of integrated and human-centric approach to transport planning risks locking 
the city into an unsustainable path towards car-de- pendency” (AARPO 2020, 40). 



Chapter 9 Findings street photographs 257 

in the middle ground of the image. In image 18, the pedestrians must climb an unpaved 
slope to overcome a level difference of at least two meters. In image 27, there is a row of 
buildings at the right-hand side of the road mitigating the level difference through self-
built ramps and stairs. In addition to these adaptive tactics, there are also upgrades. In 
the background of image 32, there is a DIY ramp visible. While the stairs seem to have 
been constructed at the time of the road cobbling115, the ramp was visibly constructed 
later, quite likely to improve the access situation for pushcarts. Figure 68 gives a be,er 
view of this ramp. *e main actors of infrastructure improvisation are the residents. In 
many instances they appear in the images engaged in water fetching. However, the Gov-
ernment is in fact a very important actor in improvisation: on the one hand, they are the 
reason why improvisation is necessary, for example, when neglecting electricity provi-
sion (IM09) or only providing shared access to fresh water (IM34) and sanitation 
(IM33). On the other hand, the leeway of authorities towards self-made electrical access 
or ramps makes them “accomplices” of improvisation. It is not inconceivable that the 
authorities deliberately rely on citizens to maintain infrastructure in the sefers. 

 

Figure 70: X30 – a self-built ramp that improves access to a higher street level 

 
115  It is not clear who constructed this road improvement in Teklehaimanot. In Soressa (2003), an NGO is named that 

paved the roads in Alem Tena together with the community in the mid 1990’s. Another source reports of state-run 
neighborhood upgrading projects, e.g., in Menen and Kirkos, during the late 1980’s (Yitbarek 2008). 
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Material actors, such as recycled construction materials, and social aspects, such as com-
munity help are similarly relevant. In sum, the different improvisation tactics presented 
above demonstrated how the residents of Teklehaimanot take charge of their urban en-
vironment. *ey improve access where needed to alleviate the lack of provision. 

9.4.3 Recycling and maintenance 
Recycling is commonly known as the practice of reusing or processing waste material, 
such as empty plastic bo,les, scrap metal or car tires, into usable material. Recycled or 
reused objects and construction materials are ubiquitous in the images and used for 
many purposes, the most common of which I will describe in this section. 

 

  
Figure 71: IM03 – a plastic tarp is used to pro-
tect the ‘chikka’ wall from rain 

Figure 72: IM05 – recycled iron sheet façades 

  
Figure 73: IM14 – recycled iron sheet façades Figure 74: IM40 – Facades from recycled corru-

gated iron sheets 
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Construction materials: In images 05, 14, and 40, there are prime examples of recycling 
corrugated iron sheets as façade material. *e metal is at times pounded flat so that it 
would cover a larger surface area than when being corrugated. In image 06, the spla,er 
zone – prone to water damage – is protected by a drywall of rocks. It is not clear where 
these rocks come from. However, in IM24 and IM34, there are piles of rocks visible that 
are le0 over from demolished buildings. It is likely that people consider these le0overs 
as common good taking them for their purposes. Maybe they are sold by the former 
house owner at low cost. Recycled corrugated iron sheets are the most frequently used 
recycled construction material. It is used as roofing material (e.g., IM11, IM17, IM38), 
as façade material (e.g., IM10, IM40), as fence (e.g., IM10, IM31) as well as canopy 
construction (IM03). Image 28 shows a blue building at the le0 corner made of recycled 
trapeze metal, which is likely coming from an old shipping container. 

Reuse and upcycling: Plastic woven grain sacks are another reused object. Resi-
dents employ them to store goods (IM25) and as a basis to sell goods from (e.g., IM12, 
IM38 far le0 corner, IM 39). Old cardboard is also frequently employed for those pur-
poses (e.g., IM12, IM40). Grain sacks are furthermore used for insulation (IM29) or 
waterproofing of makeshi0 constructions (IM29) as well as to cover firewood from rain-
water (IM36). In another case, such a bag is used as a planting pot for a false banana 
(IM31). Another frequently used and reused material in constructing makeshi0 con-
structions is plastic tarps. *eir original purpose is to protect construction sites and out-
door business areas from rain (e.g., sale displays, cafés). As a reused product, they serve 
as cushions in a roadside café (IM11), as building materials for squa,er homes (IM08, 
IM16, IM19), as canopies (e.g., IM38), and as façade material (e.g., IM35) As they have 
holes in them, it is likely that they were reused a0er they did no longer serve their origi-
nal purpose as rain or sun protection. *en, there is an example of upcycling. In image 
22, somebody used firewood sticks to form a fence around a tiny street tree growing in 
the image's foreground. Finally, residents reuse plastic bo,les as protectors of wooden 
poles against rainwater damage in images 27 and 40. 

Maintenance: Recycling and reuse are important aspects of maintenance. In 
chapter 7, the residents report of many different activities that contribute to mainte-
nance. *e image data provides multiple examples of this practice. In image 23, for ex-
ample, there is a group of single-story row houses on the right side of the street that have 
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rocks si,ing on their roofs. *ese are indicators for a haphazardly patching of the roof116. 
In image 26, the last building on the right-hand side of the street is constructed with 
‘chikka’. Its splash water zone has not only been replaced with reused corrugated iron 
sheets but also reinforced with large rocks and cement.  

Upgrading through reuse: Similarly, rocks are reused to protect the water splash-
ing zone of the building at the le0 edge of the picture. Image 32 shows ‘chikka’ façades 
that are maintained or upgraded with recycled corrugated iron sheets. I use the term 
upgrading here because the façade is made more durable and waterproof. Image 06 
shows a brown (unpainted) ‘chikka’ building behind the two men si,ing on the curb. 
*e lower part of the wall next to the door is covered in an array of plastic bag bits and 
pieces. It is likely that the rain has washed out the mud from the eucalyptus substructure 
leaving holes in the wall. So, the renters or owners stuffed the holes with plastic bags. 
However, not all the maintenance in the neighborhood is conducted with recycled or 
reused materials. Another form of upgrading is the replacement of old wooden windows 
and doors with new metal ones (IM05, IM11, IM34). *ere are examples of entirely 
new roofs, such as the two-story building in the midground of image 06 on the right-
hand side of the street. In the background of image 24, there is a roof visible the iron 
sheets of which are completely rust covered except for one sheet that is still metallic 
glossy. In the same image, there is a single-story building in the middle ground the fa-
çade of which is covered in rusty metal sheets. However, its roof seems to be freshly 
covered with shiny, new corrugated iron sheets.  

In sum, not everything regarding maintenance and construction in the neighbor-
hood is reused or recycled. *is breakdown shows that there is a mix of financial capa-
bilities in the neighborhood. Because many of Teklehaimanot’s residents are low-in-
come, reuse and recycling outweigh new construction materials. Everything that is still 
usable, from transportable rocks to old car tires, waterproofing, and scrap metal, is used 
until it falls apart (cf. e.g., IM40). *ese humble construction techniques are likely born 
from limited resources as most people would surely prefer to use new products that also 
represent a certain social status. Re-using these materials requires creativity in finding 

 
116  If you do not have the skills or material to properly open up the roof and replace a metal sheet, you simply throw a 

small piece of corrugated iron sheet on top of the hole and weigh it down with a rock (also e.g., IM28). 
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them and handling them properly117. A co-benefit of re-using and recycling construction 
materials is the reduction of waste in production and a0er use. In connection with build-
ing with locally available materials (mud, eucalyptus), transport costs are sufficiently re-
duced (even though ‘chikka’ is not very efficient using too much wood). Hence, these 
communities have a relatively low impact on the environment when constructing or 
maintaining houses. 

Furthermore, a discourse represented in this improvising seems unresolvable: 
on the one hand, the Government’s infrastructure is not up to Western/ WHO stand-
ards (UN-Habitat 2017). *is forces the residents to develop coping mechanisms. It 
also discriminates against people who cannot cope without help, such as the elderly, 
children, homeless, physically unfit, and marginalized groups. On the other hand, this 
sub-standard infrastructure is affordable. It even provides free-of-charge water supply 
and wastewater disposal, which is undoubtedly beneficial to the urban poor. *is inher-
ent conflict demonstrates, on the one side, the complexity of urban systems. On the 
other hand, it shows how decisions on a city scale might have tradeoffs that trickle down 
to the individual scale. 

9.5 Extending 
*e term “extending” refers to the practice of enlarging an existing building cf. 7.2.2), 
*e image study shows numerous forms of outbuildings, alterations, and extensions in 
a variety of materials. In general, there are three types visible image sample: horizontal 
(n=10, e.g., IM11, IM20, IM35) and vertical extensions (IM05, IM09), as well as one 
enclosure of open space (IM20). In the following sub-chapter, I will first go through 
each of these types followed by a description of human actors and rules of extending. 

 

 
117  In Addis Ababa, an entire industry is busy recycling everything that is still usable in Min Alesh Terra. Whether the 

people of Teklehaimanot buy their recycled construction materials there or make them themselves cannot be clari-
fied based on the image data. 
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Figure 75: IM05 – vertical extension Figure 76: IM11 – extension serving as café 

  
Figure 77: IM20 – several extensions Figure 78: IM38 – extension used as ‘suk’ 

Horizontal extensions come in two variations. First, there are outbuildings that are at-
tached to an existing building and second, there are enclosures that are extensions of the 
open space. In image 38, for example, there is a ‘suk’ visible that has been erected in a 
gap space. It hugs up to the bungalow-style building behind it, the roof of which is con-
nected to that of the kiosk. Its depth is just low enough to create a small space between 
the kiosk and the road surface for patrons. It is built out of corrugated iron sheets as wall 
and roofing material. *e walls have been painted turquoise – a color popular in Ethio-
pia to call a,ention to taxis and shops. Almost the entire front façade is taken up by a 
shop window, so that customers can see the goods on sale inside. To protect customers 
from the weather, a foldable canopy made of eucalyptus and tarp was built. 
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Vertical extensions are not easy to detect in the image sample. On the far-le0 side of im-
age 05, a facade covered by vertical corrugated sheets can be seen. However, the upper 
part of the part of the building furthest le0 is clad with a horizontally running sheet. On 
closer examination, a slight raising of the roof by perhaps 30 cm can be seen in this area. 
It can be assumed that the owner or tenant of the house has made a room elevation or 
vertical division inside the house (a so-called ‘qot’, cf. Soressa 2003). Such a vertical ex-
tension requires more planning and construction skills than a horizontal extension, 
since a new floor has to be put in in addition to raising the existing roof and closing the 
façade. In the additional image sample, further examples for vertical extension can be 
found (X54, X61). In those examples, the extensions are more visible and their con-
struction more sophisticated indicating a different legal status or more financial capacity 
than in image 05. Materials used for extensions are usually recycled, such as second-
hand corrugated iron sheets (cf. 9.4.3), locally available materials such as eucalyptus and 
‘chikka’. 

Rule-based behavior: Extending follows rules of accepted behavior. For example, 
extensions that reach into the street space seem never to exceed 1,00 m to 1,50 m depth, 
as images 20, 26, 31, and 35 demonstrate. *erefore, I suspect that the residents aim to 
preserve pedestrian mobility while expanding their private space. 

The main human actors in extending are the house owners or users, respectively. 
Implicated human actors are customers who will benefit from increased business activ-
ity. Non-human actors are the roadside, the extension, and many small things that make 
up the café. Horizontal extensions are illegal118 and encroach access roads and remaining 
open space (IM33, IM38). So, while extending serves personal needs, communal needs 
might suffer. However, there seems to be a commonly shared understanding of the need 
for individual upgrading. *e solidarity with each other over these subversive tactics of 
extending seems to rank higher than the need to access neighborhoods with cars or fire 
trucks or any governmental regulations. If the community accepts this tradeoff, it can be 
inferred that the community is also an actor in this practice. Furthermore, it can be in-
ferred that either this access road is redundant altogether or that car access is not a pri-
ority to the community. In this way, streets have been almost wholly encroached 

 
118  The Government owns about 70 - 80% of the buildings on the site (AACAILIC 2014c). Ninety-nine percent of these 

houses (ibid.) are managed by the Ethiopian government’s smallest administrative unit, the kebele. According to the 
law, these houses may not be physically altered by tenants. Nevertheless, the user-induced spatial transformation of 
kebele houses is standard practice (Yitbarek 2012). 
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(IM31). Nevertheless, that does not seem to trouble anyone as long as they are still pass-
able for pedestrians – which is not difficult to understand in a community where only a 
tiny minority owns a car. 

Laws and regulations also contribute to extensions. Because kebele houses with-
out foundations can only be extended illegally119,  governmental regulations inadvert-
ently contribute to the DIY extensions observable in the image sample. Because legal 
extensions are impossible, the residents can only prevent a complete deterioration of 
their neighborhood by taking ma,ers into their own hands using those resources that 
are available to them. Extending also contains symbolic elements, such as the gain of 
social status through the expansion of private space. 

9.6 Risk factors 
While the focus of my study is on the strengths of the inner city that contribute to resil-
ience, my data also highlights a number of factors that contribute to a vulnerability of 
the urban system. I would like to touch on these briefly to highlight risk factors that 
might trigger resilience mechanisms within the urban system of Teklehaimanot. For ex-
ample, the experts highlight poverty, crime, dilapidated neighborhoods on the one hand 
and tabula rasa and governance issues on the other (cf. 5.1.6). In contrast, the residents 
report tabula rasa, poverty, social rules, and bureaucracy as obstacles for upgrading (cf. 
7.2.2) which can also be understood as stress factors. *e residents see the Government 
and its unforeseeable and unchangeable urban development as a threat. If people are 
waiting for their eviction, they will likely not invest into their house anymore or expand 
a business (c.f. 8.1). *e images now highlight some new potential risks, but also show 
reactive and proactive responses to these vulnerabilities. *e following section is di-
vided into six different categories of stresses and shocks. 
 

 
119  Cf. The Derg’s 1986 master plan in sub-chapter 2.3 
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Figure 79: IM03 – Lack of water and wastewater 
infrastructure 

Figure 80: IM05 – Dilapidation and demolition 
through tabula rasa 

  
Figure 81: IM14 – small and old housing units 
without running water or toilets 

Figure 82: IM40 – neglected technical infrastruc-
ture in the sefer 
 

Technical infrastructure: Indeed, streetlights can be spo,ed in the images in type 
A and B streets but not in type C streets. *e sharing of common toilets visible in several 
images (IM08, IM19, IM28, IM31)120 increases the likeliness of spreading diseases, so 
does the use of open gu,ers (IM04, IM05, IM09, IM13, IM14, IM27, IM31, IM38, 
IM39) for the disposal of grey water. Addis Ababa is known for outbreaks of cholera in 
the rainy season, when the sewage channels overflow and tap water becomes spoiled. 
Expert 10 highlights the pollution of Addis Ababa’s rivers emphasizing that wastewater 
is drained into the next stream. Public toilets, on the other hand, are usually pit latrines. 

 
120  I am listing the entirety of their instances here to demonstrate the frequency or commonality of these phenomena. 



266 Part II 

 

 

*is can be confirmed by the ventilation pipes towering over the roofs of shared toilet 
facilities (e.g., IM19). 

Road accidents: In her interview, expert 06 highlights insecure sidewalks as an 
increased danger of injury and potential killer in the street. Indeed, temporary land sei-
zure, particularly on sidewalks of busy streets can lead to pedestrians leaving the side-
walk. For example, if street trees and guerrilla gardening is blocking the entire sidewalk 
(IM 22). In Addis Ababa it is inevitably widespread not to walk on the pavement (e.g., 
IM01, IM16). TLS, guerilla greening, parked hand push cards, trash cans, broken man-
hole covers, or dilapidated pavements can cause pedestrians to leave the sidewalk and 
risk being hit by a car. *is phenomenon is not limited to the inner city. It is practiced 
all over the city bearing witness to the low priority given to pedestrians by AACA. 

Accessibility: In section 9.4.2, I describe how many streets, particularly in the sef-
ers of Teklehaimanot, are not accessible for elderly people and people with walking dis-
abilities. *is inaccessibility results in these groups being severely restricted in their free-
dom of movement. Similarly, dangerous is the lack of access to safe fuel source for cook-
ing. Families cook on open fires every day. *e many piles of firewood (e.g., IM10, 
IM23), the smokers on top of kitchens (e.g., IM04), and the sales stand for charcoal 
(e.g., IM07) bear witness to this fact. *e combination of lack of access to safe fuel and 
access for firefighting trucks (E11) as well as the very dense urban structure and the 
houses built from ‘chikka’ (wood-based) creates a very high fire risk in the sefers. 

Economic insecurity: In terms of economic security, many of the jobs that take 
place on or next to the streets, particularly in the sefers, are small-scale, self-employed, 
and those without shops also unlicensed businesses. It is not clear from the pictures 
whether the business owner needs this income to survive, whether the income is an extra 
income or whether the business is successful enough to ensure modest prosperity. What 
is known from previous research (cf. 3.3) is that a lack of “formal” jobs creates good 
access to income but also individual insecurity. Whether or not these street-based jobs 
are seen as opportunity or vulnerability depends on the perspective. While the residents 
speak naturally of their businesses as any other job, the experts highlight the problem of 
un- or underemployment in the inner city. 

Physical deterioration: *e physical state of many houses in the sefer area of the 
inner city is very poor. *eir plaster is broken and poorly repaired. *ere are no founda-
tions and roofs and façades are haphazardly patched. Many buildings are askew as they 
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were built without a ring anchor or another means to stabilize a house against falling 
over like a card house. Houses are small, badly ventilated, and without access to water 
or private toilet facilities. *e experts call this state “physically deteriorated” (e.g., E01, 
E07, E08). Most of the houses in Teklehaimanot have another disadvantage: they can-
not be vertically extended in a safe way. While ‘qot’ – the vertical subdivision – is popular 
to gain space inside, the neighborhood would in fact require two- or three-story housing 
units to provide sufficient space for a growing population and sanitary facilities. But 
most of the houses are constructed of ‘chikka’ and without foundations, so that the ex-
isting housing stock will have to be replaced even in an in-situ upgrading process. *e 
visible stresses such as dilapidated housing and bad access to infrastructure impact not 
only the lives of Teklehaimanot’s residents, but moreover, they influence how Tekleha-
imanot and the inner city is seen from the outside – from experts, from the media, from 
politicians, and from donor organizations: as “slums”. *is externally imposed, new 
identity is more dangerous to the existing urban system than any of the detail- and indi-
vidual-scale stresses named above. Because the inner city is seen as “slum” it is under 
constant danger of being completely demolished. 

Tabula rasa is a devastating shock for the system in itself. Its sole purpose is to 
remove the entire existing urban system. But it also creates stresses in terms of insecurity 
and increasing dilapidation. Images 33 and 34 show several empty plots on which no 
more than rubble is lying, and weeds are growing. *ese voids of forgo,en lives and 
houses make tabula rasa tangible, even though the inhabitants have long since moved 
away. *e former residents were evicted a0er being notified by a posting on their doors 
(cf. figure 13, p. 44). Expert 11 describes how different ownership structures lead to dif-
ferent results in the eviction process. Some are relocated to other kebele houses or, if 
they can afford it, buy a condominium. Others are compensated if they have owned a 
house in the area. However, those who had only rented a room or house from another 
tenant are evicted without compensation or relocation option. Images 08, 16 and 19 
show homeless shelters that were built in remnant spaces. Other evicted residents with-
out new housing might go to the fringes of the city where they squat or move in with 
relatives (cf. 2.4). *is illustrates how insecure tenure in combination with tabula rasa 
creates vulnerabilities. In addition to large scale redevelopments, tabula rasa also in-
cludes the construction of large-scale infrastructure. *is too causes disruptions in the 
existing urban system: existing houses along the road are demolished, cut into halves, or 
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their access crippled. Images 17 and 18 show how the new road surface is in some places 
about two meters below the old level without caring for how the residents will get to 
their houses a0er the road is constructed. During the road construction, inaccessibility 
issues caused by steep and unpaved slopes are ignored by the Government causing res-
idents to struggle their way up and down the slope. *ese infrastructure projects split 
up the existing spatial, social, ecological, and economic networks, the most impactful of 
which are the LRT and the ring road (cf. *orer 2015).  

In sum, the systematic review of street photographs in this chapter provided a 
rich database with which the knowledge of the previous chapters can be complemented 
and contextualized. *e following chapter will analyze and interpret this data.  

 

10 Analysis street photographs 

In the past chapter, I presented a comprehensive description of the image data. In the 
following analysis chapter, I interpret the previously described findings and relate them 
to the expert and resident interview data. In terms of structure, this chapter is divided 
into six sub-chapters. *e first three pick up loose ends from the previous chapters and 
complement previous findings regarding commons, TLS, and improvising. Subse-
quently, I highlight new insights into the four natural pathways of resilience. Finally, 
there is a short summary on the image study and its key contributions to the overall 
research project. 

10.1 Streets as temporary commons 
*ere are many cues in the image data that point at the streets of Teklehaimanot being 
perceived, used, and performed as commons (cf. 3.2.2) by its residents. One of the key 
practices to do this is TLS – the temporary use of public space for private activities (9.3). 
It is normal to conduct domestic and business activities at street sides, open spaces, and 
gaps. Everybody seems to engage in them either as a customer, land-seizer, or person 
tolerating these activities’ extra-legality. Rules and customs govern the multiplicity of 
activities in the sometimes tight spaces. McFarlane (2011a) has argued that commoning 
is not an activity, but an assemblage (cf. 3.2.1), i.e. a complex system of people, social 
relations, spaces, things, and so on continuously co-creating a common space. As theo-
rized before, the general urban resilience of Teklehaimanot is created by a relatively 
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balanced, interdependent system of upgrading, adaptation, mitigation, and resistance. 
TLS temporarily creates commons which again contribute to all of these urban change 
processes in different ways. *e major contributions of commons to Teklehaimanot’s 
urban resilience are 1) to create a sense of community and belonging and 2) to increase 
coping capacity without needing individual space. Below, I will explain both interpreta-
tions in more detail. 

Resistance: *e first important role that commons play for general urban resili-
ence is the creation of sense of community and belonging (local identity). *e street 
sides, gaps, and open spaces of Teklehaimanot are accessible for and available to all 
members of the community. But their governing requires the community to set clear 
boundaries and rules. *is exclude outsiders from using these commons. By requiring 
the negotiation and enforcement of user rules, commons contribute to social cohesion. 
In sub-chapter 9.3, I describe some prerequisites of TLS. First, TLS requires accessible, 
free, ambiguous land. Second, it requires objects of occupation. *ird, it requires a com-
munity of practice (cf. p. 238) that either involves the authorities or tolerates the extra-
legality of TLS. Rules of use guide not only how and when gaps, open spaces, and street 
sides are used for which activity but also ensure that the authorities and the community 
tolerate this deviant behavior. Commons generally require a clear distinction between 
user community and outsiders (cf. Ostrom 1990) and an enforcement of rules of use. 
At the same time, with regard to the commons, it is essential that insiders exercise strict 
social control over who may use Teklehaimanot’s commons and this contributes to a 
sense of community in the user group. *rough this shared governing, a shared respon-
sibility is created and a sense of belonging and social cohesion among the human actors. 
Even though the experts interviewed for this thesis are undecided over what the urban 
identity of Addis Ababa is, several of them point at mixity, on the one hand, and social 
cohesion, on the other (cf. 5.1.3). *is suggests that if commons contribute to social 
cohesion, commons also contribute to Teklehaimanot’s urban identity. In this context, 
Expert 05's assertion that the inner-city communities are tightly knit and cohesive seems 
to be confirmed 

*rough the creation of social cohesion and local identity, commons contribute 
to the pathway resistance in Teklehaimanot. To explain this, it helps to compare the 
properties of resistance with the properties of commons. *ere are several commonali-
ties between commons and resistance: First, there is the deviance with which laws about 
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the use of public spaces are circumvented through TLS. *en, there is the temporary 
“programming” of public spaces, mentioned by expert 01, creating a new temporary 
identity every time a space is temporarily occupied. And finally, there is self-organiza-
tion through implicit and explicit, socially negotiated rules.  

But understanding the streets of Teklehaimanot as temporary commons also al-
lows for reinterpretation of some of resistances properties identified by the experts. 
First, there is the inner-city residents’ alleged distrust of foreigners and the unknown (cf. 
5.6). If tight-knit communities are important to govern commons, then the distrust of 
outsiders becomes a reasonable behavior. Second, resistance seemed to aim at conserv-
ing the status quo, sometimes in an extreme way. Understanding TLS and commoning 
in this chapter, helps to link commons with resistance. Because resistance aims to con-
serve local identity and social cohesion, it is triggered by activities that foster these social 
constructs. 

*e following diagram a,empts to capture this circular logic of identity-creating 
temporary commons and vice versa. It provides insights into the nature of resistance: its 
purpose is not to avoid any kind of change, but to preserve local identity and for that, 
sometimes a level of exclusivity and regulation is necessary. 

 
Figure 83: Connection between temporary commons and resistance 
 

Upgrading, adaptation, mitigation: *e second important point for urban resilience is 
that commons produce a steady flow of benefits for the users (Ostrom 1990). Com-
mons contribute to the pathways upgrading, mitigation, and adaptation via TLS. In sub-
section 9.3, I describe the variety of urban actors contributing to TLS.  
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Upgrading, mitigation, and adaptation benefit from these temporary commons in dif-
ferent ways. Commons contribute to upgrading by offering free space for extensions 
without requiring investment into additional land. *is again increases the likeliness 
that someone without any extra resources can open a business in the street and might 
save enough to invest in be,er housing, education, or a more stable business (i.e. up-
grade). In this way, the upgrading of individual actors through commons contributes to 
a gradual transformation of the entire neighborhood121. Temporary commons created 
through TLS contribute to mitigation by creating spatial buffers that can be used to re-
lief the stress that is caused, for example, by too small houses and underemployment. 

Adaptation as resilience pathway refers to an urban system adjusting to changing 
conditions to preserve its functionality and identity. For that purpose, the system’s ac-
tors and their relationships among one another need to be adjustable or ready to accom-
modate a regime change. In order to be adjustable, one's boundaries, categories, habits 
etc. need to be flexible, undefined, ambiguous, not too rigorously bounded. *ere are 
several groups of actors in Teklehaimanot, which are involved in TLS, that are “fluid” 
and adjustable: temporary commons, spaces, ecological actors, and objects of occupa-
tion. Rocks, for example, serve as seats in one minute and might be carried away in an-
other minute to li0 a ‘gulit’ off the ground. A clothes pole holds up the laundry of a fam-
ily. But for a car driver it is a nuisance that blocks his or her driveway. *us, their mean-
ings and functions are “fluid.” *eir nature and performance depend not only on their 
physical make-up but also on the other actors in a particular situation. *is “fluidity” can 
also be a characteristic of commons. *eir identity is redefined according to their use: 
one moment they are a playground, and in another one, they are business, domestic, 
parking, recreational, or festive spaces.  

Teklehaimanot’s temporary commons are relevant for individual adaptation and 
as resilience pathway on a systemic scale. *ey contribute to an individual’s adjustment 
to changing conditions. But on a bigger scale, the neighborhood scale, for example, tem-
porary commons, objects of occupation, and other “fluid” actors co-create an urban en-
vironment that is ready for a multitude of needs, actors, and activities. In section 9.2.2 
on gaps, I show that one of the main features of these actors is that they are ambiguous 

 
121  This automatism fades out factors that cripple upgrading, such as legal or infrastructural constraints. In Teklehaima-

not, e.g., the high percentage of kebele houses cripples the ability of residents to upgrade even though they might 
have enough capital to do so. But on the other hand, the kebele houses allow many poor residents to live in these 
central urban areas and not spent the majority of their income on housing allowing them to build up any capital. 
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and open for re-interpretation. So, even if there were no practices of adaptation ob-
served at the moment that these images were taken, the gaps’ ambiguity and relative 
openness for new users and uses can be inferred to contribute to practices of adaptation. 
And if this is only by providing a space in which almost everything socially accepted can 
happen. *ey are spatial buffers that can be a,ained and adjusted if needed.  

In sum, temporary commons also contribute to urban resilience via the three 
pathways upgrading, adaptation, and mitigation. As the diagram below illustrates, each 
of the pathways fulfils a certain share of how to cope with change while also learning and 
transforming. Commons therefore not only constantly bring benefits to users in the 
form of space for business, leisure, and domestic activities. *ey also contribute to an 
increased general urban resilience of the entire neighborhood by increasing the individ-
ual's ability to cope, learn, and transform. Temporary commons might be a decisive el-
ement for the long-standing persistence of the inner city, its lifestyles, and tight-knit 
communities. 

 
Figure 84: Connection between commons and upgrading, adaptation, and mitigation 

10.2 Streets as layered and hierarchical spaces 
In his interview, expert 04 points to what he calls the “layering” of functions in public 
space. By “layering,” he means that different actors use one and the same space in the 
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ent sense of place and a different urban identity. A simultaneous coexistence of activities 
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complements this temporal layering. *e images show how street sides, gaps, and open 
spaces are filled by sometimes a dozen different activities. *ese encounters highlight 
the multifunctional capacity of these spaces, i.e. their ambiguity or tolerance towards 
different purposes. *e multifunctionality contributes to the general urban resilience in 
various ways. In the inner city, where most resources, such as space, money, building 
materials, and skilled labor are scarce, the ability and possibility to use a space in several 
ways is indispensable and very efficient. Multifunctionality reduces the amount of re-
sources needed to generate added value. *is increases the physical and economic resil-
ience of an urban system, even though only one space is available. Similar to temporary 
commons (cf. previous section), multifunctionality thus creates added value without 
requiring additional (temporary) private space. 

In his influential book “*e great good place”, Ray Oldenburg (1999) argues that 
public social environments – so-called “third places” – located outside the home (“first 
place”) and work (“second place”) are necessary for the formation of a sense of place, 
social cohesion, and civil society. In the inner city, there is no strict distinction between 
private and public and between urban functions, or who “owns” the gaps, street sides 
and open spaces. Residents and passers-by are living, working and social spaces simul-
taneously. In Oldenburg’s (1999) study, one of the main features of a “third place” is 
that it is separate from the first two. However, his study focused on car-dependent US 
cities. *erefore, his results are not directly transferable to Addis Ababa – a pedestrian 
city. And yet, I would like to argue that the streets and squares in the inner city – espe-
cially in the sefers, but also the sidewalks of main streets – are a “fourth place.” *ey are 
none of the three places that Oldenburg (ibid.) demands, and yet, they are all three at 
the same time. 

*is unique layering is an essential urban feature for overall urban resilience and 
could be a puzzle piece in the search for an urban identity for Addis Ababa; an identity 
that emancipates itself from Western categories and standards. *is urban identity is 
also a key to developing a meaningful resilience strategy for Addis Ababa. As general 
urban resilience aims to preserve the key characteristics of an urban system, it is im-
portant for a resilience strategy to recognize and take into account such unique and well-
functioning spatial pa,erns as layering functions. 

Street hierarchy and mixity: In the image data, it can be observed that Tekleha-
imanot’s streets are clearly organized in a hierarchy. *is street hierarchy is already 
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pointed out by experts 02 and 09. It was hence sensible to analyze this aspect based on 
the resident interviews and the image data. In section 9.1.1, I categorize Teklehaima-
not’s streets into A, B, and C types. *ese types differ from one another in terms of spa-
tial characteristics and the way they are used. *e following paragraphs examine 
whether or not this hierarchy contributes to general urban resilience. 

Overall, the analysis of the image data shows that the street hierarchy is accom-
panied by a number of other social, economic, and spatial hierarchies. First, there is a 
hierarchy of businesses. *e sefer areas do not provide any a,ractions that would a,ract 
a wider audience such as shops with special products. *e sefers are usually only ac-
cessed by residents or local business owners. *e wider audience remains on main street 
to drive by or to buy car spare parts or construction steel. *ese goods are – quite un-
derstandably – offered on the main roads where access to customers is best. *e hierar-
chy of streets thus also represents a hierarchy of accessibility – the sefer is more and 
more inaccessible the further a location is from the main street. With distance, a location 
also loses its relevance for non-locals in terms of accessibility and offered goods. *e 
deeper one enters the sefer areas, the more local and autonomous economic networks 
become. *is corresponds with the interface between the built environment and open 
spaces (cf. 9.1.2). Façades on main street are open and welcoming, displaying shop 
fronts and open doors. In contrast, façades on type B and type C streets become increas-
ingly closed, rejecting, and private the smaller the street gets. Moreover, the street hier-
archies reflect a hierarchy of road users. *is means that each type is dominated by dif-
ferent road users. On type A street, we find a dominance of cars. In type B streets, there 
is an equality among all types of mobility and street participants. In type C streets pe-
destrians have priority. Finally, there is a hierarchy in terms of a gradual reduction of 
diversity in the built environment from the main street to neighborhood streets and al-
leyways. While main streets show a conundrum of different sized and constructed build-
ings and different uses, the alleyways are basically single-story ‘chikka’ houses with no 
functional mixing. 
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Figure 85: Street type hierarchy of the research site for the image study. 

In terms of resilience, the gradation of privacy, access, business activity, built and func-
tional diversity contributes to the proximity of rapidly changing places (main street) 
and places of minor change (neighborhood streets, alleyways). In terms of general ur-
ban resilience, the presence of two speeds of change nearby and the relative autonomy 
of each sefer122 is theoretically beneficial for resilience, fostering modularity. Modularity 

 
122  The relative autonomy of sefers is also essential. In resilience theory, this is called modularity. Modularity refers to a 

relative autonomy of sub-systems, such as the sefer area of Teklehaimanot. While social and economic ties are strong 
here, they are looser to other parts of the city. This modularity avoids the transmission of risks to other modules that 
lead to cascading effects across scales. At the same time, there is an interaction between the modules to spread 
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means that a system contains tightly connected pockets of actors that are loosely inter-
connected with each other. *rough this feature, an urban can foster urban memory and 
preservation in areas of morphological monotony, exclusion, and li,le change, such as 
the sefer. In areas of morphological diversity, exchange, and innovation, such as the 
main street, the system can accommodate change. *e balance of both change types 
within an urban system – good changeability and li,le changeability – is essential to 
fulfilling the two main goals of resilience: to preserve critical characteristics of the urban 
system while adapting to change and transforming if necessary. Hence, it becomes ap-
parent that mixity is a complementing dualism between two relatively monotonous ur-
ban typologies: main streets and sefer. Within themselves, they are monolithic. How-
ever, having the two next to one another is a true asset. 

10.3 TLS and objects of occupation as contributors to the pathways to resilience 
Temporary land seizure (TLS) is an assemblage of human and spatial actors as well as 
objects of occupation. In sub-chapter 8.2, I identify several of its properties: processual-
ity, complexity, self-organization, and emergence. However, at the end of chapter 8.2, I 
find that the evidence provided by the resident interviews regarding this spatial practice 
is very slight. I chose to work with the street scene photographs in this thesis in part 
because they seemed to provide relevant insights into TLS and its role for resilience. 
Overall, I can identify 48 instances of TLS in the image sample. More o0en than not, 
there are several activities taking place next to one another in one spot, each of them 
requiring TLS. What the numbers also illustrate is that not every activity requires a hu-
man land seizer being present: while there are 48 instances of TLS, only 31 land seizers 
are visible. For example, the tires laying in the street in image 02 or the charcoal si,ing 
in a bowl in the middle of the street in image 07. *ey communicate with those custom-
ers who can read the message, that a certain good is sold here or next door. *ese exam-
ples illustrate the agency of things in TLS.  

As already discussed in sub-chapter 8.2 and 10.1, TLS contributes to urban resil-
ience via different pathways of resilience. It temporarily expands the human actors’ 
physical space which allows them to conduct activities that they would not be able to 
conduct in their tiny houses. By doing so, TLS contributes to upgrading, adaptation, 

 
innovation and support in case of disruption (Sharifi 2019). This is one of the essential morphological differences 
between the inner city and the “artificial city” created at the fringes of Addis Ababa. 
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and mitigation. By creating temporary commons, TLS also contributes to resistance. 
*e following section analyzes how a single practice can contribute to all pathways of 
resilience, each of which have very different purposes. 

Flexibility, ambiguity, and self-organization 123are decisive for this ability. An ur-
ban system is flexible if its actors are responsive and have the capacity to respond to 
changing conditions. Ambiguity – the capacity to adapt one’s identity or functionality – 
is created if actors are not too rigidly defined. Many of the key actors in TLS are highly 
ambiguous and flexible: namely commons and objects of occupation. *ese character-
istics help TLS to respond to changing conditions and work under different boundary 
conditions. By being a highly flexible practice, TLS can benefit the general urban resili-
ence of Teklehaimanot in different ways, for example, by creating income, recreational 
space, mitigating lack of private space, and build resistance.  

Self-organization means that a system or assemblage – in this case, TLS – can 
react to change without higher-order coordination. *e use of temporary commons fol-
lows commonly defined rules of where to stand and where not. It can be ruled out that 
a formalized, coordinating authority manages TLS since TLS is officially illegal, and 
dealing with this practice is a ma,er of public debate (Woldu, Aschenaki, and Guanche 
2017). However, because the community of users of these temporary commons is self-
organizing, it is likely that TLS actors would react in a somewhat coordinated manner 
to stress or shock. Because TLS is a self-organizing and responsive practice, it can serve 
all natural pathways to resilience by creating an endless number of possibilities for mit-
igation, adaptation, upgrading, and resistance. For example, the same gap and the same 
rock can produce different (emergent) outcomes depending on the resident’s needs. In 
a resource-poor and tendentially highly stressed urban system, like Teklehaimanot, 
such a higher authority would not provide more security, but would stifle responsive-
ness reducing the opportunities to mitigate, adapt, upgrade, and foster social cohesion 

*e objects of occupation also play a role in general urban resilience: as actors of 
TLS but also independently. Following the logic of urban assemblage theory (cf. 0) 
these things are actors that create meaning, added value, and facilitate contact between 
other actors. While they are part of an ongoing situation, they also embody different 
meanings and trigger different responses depending on the action and actor involved. 

 
123  According to emergent rules, a diverse group of actors behaves in a coordinated manner without coordination to 

achieve a greater whole (cf. 3.2.1). 
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So, a rock can be a seat in front of a café embodying relaxation and inviting a pedestrian 
to sit down. But it can also protect an open sewer embodying a warning sign to any 
passer-by causing her to change her walking direction. In Teklehaimanot, the lack of 
modern technology forces a certain behavior onto its residents – a way of using street 
space. Because washing machines are not affordable to most residents (not to speak of 
that they would take up too much space and require an individual water and wastewater 
connection), washing clothes is done by hand. *e nature of that activity – requiring a 
lot of water splashing here and there, space to hang the clothes requires the washer to 
work outside. If available, she (mostly it’s a she) will do this in her courtyard or on the 
street. Again – the material world composed of the lack of interior and exterior private 
space, as well as the availability of space that can be temporarily seized, leads the washer 
to put out her water canister, buckets, bowls, soap, and clothes pole into the street. 
Latour calls this imposed behavior a “programme of action” (1991, 19). *e type of ac-
tion is imposed on the washer by her spatial and material environment. *is observation 
supports the inference I make in sub-chapter 9.3.2 that objects of occupation are essen-
tial for urban resilience because they are fundamental for TLS. 

10.4 Improvised infrastructures 
Infrastructure in the inner city, particularly in the sefers, is improvised in many ways as 
described in sub-chapter 9.4. *is improvisation impacts the identity of the inner city 
decisively. *is sub-chapter briefly analyzes these impacts. 

*e image analysis shows many ways in which urban infrastructures such as wa-
ter, wastewater, and electricity infrastructure are improvised, managed, and shared by 
the residents. Most of that infrastructure (except electricity) is free of charge and thus 
does not exclude anyone financially. However, they are managed communally which 
means that only those who are part of the user community have access to those infra-
structures. Around the provision of these different resources (electricity, water, sanita-
tion), several specific actors, such as the yellow jerry cans, gu,er, and public toilets, as 
well as practices have developed. As only the urban poor who have no individual facili-
ties regularly engage in these practices handling those objects and visiting those places, 
it is likely that these spaces and things also have become a marker of this social-eco-
nomic environment – mainly low-income. Bowker and Star (1999) call that a commu-
nity of practice emphasizing that the residents’ identity as a social group is formed by 
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shared practices that are not used by anyone else. In a community of practice (cf. p. 
238), certain objects or practices become naturalized as they are routinely used. An-
other aspect of improvising infrastructure relevant for this thesis is the naturalized pres-
ence of improvising and its physical remnants. *e naturalized broken telephone poles 
in Teklehaimanot, these omnipresent jerry cans and li,ered street drains, and those 
shared pit latrines have become spatial and objectified markers of the inner city. As they 
mark poverty, they contribute to the image of the inner city as “slum.” *is is confirmed 
by the experts. Experts 08, 11, and 12 all emphasize the need to renew or upgrade the 
inner city as it is dirty, too dense, flood- and disease-ridden, as well as run-down. 

*us, the co-creation and visibility of improvised infrastructure contributes to 
the urban identity of the inner city in two ways. (1) By requiring and creating commu-
nities of practice a sense of belonging and collaboration on common projects is created. 
*e improvisation of infrastructure thus contributes to the creation of social cohesion, 
which – as the experts point out – is very important for the identity of the inner city. 
(2) Because the infrastructure in the sefer areas of the inner city is so visibly improvised 
it contributes to the negative image of Addis Ababa’s inner city as “slum.” As the aspired 
image of what a city should look like in Addis Ababa is dominated by the Western urban 
images, an improvised urbanity like that of the inner city must seem inadequate and 
“sub-standard” (cf. 2.4). 

10.5 New insights on tabula rasa and the natural pathways to resilience 
As the final step in image data analysis, I examine and complement what has been found 
so far about the natural pathways to resilience and tabula rasa. Accordingly, each section 
below is dedicated to tabula rasa or one of the four pathways. 

10.5.1 Tabula rasa 
Tabula rasa affects Teklehaimanot in several ways. First, there is the construction of 
large-scale infrastructures. *en, there is the demolition of the entire neighborhood 
south of Teklehaimanot Square and the areas north of the roundabout and the construc-
tion of spatially monotonous enclaves for the middle and upper classes. Furthermore, 
tabula rasa amplifies the image of the inner city as “slum” by devastating large areas of 
the existing city and contributing to its dilapidation. Finally, the pictures also show how 
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the residents cope with tabula rasa. Because tabula rasa changes the built environment 
in disruptive ways, it creates unforeseeable vulnerabilities for the existing urban system. 

In terms of large-scale infrastructure particularly the new multi-lane roads dis-
rupt existing social ties and economic connections between the neighborhoods on both 
sides of the road. However, as long as the sefers are preserved next to the main streets, 
the delicate balance of spaces, economies, and social ties within the mixity of the inner 
city can be preserved. But tabula rasa also includes the demolition of the sefers. In figure 
84, there are widespread demolitions visible in the city block south of Teklehaimanot 
church. *e image study confirms what the expert and resident interviews already re-
port: the large-scale demolition of existing neighborhoods. Several images show on the 
one side, how buildings have been torn down or abandoned in expectation of demoli-
tion. In other images, the construction of enclaves for the upper and middle classes are 
visible.  

*e images show various stages of tabula rasa: from placing a note of eviction 
(X63), to evicting one unit a0er another (IM34), to demolished buildings (IM33), to 
new road constructions (IM17, IM18) and condominium sites (IM18). Experts and 
residents perceive this kind of urban change as a much more rapid one than the gradual 
changing of the neighborhood emerging from upgrading and adaptation. While it is 
hard to see change in one-time snapshots, the impact of tabula rasa is well documented 
in figure 2 (cf. p. 5). *e figure illustrates how the small-scale sefers are replaced by large 
buildings and the clear hierarchy between sefer and main street is replaced with a less 
hierarchical road system. *is de facto destroys mixity and affects the modularity of the 
urban system. As described in the section above, modularity is an important contributor 
to general urban resilience (cf. footnote 122, p. 275).  

However, the new understanding of tabula rasa that the image study provides is 
that the sefers are not torn down in one piece. It is much more sinister, as houses are 
torn down individually depending on their legal status. *e analysis of the aerial views 
of the site shown in figure 86 illustrates the gradual destruction. As the number of de-
stroyed houses increase, the area south of the church becomes unrecognizable. *e de-
struction of individual houses, compounds, and roads bit by bit eventually changes the 
physical, socioeconomic, and ecological makeup of the exiting sefer negatively affecting 
the livelihoods and livability of those le0 behind. 
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Figure 86: Comparison of satellite images of the research site 2004 – 2019. Clearly distinguishable are the 
construction of the condominium site on the road leading West from the roundabout, the demolition of the 
sefer just south of Teklehaimanot church as well as the road widening along the condominiums (GoogleEarth 
V. 7.3.2.5776 2014/10; 2015/01; 2017/02; 2019/02). 

Replacing local identity: In chapter 5, I show that the experts conjure a certain image of 
tabula rasa again and again: tabula rasa as the creator of a new, modern city. In contrast, 
the inner city is old, dilapidated, and old-fashioned. No ma,er whether I interview crit-
ical urban advocates or those experts in favor of tabula rasa, this binary imaginary is re-
peated. Analyzing the expert interviews first, is a means to challenge my preconceived 
idea of urban resilience and produce a localized conceptualization of it. At the same 
time, presenting the expert data first, reproduces their already powerful defining power 
as experts reinforcing their idea of the binary image of Addis Ababa. *ey see the city 
torn between identities as a cosmopolitan city and a historically evolved inner city, mod-
ern and old-fashioned, new and dilapidated. It sets the stage to read resident interviews 
as interviews with the “poor” inner-city residents who are tortured by tabula rasa. It also 
sets a frame of interpretation for the image study to see Teklehaimanot as dilapidated, 
infrastructure-lacking, too dense, too poor, and “informal” – in short, a “slum.”  

Teklehaimanot
2004

Teklehaimanot
2017

Teklehaimanot
2015

Teklehaimanot
2019
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One of the reasons why I chose multiple research perspectives and this complex way of 
telling and interpreting my data was to confront the reader with these underlying power 
structures in knowledge production. *is research approach illustrates that the evalua-
tion of urban development measures, such as tabula rasa or in-situ upgrading, depends 
on the perspective of the actor observed or interviewed. It can highlight conflicts and 
unexpected alliances within the debate.  

*e same is valid for how human actors evaluate urban morphologies. Each dis-
trict and each sefer can be perceived, enacted, and narrated differently depending on the 
storyteller’s viewpoint. Reading the inner city through the lens of urban resilience and 
different actors’ standpoints helps to deconstruct this debate. For example, by decon-
structing TLS and mixity, I can show two things. First, the binary image of Addis Ababa 
as old-fashioned vs. modern, etc., oversimplifies reality (cf. chapter on mixity). Second, 
reading the inner city either as a “slum“ or as a socially well-mixed African urban role 
model might have something to do with the power dynamics identified in sub-chapter 
8.1. *e image of the modern Addis Ababa is constructed against the backdrop of far-
away cities. While the inner city is compared to global standards of living and urbanity, 
the realities on the ground are ignored. By replacing the physical traces of the inner city 
with empty land and new developments, the Government not only erases the physical, 
social, and ecological traces of the inner city. It also declares the superiority of one idea 
(modern Addis Ababa) over another (historically grown Addis Ababa). *e Govern-
ment's idea of what Addis Ababa should be is more important than what the citizens of 
the city live, experience, and think. Conveniently, the Government uses the declared 
inferiority of the inner city to tear it down, while the dilapidation is only happening be-
cause the Government neglects the sefers and hinders their natural upgrading. *e gov-
ernment creates the evidence by first destroying the old neighborhoods and then claim-
ing that the new facilities are much be,er by standards they created themselves – of 
course, without first developing understanding or appreciation of the existing se,le-
ments. *erefore, in sum tabula rasa increases that the decision-making and image cre-
ation power of those who are already in power. 

*e images reveal some interesting insights regarding how the residents deal 
with the demolitions instigated by tabula rasa. As described in sub-chapter 9.6, the de-
molitions create new stresses and shocks for the residents of Teklehaimanot: demol-
ished houses, empty streets and reduction of customers, torn up roads, and neglected 
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infrastructures are only the visible challenges. *e insecurity caused by the demolitions 
was mentioned in the resident interviews. Albeit these depressing conditions, residents 
do hold out. IM13 shows a singular house amidst ripped up roads and demolished 
houses. A young person is si,ing with his or her back to the viewer seemingly washing 
clothes or playing next to the entrance of her home. Next to her, a chicken can be spot-
ted as sign of urban agriculture. So, even though this scene seems hopeless at first, one 
can also observe productivity and income generation. In image34, the residents of a 
small row house unit have placed a ‘gulit’ in the front of their house selling tomatoes and 
onions. Even though there is no pedestrian traffic in the image, the residents seem to 
have hope that selling these fruits and vegetables will generate some income. *ere are 
also signs of recent maintenance conjuring the notion of hope rather than despair, self-
efficacy rather than bowing to one’s fate.  

On a more conceptual level, these actions of staying behind and continuing eve-
ryday life seem like silent defiance. *is is the kind of resistance that expert 01 talks 
about when he reports that the inhabitants of the inner city fight for their open spaces 
and resist the looming threat of development. Maybe the residents staying behind in 
halfway demolished sefers have no choice but to stay there as long as they can because 
they have no-where else to go. At the same time, these residents conserve and uphold 
life in the inner city until the last possible moment by enacting their daily life despite the 
disruption of neglect and demolition. So, the images do show how residents hold out, 
cope, survive, and resist. Ending with this positive note of self-empowerment and sur-
vival, I will now turn to the natural pathways to resilience. 

10.5.2 Adaptation 
In chapters 5 and 7, I define various practices of adaptation, which expert 05 calls the 
“jazzy life” of Addis Ababa: improvising infrastructure as well as sub-dividing and 
shrinking houses. *e image sample is able to confirm these forms of adaptation while 
adding details about their actors, scale, and system properties. 

Actors: In the expert and resident interviews, the residents of the inner city are 
reported as major actors in adaptation. In the image study, the human actors of adapta-
tion are not visible. None of the images in the sample or in the extra sample show any 
person fetching water, building a ramp, or shrinking their house. Only the jerry cans and 
shrunken houses bear witness to adaptation practices. In general, the images highlight 
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objects and space in their agency in terms of adaptation. For example, the flexible build-
ing materials and flexible construction techniques are contributors to adaptation. For 
example, most houses in the images are made of ‘chikka’, corrugated iron sheets, and 
wood. *ese materials are easily modified to add a door or another room.  

Space is an actor that affects adaptation directly and indirectly. Direct spatial in-
volvement is when space co-creates adaptation, such as in the examples of the ramp in 
image 32 and extra image 30.*ere are also less obvious examples in which space co-
creates adaptation. Where, for example, shall a water carrier place his or her water can-
ister if there is no empty space in front of the communal water tap? Where shall people 
stand in line for the communal toilet in the morning if there were no space in the street 
to stand? *ese are rhetorical questions, of course, but they illustrate the necessity of 
space in many practices that count under what I called infrastructure improvisations. 
Space is also indirectly involved in adaptation, for example when space for an extension 
is lacking. *is lack in combination with another pressure, such as a new family member 
who needs to move in, triggers adaptation processes such as sub-dividing housing units. 

Tabula rasa is another trigger. *e example with the new, widened road in im-
ages 17 and 18 is a very pronounced showcase. But it can be more subtle, too, when 
more and more neighbors are evicted, those who are le0 behind automatically need to 
adapt their daily routines which largely depend on good neighborly relations. Finally, 
mixity can be inferred as contributor to adaptation as it promotes the diversity and in-
teraction of urban actors. Adaptation requires diverse response strategies: the more di-
verse strategies are available, the be,er the system responds to a challenge, such as the 
different ways of house owners to deal with the road widening in images 17 and 18. 

Scale: *e scale in which the adaptation takes place in the images is very small: 
building/individual and construction detail. At the same time, the manifold individual 
adaptation practices accumulate to an adaptability of the entire neighborhood. Yet this 
accumulative adaptability of the neighborhood is self-organizing. 

Prerequisite system properties for adaptation: In sub-section 8.4, I conclude that 
adaptation requires either diversity or redundancy as a source of adjustability. At the 
same time, the example of subdividing and changing the use of one’s own house (cf. 8.3) 
illustrates that a lack of extra space can be compensated by flexibility. *is assessment 
can be underlined by the example of improvised water access presented in the image 
study. Although there is also no diversity or redundancy, a process of adaptation can be 
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observed. As shown in section 9.4.2, only a few objects and some space are needed to 
create access to water in a multitude of tapping conditions. *is access is achieved 
through flexibility alone. I employ the concept of fluid technology following De Laet and 
Mol’s (2000) interpretation of the Zimbabwe Bush Pump. Not only is the fluid technol-
ogy flexible, but it accepts the probability of changing boundary conditions and antici-
pates the need for adaptation. It represents an innovation on the smallest scale, which 
goes beyond the mere solution of a problem. Another fluid technology is the stacking of 
old car tires, which not only create a wash stand, but also cushion the effect of pounding 
wet laundry through their bouncy materiality.  

On a meta-level, these examples illustrate how learning and innovation take 
place on the smallest urban scale and contribute to resilience. While adaptation merely 
adjusts the existing assemblage of actors and relationships, learning and innovation use 
knowledge, ideas, and ingenuity as an additional non-material resource to create oppor-
tunities for a more adaptable assemblage in the future. *is is how an urban system 
copes and learns: the assemblage experiences a stress or shock and reacts to it either 
with old coping strategies (=consolidation of old knowledge) or by trying out new ones 
(=development of new knowledge). From these examples, I conclude that the diagram 
developed in sub-section 8.4, on the system requirements of adaptation, is correct in 
terms of diversity, redundancy, and flexibility. *is is because adaptation is easiest when 
you have a li,le more of something, such as diverse actors, extra space, or the ability to 
change. For example, if the tailor had two locations for his business, he could switch 
depending on the customer traffic that day. Flexibility seems to be the most significant 
system property, while redundancy and diversity are secondary for adaptability. Even if 
there are no redundancies (e.g., extra space) or diversity (e.g., in terms of coping strate-
gies), the actor must still be flexible to promote adaptation. 

10.5.3 Upgrading 
In sub-chapter 8.5, I analyze the resident interviews with regards to upgrading. I identify 
three upgrading practices: TLS, extending, and the improving of building parts. In the-
ory, they gradually accumulate to an upgrading of the entire neighborhood. However, I 
also find that this gradual upgrading is obstructed by chronic stresses and shocks in 
Teklehaimanot. *e image data can provide further insights into the actors of 
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upgrading, particularly materials and objects, and the interconnection between these 
upgrading practices and more fundamental practices such as recycling and improvising. 

Actors: *e images of Teklehaimanot reveal a diversity of human and non-hu-
man actors that are contributing to the various forms of upgrading. *e image findings 
show that the following actors are particularly relevant for upgrading: Rules and regula-
tions, trust, cooperation, investment, commons, objects of occupation, recycled build-
ing materials, the negligent and indifferent Government, and finally the residents who 
perform TLS, extensions, and building part replacement. A tale-telling example is image 
31, in which the observer can see several extensions that are growing into the street. A 
false banana tree has been planted in a plastic bag temporarily using the roadside. Cloth-
ing is hanging on lines that span the entire width and length of the small street. Children 
are playing, women are hanging clothes; they all use the street for their individual pur-
poses. *is scene repeats itself throughout the image sample providing ample evidence 
for the conclusions on the actors of upgrading drawn from the interview studies. 

*e material world also plays a significant role in upgrading as I show in sections 
9.3.2, 9.3.4, and sub-chapter 9.4. *e access to recycled materials and objects of occupa-
tion are essential for extending and TLS respectively. In contrast, the improving of indi-
vidual building components requires enough funds and the access to new or used mate-
rials and components such as metal windows and doors. In image X04, there are used 
but still usable building parts (mostly wood and metal) as well as used furniture piled 
up on the far side of the street. *ese items are sold to and reused by households that 
cannot afford new furniture or building components. However, there are also excep-
tions: *ere are examples in the images of nice bungalow style houses (IM38), of newly 
built multi-story, yet small-scale, commercial buildings (X34). So, residents with 
enough assets do invest. Based on the expert interviews, we know that the ‘equb’ might 
play a great role in saving for that. But it is an exception as I already concluded in sub-
chapter 8.7 on the impact of stagnation. Mostly, upgrading is obstructed by stresses such 
as poverty and shocks such as tabula rasa. In general, space is an essential actor in up-
grading. As I describe in chapter 9, TLS and horizontal extending require private or tem-
porary common spaces, which are mostly present in type B street. Furthermore, the lack 
of interior space in the tiny housing units, is a stress that forces the residents to use the 
commons as alternative private space. Since extending and TLS seem to be the most 
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a,ainable form of upgrading for the residents of Teklehaimanot, the commons are also 
essential for upgrading for most residents. 

*e role of improvisation in upgrading is quite well documented in the image 
data. Extensions like in image 31 or extra image 54 involve makeshi0 constructions and 
recycled or reused corrugated iron sheets. Access to cheap building materials through 
recycling and reuse is one of the main prerequisites for upgrading in Teklehaimanot, 
where incomes are generally low. Other makeshi0 constructions such as canopies also 
serve the purpose of upgrading. Here, sometimes new but mostly reused materials can 
be seen to create shade. As 19 instances show, this practice is quite common and serves 
to improve the well-being of shop owners and customers, thus promising higher sales. 
Canopies as improvisation tactics are therefore investments where the improviser in-
vests money, knowledge, material, and time in the purchase of an upgrade. *is distin-
guishes them from improvisations out of necessity, such as improvising infrastructure, 
which is part of the pathway adaptation. So, the image data shows that there three types 
of upgrade practices: extension, upgrading parts of buildings, and TLS. Furthermore 
these practices also involve other, less complex tactics such as improvising and recycling. 

Overlaps of adaptation and upgrading: *e image data show that upgrading in 
Teklehaimanot can also mean making a virtue of necessity. Images 17 and 18 give visual 
examples of the practice of shrinking. Such improvisations out of necessity can lead to 
small-scale innovations that contribute to upgrading. Image 17 and 18 show a bar in the 
background, whose front façade has receded due to a new road. *e former roof of the 
tavern, which now hangs in the open air because the supporting walls have been torn 
down, is now used by the proprietor as a canopy for the front porch. *e new canopy 
invites guests to sit outside in the shade and can thus help to improve the proprietor’s 
income. *us, the adaptation to the new road leads to an upgrading of the building. 
Other examples of improvisation as adaptation and upgrading. For example, instead of 
accepting that the small street tree in picture 22 will be trampled underfoot, someone 
has shown a heart and built a protective fence of firewood and wire. *is improvised 
protective fence is not intended for maintenance or repair, but with a view to creating 
something useful for the community. *e example of the street tree and the canopy sug-
gest that one and the same practice can serve several pathways. In the examples of the 
tree, the self-built covering of a broken manhole cover (X50), or the canopy (IM17, 
IM18) the residents take on responsibility where the Government would actually be 
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responsible – it is therefore voluntary but serves the common good. Where a former 
roof is converted into a canopy, the conversion is not absolutely necessary, but optional, 
and helps the proprietor to make more money. Hence, these adjustments are originally 
made to cope with a challenge, but ultimately create added value. Moreover, such activ-
ities serve to maintain their own self-efficacy on a meta-level. In an environment where 
power over the fate and shape of the entire city, down to the smallest tree, rests solely 
with the government, actions such as guerrilla gardening, DIY repairs of manhole covers 
and the conversion roof into business profit are acts of defiance. 

Obstruction of gradual upgrading of the neighborhood: In sub-chapter 7.2.2, I 
find that kebele house regulations, social rules on upgrading, tabula rasa, and poverty 
obstruct upgrading. *e image data shows that also the built environment obstructs up-
grading. *e housing stock in Teklehaimanot is old and run-down. Many are single-
story, very small, o0en lack foundations, and are constructed from ‘chikka’. Only a few 
buildings are larger than one or two rooms and have access to a private garden or com-
pound. *e only way to in-situ upgrade these houses on their plot would be to extend 
each house vertically, to two or three stories. However, due to its weak loadbearing 
structure these ‘chikka’ houses do not allow an addition of another story. Added to this, 
the row-house like urban structure further obstructs the individual addition of another 
story. So, if a street were to be upgraded this would have to begin with tearing down the 
existing houses and replacing them with extendable units with the same footprint. How-
ever, this would require coordinated effort and financial support from donors or the 
Government. *e cost for a single-room unit built out of hollow block and concrete on 
site would probably be manageable. But as of now, the constant stress and governmental 
neglect obstruct a “natural” upgrading of the neighborhood. 

Prerequisite system properties for upgrading: Based on the practice of TLS and 
its creation of temporary common spaces, the previously made assumption that upgrad-
ing requires flexibility and rigidity is confirmed. Expert 07 already hints at that fact when 
he states that the upgrading of a house should not offend the neighbors (cf.5.4.2). So, 
there must be social norms that expect mutual respect and humbleness when upgrading. 
*is is a form of rigidity in the sense of se,ing boundaries. *is understanding is rein-
forced by the production of commons as well as their temporary use depend on com-
mon rules of use and maintenance. *ese rules are essential for upgrading as they ensure 
the equity within the user community and the re-enactment of commons.  
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10.5.4 Mitigation 
*e expert interviews and resident interviews already provide wide-ranging information 
about different practices of mitigation and their actors. But the image analysis can add 
further insights particularly with respect to the spatial aspects of mitigation and mitiga-
tion practices. *e images also highlight the numerous material and living actors that 
contribute to mitigation via TLS (cf. 9.3).  

Practices: A multitude of mitigation strategies help inner-city residents to allevi-
ate the negative effects caused by a shortage of resources (space, funding, knowledge) 
and disturbances (death, wedding, natural hazards). *e image data provides evidence 
of the care of small children on the street while doing housework. Sub-chapter 10.3 
shows how TLS helps compensate for the lack of private space and the lack of social 
security systems. *e pictures also illustrate how TLS, and thus constant mitigation, is 
an integral part of residents’ everyday lives. Furthermore, there is infrastructure improv-
isation, which mitigates the lack of individualized provision of infrastructure services in 
Teklehaimanot’s sefers. Because there is no proper infrastructure provided, the resi-
dents are forced to cope with this situation by adjusting their lifestyle (adaptation), re-
pair infrastructure themselves (mitigation/resistance), and create their own solutions 
(upgrading). *e images show that the residents use several tools, techniques, their 
time, knowledge/ experience, and spaces to improvise infrastructure. *en, urban agri-
culture is a mitigation practice in Teklehaimanot. Chicken, bamboo, eucalyptus, avo-
cado, and false banana trees are frequent elements of the street scenes. *e images and 
the extra images can furthermore provide evidence for guerilla gardening – resident-in-
duced public greening activities, such as protecting tiny street trees from trampling or 
planting and fencing trees on the sidewalk (X28). Both practices can partially alleviate 
the lack of public green spaces on the one hand and the need for urban food produc-
tions, on the other. Both practices contribute to mitigation. *ey also illustrate the im-
portance of ecological actors in co-creating general urban resilience.  

Scales: As far as mitigation is concerned, it is mainly the small and smallest scales 
of the urban system that are active. From the individual plants growing on a small patch 
of open space to the temporary use of a gap for housework. Without strong social cohe-
sion (neighborhood associations, and toleration of TLS), residents could not carry out 
most forms of mitigation. *ere is therefore a very pronounced interdependence be-
tween social cohesion and mitigation. Furthermore, the pathway mitigation is a prime 
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example of the neoliberal practice of the government neglecting its responsibilities and 
forcing residents to deal with existing urban shortcoming at the individual level – lack 
of infrastructure, lack of housing, lack of public green spaces, lack of jobs, etc. *is illus-
trates once again the unequal distribution of decision-making power in Addis Ababa as 
well as the lack of bo,om-up feedback, which is essential for general urban resilience. 
Instead, the learning of the system is hampered by the interrupted feedback. 

Prerequisite system properties for mitigation: Based on the expert and resident 
interviews, I find that mitigation must be located somewhere on the spectrum between 
rigidity and flexibility with an emphasis on rigidity. *e image sample helps to under-
stand, how much mitigation relies on the commoning of street space through TLS. 
Commoning requires rules of use and governance. *at is why the previously made 
placing of mitigation on the flexibility-rigidity spectrum seems correct. *e images can 
also provide visual evidence for the understanding that mitigation requires flexibility. 
*is interpretation is based on the employment of the objects of occupation as ambig-
uous actors in TLS as well as the improvising of infrastructure as mitigation practice. 
Furthermore, I place mitigation in the field of redundancy on the vertical scale. Mitiga-
tion relies on building buffers (e.g., saving for future disturbances) and it involves many 
layers of the same (neighborhood associations). Finally, mitigation requires the ambi-
guity of common spaces.  

10.5.5 Resistance 
In this thesis, resistance has emerged as a pathway that aims to conserve the status quo, 
but not to avoid change entirely. *e main conceptions of resistance that are established 
in the previous chapters (defiance, conservation, mistrust, focus on the past) can mostly 
be confirmed and complemented through the visual data. *e evidence on maintenance 
in the images underlines the notion that the foremost purpose of resistance is to pre-
serve the status quo.  

Maintenance contributes to that conservation majorly, but its human actors re-
main hidden. Only the results of their tireless efforts to repair and maintain are visible if 
closely observed. An important material contributor to resistance on the construction 
detail scale are building components and construction techniques. Maintenance can be 
only be conducted here, locally available, affordable, and flexible materials and construc-
tions are available. *is availability is essential in a neighborhood where most residents 
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are low-income and likely maintain their houses themselves. Maintenance as a process 
is not evident, but the assemblages that it leaves behind. Space is another important ac-
tor providing room for human and material actors during the repair work. *e human 
actors became visible in the resident interviews, where the residents talked about them-
selves as maintainers.  

Furthermore, defiance is necessary to subvert the destructive nature of tabula 
rasa because the Government constantly threatens the status quo. *e image data pro-
vides ample evidence for that aspect as well. One example of this is the performance of 
day-to-day activities under the devastating conditions of tabula rasa. Residents continue 
doing coffee ceremonies, cleaning the street of debris, hanging clothes in the street, cul-
tivating social ties during domestic work and so on, even though the Government clearly 
wants them out. By staying behind in halfway demolished neighborhoods and continu-
ing to practice the “traditional way of life,” as the experts called it in chapter 5, the resi-
dents of Teklehaimanot do what they can to defy tabula rasa. Here, too, material actors 
co-produce this defiance such as a ‘gulit’ in image 34. Space plays a relevant role in ac-
tivities such as ‘gulits’ which require available street space to place the goods. TLS re-
serves this space but also contributes to the visibility of this defiance and thus its effec-
tiveness. Via TLS commons also become actors in resistance, just like the example of 
the ‘gulit’ illustrates. However, this is not done on purpose. *e demolitions caused by 
tabula rasa do not cause residents to sit down and protest purposefully. But they indi-
rectly defy tabula rasa and maintain the traditional way of life by carrying out the daily 
activities they do anyway. But, since intent is not a prerequisite for agency (Latour 
2005), these practices still contribute to resistance as actors. 

Prerequisite system properties for resistance: Recycling and reuse are practices 
which serve several pathways: (1) resistance in terms of maintenance, (2) adaptation in 
the sense of improvising access, and (3) upgrading in terms of TLS and extensions. Re-
cycling and reuse require redundant materials, exchange of knowledge and goods, and 
flexibility in terms of making the best of what is available. *is understanding moves the 
understanding of resistance in terms of system properties a bit in comparison to the in-
terpretation made a0er the resident interviews. *en, I interpreted resistance as a 
merely requiring a rigid system, procedures, and se,ings. However, the image sample 
shows that resistance requires also flexibility in terms of how to deal with the lack of 
resources. 



292 Part II 

 

 

10.6 Interim summary street photographs 
In the previous chapter, I present the interpretations of the photographic data gathered 
in Teklehaimanot. *e photographic data can validate and complement the insights 
presented in chapters 5 to 8 to a degree that theoretical saturation is reached. *e major 
new interpretations presented in the previous chapter are the following. (1) *e path-
ways to resilience complement one another but also overlap depending on the resilient 
practice. Particularly recycling, TLS, subdividing houses, urban agriculture, and repair-
ing public infrastructure are practices that serve more than one pathway. (2) *e mate-
rial world, particularly in the shape of common spaces, building materials, and objects 
of occupation have a major impact on general urban resilience. Practices such as recy-
cling and improvising are practices that support other, more complex practices. (3) *e 
image data can furthermore confirm previous findings regarding the pathways to resili-
ence and a slight readjustment of the pathway resistance. (4) *e spatial aspect of the 
inner city’s local identity is majorly formed by mixity. *e street hierarchy and the re-
sulting mixity contribute to a successful collaboration and side-by-side of rich and poor. 
In addition, mixity contributes to neighborhood resilience by enabling different actors 
to meet, share resources, and cooperate. (6) Learning and innovation happen in addi-
tion to the adjustment of the urban system. *ey contribute to or develop from each of 
the four natural pathways to resilience. Based on these findings, the comparison matrix 
is slightly adjusted in terms of resistance. However, the insight that the four natural path-
ways to resilience complement each other remains untouched (cf. figure 87). 
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Figure 87: Matrix of system properties with readjusted resistance.  
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11 Synthesis: Natural urban resilience 

In the previous six chapters, I described and analyzed the three data sets from Addis 
Ababa: an interview study with Addis Ababa’s urban experts, another interview study 
with residents around Teklehaimanot roundabout, and a photographic study of street 
scenes in the same area. In my account, I a,empted not to leave out any of the contro-
versies, details, insights, narratives, and questions that I encountered along the way. *is 
approach might have been tiresome for the reader, but it is essential not to lose im-
portant details. Latour (2005) writes about his a,empt to write down his “risky ac-
count”:  

“I have not found a way to speed things up: this type of science for that type of social 

should be as slow as the multiplicity of objections and objects it has […]” (ibid. 121).  

Omi,ing any of the above three narratives and their respective analysis would have 
compromised the comprehensibility of my research process and inappropriately re-
duced the complexity of the topic of urban resilience in Addis Ababa’s inner city. 

*is chapter picks up the loose ends and weaves them into a manageable net-
work of crucial insights that can finally be integrated into the existing discourse (cf. 12.2) 
and into a tool for urban practice (cf. chapter 13). *e past six chapters condense into 
four urban change processes – the natural pathways to resilience. *ey aim to preserve 
the inner city’s urban identity and functionality as best as possible under the conditions 
of constant stress and tabula rasa. I call this process natural urban resilience. Many urban 
actors engage in practices of resistance, preservation, adjustment, exchange, learning, 
and transformation to co-create this resilience.  

*e following sub-chapter is structured into five sub-chapters. In the first sub-
chapter, I synthesize what the data reveals regarding the four natural pathways adapta-
tion, upgrading, mitigation, and resistance. In the following three sub-chapters, I show 
how the pathways work together to preserve the urban system’s basic identity and func-
tionality leading up to the model of natural urban resilience. For that purpose, I critically 
review the adaptive cycle concept (cf. 3.4.2, cf. Holling 1973) to define what constitutes 
naturally occurring urban resilience exactly.  
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11.1 Natural pathways to resilience 
*e natural pathways to resilience are urban change processes that naturally occur in 
Teklehaimanot and contribute to its natural urban resilience. *e term “natural” serves 
as an auxiliary device to denominate a kind of urban system or resilience that emerges 
from self-organization. In contrast, the artificial city (Alexander 1965) or strategic urban 
resilience (Kegler 2014) result from planning and strategic development, for example, 
through policy and legislation. *e pathways observed in this thesis are self-organizing 
and pursue change to varying degrees. Each of the pathways also has its objectives. Each 
of them is co-produced by different urban actors – material, human, ecological, and spa-
tial. *e following sections provide an overview of the understanding that emerges from 
the data presented in the past six chapters. 

In my summary below, I present each of the four natural pathways to resilience 
similarly, beginning with a diagram that illustrates urban actors’ behavior when they be-
have according to that pathway. *ree to six keywords follow, which summarize the be-
havior of that pathway’s actors with the help of a few core concepts. Subsequently, an 
example from my research data illustrates the change mechanism. *en, there are six 
categories by which I further delineate the pathways. *e “aim and change behavior” 
distinguishes the pathways from one another regarding whether a pathway reacts to 
change or behaves proactively. What is the purpose the actors are pursuing when they 
are behaving under that pathway? *en, there is an overview of the “urban scales” at 
which that pathway is most active: on the scale of construction details, of individuals 
and buildings, of the neighborhood, or of the whole city. Subsequently, I describe the 
“system prerequisites” – an urban system’s properties that are necessary to promote that 
pathway. *e following paragraph identifies the most important “actors” for the respec-
tive pathway. *e last paragraph names the “key practices” of each pathway to resilience.  
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11.1.1 Adaptation 

 
 
Figure 88: Adaptation of an urban system to change. The 
entire system adapts to the disturbance. Some actors need 
to change their individual identity. 

Keywords: Adjustment, Flexibility, Fatalism 
Example: An existing road through the inner city is widened – a disturbance to 

the urban system in many ways. Spatially, the wider road requires those situated right at 
the edge of the old road, such as houses, sidewalks, and slopes, to be adjusted. *e 
shrinking of buildings, for example, is a concrete example of adaptation discussed in this 
thesis. *e street façade of an existing building is cut off and moved backward to accom-
modate the wider road. *e residents have to adapt their lifestyle accordingly to adjust 
to the now smaller building. Overall, the neighborhood adapts to the new road through 
the adjustment of its actors. 

Aim and change behavior: *rough adaptation, the urban system adjusts and re-
organizes its actors and their behavior in line with the new situation to preserve the sys-
tem’s key characteristics and functionality. Adaptation is strictly reactive, which means 
that no proactive solutions, such as advance planning, are sought. *e adaptation pro-
cess is triggered by external or internal shocks and stresses, such as disease outbreaks or 
the construction of a new road. 

Urban scales: *e adaptation processes observed in this thesis take place on the 
detail and individual scales. Either individual actors or their elements are responsive to 
change and can adjust. *e overall urban system on the neighborhood scale preserves 
its identity and functionality by adjusting individual actors. Most of the observed adap-
tation processes are triggered by actors and processes originating from the neighbor-
hood or city scale. 

System prerequisites: First and foremost, adaptation requires flexible actors. 
*ese are actors that readily adjust themselves and their behavior to new boundary con-
ditions. Secondly, adaptation requires a diversity of actors and relationships as well as 
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buffers. *e more diverse actors and relationships are, the easier a problem can be 
solved. Similarly, buffers – extra resources – can be employed to tackle a problem faster. 
*e more social, human, physical, or financial capital an actor has, the easier it is for the 
actor to adapt to new situations.  

Actors: *e contributing human actors of adaptation in Teklehaimanot are the 
neighborhood residents and their grassroots social organizations. *ey adapt them-
selves, their structures, and their behaviors to new boundary conditions. Nevertheless, 
they adjust the spaces and objects around them to fit the new situation. Furthermore, 
flexible materials and technologies contribute to adaptation, such as repairable building 
materials and adaptive technologies that can adapt to any situation. *e Government 
and its urban development policies and broader societal issues such as underemploy-
ment and poverty are triggering adaptation. 

Key practices: Subdividing houses, shrinking houses, recycling, reuse 
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11.1.2 Upgrading 

 
 

Figure 89: Upgrading increases the resources in a system. This improves the system’s 
ability to cope with change. The disturbance cannot impact the system as strongly as 
without prior upgrading. 

Keywords: Taking risks, Social norms and conventions, Cooperation, Improvement, 
Gradual transformation 

Example: A tailor is living in a house that is not suitable for a tailor shop. It is dark 
and does not have a shop front. Few customers would see him working there, and he 
would have to readjust his living quarters every morning. So, he uses the unused space 
between the road pavement and the fence across the street to put up a stall. Every morn-
ing, he takes his sewing machine there to offer his services. By temporarily occupying 
this street space, he creates a private business space when he, his machine, and his stand 
are there. *ere, he also gains be,er access to customers than he would have from the 
inside of his home. *is temporary land seizure increases his business. Increased busi-
ness means building financial, physical, or human resources to be,er cope with unex-
pected challenges later on. 

Aim and change behavior: *e purpose of upgrading is to accumulate resources 
and increase the capacity to handle future disturbances and stresses be,er. By improv-
ing individual actors, upgrading leads to a gradual transformation of the overall urban 
system. Upgrading involves the exchange and accumulation of goods, knowledge, and 
other resources. It might also encompass learning and innovating. Upgrading is change-
affine. It is driven by the individual and communal need to build buffers. *is need is 
propelled by human actors’ desire to improve, such as the tailor’s desire to increase his 
business. Alternatively, past experiences of stress and shock, such as communal saving 
for funerals in the ‘eddir’, can trigger upgrading. 
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Urban scales: Contributing actors and processes to upgrading observed and reported in 
this thesis are found on the neighborhood scale, on the individual or building scale, and 
the detail scale. Upgrading on one scale can affect the next larger or the subsequent 
smaller scales (trickle-up and trickle-down effects). *e tailor improving his business 
could lead to a renovation of his house. *e renovation would lead to changes in the 
construction details (smaller scale) and contribute to the neighborhood’s gradual trans-
formation (bigger scale). Upgrading is only indirectly driven by stresses and shocks, 
such as when actors upgrade to prevent possible future stresses and shocks (e.g., ‘ed-
dir’). Mainly, it is triggered by an individual desire to improve or increase resources. 

System prerequisites: Most of all, upgrading requires ambiguous (indetermi-
nate) actors, such as the gap in which the tailor puts up his stall. An ambiguous space is 
neither strictly formal nor informal, public or private. Ambiguity is relevant because it 
provides shared and reusable resources for the actors to use in upgrading. Furthermore, 
upgrading requires flexibility. For the tailor to be successful, he needs to be responsive 
to changing conditions, such as adjusting a business location if the road is blocked for 
construction. Additionally, rigidity is needed for upgrading. Rigidity refers to the im-
portance of rules and norms that guide the management of shared resources necessary 
for upgrading. 

Actors: *e contributing actors are particularly multifarious in the pathway up-
grading. *e example above illustrates how residents, objects, economic actors, and 
spaces co-create upgrading. Furthermore, grassroots social organizations, ecological ac-
tors, and symbolic aspects play a role in it. Spaces are particularly relevant for upgrading. 
*ey are required to place building extensions and to conduct temporary land seizure. 
Obstructive actors are the Government and its urban development policies. Poverty, 
regulations, social rules, and the lack of a formal social security system are stresses that 
can affect the urban system for such prolonged times that upgrading is no longer possi-
ble. 

Key practices: Temporary land seizure, recycling, reuse, extending houses, urban 
agriculture 
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11.1.3 Mitigation 

 
 
Figure 90: Mitigation establishes a safety net to reduce the ef-
fect of disturbances on the system. 

Keywords: Collective enactment, Deliberate redundancy, Mitigation spaces, Allevia-
tion, Learning 

Example: *e ‘eddir’ is a grassroots social organization that typically funds and 
organizes funerals. It exists in every neighborhood – o0en several of them – and usually 
has about two hundred members of both genders and across ethnicities. It enables 
members to save money communally. When a relative of a member dies, the ‘eddir’ pays 
out a small amount of money, but more importantly, the ‘eddir’ supplies a festival tent, 
its members cook for the event and pay the deceased’s relatives visits, offering emotional 
support. *us, the ‘eddir’ provides different types of resources – material, social, emo-
tional, financial – for those members who need them. In this way, the ‘eddir’ reduces the 
personal hardship that this member is facing. 

Aim and change behavior: Mitigation aims to reduce the adverse effects of change 
on the system through a safety net. Mitigation does not aim to prevent change but re-
duces its effects. For that purpose, it builds buffers, such as saving money for a funeral 
and develops strategies that alleviate the negative impact, such as caring for a deceased’s 
family. Hence mitigation is reactive to internal or external stresses and shocks, but it is 
also pro-active: It incorporates lessons learned and builds up provisions for the next one.  

Urban scales: Mitigation takes place on all scales of the city. *e ‘eddir’ is typically 
active on the neighborhood scale but also affects the individual scale. Sometimes, miti-
gation takes place on the city-wide scale or even beyond if, for example, the Government 
initiates a social safety net program (UPSNP). *e triggering actors are usually found 
outside the influence of mitigating actors, such as governmental policies, natural disas-
ters, and structural poverty. 
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System prerequisites: Mitigation requires redundancy, the saving of resources, and rigid-
ity in a system. Redundancy means that there are extras of a specific resource, such as 
being a member of several ‘eddirs’. *rough the saving or building of reserves and the 
provision of actors that can serve the same alleviating purpose (layering) – mitigation 
creates a safety net for the inner city against future stresses and shocks. *ere is a need 
for rigidity in the sense of customs and rules that govern cooperation and the manage-
ment of shared spaces. Mitigation also requires the ambiguity of common spaces be-
cause these are essential for a multitude of mitigation practices. 

Actors: *e most important human actors of mitigation are the residents and 
their grassroots social organizations cooperating to buffer shocks and stresses. Essential 
non-human actors are street spaces that can be commoned, ecological actors such as 
agricultural plants and animals, and various objects of occupation. *e Government is a 
promoter and trigger at the same time. *e kebele house system, for example, is a gov-
ernmental tool that mitigates inner-city gentrification and allows the urban poor to live 
in the inner city. However, the Government also drives mitigation by neglecting the in-
ner-city communities’ needs and threatening their livelihoods through tabula rasa. Nat-
ural disasters like floods and earthquakes can trigger mitigation practices, too. Finally, 
there are several constant stresses, such as poverty, lack of housing, lack of employment, 
air pollution, inadequate social and technical infrastructure triggering mitigation prac-
tices.  

Key practices: Communal saving, temporary land seizure, improvising infrastruc-
ture. 
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11.1.4 Resistance 

 
 
Figure 91: Resistance increases stability of a system – here 
depicted as a triple line to symbolize a wall. This increased 
stability keeps disturbances out and increasing a sense of 
urban identity internally but might also lead to a rigidity 
trap 

Keywords: Defiance, Mistrust, Conservation, Focus on the Past. 
Example: *e houses in Addis Ababa’s inner city are typically fairly old and thus 

in constant need of repair. *e residents either repair the houses themselves or in coop-
eration with the kebele house administration. Due to most residents’ low income, they 
use recycled or found materials and makeshi0 constructions to replace or repair broken 
parts of their house. *e repair responds to substantial damages at the individual build-
ing scale, such as a leaking roof or a crumbling façade. However, from the perspective of 
the neighborhood, repair reinforces the neighborhood’s robustness and identity by pre-
serving its parts. *e neighborhood resists decay. 

Aim and change behavior: Resistance aims to maintain the identity and function-
ality of the existing system’s status quo. *e process of change in this context is conser-
vation. Resistance is a constant safeguarding process that reinforces the system’s iden-
tity and tries to avoid it from changing. Conservation increases the stability of the sys-
tem but also its inability to adapt (rigidity). Resistance is proactive. While any change 
may trigger it, it anticipates and fears change and prevents change from happening. 

Urban scales: *e actors and processes that contribute to resistance are active on 
the individual scale, such as maintaining buildings or defying modernist urban transfor-
mation through the traditional way of life. *e neighborhood identity that resistance co-
produces and conserves emerge from individual identities and enactments of the place. 
Triggering actors and processes can be any change, from the individual and construc-
tion detail scale up to the city and national scale, in Teklehaimanot, particularly tabula 
rasa and constant stresses, such as decay. 
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System prerequisites: Most of all, resistance requires rigidity and ambiguity. Rigidity fos-
ters resistance and vice versa in the sense of conserving the existing system. *e urban 
system requires a sense of stability and identity to prioritize those aspects worth pre-
serving in case of a disturbance. Moreover, resistance produces rigidity through the con-
servation of the system and the re-enactment of its identity. Ambiguity, on the other 
hand, is a vital prerequisite for resistance. For example, ambiguous spaces enable tem-
porary commoning, which again contributes to the re-enactment and sharing of a local 
urban identity rooted in social cohesion. 

Actors: *e contributing actors of resistance are the residents and many material 
actors such as temporary commons, flexible building components, and construction 
techniques. Furthermore, social actors such as grassroots social organizations make up 
the urban identity of the inner city. Resistance is triggered by any change that threatens 
to change the system, such as industrialization/ modernization and tabula rasa. *e 
most prominent triggering human actor is thus the Government. Resistance reacts to 
triggers, but in contrast to adaptation, resistance carries a sense of empowerment. It fo-
cuses on creating independence and autarky from outside forces, fostering social cohe-
sion and local identity, undermining the Government’s effort to control the urban sys-
tem. As resistance fears any change, the future poses a potential threat. *is fear of the 
future is a symbolic actor and driver of resistance.  

Key practices: Temporary land seizure, traditional way of life (particularly in the 
streets), maintenance, recycling, reuse  
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11.2 Practices of spatial resilience 
A significant observation in chapters 5 – 10 has been the entanglement of the four nat-
ural pathways and the urban identity they aim to preserve. Distinguishing between pre-
serving that identity and constituting it – or in other words, being part of that identity – 
seems futile. Most of the pathways do both. A pathway like mitigation with all its actors 
and practices, such as ‘eddir’ or TLS, constitutes Addis Ababa’s urban identity. *is ‘ed-
dir’ is and needs to be re-enacted every day, or else this part of the city’s identity is lost. 
*e ‘eddir’ thus brings the human actors to act in a specific way because if it were lost, it 
would make life in the city less resilient and livable. Who would be able to fund and 
organize a funeral without an ‘eddir’? Unimaginable in the current situation. So, the hu-
man actors stay motivated to preserve that identity – not only because it is an identity 
that provides orientation and a sense-of-belonging, but also because the ‘eddir’ provides 
essential services and social networks. However, the ‘eddir’ actors and practices also 
contribute to the neighborhood’s urban resilience. *rough their activities, they allevi-
ate personal hardships and create social cohesion fostering local identity and belonging. 
Like the entanglement of the pathways with urban identity and resilience,  the ‘eddir’ 
also interacts with specific practices. For example, the ‘eddir’ first saves up resources in 
anticipation of a future shock (= upgrading) before releasing those resources to its 
members in need (= mitigation).  

*is sub-chapter explores the relationship between the four natural pathways 
through the lens of the various practices that I observed in this thesis. As the synthesis 
diagram below (cf. figure 92) shows, some practices link several or even all pathways 
together. Others, in contrast, only serve one pathway. For this synthesis, I selected four 
examples, which I briefly present. Subsequently, I explain the new insights for general 
urban resilience in the inner city. *e value of this endeavor lies in providing critical 
answers to the research question of this thesis. 
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Figure 92: The four natural pathways to resilience and the different practices as well as infrastructures that 
contribute to them. 

 
Recycling and TLS – primary practices: Primary practices are those practices that serve 
three or more pathways. *eir output serves other secondary practices. *e recycling 
and reuse of construction materials is a frequently observed practice. *at is, not the 
actual recycling that can be observed but its result. Everywhere in the image sample, 
there are buildings covered with rusty and dented corrugated iron sheets. Sales stands 
are shaded with old plastic tarps, and plastic grain sacks serve as a base for the products 
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for sale. Old car tires are reused to serve all kinds of purposes, from holding up laundry 
washing bowls to protecting street trees from being run over. Recycling and reuse are 
ubiquitous practices in Teklehaimanot. Moreover, they come in so many forms that 
they serve each of the pathways. 

Recycled materials are involved in maintaining houses (resistance) and repair-
ing public infrastructure (mitigation, upgrading, resistance). Recycled building parts are 
used to close up broken-down front façades to shrink a house a0er a new road has been 
built (adaptation). Old tires are used as a protection device for small street trees as a 
form of guerilla gardening (upgrading), and they can serve as symbols that refer to a car 
part shop (upgrading). And so on. Similarly, temporary land seizure (TLS) is essential 
for all pathways but adaptation. *is usefulness of primary practices for the pathways to 
resilience lies in two properties. First, recycling and TLS share that they are flexible. 
*ey apply to a great variety of actors. Many materials can be recycled, many objects 
reused. 

Similarly, the public spaces that are temporarily occupied for TLS can be of var-
ious shapes and sizes. *ey can host different business, leisure, and domestic activities. 
Second, the practices of TLS and recycling/ reuse are not an end in themselves. *ey 
always serve another cause, such as income generation or the fixing of a roof. TLS and 
recycling on their own have li,le value to the immediate user. Only when their output 
is subsequently used do they become effective. At the same time, they are essential be-
cause resulting secondary practices depend on them. *at is why I will call this category 
primary practices. 

‘Eddir’ – resilience infrastructure: *e ‘eddir,’ which is also at the center of the di-
agram, not a primary practice. While recycling and TLS are simple processes and not 
ends in themselves, the ‘eddir’ is highly complex and an end in itself. *e ‘eddir’ is a 
complex adaptive assemblage composed of a multitude of practices and actors. Due to 
its complexity in structure and outcome and its relevance for urban resilience in the in-
ner city, I call the ‘eddir’ a resilience infrastructure. Humans are at the center of this in-
frastructure. However, spaces (meeting spaces, spaces for tents), material actors (festi-
val tent, food), and socio-economic practices (gi0ing, saving) are just as essential for 
this infrastructure to function. An aspect that primary practices and infrastructures 
share is that they are bo,om-up practices. *e political scientist Stephen Marr (2017) 
includes recycling into the concept of DIY urbanism (Talen 2015), a form of bo,om-
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up shaping of urban environments in the absence of a functioning state. In the US Amer-
ican context, the term tactical urbanism has been coined for this form of user-induced 
space making (Silva 2016). While the Ethiopian Government is beginning to recognize 
the problem of missing social safety nets in urban centers, their programs currently only 
serve the poorest of the poor, and they cannot replace the aspects of emotional caretak-
ing or reinforcing social cohesion that the ‘eddir’ contributes.   

Extending houses – secondary practices: Some practices serve only one pathway 
to resilience. For example, the sole purpose of extending houses, the addition of en-
closed space to an existing building, is to increase the physical resources of a business or 
household. Extending is thus a practice that contributes to upgrading. Extending is also 
an end in itself, which is why it can be categorized as secondary practice. Extending is 
more complex than recycling and reuse. However, it is also less complex than TLS and 
the ‘eddir.’ I consider the ‘eddir’ and TLS more complex because their symbolic and 
socio-economic value goes beyond the individual. Nevertheless, extending is also some-
what complex in that it increases personal status and might, on the long run, contribute 
to the improvement of the neighborhood.  

Seeds of learning – maverick practice: Seeds of learning is a wild card in the system 
of entangled resilience practices. In the diagram above, I located it outside the colorful 
circles of the four natural pathways. Seeds go beyond the existing status quo, past expe-
riences, or fear of the future. I develop the concept in chapter 5 based on those critical 
urban advocates who speak up against the status quo and instigate projects that try out 
new ways of thinking. While seeds of learning are based on past experiences, their pur-
pose is to move beyond the existing and imagine new ways of thinking. Seeds of learning 
can take different shapes, such as experiments, research projects, and discourse plat-
forms. Seeds of learning are singular events, innovations, or spaces, and their outcome 
is unforeseeable. *eir main purpose is to question the status quo and develop innova-
tions. While seeds of learning can have different time frames and spatial requirements, 
they are likely to be complex involving multiple human actors, spaces, things, and mean-
ing layers. 

In sum, the data analysis and its synthesis surface four types of practices: primary 
practices, resilience infrastructures, secondary practices, and maverick practices. *is 
categorization helps to understand that practices fulfill particular purposes in the entan-
gled system of the resilience pathways. Comparing their properties shows how these 
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practices shape the natural pathways to resilience and vice versa. *e comparison also 
indicates that the natural pathways of urban resilience are shaped bo,om-up. For exam-
ple, there is no authority coordinating the hundreds of ‘eddirs’ in the city. Furthermore, 
nobody tells those people who practice TLS where to stand and how much to pay for 
the informal concession. *erefore, I conclude that the natural pathways to resilience 
are self-organizing and bo,om-up practices. 

 

 
Figure 93: Comparison of resilient practices in two dimensions: complexity/ foreseeability of results and end-
in-itself. Seeds of learning are displayed outside of the diagram as their complexity and innovation level leads 
to unforeseeable results. 
 

11.3 Resources and knowledge 
*is sub-chapter deals with how the pathways influence each other and how they relate 
to resources and knowledge accumulation and release. To do so, I employ a diagram 
(figure 94) that not only illustrates my findings but also highlights that each of the four 
natural pathways has only one of the two properties: releasing or accumulating re-
sources. In figure 94, I arranged the pathways in a loose quadrangle. Two of them, miti-
gation and adaptation, are surrounded by a gray do,ed line indicating that they are path-
ways that release – or in other words, consume – resources while they are active. *e 
other two, surrounded by a pink line,  produce – or in other words, accumulate – re-
sources and knowledge. Because this dynamic flow of resources is essential to under-
stand the pathways’ interaction, I will briefly go through each pathway’s resource behav-
ior below. 
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Figure 94: Synthesis of the pathways and their role as resource-accumulating or consuming processes. Adap-
tation and resistance are a bit smaller because they are only under particular conditions active: adaptation 
under conditions of resource scarcity and resistance resource abundance while the other two are active under 
both conditions. 

Mitigation releases knowledge and resources into the urban system to alleviate the ef-
fects of a disturbance or stress. An example on the individual and neighborhood scale is 
the ‘eddir’. *is organization provides money and support for private emergencies such 
as a funeral of a close relative of one of its members. Upgrading builds the financial and 
material resources, knowledge, and social networks needed for coping with such an 
emergency. In good times, this accumulation might go be,er because people can give 
more to the ‘eddir’. Also, knowledge is built and preserved in these grassroots social or-
ganizations for the next emergency. Adaptation, in contrast, begins when the resources 
that mitigation requires have become scarce. For example, a family member in need can-
not simply be accommodated in one’s own home if there is no additional space availa-
ble. If spatial resources are used up, the family will have to employ immaterial resources: 
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flexibility and adjustment. *e hosting family might adjust their daily routines or subdi-
vide the existing space to make room for the family member. So, resources are still re-
quired for adaptation, but they are created at the cost of extra time, extra adaptiveness, 
extra flexibility, or inventiveness rather than physical resources such as money, space, 
and food. Resistance finally accumulates resources. In its efforts to conserve the status 
quo, it uses resources to conserve buildings, streets, open spaces, and greenery. But by 
doing so locally it also keeps these resources in the local system, accumulating them 
there. But in contrast to upgrading, these resources are not readily available for coping 
mechanisms but feed into the local identity that is to be preserved. In sum, the four nat-
ural pathways tend to either release resources or accumulate them. 

Furthermore, the overview in figure 94 shows that the pathways have ampli-
fying or balancing relationships with one another. “Amplifying” means that two path-
ways are active under similar conditions and strengthen one another. Only if there are 
enough resources accumulated through upgrading can resistance kick in. When mitiga-
tion has used up all resources, adaptation must become active. Otherwise, the system 
loses its coping capacity. “Balancing” means that some of the pathways are counterac-
tive. Only if mitigation and adaptation are successful enough upgrading can begin. At 
the other end of the adaptive cycle, mitigation counteracts upgrading and resistance as 
soon as a disturbance hits the system.  

*e comparison above suggests that each of the pathways plays an essential 
role in creating general urban resilience. Consequently, each of the pathways should be 
addressed in urban practice equally, but in an integrated way. I discuss the challenge of 
how to address this issue in urban practice further in section 12.3.1 and present one con-
crete approach in chapter 13. 
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11.4 Interplay  
*is sub-chapter shows, first, how the pathways interact with one another to co-create 
general urban resilience. Second, they react to disturbances and stress in an integrated 
manner. Finally, the sub-chapter describes the conditions under which a system be-
comes maladaptive. To understand how the four pathways interact with one another I 
synthesize these aspects in three sections in this sub-chapter, using three hypothetical 
scenarios: 

 
11.4.1 *e ideal resilient system 
11.4.4 *e system under constant stress 
11.4.5 *e system under devastating change 
 
In the theory chapter, I review one of the central theoretical cornerstones of social-eco-
logical resilience: the adaptive cycle (cf. section 3.4.2). In short, the adaptive cycle ex-
plains the cyclical adjusting of cities and other social-ecological systems to change and 
disturbance. Usually, this cycle is represented as a horizontal eight or infinity symbol 
(¥), indicating its ongoing, iterative, and endless character. To integrate my findings on 
the four natural pathways to resilience, I unwrap the infinity symbol and turn it into an 
endless sinus curve shown below as a pink line. *is unraveling allows me to analyze the 
urban system's behavior over several cycles, such as whether the system improves over 
time or not. *is pink line represents the number of resources available to an urban sys-
tem to adapt and learn. *e adaptive cycle, which runs from le0 to right in the diagram, 
consists of four phases of building and releasing resources: 
 

(1) A downward slope coming from the peak a0er a disturbance has occurred 
(2) *e downward slope below the do,ed line representing resource scarcity 
(3) A rising line from the valley of resource scarcity 
(4) *e rise from the do,ed line of resource surplus to the peak 

 
To make the following explanations of the three scenarios more illustrative, I use the 
example of flooding – a constant threat to Addis Ababa in the rainy season mentioned 
by the experts. *e following sections will each use this example to discuss the different 
scenarios and explain the difference between the adaptive cycle and learning.  
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11.4.1 Interplay in an ideal resilient system 

First, I analyze the behavior of the four natural pathways in an idealized resilient urban 
system. *is ideal system is adaptive to change, learns from disturbances and successes, 
and improves its coping capacity for future disturbances. Its ability to do so is emergent 
and not based on strategic planning or overarching coordination. It is also unstressed. 
Here is what happens in each of the four phases: 

(1) Emergency! Cycle a’s first phase begins right a0er a disturbance, for example, 
a flood. In order to cope with this flood, the system mobilizes its resources. For example, 
eucalyptus stems might be used by the residents to build bridges over flooded roads; 
plastic tarps might be used to build emergency shelters; human resources might be 
needed to shovel out stormwater ditches. During this emergency phase, these resources 
are not available for upgrading (e.g., extending) or resistance (e.g., maintenance). *e 
more profound and longer a flood is, the harder it gets for the urban actors to mitigate 
its effects. Sandbags might run out. Diseases and food shortages might reduce the hu-
man resources that are available to stabilize the system. Regardless of whether the flood 
has ceased, yet, or not, once resources go from abundance to scarcity (crossing the dot-
ted line), phase two begins. 

(2) Re-organization In phase two, the available resources have fallen into the 
lower half of the diagram, implying a shortage of resources. In an ideal system, the sys-
tem will now begin to re-organize its actors and resources. Re-organization means that 
while mitigation will likely continue, some actors run out of resources and are forced 
into adaptation. *e overall level of resources reaches a low point, so to cope with the 
disturbance, the urban system must turn to flexibility rather than redundancy. Flexibility 
means that the actors adjust their behavior to cope with the flood because resources 
have been used up. *e flood is now gone. All extra resources have been used to mitigate 
the effects of the flood during phase one. Houses and streets might be destroyed. Resi-
dents and livestock have been evacuated. At this point, adaptation sets in. *e actors 
return to the urban system or start picking up their day-to-day activities again. Only, 
they now have to adjust their lifestyle to living in a devastated neighborhood. Adjust-
ment requires resources and flexibility, such as walking extra distances because a bridge 
has been swept away and costs, energy, and time. However, at some point, the residues 
of the flood are mostly cleaned up. *rough the subdivision of buildings, adaptation sets 
free opportunities for upgrading without further physical resources. 
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Figure 95: Synthesis of pathway behavior in an ideal resilient urban system 
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In this phase, the system is most flexible. As adaptation slowly turns into upgrading, 
phase three begins. As each of the pathways takes place on the individual and building 
scale and on the neighborhood scale, some of the actors might still be in phase two while 
others are starting phase three. *e overall goal of this phase is to reach the ability to 
accumulate resources again. Once the majority124 of actors are in phase three, the neigh-
borhood as a whole reaches the point on the pink curve where the downward slope turns 
upward, and phase three has begun.  

(3) Accumulation. In phase three, the urban system has recovered from the dis-
turbance just enough to restart the accumulation of new resources. *e pink line starts 
to turn upward in the diagram above. In the flood example, residents are now beginning 
to rebuild their houses and replace or repair their tools needed for business. Fences are 
re-established to house the remaining livestock, but other resources might not be recov-
erable, such as urban agriculture. Some residents might move away for good. Others 
might move in from other parts of the town. *at is why the upward trend in the line is 
prolonged at the beginning of phase three. However, the pace increases as more and 
more resources are available again a0er adaptation and mitigation slowly phase out. In 
phase three, the pathway upgrading is most active. Upgrading includes the restoration 
of the old system and, more importantly, an improvement of the old system based on 
learning from the past flood. *us, houses might be equipped with flood-preventing or 
mitigating means, such as a water-resistant façade base. *e more buildings are restored, 
and businesses have opened again, the more resources are set free to improve the status 
quo and accumulate resources for future disturbances. Once the pink line reaches a level 
where more resources are created than needed, phase four begins. 

(4) Conservation. *e most active pathways in phase four are upgrading and re-
sistance. Upgrading slows down in phase four. At some point, all houses are repaired, 
businesses have been re-established, and residents have returned or new ones came. *e 
slowing down (more and more horizontal) upward slope of the pink line in the diagram 
resembles this saturation process. *e system does not accumulate any more resources. 
On the other hand, resistance kicks in as soon as the pink line crosses from resource 
scarcity into resource abundance. *e purpose of resistance is here to preserve the 

 
124  The term “majority” is used here to indicate the presence of a threshold. However, the reaching of a threshold in 

complex systems is usually not a mechanical process. Because complex systems have emerging properties, a simple 
majority might not be enough to tip the system over the threshold. Other aspects such as support through outside 
governmental structures or the ability of the residents to cooperate are similarly essential contributors. 



316 Part II 

 

system in its status quo. In the case of a flood, this might mean that dams, buildings, and 
infrastructure need maintenance. *ese conservation and fortification efforts cost ma-
terial, spatial, ecological, and human resources. *ese investments serve the conserva-
tion of the status quo but do not further increase the number of resources available for 
coping. Now, the rise of the pink line in the diagram further lowers to near-horizontal. 
Eventually, the combination of slowing down upgrading and increasing resistance cre-
ates a rigidity trap (cf. 3.4.2) in the system. At some point, the old system is made so 
resistant that upgrading does not lead to any more improvement. A dam, for example, 
can only be built up to a certain height. A0er that, it forces the system into using an 
unreasonable amount of resources for maintenance. At the same time, these resources 
cannot be invested in intelligent and sustainable flood prevention systems. *e more 
rigid a system, the less flexible it becomes to cope with unexpected events. Inevitably, a 
flood strikes unexpectedly, and adaptive cycle b begins. Fortunately, adaptive cycle b 
already starts at a higher point than the previous cycle. *is improvement results from 
the ability of the ideal resilient urban system to learn from past mistakes. *us, the ideal 
system can invest some resources during phases three and four to reduce the impact of 
future disturbances. I explain this progression within the ideal and unstressed system in 
the following two sections. 

11.4.2 Reserving resources 

Figure 95 illustrates the reciprocity of disturbance and adaptive cycle driven by the four 
natural pathways to resilience. Nevertheless, integrating the pathways into the adaptive 
cycle reveals more interesting and relevant insights. For example, the resource availabil-
ity and the length of the pathways change from cycle a to cycle b. *e diagram highlights 
the importance of understanding and fostering natural pathways to resilience: only if 
each of the four pathways is equally supported (or at least not hindered) by urban policy 
and planning can the urban system become more robust and be,er at coping with future 
disturbances. 

In figure 95, several new findings emerge from observing cycle b closely: the ac-
cumulation of resource reserves in phases three and four of cycle a reduces the effects of 
a similar disturbance in cycle b (signified by the higher “peak” in the pink curve). Be-
cause as the amount of available resources increases from cycle a to cycle b, it becomes 
easier for the urban system to deal with a similar disruption. Reserves or buffers are 
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essential for mitigation. *ey are formed by financial, physical, spatial, environmental, 
material, or human capital for emergency purposes. A typical example of spatial buffers 
is undeveloped flood plains along rivers. Furthermore, the image study (chapters 9 and 
10) showed that the street offers redundant spaces between road and adjacent buildings 
(gaps) that offer temporary commoning opportunities. Another typical buffer is the 
communal saving of money by the ‘eddir’ to be disbursed in a personal emergency. Up-
grading builds these buffers gradually. 

In sum, understanding the relevance of resource-saving for an emergency is very 
useful to develop means to strengthen resilience through urban planning and policy-
making strategically. At the same time, the knowledge that is accumulated through 
learning is not part of this resource flow in the adaptive cycle. While knowledge is an 
immaterial resource, it has some unique properties and a role in generating urban resil-
ience that has not yet been well understood by resilience theory. *at is why I treat it 
separately in the following section. 

11.4.3 The learning cycle 

As discussed in section 3.2.1, the urban assemblage concept characterizes cities as able 
to learn. *is learning can and should partly be institutionalized – as called for by critical 
urban experts in chapter 5. However, learning can also occur through common sense, 
based on the collective experience of past disruptions – such as the development of 
adaptive technologies to solve everyday problems, as observed in chapter 9. *is section 
synthesizes the findings and analysis regarding how learning works and how it comple-
ments the adaptive cycle (cf. 3.4.2). 

Learning, as a concept in this thesis, first appeared in the expert interviews in 
chapter 5. *e experts, particularly the critical urban advocates, perceive learning as 
means to achieve more sustainable and resilient urban development. However, the syn-
thesis above showed that learning is not simply a pathway to resilience, as initially sus-
pected in chapter 5. Instead, it is a cyclical process in which knowledge as an immaterial 
resource is accumulated and released. Simultaneously, learning can take place “natu-
rally” and without a higher authority enforcing it. *e photographic data showed 
knowledge is accumulated and shared, impacting the pathways of resilience. For exam-
ple, there is the development of fluid technology to mitigate and adapt to the lack of 
individual water access. Another example is the use of old car tires as bouncy washing 
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bowl stands – a fluid technology that can be found all over the image sample that miti-
gates the hardships of washing laundry by hand. Both practices require memory, feed-
back, and innovation and the “traveling” of that knowledge to other residents in the area. 
*e experts also report an example of learning gone wrong. *e government is increas-
ingly leasing land to investors previously used as common grazing land because it regu-
larly floods. As a result, se,lements are built there, which are now also regularly flooded. 

Learning accumulates and releases knowledge, experience, feedback, and 
memory that are required by the pathways. Learning is thus essential for the urban sys-
tem to become resilient not only to repeat the adaptive cycle again and again but – as 
figure 95 shows – to reduce the impact of disturbances with every cycle. As indicated 
above, learning is not actually part of the natural pathways to resilience. Like the adap-
tive cycle that accumulates and releases physical, spatial, and human resources, learning 
behaves cyclically. *at is why I call it the learning cycle. It accumulates and releases 
knowledge through the pathways. Practices such as reflecting the past, innovating, shar-
ing knowledge, and planning embedded in the pathways drive the learning circle. 

*e learning cycle interacts with the four natural pathways to resilience in the 
four phases, and it seems that it is most active when the resources in the adaptive circle 
are lowest. Its accumulation begins in phase three. A0er a flood has hit, the urban system 
employs previously gathered knowledge and experience on how to cope with floods. 
However, there is yet li,le opportunity for accumulating new knowledge as long as the 
urban actors are busy coping with the immediate results of the flood. *us, knowledge 
accumulation does not take place in phases one and two. In the ideal resilient urban 
system, past disasters’ failures and successes are reflected, and consequences are drawn 
in phases three and four. *ese reflections can lead to immediate impacts on upgrading, 
such as rebuilding houses in a flood-adaptive manner or leaving flood plains undevel-
oped. *e learning cycle continues in phase four and contributes to the building of ur-
ban identity as well as se,ing priorities in case another disturbance strikes. However, as 
the system’s rigidity in phase four increases, there is less and less flexibility to develop 
new ideas or transform the system based on past experiences. For example, once a dam 
is built, there is li,le readiness to look at less resource-driven alternatives (flood plains) 
or new ideas of managing floods. *e system becomes less able and willing to learn. So, 
in the diagram, phase four is now ending, and another disturbance hits the system. In 
phase one, the accumulated knowledge from phases three and four is released and made 



Chapter 11 Natural urban resilience 319 

 
available to tackle the disturbance through mitigation. *e previously accumulated 
knowledge has ideally led to improvements in the previous phase, the benefits of which 
can now be used. If such improvements have been made in the previous cycle, phases 
one and two of this cycle will be shorter, and the upcoming phases three and four will 
be extended (cf. cycle b in figure 95). If phases three and four are extended, more time 
to accumulate resources is available. *is accumulation leads to a considerably higher 
“peak” between cycles a and b than in the previous “peak” in the diagram. If a similar 
disturbance were to strike again, it would hit a more resilient urban system with more 
coping capacity. *e much shorter arrow that marks disturbance 2 in the diagram marks 
this improvement. 

In summary, the learning cycle is a new concept that can complement the adap-
tive cycle concept by breaking down and integrating the capacity of urban systems for 
self-reflection and planning. Separating it from the adaptive cycle could help study it 
separately from other resources as it distinguishes a social-ecological system from an 
ecosystem. 

11.4.4 Interplay in a system under constant stress 
*is section explores the properties of the adaptive and learning cycles under conditions 
of constant stress to delineate additional characteristics of the four natural pathways to 
resilience, t. As I explain the four phases of the adaptive cycle in the previous section, I 
only discuss the new insights that the following scenario reveals here. 

In this scenario, the pink sinus curve represents once more the rise and fall of 
resources. Again, one can observe the striking of an initial disturbance at the le0 side of 
the diagram (diagram 1). However, what is new is that there is an urban system that is 
suffering from constant stress. *is fictitious urban system is – like Teklehaimanot – 
suffering from underemployment and poverty. A flood is also hi,ing it. In a system that 
undergoes stress constantly, a significant number of recourses need to go into coping 
strategies. *is strain results in a lower level of resources that are available for coping 
with unexpected disturbances. *e constant stress reduces the available resources in the 
diagram, moving the threshold between resource abundance and scarcity up, making 
the “peaks” lower and the “valleys” deeper. *is results in much more resources going 
into mitigation and adaptation and less into upgrading and resistance. During the first 
cycle, the urban system cannot accumulate sufficient resources to be,er cope with dis- 
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Figure 96: Synthesis of the building and release of resources in an urban system under constant stress 
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turbance , which triggers cycle b. In a best-case scenario, the stressed system can pre-
serve the status quo by not becoming worse. However, that requires a lot more adapta-
tion than in the ideal system. Empirically, this can be observed well in Teklehaimanot. 
Here, residents adapt their lives to the lack of infrastructure provision, for example, by 
taking care of water transportation themselves. *is improvisation leads to an – at best 
– constant level of peaks from cycle to cycle. However, the constant stress inhibits up-
grading and learning. Disturbance 2 will hence strike in the same impactful manner as 
the first one. Overall, the two phases of resource abundance (phases four and one) be-
come very short in a system under stress, while the time spent under resource scarcity 
(phases two and three) is much longer. *e only way to escape this vicious cycle is a 
system-transforming innovation or reform that sustainably li0s the sinus curve again 
above the threshold marked by the do,ed line.  

Below, figure 97 compares the ideal and the stressed urban system curves and 
allows three inferences. First, compared to the ideal system (dashed line), the stressed 
system (solid line) loses more resources in the same period. *e adaptation phase 
(phase two) is much longer, and resistance (phase four) is significantly shorter than in 
the ideal resilient system. As a result, the stressed system has more time than the ideal 
system to lose resources going deeper under the threshold. It also has less time to accu-
mulate resources to go above the threshold again. *ere is also a significantly shorter 
period to conserve the system and reinforce its urban identity (cf. sub-chapter 10.1). 
*is lack of time also affects the system’s ability to set priorities for future disturbances 
in the context of learning because knowledge accumulation should ideally take place in 
phase four. Secondly, disturbances impact the stressed system much more than the ideal 
resilient system. If the pink line of the stressed system is compared with the line of the 
ideal system, one can see that the same disturbance will hit the stressed system much 
harder than the ideal resilient system.  

Moreover, there is a temporal shi0 in the line. Because phases three and four in 
the stressed system are not prolonged, like in the idea system, disturbance 2 hits the 
stressed system sooner than in the ideal system. In real life, catastrophes and other dis-
turbances can only be mitigated by the urban system in a limited way. *e system can-
not influence when the next 50-year-level flood hits. However, the diagram can foretell 
that a stressed system might already experience a 30-year-level flood as devastating, whi- 
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Figure 97: Comparison of the impact of disturbance on the stressed and ideal resilient system. 

le the ideal resilient system might not be impacted until a 100-year flood hits. *e third 
aspect that the comparison reveals is that the stressed system can barely keep its accu-
mulation and release phases in a balance. *e system needs to use many resources to 
keep its accumulation, and release phases leveled and not slip further below the resource 
scarcity threshold. *is balance is vulnerable; if ever a more substantial disturbance were 
to strike, the adaptive cycle might slip under the threshold entirely. All pathways would 
then run under conditions of resource scarcity, thus obstructing resistance and upgrad-
ing over prolonged periods. If no more knowledge is accumulated beyond what is im-
mediately used again, it will probably become tough to build up knowledge for future 
disturbances. Subsequently, this difficulty reflects on the pathway resistance, which 
needs urban memory as a driver. *e idea that the learning cycle interacts with the adap-
tive cycle via the pathways to resilience could integrate into the model of the resilience 
drivers by Folke, Colding, and Berkes (2003) but cannot be further explored here. 

In practical terms, this means that residents might become so occupied with sur-
viving that there is no time le0 for ‘eddir’ meetings or materials available for mainte-
nance. *e neighborhood would fall apart socially and physically. Figures 96 and 97 
above illustrate natural urban resilience’s inability to bring the stressed system back to 
resource abundance. Here is where strategic resilience-building (cf. 12.3.1) could make 
positive changes. In reality, Addis Ababa’s inner city unfortunately, is not an ideal 
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system but a stressed one, as the data from Teklehaimanot and the expert interviews in 
this thesis show. *us, strategic interventions would be most sensible to li0 the existing 
urban system above resource scarcity first and thus on a level of resilience pathways, 
adaptive cycle, and learning. As the following section shows, the Government’s current 
practices concerning tabula rasa are entirely counterproductive in this context.  

11.4.5 Interplay in a system under devastating change 

My third and final investigation, focusing on the conditions in Teklehaimanot, answers 
how the pathways interplay in a system under conditions of devastating change. A dev-
astating change is a disturbance of the system that is so impactful that it destroys the 
urban system’s existing structures. Urban resilience theory commonly a,ests that an ur-
ban system is resilient if it can maintain its identity and functionality under change. 
However, this ability has a limit. If the impact of change is too significant, the system can 
no longer preserve its identity and functionality; it transforms into a new system. So, the 
system transforms or collapses entirely if the resilience is either very low or if the dis-
turbance is so great that it overpowers the system’s resilience. A devastating change is 
thus unexpected, and from the point of the urban actors, undesirable or uncontrolled 
eradication of the existing system. It is not difficult to find a concrete and realistic exam-
ple in Addis Ababa, namely tabula rasa. When an entire existing neighborhood is bull-
dozed, it is easy to surmise that nothing remains of the original system’s identity. 

Figure 98 below illustrates the effects of devastating change as indicated by a 
sudden drop in the pink line. As the destruction of an urban system by whatever reason 
is accompanied by removing the majority of the system’s resources, identity, and 
knowledge, a drop below the threshold of resource abundance is to be expected. It is 
unclear how long that period of “blank slate” will last and what exactly resolves this sit-
uation. Nevertheless, one can assume that at some point, there will be an influx of re-
sources again that will start a new accumulation phase (phase 3). 

*e diagram illustrates the decline in resources caused by devastating change. 
Only a massive investment or inflow of external resources can compensate for this de-
cline. *ere is nothing – a “blank slate” where there used to be an urban system, there 
now exists nothing – a “blank slate”. A new urban system will only develop if building 
materials, people, knowledge livestock, and plants are brought in again from outside. 
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Figure 98: Synthesis of the building and release of resources in an urban system under constant stress such 
as Teklehaimanot 
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*is diagram highlights a second feature that disturbances drive learning, mitigation, 
adaptation, and resistance. *e first disturbance that interrupts the long and slow re-
source building in phase 0  kick-starts the four pathways to resilience on the overall sys-
tem scale again. As long as there is no disturbance, there is nothing to learn from, noth-
ing to mitigate, nothing to adapt to, and nothing for the system to resist against. Here 
again, this thesis’s conclusions confirm Foke, Colding, and Berkes (2003) resilience 
drivers model. 

*e cost of creating such a new system is comparatively high. As the diagram 
shows, there are prolonged periods where nothing happens in the urban system and a 
very long time of slowly building up. However, apart from the massive investment re-
quired to destroy and rebuild the system from scratch, it is also an existing part of the 
city that is being destroyed. With real people. Where do the people go who used to live 
in this particular urban system? *e cost of moving them somewhere else and forcing 
them to adapt elsewhere is vast on top of the other costs that arise from demolition and 
rebuilding. So, as expert 08 emphasized in chapter 5, “Our government keeps on demol-
ishing, generating excessive waste, and dislocating people to the fringe of the city […]. 
It’s… amazingly stupid” (E08, 14:45). His statement captures the waste of material re-
sources in the process of deliberate devastation brought on by tabula rasa. 

In the end, devastating changes are hazardous, as the complexity of urban sys-
tems makes the cost and outcome of such a transformation highly unpredictable. Figure 
98 illustrates this well by showing that a phase must imperatively succeed the sudden 
drop of resources without learning cycle and adaptive cycle. Reforming the existing, 
stressed system is also laborious and complicated, but politicians and planners can iden-
tify apparent shortcomings and stressors. Combating them is more controllable than 
turning the entire system upside down, with entirely new actors, relationships, and 
spaces. I will not say that tabula rasa will turn Addis Ababa into a ruined city like Rome 
a0er the Roman empire’s end. Nevertheless, it might make the city more vulnerable to 
uncontrollable risks. Tabula rasa will also cost much more resources than the cost of 
land, demolition, and construction make it seem today incalculable social and economic 
costs. *e real question at stake is whether Addis Ababa and the Ethiopian government 
could not use all those resources more sustainably and equitably.   
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11.5 Defining natural urban resilience 
In the previous chapter, I synthesized the critical findings of chapters 5 to 10 to show 
how the four natural pathways to resilience work and interact. However, as the review 
of the existing scholarly debate on urban resilience shows in chapter 3, none of the ex-
isting urban resilience models properly represent those findings. *ey neither integrate 
learning into their models nor do they apply to urban systems under constant stress. To 
fill this research gap, I synthesize a new theoretical model called natural urban resili-
ence and introduce the learning cycle concept. 

Natural urban resilience occurs naturally in cities meaning that it is not strategi-
cally promoted by planning or urban development agendas. *e term natural also refers 
to the deliberate everydayness and self-evidence with which it is co-produced, which is 
why the adjective “emergent” did not seem adequate descriptors. Natural urban resili-
ence is a form of general urban resilience (cf. 3.4) which means that the model refers to 
coping with and learning from all kinds of changes and challenges, not a specific one. 
*e model of natural urban resilience is composed of the four natural pathways to resil-
ience, each serving a specific purpose and interacting with each other. *ey co-create 
the adaptative cycle. Based on this study’s findings, I develop the learning cycle concept 
that interacts with the pathways and be,er represents cities’ learning aspects than the 
adaptive cycle alone. *e learning cycle can help resilience researchers deconstruct the 
different actors and processes with the four pathways, thus identifying weaknesses and 
strengths of the existing urban system. *erefore, the model of natural urban resilience 
can help analyze systems’ resilience status under different conditions such as constant 
stress or devastating change, as illustrated in the sub-chapters above. *e model helps 
to identify strategic entry points for urban planning and policymaking to honestly assess 
and improve existing neighborhoods or cities in an equitable way. 

Based on this study’s findings and the idea that any urban intervention in an ex-
isting urban system needs to reflect the model of natural urban resilience, I developed a 
set of pa,erns of spatial resilience. *ese are at the heart of the final chapter 13. 
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12 Conclusions and recommendations 

In his detailed account of water infrastructures in the “slums” of Mumbai, Colin McFar-
lane (2008) slowly unravels how the continuous shortage of drinking water is not only 
a material assemblage but also a political discourse. While the city government claims 
that the residents of the “slums” cause the shortage by wasting water, other questions 
emerge from McFarlane’s research. He presents straightforward findings and conclu-
sions but also reveals contradictions: about corruption, social discrimination, the con-
dition of water pipes, and the impact of monsoon rainfall (ibid.). Not all of these con-
tradictions can be resolved. Others are so embedded in the urban space that they are 
practically invisible125. *ey only become visible through critical research that is ready to 
observe the intricacies of contested topics. 

*roughout this dissertation, I have come across similar insoluble differences in 
perspective. Some of these debates are part of this study’s main interests and are thus 
further discussed below. Others need to remain side stages as they do not refer to my 
research question. For instance, the issue of whether or not the inner city is a “slum.” 
While my research findings do not refer to my research question, they touch on a rele-
vant societal debate in the city. My research shows that the inner city’s urban makeup is 
essential for its residents to cope with stresses. 

Moreover, I found that it currently contributes to a relatively even spatial distri-
bution of resilience across the city because of its mixity. As to the question of whether 
or not the inner city is a “slum,” I provided key arguments against its applicability in sub-
chapter 2. Also, some of the urban experts rejected the notion in chapter 5. *e resident 
interviews and photos provided further rich detail for the inventiveness and creativity of 
its residents and the benefits of its spaces, economy, and urban identity. I thus continue 
to reject the term “slum” as biased and reflecting inappropriate Western standards. Us-
ing the term is not productive in the search for means to develop Addis Ababa’s inner-
city sustainably. In the future, it will be necessary for Addis Ababa’s urban planners and 
policymakers to valorize the inner city’s existing assets, such as its economic potential, 
history, identity, spatial quality, and social cohesion. *e abandonment of the term 
“slum” in the inner-city context will help in that reevaluation process. 

 
125  They are so-called heterotopias, i.e., spaces with layered, yet, hidden histories, cf. Foucault 1984; Stavrides 2007. 
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Another question that transpires from the data is whose needs should be put first in Ad-
dis Ababa’s urban development: those of the residents or those of investors and the 
Government? *is study can only point out that there is currently a strong tendency 
towards pu,ing state and investor interests first. However, this study cannot give defin-
itive answers regarding improvements to Addis Ababa’s urban governance. Some tenta-
tive recommendations that I derive from the resilience angle are included in the pa,erns 
of natural urban resilience (chapter 13). Finally, there is the unresolved question of the 
unfair supply of infrastructure embedded in mixity. *e sefer areas’ inhabitants live and 
deal with insufficient water, sanitation, and electrical services creatively. However, the 
existing infrastructure distribution is not solidary at all. It favors those who can pay the 
most and who live on the main streets. A broad societal debate on each of these topics 
that hear inner-city residents, as well as urban planners and policymakers, could lead to 
innovative and context-sensitive solutions in Addis Ababa’s urban planning. *ese is-
sues are highly relevant for Addis Ababa’s future, which is why I needed to highlight 
them here. Nevertheless, they also need to be tackled by other research projects. 

*is chapter first presents the key conclusions of this study, answering the re-
search question: How is urban resilience created in Addis Ababa’s inner city. *en, I 
discuss these conclusions in light of extant scholarship. Finally, I make recommenda-
tions for practice and research based on my key conclusions. 

12.1 Key conclusions and study outcomes 
*is thesis explored the complexities that characterize not only cities but also the con-
cept of general urban resilience through the case study of Teklehaimanot in Addis Ab-
aba. I first framed the conflict over the inner city as an expert debate, within which I 
presented different perspectives. *is debate highlighted the sometimes incompatible 
points of view and the stakes of urban actors involved in urban development in Addis 
Ababa. *en, I added Teklehaimanot residents’ perspective, who supplied an entirely 
new layer of knowledge and everyday practices to the picture. *irdly, I presented 
Teklehaimanot as a space depicted in street scene photos, which provided yet another 
narrative – one that feeds into the other two narratives and contradicts them at times. 
*e research that I presented is thus multiple and complex. I did not aim to present a 
straightforward, singular narrative. Instead, my goal was to highlight the ruptures within 
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existing narratives while exploring the city’s general urban resilience. Based on these 
premises, this sub-chapter summarizes the key conclusions of this dissertation. 
*e first key finding was that Addis Ababa’s inner city naturally carries general urban 
resilience. *is conclusion means two things. On the one hand, the inner city can inher-
ently cope with many stresses and shocks up to a certain threshold while preserving its 
identity and basic functionality. *is characteristic is called natural urban resilience. 
*erefore, I conclude that natural urban resilience is a quality of the inner city and rep-
resents a potential basis for future strategic resilience building. On the other hand, this 
finding means that general urban resilience can be an inherent quality of cities, even 
without specific urban policies in place. *erefore, I conclude that any urban system is, 
to some degree, naturally resilient. *e natural urban resilience model helps to identify 
the existing actors and practices involved in co-creating this everyday and emergent ur-
ban resilience. 

Next, this study identified four natural resilience pathways: adaptation, upgrad-
ing, mitigation, and resistance. *ese pathways complement each other in their aims, 
properties, and constraints. Only when they interact with one another, do they create 
natural urban resilience. To avoid maladaptation of the system, none of these pathways 
should be missing in the course of a coping period. At the same time, none of the path-
ways must be allowed to get out of hand. I, therefore, conclude that each of the natural 
pathways to resilience is essential for natural urban resilience while requiring a balance 
among each other. 

*ird, I found that urban change occurs on four interconnected urban scales: 
city, neighborhood, individual or building, and construction detail. *e different scales 
affect one another in sometimes unexpected or even unwanted ways. In general, 
changes that occur on one scale are transferred to the other scales. An example from the 
data is urban development decisions (tabula rasa) made on the city-wide scale by 
AACA. *is decision has a significant impact on neighborhoods and individuals as well 
as buildings and their building parts. Trickle-down effects are not harmful per se and 
illustrate the interaction between different scales, but they need to be balanced through 
feedback from the bo,om. However, this study found that the feedback needed for this 
interconnection to work both ways (top-down and bo,om-up) is disrupted through 
top-down decision-making processes within AACA that seem to lack responsiveness to 
the realities at the “bo,om.” *is lack leads to the urban population being excluded from 



330 Part III 

 

 

decision-making while carrying the main load of the adaptation work. As demonstrated 
in sub-chapter 11.4, this imbalance endangers the general urban resilience of the entire 
city. 

*en, this dissertation concluded that there is a patchwork of local identities: 
*ere is the urban identity of inner-city residents struggling against underemployment 
and rigorous building regulations. *ere are identities shaped by things and spaces that 
influence how people use streets. *ere are the identities of newcomers and the home-
less who redefine the use of open spaces. And there are many more. Human, ecological, 
material, and spatial actors shape this patchwork of local identities in a bo,om-up pro-
cess. I found that contributing actors are, for example, mixity, religiousness, cultural di-
versity, social cohesion, commons, solidarity, ‘chikka,’ kebele houses, corrugated iron 
sheets, skyscrapers, street hierarchy, cobblestones, villas, fences, workshops, cars, urban 
agriculture, squa,er homes, and children playing. In contrast to these findings stands 
the aspired urban image of a representative African capital promoted by the Govern-
ment. *is superimposed identity clashes with that reality on the ground – socially and 
spatially. *erefore, since the current envisioned city identity reflects a political aspira-
tion and not reality, it cannot serve as a basis to create resilience. Instead, it favors the 
rich and powerful, thus contributing to the division of urban society. 

*e fi0h key conclusion refers to two contrasting roles of disturbances in the 
adaptive cycle. On the one hand, urban systems can only learn if there are shocks and 
stresses to learn from. On the other hand, there is a threshold to which stresses and 
shocks can positively drive resilience. Constant stress is a threat to natural urban resili-
ence. Stresses that affect Teklehaimanot are, for example, poverty and unemployment, 
the lack of social security systems as well as diverse cultural norms and policy regulations 
on home upgrading, and the constant threat of tabula rasa. Consequently, Teklehaima-
not is an urban system under constant stress. *e steady influence of stresses and shocks 
constantly activates the natural pathways to resilience. So, the urban system spends a 
large part of its resources on coping with and learning from these stresses and shocks. 
As a result, there are not enough resources le0 for upgrading and gradual self-improve-
ment holding Teklehaimanot back. In conclusion, natural urban resilience depends not 
only on the ingenuity, diversity, and adaptiveness of the urban actors. It also depends 
on the frequency and strength of stresses and shocks. If a system is constantly stressed 
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to a critical level, its resources become less and less over time. *e system can no longer 
free itself from this resource scarcity without positive impulses from outside.  

*en, there is the question of how learning works in a naturally resilient urban 
system. I found that learning is a cyclical process of accumulating and releasing 
knowledge that corresponds with the adaptive cycle. Knowledge as a resource is essen-
tial for natural urban resilience, such as remembering where floods usually hit. *e ur-
ban system needs to remember (=accumulation) and act upon (=release) a lesson 
learned, such as leaving a floodplain deliberately undeveloped. *e learning cycle is a 
new concept and likely corresponds with the adaptive cycle in its accumulation and re-
lease phases. However, it needs to be considered separately from the adaptive cycle be-
cause knowledge as a resource is unique to cities and other social-ecological systems. As 
the adaptive cycle was originally developed for ecological systems, it could not correctly 
reflect urban change processes so far (cf. 3.4.2). 

Seventh, I identified tabula rasa as an example of devastating change (cf. 11.4.5). 
In the process of tabula rasa, an entire existing neighborhood is demolished within a few 
weeks, and its residents rese,led to other neighborhoods or evicted to the outskirts of 
the city. *e entire urban memory and identity, the social and economic ties, and coping 
strategies embedded in that previous neighborhood are removed together with its resi-
dents and the built environment. Subsequently, a new urban system is constructed from 
scratch in its place, and the previously embedded resources are lost to a significant de-
gree. If tabula rasa is carried out until it reaches its intended goal – to replace the entire 
inner city – it will not only lead to the destruction of the livelihood of hundreds of thou-
sands of people. It also leads to an uneven spatial distribution of resilience in the city. 
Large-scale demolitions result in a substantial change in the distribution of social groups 
in the city. Formerly mixed neighborhoods are segregated: While the urban poor is 
pushed to the city’s fringes, the upper and middle classes move to condominium and 
villa neighborhoods. Social segregation results in a spatial divide between those who 
have many resources for adaptation and those who have very li,le (cf. 3.4.4). *is spatial 
segregation of adaptive capacity, in turn, threatens the general urban resilience of all of 
Addis Ababa in an unforeseeable way. Furthermore, tabula rasa is emblematic of exclud-
ing the needs, viewpoints, and resources of the broad inner-city population from urban 
decision-making. Instead, AACA puts investor interests and the dream of a representa-
tive capital (“Dubai Fever”) over its citizens’ interests. As a result, Addis Ababa citizens 
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are deprived of their right to the city (cf. 2.3), and Addis Ababa will likely become more 
vulnerable.  

Next, this study observed many spatial practices essential for natural urban resil-
ience in Teklehaimanot. I found four categories of practices: primary practices, resili-
ence infrastructures, secondary practices, and maverick practices. Each of these practice 
categories serves the natural pathways to resilience differently (cf. 11.2). What they have 
in common is that all practices belonging to these categories are self-organizing and bot-
tom-up. No authorities are coordinating, funding, or even recognizing them in any legal 
or practical way. Instead, the Government o0en discourages them or even declares 
them illegal.  

Natural urban resilience, as the overarching phenomenon, is also a bo,om-up 
and self-organizing process. While not all of its practices and institutions are illegal, 
many of them are not recognized as “proper” or “formal” but considered “informal” (cf. 
DIY urbanism, Marr 2017). Instead, it is uncoordinated and unregulated. *is property 
has benefits such as easy access and empowering residents to shape their city. But it also 
means that their resilient practices are precarious and cannot contribute to the entire 
city’s greater good. *is would require a certain degree of overarching coordination. *e 
example of TLS can well illustrate natural urban resilience’s foundation in grassroots 
actors. While TLS creates temporary commons which serve adaptation, upgrading, mit-
igation, and resistance (cf. 10.2 and 10.3), the Government does not recognize it as a 
“proper” bo,om-up process of urban management and transformation. Its benefits to 
residents remain understudied and unrecognized (except Sileshi 2016). Instead, TLS is 
vilified as “informal” by urban planners and decision-makers. However, so long it is con-
sidered “informal,” it cannot adequately include AACA’s urban development agenda. 

Finally, this thesis set out to understand more about the impact of the city’s typ-
ical urban morphology called mixity. Mixity is the close spatial proximity of two urban 
typologies: main road and sefer (cf. 2.5). Based on that proximity, mixity contributes to 
natural urban resilience by fostering urban equality and social mixing by enabling the 
poor to live in the inner city while creating mutual benefits between rich and poor. How-
ever, mixity also consolidates urban inequality, as demonstrated by the example of in-
frastructure services. *e residents of the sefer who are in majority low-income have to 
cope with much worse infrastructure provision than those on the main road. From this, 
I conclude that the city only supplies those with good infrastructure who put money 
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into the city’s finances accordingly. *us, mixity reinforces and consolidates urban ine-
quality as much as it fosters social mixing and resource sharing.  

In sum, these conclusions resulted in three outcomes, which I want to highlight 
before discussing my conclusions. 

(1) I design a multi-perspective and explorative method to understand general ur-
ban resilience in Addis Ababa’s inner city.  

(2) Natural urban resilience as a model emerges from observing and interviewing 
Addis Ababa’s inner city actors. By deconstructing their relationships through 
the lens of resilience, different change mechanisms (natural pathways to resili-
ence) emerge that help understand, which make coping with and learning from 
change possible.  

(3) To translate my findings for research and practice, I design the pa,erns of natu-
ral resilience that can guide urban planning and policymaking towards greater 
general urban resilience. 

12.2 Discussion of theoretical contributions 
In my introduction to chapter 3, I refer to Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s (2010) essay 
“Danger of a Single Story,” highlighting the need to tell more than only the single story 
of Africa. Transferred to urbanism and urban resilience, this means that the “story” of 
African cities needs to be told from multiple angles, particularly those that confront ur-
banism with its situatedness in the West and the resulting single-sidedness. So, one of 
my goals has been to develop an urban theory based on African data and African view-
points. *is sub-chapter discusses my theoretical findings in light of existing theory, par-
ticularly the African urban discourse and the critical discussion of general urban resili-
ence. By doing so, this sub-chapter distinguishes between wider theoretical contribu-
tions and specific contributions to urban resilience theory. 

12.2.1 Contributions to wider urban theory 
My thesis highlights the exclusion of resident needs, viewpoints, and resources in Addis 
Ababa’s inner city’s development. *us, it underlines conclusions by *orer (2015) and 
Kloosterboer (2019) regarding the transformation of the city is guided by financial in-
terests and foreign role models. In a most recent study, urban sociologist Marjan 
Kloosterboer (2019) found that “the inner-city is being developed and shaped by the 
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interests, needs, and desires of [a more affluent] target group in mind” (ibid., 217-218), 
in short not by those who live in the inner city now. *e exclusion of a majority of urban 
citizens leads not only to inappropriate urban planning and policy it also takes away the 
right of urban citizens to contribute to the shaping of their cities – the right to the 
city (Harvey 2003; Lefebvre 1996). My conclusion also parallels with those of urbanist 
researchers who focused on other African contexts and established that the needs of the 
majority of inner-city residents are ignored by urban decision-making (e.g., Watson 
2014a; Pieterse und Simone 2013; Graham and Marvin 2001).  

*is dissertation adds to African urbanism by contributing to the understanding 
of Addis Ababa’s inner city without essentializing or “othering” it126. In the background 
of this study, I highlighted the disparity between the perception of the inner city as ex-
emplary African urban development and the mainstream planning conviction of it being 
a “slum.” Unfortunately, there is very li,le urbanist scholarship that goes beyond super-
ficial and exoticizing analysis of this urban typology. Baumeister and Knebel (2009) lay 
a foundation with their conceptual descriptions of its urban morphology and benefits 
for a mixed urban society. *orer (2015, 166) describes the inner city’s mixity as “an 
assemblage of ‘villages’ that amalgamate.” Giorghis (2012) narrows the essence of mix-
ity down to a side by side of rich and poor. As shown in chapter 3 of this dissertation, 
there is a crucial lack of an urban theory that not only describes the inner city in a non-
essentializing way, but also explains it, and develops planning concepts from it. *is 
study contributes to filling this research gap. It describes important interconnections 
between space and economy as well as society that make up mixity. I furthermore high-
light the value of mixity for natural urban resilience. Both aspects show that mixity could 
be a role model for other cities in Africa – a suspicion already expressed by Baumeister 
and Knebel (2009). *e inner city of Addis Ababa with its mixity can teach urbanists 
about how spaces should be shaped to accommodate the needs of its residents – diverse, 
available, and flexible. And while the shape or quality of Addis Ababa’s mixity might not 
be transferable on a one-to-one basis, the lesson to be learned is that cities are not purely 
functional spaces. *ey are social spaces that serve its citizens and are co-created by 
them. Here, my findings correspond with Pieterse and Simone’s (2013) findings on 
rogue urbanism. Furthermore, this thesis reveals the entanglement of mixity and urban 
inequality as shown in section 9.1.2, which becomes particularly visible in infrastructure 

 
126   For a brief introduction to essentialism and “othering” debates, see sub-chapter 2.1. 
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provision in Addis Ababa’s inner city. *is thesis thus also contributes to critical urban 
scholarship on Addis Ababa. 

Another contribution of this study to African urbanism is its production of de-
tailed urban data and their synthetization into broader urban theory. Critical urban 
scholars have long pointed out that Africa is seen by Western urbanists as a mere source 
of data and, at most, locally limited urban models (Parnell and Robinson 2018). So, 
while data is gathered and social connections described, wider theoretical contributions 
are not made by this thesis. *eory from Africa is still thought to be limited only to Af-
rican cities. In contrast, I show that the conclusions drawn from the data in this thesis 
make contributions to broader urban theory like urban change and urban resilience, ur-
ban spaces (mixity), temporary commons, uneven power structures in urban planning, 
and the construction of local identity. I can thus contribute to a new way of thinking 
about African cities and thus respond to Harrison’s nearly 15-year old call for “creating 
ways of seeing and thinking [cities] that are both within and outside dominant repre-
sentations. […]” (Harrison 2006, 334). 

12.2.2 Contributions to urban resilience theory 
First, this study contributes data and theory to the discourse on the connection between 
so-called “informality” and urban resilience. *e case for “informal” economies, con-
struction, and placemaking as a contributor to general urban resilience was already 
made by Dovey (2012) based on data in South Asia. However, most urban scholarship 
and strategies treat “informality” as a risk rather than a contributor to urban resilience, 
arguing that such practices’ extra-legal status results in increased vulnerability (cf. e.g., 
*e World Bank 2012). My research adds data from an African city to the debate. It also 
refines so far known mechanisms that make “informal” urban practices so relevant for 
low-income communities’ survival. In alignment with Dovey (2012), my study connects 
“informal” practices, such as TLS, street vending (‘gulit’), and house extensions, with 
being resilient. *e relevance of this discovery lies in the detailed deconstruction of “in-
formal,” or as I call them, “bo,om-up” practices and how exactly they add to adapta-
tion, upgrading, mitigation, and resistance. *ese new insights not only valorize the 
practices from a new point of view – the resilience angle. My research also highlights the 
inadequacy of masterplan-based urban planning in African cities and sheds some light 
on why it is failing again and again (e.g., Njoh 2012, Watson 2014a). *us, I can add 
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another perspective to the existing accounts of African cities struggling with Western 
urban planning paradigms. 

My dissertation contributes to the literature on the role of urban commons for 
the resilience of cities. *e theoretical base is summarized in the theory chapter of this 
thesis (cf. 3.2.2), but their role in urban resilience is not well understood yet. Petrescu, 
Petcou, and Baibarac (2016), as well as MacKinnon and Derickson (2013), emphasize 
the role of commons as a basis of resourcefulness and general urban resilience. My study 
strengthens the idea that urban commons are essential contributors to urban resilience.  
*is thesis shows that the residents of the inner city appropriate street and open spaces 
to conduct TLS, a form of commoning (Bresnihan 2016, cf. 8.2, 10.2, 10.3). *e new 
angle that my research adds to the extant literature is that commons can also be tempo-
rary. In contrast, Stavrides (2016) and Petrescu, Petcou, and Baibaric (2016) refer to 
urban commons as permanent, functionally defined, and formally recognized spaces. 
Furthermore, this research underlines the conclusions of Wenger (1998) that commons 
co-create urban identity and a sense of belonging.  

To this end, my study links his conclusions with the concept of general urban 
resilience, showing that commons contribute to resilience as flexible extra space and co-
creator of urban identity. Petrescu, Petcou, and Baibarac (2016) raise their concerns 
over how it could become possible to involve citizens in neighborhood resilience pro-
jects that are not “particularly ecologically literate or socially active, and have other more 
immediate priorities related to work, health and housing” (ibid. 729). My research in 
Teklehaimanot shows that resilience is already being co-created in many ways by those 
who have “other priorities”: it involves the daily commoning of public spaces, tight so-
cial networks, and a large amount of day to day activities, such as public care work (cf. 
9.3), guerilla gardening, or urban agriculture (c.f. 9.2). In this way, my thesis underlines 
the perspective of critical urban resilience researchers who understand urban resilience 
as a networked and eye-level process among citizens, ecological actors, the Govern-
ment, and urban space (cf. 3.4). My study also underlines the necessity to address a di-
versity of perspectives when a,empting to foster urban resilience. *is conclusion con-
trasts the notion of many African city administrations (e.g., Njoh 2002, Klosterboer 
2019), where “place creation is determined by those in control of resources” (Dovey 
1999, 1). In sum, Addis Ababa’s inner city’s commoning practices show how spaces can 
also be shaped by those with li,le resources and without formal recognition. 
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*e uneven spatial distribution of urban resilience within a city cripples the city's gen-
eral urban resilience (Vale 2014). *is study provides further evidence for that position. 
At the moment, urban development in Addis Ababa is practiced strictly top-down 
(Kloosterboer 2019). *is approach leaves all decision-making power with those who 
are politically or economically powerful. However, this externalizes the relocation costs 
to the population while leaving profits of selling and developing the land to the state and 
investors (ibid.). *is development leads to unprecedented segregation of Addis Ab-
aba’s society (Kloosterboer 2019).  

In resilience terms, the adaptive capital of those in power and with many re-
sources is increased while those who already have li,le are bere0 of their remaining ca-
pacity to cope. Critical resilience researchers point out that such kind of uneven spatial 
distribution affects the entire city in the long run: “Uneven resilience threatens the abil-
ity of cities as a whole to function economically, socially and politically” (Vale 2014, 1). 
Studying the impact of tabula rasa on natural urban resilience, in general, and on Tekle-
haimanot, in particular, I highlighted the short-term effects and likely long-term effects 
on Addis Ababa’s overall resilience. As more and more inner-city neighborhoods are 
demolished, poor populations are relocated to outer districts, losing their “informal,” 
yet essential, social networks and income sources. At the same time, they are replaced 
by investors and more affluent populations in the inner city. *is gentrification intensi-
fies the uneven distribution of coping capacities, reducing the city’s overall resilience, 
which reduces the city's overall resilience. *is study thus underlines the need for urban 
planning and scholarship – in Addis Ababa and in general – to become aware of under-
lying long-term effects on a city’s urban resilience that this study points out. 

*is study furthermore contributes to the study of urban renewal and redevel-
opment planning in Africa. *e existing literature on tabula rasa in Addis Ababa is still 
relatively thin because urban planning is oriented toward Western urban role models 
and economic interests rather than the realities “on the ground” (cf. 2.3). *ere are two 
aspects that this study underlines towards this existing body of literature: first, I con-
clude that tabula rasa can be considered a devastating change (cf. 11.4.5), thus ulti-
mately leading to a collapse of the city’s natural urban resilience if carried out to its ulti-
mate goal – replacing the entire inner city. Furthermore, my study supports 
Kloosterboer's (2019) conclusion that the Western role models embodied in tabula rasa 
lead to a more unjust and less resilient city. In this sense, the current urban development 
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of Addis Ababa parallels with the highflying dreams of city governments all over Africa 
(Harrison 2006; Watson 2014a). 

*is study underlines the perspective within urban resilience scholarship that 
strategic urban resilience development needs to start from the general urban resilience 
angle (cf. 3.4), that is, understanding how resourcefulness is practiced at the moment 
and then learn from that for a future resilience strategy. If not, urban development and 
resilience strategies become a waste of resources leading to maladaptation rather than 
improvement. My case study of Teklehaimanot demonstrates that its actors are already 
co-creating natural urban resilience in manifold ways. Learning from this existing treas-
ure of resourcefulness should be the first and foremost step in developing a resilience 
strategy for Addis Ababa. Such a detail-oriented learning process is slow and difficult 
but will help to root such a transformative strategy in society and will be much less ex-
pensive than starting from scratch. 

*e most significant contribution of my thesis to existing urban resilience theory 
is the identification and description of the four natural pathways to resilience. *is new 
model, which I call natural urban resilience, brings four innovations to existing scholar-
ship (cf. 3.4). First, the natural urban resilience model deconstructs general urban resil-
ience into four distinguishable change mechanisms – the four pathways to resilience (cf. 
11.1). *e term pathways to resilience originate from Meerow, Newell, and Stults 
(2016). However, as reviewed in chapter 3, extant urban resilience literature remains 
vague about the concrete workings and interaction of the urban change mechanisms (cf. 
3.4.3). In contrast, the model of natural urban resilience introduces four natural path-
ways to resilience: adaptation, upgrading, mitigation, and resistance. *e key “move” of 
the model is to distinguish between adaptation and mitigation, thus allowing a more re-
fined understanding of how the adaptive cycle is created through accumulating and re-
leasing resources – such as the interplay of upgrading and mitigation in the ‘eddir’ (cf. 
11.2).  

Furthermore, the model highlights the equal importance of all four pathways. 
Particularly the role of the pathway resistance in natural urban resilience stands in con-
trast to previous literature. *ere, it is seen as a significant obstacle to strategic resilience 
building (cf. 3.4.3). In contrast, this study concludes that resistance is an essential con-
tributor to urban resilience (cf. 11.4). *is new understanding can help urban resilience 
practitioners develop locally appropriate and holistic urban resilience 
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strategies. Addressing the needs and assets of resisting urban actors could resolve the 
problem that many urban resilience strategies face: to overcome the given resistance of 
an existing urban system to any kind of change. 

Secondly, the model proposes a new approach to the adaptive cycle to solve the 
criticism brought against that model that it does not reflect urban systems' learning pro-
cesses (cf. 3.4.2). It lacks the evolutionary character that memory, feedback, learning, 
and planning contribute to urban development. As theorized in chapter 11, there are 
two cyclical processes: On the one side, there is the adaptive cycle, representing the ac-
cumulation and release of material, ecological, and economic resources. On the other, 
there is the learning cycle which this study introduces. It describes the accumulation 
and release of knowledge embodied in processes like remembering, giving feedback, 
and planning for the future 11.4.3. *e learning cycle complements the adaptive cycle, 
adding a new viewpoint to current resilience theory. 

*irdly, the natural urban resilience model allows urban researchers to be,er 
understand cities under stress – like Addis Ababa. It explains how urban resilience is 
created in a stressed urban system without any “strategic interventions” (cf. Kegler 
2015) for more resilience. As most African cities can be considered urban systems under 
stress (cf. 3.3), this contribution to urban resilience scholarship can be,er understand 
African urban systems, which are not adequately represented by Western resilience 
models (cf. 3.4). 

Fourth, the natural urban resilience model tells the “story” of urban resilience 
from an African perspective. Contributing to this finding's relevance is a re-interpreta-
tion of the so-called “slums” of Addis Ababa as a space of incredible ingenuity, will to 
resist, and live a life of autonomy local identity, and belonging. *is thesis tries to un-
derstand Addis Ababa’s inner city from the perspective of its residents. I furthermore 
highlight the agency of its spaces, houses, and objects in resilience creation, supporting 
the findings of Christman and Ibert (2012) as well as Dovey (2012), who first propose 
an interconnection between actor networks and urban assemblages respectively and the 
property of urban resilience. I show how the inner city and its actors constantly struggle 
with many stresses and yet, not only survive but also thrive. *e model of natural urban 
resilience explains this. In this sense, my study is contributing to urban resilience theory 
and Africanist urbanism. 
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12.3 Recommendations 
*is final sub-chapter provides an overview of the recommendations I draw from the 
conclusions described in sub-chapter 12.1. *e sub-chapter has two sections. First, I 
make recommendations for policy and practice. *en, I provide ideas for future re-
search. 

12.3.1 Strategic resilience building 
Strategic resilience building is a concept I developed to complement and amplify natural 
urban resilience. While the la,er refers to an inherent and unplanned general urban re-
silience, the former represents an integrated approach to policymaking and planning, 
building on natural urban resilience and planning with pa,erns. In this sense, strategic 
resilience-building aims to reform how urban practitioners understand cities, shi0ing 
their focus from a city’s physical shape towards fostering general urban resilience. It also 
aims to reform how urban planning is done. In the future, urban planners and policy-
makers might design a pa,ern language, which not only represents the existing natural 
urban resilience (like mine does) but that is a vision of what needs to be done to make 
the city more resilient (which does not need to exclude making it more representative, 
cleaner, and greener as today’s strategies do). *is pa,ern language will guide the de-
velopment of their city flexibly and responsively; rather than coming up with and hand-
ing out a big masterplan with lots of integrated plans for infrastructure, land use, and 
economic development top-down – an approach, which has proven itself to be unsuc-
cessful (cf. 2.3). *ese planners and policymakers would accept that many aspects in the 
city are too complex to control, thus concentrating their conceptual and lawmaking 
power on some prioritized issues which are tackled in an integrated and holistic manner. 
*is pa,ern language would then be used by local planning departments and turned 
into concrete actions and small-scale LDP’s for coordination with the other depart-
ments. *is recommendation is unlikely to happen any time soon, but it would be ap-
propriate considering all that this study has found out about the complexity and rele-
vance of natural urban resilience. 

Even without transforming the entire urban planning process into a dynamic and 
network-oriented one, there are a few more recommendations that I want to make be-
low based on my conclusions. *e conclusion that any system is, to a degree, naturally 
resilient leads to the recommendation that any urban intervention and any urban 
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resilience strategy should begin with an assessment of that natural resilience. Such an 
assessment should identify stressors and key actors for each pathway. *is process 
should go hand in hand with identifying the resilience resources and weaknesses as a 
basis for strategic resilience development. *is recommendation already implies my 
second recommendation that is to address each resilience pathway equally. I have ar-
gued above that each pathway is essential in contributing to the adaptive and learning 
cycles. By doing so, particular a,ention needs to be put on not framing any of the path-
ways as positive or negative. In the past, resistance has usually been framed as an obsta-
cle to strategic resilience building. If resistance is understood as a neutral change process 
rather than as an obstacle opens up the chance to include resistance into resilience-
building. Judging it as a nuisance and trying to prevent it has not proven productive so 
far. 

As the natural pathways to resilience are active on each of the interconnected 
urban scales – city, neighborhood, individual/building, and detail – I concluded above 
that urban planning in Addis Ababa is imbalanced with all decision-making power at the 
“top” and all responsibility to cope with change at the “bo,om.” To alleviate this imbal-
ance and risk for general urban resilience, I recommend that change processes need to 
be considered on each scale independently and across all scales to strategically build 
general urban resilience equitably. Concretely, this means that knowledge needs to be 
exchanged in both directions. Citizens need to be involved in the design of urban plans 
and the respective decision-making processes. If mistakes have been made in an urban 
development action, there needs to be a responsive feedback system that corrects errors. 
Besides, decision-making processes need to be decentralized to address local issues ef-
ficiently at the neighborhood scale. 

Applying the natural urban resilience model elsewhere in Ethiopia, for example, 
in Bahar Dar and Dire Dawa, could be helpful and relevant. Since secondary cities in 
Ethiopia are rapidly expanding – o0en in an unplanned manner – the natural urban re-
silience model could help to understand and guide those rapid change processes. Re-
flecting on the finding that the inner city is a system that suffers from chronic stress, I 
recommend two things. First, before any steps towards promoting general urban resili-
ence can be taken in the inner city, such stresses need to be identified on a neighborhood 
scale. *ese stresses need to be tackled with LDP’s that include interventions that spe-
cifically target those stresses. As argued in section 11.4.4, a stressed system can no longer 
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li0 itself out of resource and knowledge scarcity. Instead, it is locked in a vicious cycle 
that reduces its resources with every adaptative and learning cycle. Such an intervention 
in Addis Ababa’s inner city could, for example, be an in-situ upgrading program of exist-
ing housing units, combined with the installation of rain- and wastewater management 
system. *is contextualized development would not only improve housing and infra-
structure stresses but would likely also improve the neighborhood’s capacity to cope 
with future stresses while preserving the basic identity and functionality of the area. 

*e resilient practices that have been identified in this study represent a rich 
treasure that should be used for the urban transformation of Addis Ababa. Many of them 
have been incorporated into the Pa,erns of natural urban resilience (cf. chapter 13). 
However, the next step is to recognize them in their agency and, in some cases, institu-
tionalize them. Especially concerning grassroots social organizations, I see great poten-
tial for them to serve sustainable societal development. For this to happen, the first step 
is to register them and document their achievements. In this way, their performance can 
be be,er valorized and integrated into the existing welfare and financial system. How-
ever, not all observed practices will and can be formalized as they are illegal for a reason, 
such as expanding an already unstable house by another story. Careful balancing pro-
cesses will be needed to negotiate the needs between society and individuals in these 
cases. 

*is thesis has repeatedly shown how harmful tabula rasa is for general urban 
resilience when it achieves its goal of demolishing the entire inner city. I, therefore, rec-
ommend the immediate stop of all large-scale inner-city clearings and the re-evaluation 
of AACA’s urban development strategy. While the interest of AACA to build a repre-
sentative capital is quite understandable, there must be a compromise between that in-
terest and the needs of the city’s residents. *is vision might also need to be reconsid-
ered because its implementation is about to destroy the city’s urban memory and iden-
tity, without which resilience is no longer possible. *e natural urban resilience model 
could serve as a framework to help understand how the city can transform and modern-
ize without increasing vulnerability. *e Pa,erns of Natural Urban Resilience (cf. chap-
ter 13) developed in this thesis are intended as a roadmap to highlight the most im-
portant aspects of that model, showing how each aspect is connected to others and guid-
ing urban interventions – no ma,er on which scale – towards fostering natural urban 
resilience.  
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*e Addis Ababa City Resilience Project Office (AARPO) at AACA published the Ad-
dis Ababa Resilience Strategy in June 2020. Some stresses identified align with this 
study’s findings, such as the relocation of inner-city residents to the outskirts and “lack 
of human-centric and inclusive planning” (ibid. 40). Furthermore, the Strategy high-
lights the lack of governmental capacity to deal with the complex challenges of Addis 
Ababa’s urban development that were discussed by some of the experts in this study. 
Other aligning findings are identifying ‘eddir,’ ‘equb,’ and ‘maheber’ as crucial contrib-
utors to social security and contributors to resilience (AARPO 2020, 9). Without going 
too deep into analysis, further overlaps can be found between the pa,erns of natural 
urban resilience, identified here, and the actions in the Strategy. Overlaps are actions 
such as studying possible mechanisms to include be,er public participation in planning 
(action 8), the call for a “resilience lens” on the condominium program (action 12), en-
abling the use of “resilient and sustainable” construction materials (action 13), ensuring 
“universal accessibility” in the city (action 29), enhancing social protection schemes and 
their integration into existing structures (action 31), and building multifunctional and 
green streets (action 45). Besides, the strategy’s modularized approach, with its three 
prioritized “pillars” and assigned actions for each, reflects the idea of the Pa,erns of Nat-
ural Urban Resilience of a flexible and adaptive planning approach. However, the Strat-
egy does not explicitly reflect “local” perceptions of urban resilience. 

12.3.2 Ideas for future research 
Ideas for future research are arising from the conclusions and research gaps that this 
research identified. *is study’s main theoretical contribution is the model of natural 
urban resilience. It is not only based on empirical data, but also has a wider theoretical 
perspective. However, as it is only based on one study site, further sites in Addis Ababa, 
Africa, and beyond can complement the model’s details and verify its general applica-
bility. Furthermore, some other model components require further in-depth studies be-
cause this study focused on urban space as actor in creating general urban resilience. 
One relevant question is, for example, the specific nature of how the adaptive cycle and 
the learning cycle identified in this study interact with one another to generate general 
urban resilience. Also, commons and their role in urban society need further research to 
use their potential as a tool for strategic resilience building. *e role of caregiving for 
natural urban resilience could only be superficially explored based on its appearance in 
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the streets of Teklehaimanot. Studying the visible and invisible caregiving networks will 
be valuable to properly study the socio-economic and gender angles of natural urban 
resilience. Similarly, the role of urban agriculture and urban ecosystems for natural ur-
ban resilience was not part of this study’s scope. A study focusing on these aspects will 
make the model more representative of the true complexity of urban systems.  

*e pa,erns of natural urban resilience can be further expanded, too. More re-
silient practices exist in the inner city that needs to be studied but could not be included 
due to this thesis’s scope. *ere are some practices that I am aware of, like trash collec-
tion, composting, water harvesting, and cooperative housing, that could expand the cat-
alog I developed sensibly and complement the theoretical model. 

As pointed out in my study’s scope (cf. 4.7), the model of natural urban resili-
ence is based on findings from the city-scale and smaller. I did not include the regional 
scale in my focus to allow for an in-depth study of the smaller scales. However, as indi-
cated in chapter 5, regional or global drivers such as the new national policy on urban 
safety nets (UPSNP) can considerably impact the natural pathways to resilience. 
Hence, understanding the impact of regional and global scales on natural urban resili-
ence seems highly relevant for further research. Furthermore, this thesis did not specif-
ically focus on urban policy. However, I consider the Pa,erns a stepping stone to take 
urban planning policies into focus and analyze their efficiency in contributing to natural 
urban resilience and strategic resilience building. Addis Ababa’s Resilience Strategy 
could be a second stepping that also addresses other than natural resilience issues. 

Finally, I am convinced that there is more to be understood about the inner city 
as an urban system and potential role model. *is study could shed some light on the 
spatial characteristics of mixity and its impact on the inner city’s economic and social 
properties. Possible new research topics could be cultural practices and issues of local 
identity, ecological characteristics, the role of private gardens in the city, or the impact 
of walkable neighborhoods on the city’s overall wellbeing. Each of these topics can pro-
vide more insights into the complex workings of the inner city and expand the under-
standing of natural urban resilience and African urbanities. 
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13 Patterns of natural urban resilience 

I have based the pa#erns of natural urban resilience on two crucial findings: first, the 
model of natural urban resilience and, second, that this natural urban resilience emerges 
from four urban scales: city, neighborhood, building, and detail. As discussed in sub-
chapter 4.5, the purpose of these pa,erns is to translate the theoretical findings of this 
thesis for practitioners who want to build general urban resilience strategically in Addis 
Ababa. *is strategic development can only be successful if it is rooted in past experi-
ences and urban memory. Without that reflexiveness, urban planning runs the risk of 
increasing the vulnerability of the city. *e pa,erns of natural urban resilience aim to 
support this learning process for Addis Ababa's inner city.  

*e pa,erns are organized by urban scale, starting from the biggest scale – city-
wide – to the smallest scale – construction detail. For each scale, I developed six to eight 
pa,erns that reflect this thesis's findings. *us, the following chapter begins with the 
overarching pa,ern number zero, "Natural urban resilience."  

Each of the pa,erns is structured following the role model of "A Pa,ern Lan-
guage" (Alexander, Ishikawa, and Silverstein 1977). It is composed of a number and ti-
tle, followed by links to relevant previous pa,erns. *en, the pa,ern is illustrated by a 
photo from Addis Ababa, which conveys the pa,ern's meaning at a glance. Each photo 
is sub-titled to provide further insights into the photo content. *e photo is followed by 
a summarizing statement and the central part of the pa,ern text, explaining its aims and 
spatial recommendations. *e pa,ern ends with links to interlinked pa,erns that follow 
later in this pa,ern language. However, I divert from the original pa,ern language 
(ibid.) by keeping my pa,erns less prescriptive than Alexander, Ishikawa, and Silver-
stein (1977). I concentrate on displaying the relevant urban actors and their relations 
that make up each of the complex pa,erns. Formulating the respective spatial or policy 
response to each pa,ern is up to the designers. What the pa,ern language does, how-
ever, is to summarize a problem and provide ideas for action. *e number of pa,erns, 
as well as their content, reflects the findings of this study. 
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13.1 Pattern 0 – Natural urban resilience 
 

 
 
Figure 99: Tire tradesman posing in front of his storage and shop. These local traders cater to a city-wide 
clientele and are usually located on main road or directly adjacent to main road. 

 * * * 
 

General urban resilience – the ability of a city to respond to any kind of shock or stress while 

maintaining its main characteristics – is an essential skill that Addis Ababa must develop to 

sustain itself in a rapidly changing world. Natural urban resilience is a key to this.  
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*is study demonstrates the inherent ability of the inner city of Addis Ababa to manage 
change, to learn from it and to gradually transform the urban system without any state 
guidance or regulation. *is is referred to as natural urban resilience. Natural urban re-
silience is a form of general urban resilience – the ability of a city or town to cope with 
any kind of stress or shock. *e adjective natural indicates that this form of resilience is 
inherent in a city. It is not (yet) purposefully integrated into urban planning or urban 
management. On the one hand, natural urban resilience is a characteristic. Every city is 
naturally resilient to a certain degree. In addition, natural urban resilience is a process of 
reacting to and learning from disturbances and stresses. It encompasses the natural 
change processes of adaptation, upgrading, mitigation, and resistance.  

Only by understanding natural urban resilience and its contributors can urban 
planners and policy makers develop strategic measures to strengthen what is good and 
improve what is not. *is is called strategic resilience building. *e first step in strategic 
resilience building is to recognize the resources and challenges for natural urban resili-
ence within the existing urban system. *e pa,erns of natural urban resilience reflect 
these “lessons” for the inner city of Addis Ababa. Documenting and understanding the 
vulnerabilities of the existing urban system is another. Based on both pillars and broad 
public participation, urban planners and policy makers can subsequently develop a re-
silience strategy rooted in natural urban resilience. 

*e strategic development of general urban resilience is essential to make urban 
development sustainable in a rapidly changing world; a world in which the effects of 
climate change, digitization, and global migration cannot be fully assessed today. *ere-
fore, cities are needed that can appropriately respond to any kind of change while pro-
moting and preserving local identity. 

 * * * 
 
  



348 Part III 

 

 

13.2 Patterns for cities 
 

1   Interconnected urban scales 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 100: Map of early 20th century Addis Ababa made by Italian occupiers 
(Giorghis and Gerard 2007) 
 
 

* * * 
 

Urban scales need to cooperate and share resources to promote resilience across the city. 

At the same time, scales need relative autonomy from each other to prevent shock trans-

mission. 
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Four urban scales make up Addis Ababa's urban system relevant to natural urban resili-
ence: city, neighborhood, building/individual, and building section. On each of these 
scales, many urban actors self-organize, i.e., they produce and consume resources and 
communicate with one another without higher coordination. Each of these urban actors 
contributes to its own and collective coping mechanisms. *is distributed structure al-
lows each urban scale to adapt to disturbances and stress relatively independently of the 
other scales. Furthermore, this relative autonomy is essential not to transfer shocks and 
stresses too quickly from one scale to the next, such as preventing the flooding of one 
neighborhood from also causing damages in others. At the same time, the different 
scales must not be separated from one another. *ey must be in constant exchange of 
information, resources, and feedback. *is is important for sharing important infor-
mation in the event of a disaster. Also, the authorities can only evaluate the success of 
an urban development project, for example, if they receive feedback from residents.  

Two-way communication among and the relative autonomy of each of the 
scales, ensures that an urban system learns from previous shocks and stresses and builds 
buffers on a broad scale. *e interconnection of the relatively autonomous urban scales 
should be strategically promoted, for example, by strengthening and formalizing exist-
ing social networks (e.g., ‘eddir’ and ‘equb’). 

 

* * * 
 

No ma,er how large a town or city is, promoting the relative autonomy of all urban 
scales and their interconnections fosters the PATCHWORK OF LOCAL IDENTIES 
(3) and supports equality amongst all urban actors – EQUITABLE URBAN DEVEL-
OPMENT (6). Relative autonomy is created through, amongst others, URBAN AGRI-
CULTURE (14). 
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2  Street hierarchy 

 

… when the INTERCONNECTED URBAN SCALES (1) are spatially structured by 
a street hierarchy, the urban system differentiated into distinctive spaces which again 
can serve the needs of diverse urban actors. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 101: Neighborhood road (foreground) and small alleyway (back-
ground) generate spaces that cater to and attract different urban actors. 

 * * * 
 

A resilient city requires a diversity of users, mobilities, and activities. Addis Ababa needs to 

preserve the inner-city street hierarchy to create different urban landscapes that cater to 

and attract a diversity of users. 
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A hierarchical street system makes an important spatial contribution to urban resilience. 
It not only promotes the meeting of different social groups and thus social cohesion. It 
also supports the existence of different coping strategies and knowledge systems that 
can support faster adaptation in the event of a disaster. 

As Appleyard (1981) has shown, specific road sections lead to specific types of 
users, activities, and traffic intensity. *is study confirmed that main roads serve traffic 
and a,ract large enterprises, and neighborhood streets allow all types of slow and fast 
transport. Neighborhood streets also encourage local business, leisure, and domestic 
activities. In contrast, small alleys serve to connect bustling main streets with private 
residential areas. *us, the spatial character of each type of street is thought to a,ract 
certain groups of users who use the unique urban landscapes and at the same time help 
to shape them. *e hierarchy also supports the development of spatially relatively au-
tonomous blocks helping to prevent the uncontrolled spreading of disturbances from 
one area of the city to others. Finally, this modularity strengthens the local identity 
within each of these relatively autonomous blocks.  

Based on this insight, planners and decision makers can use street hierarchies 
not only to strengthen resilience but also to shape the a,ractiveness of streets to specific 
user groups and thus to support mixity.  

 

* * * 
 

A street hierarchy is necessary to generate MIXITY (7). *e THRESHOLDS (25) of 
each tier in the street hierarchy contribute to different urban landscapes. GAPS (12) 
and URBAN AGRICULTURE (13) are markers of neighborhood roads. 
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3   Patchwork of local identities 

 

… if the all urban scales are equally strengthened through INTERCONNECTED UR-
BAN SCALES (1) and a STREET HIE3RCHY (2) divides the city into relatively in-
dependent urban spaces, a patchwork of local identities can develop. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 102: Addis Ababa’s urban identity is shaped by diverse urban ac-
tor groups, spatial features, practices, symbols, and objects. 

 * * * 
 

Addis Ababa has many identities. A patchwork of local identities is daily practiced and ex-

perienced by its citizens. The city should embrace these local identities and foster this di-

versity. 
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*e purpose of urban resilience is to preserve the integrity of a system under conditions 
of change, including identity and basic functionality. As this study shows, local urban 
identity is co-produced by a multitude of local and city-wide actors, meaning, percep-
tion, spaces, and practices. Hence, the “value” of an existing neighborhood should not 
be simply based on its physical appearance or performance.  

If the city government fosters a patchwork of existing local identities – as mate-
rial a non-material resource – in addition to thriving for a representative capital, Addis 
Ababa’s development could become more sustainable. A patchwork of local identities 
means that there are places in the city with particular needs and assets. *ese local iden-
tities need to be taken seriously by the Government to address and leverage them in 
urban development. *is can be achieved by a) studying and valorizing them and b) by 
involving residents in urban decision-making. Understanding the patchwork of local 
identities as a resource could have three advantages for the city administration: 

First, addressing local needs and respecting local assets through participation le-
gitimizes urban decisions (inner-city population can be,er identify with the city-wide 
urban development agendas). Less resistance in the local population speeds up the im-
plementation of development measures and reduces adverse side effects on local popu-
lations. Second, fostering local identities cultivates diversity in the city and promotes 
the development of diverse coping strategies. More coping strategies increase the city’s 
natural urban resilience. Finally, if the Government takes local populations’ assets and 
needs seriously, resilience strategies can efficiently address stresses and shocks on the 
neighborhood scale. 

 

* * * 
 

Local identities can be visible such as typical spatial features, such as a self-made street 
gardens – GUERILLA GARDENING (20) – or façades made of RECYCLED MATE-
RIALS (22). At the same time, local identities are expressed and reinforced through so-
cial communities – G3SSROOTS SOCIAL ORGANIZATIONS (10) – as well as and 
PUBLIC CARE WORK (18).  
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4  Dealing with stresses and shocks 

 
… resilience essentially means to cope with and learn from stresses and shocks. INTER-
CONNECTED URBAN SCALES (1) and STREET HIE3RCHY (2) create a net-
work auf relatively autonomous urban neighborhoods that can cope individually while 
exchanging information on and resources for coping. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 103: The urban system constantly has to cope with stresses and 
shocks. This image shows the construction of a new road that leads to abrupt 
terrain changes and the loss of existing buildings. 

 * * * 
 

Stresses and shocks are unavoidable. Addis Ababa needs to address them proactively in-

volving those populations most affected. 

 

Stresses and shocks are natural components of a city. However, if they are not ad-
dressed, they can become considerably more severe. *erefore, the city administration 
must proactively address each challenge and use it as a learning opportunity to make the 
city system more resilient. In doing so, planners and decision-makers will face internal 
and external opposition, have to prioritize, and compromise. It is difficult to change a 
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running system, as leaders, experts, and the public o0en resist change. Furthermore, 
changing a running system results in tradeoffs. Transforming a city towards more resil-
ience means se,ing priorities and negotiating compromises with stakeholders. *e peo-
ple most affected by stress and shocks are usually vulnerable population groups. A dis-
ruption of the system usually hits marginalized groups twofold – by the state’s inability 
to mitigate the consequences and by the subsequent resilience-building measures that 
do not represent their interests.  

Consequently, building resilience can sometimes involve superficially sensible 
measures, which in the end have devastating outcomes. In Addis Ababa, riverbanks are 
currently cleared to create “green corridors,” clean up rivers, and create flood plains. 
Although each of these goals is important, the communities that have lived along the 
riverbanks have usually lived there because they could not live anywhere else. *ey were 
poor and used the riverbanks as agricultural land generating income and contributing 
to the food security of the city. As the riverbanks are re-naturalized, these population 
groups are uprooted, and inner-city food production is reduced. It is a conflict of inter-
ests in which the Government ignores local populations’ interests to build city-wide re-
silience. *e only way to resolve this dilemma is to set priorities and share decision-
making power with those most affected. A compromise can only be found if the most 
affected groups participate in resilience building (proactive or post-disaster). As a result, 
decisions also represent the interests of those groups. Even if the participative decision-
making process seems more protracted and difficult than a top-down one, it becomes 
more sustainable. Such a process will help the city to address stresses and shocks sus-
tainably. 

 * * * 
 

Coping with disturbances in a city requires discourse – DISCOURSE PLAT-
FORMS (14) – and an equal distribution of power and access to resources – EQUITA-
BLE URBAN DEVELOPMENT (6). On the neighborhood scale, tight social ties sup-
ported through MIXITY (7) and G3SSROOTS SOCIAL ORGANIZATIONS (10) 
enable the sharing the responsibility to cope with change. URBAN AGRICULTURE 
(19) and the extending of a house – EXTENDING AND SHRINKING (17) – can in-
crease the individual capacity to cope.  
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5  Seeds of learning 

 

… DEALING WITH STRESSES AND SHOCKS (4) also means to question the status 
quo and to innovate. But those with power also need to be willing and able to hear feed-
back in order to make the urban top-down relationship mutual – INTERCON-
NECTED URBAN SCALES (1). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Figure 104: An experimental building is a seed of learning exploring new 
ways of thinking and demonstrating new ways of constructing buildings (Im-
age by Helawi Sewnet, used with permission). 

 * * * 
 

Learning from the past and being innovative for the future are key characteristics of a re-

silient city. To promote learning and innovation is to create an environment for knowledge 

sharing and experimentation – seeds of learning. 
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Cities as complex systems can build memory (hindsight), learn (reflection), and plan 
for the future (foresight), which is essential for strategic resilience building. One way to 
promote learning is to recognize and support mavericks generating seeds of learning. 
*ese mavericks are o0en social activists and expert critics who challenge the status quo, 
foster societal discourse, and challenge normative standards and practices. *e ideas of 
such actors may seem hair-raising, but their new ideas are essential for innovation. No 
new things can be invented without trial and error.  

Seeds of learning are events, experiments, projects, DISCURSE PLATFORMS 
(20), international cooperation, dedicated meeting places, social networks and other 
opportunities to exchange and test new ideas about the city. *e seeds of learning can 
be city-wide or national, international or neighborhood-based, as long as they challenge 
the status quo. Moreover, the seeds of learning contribute to a gradual transformation 
of the city, rather than developing the city from scratch, because – by definition – they 
build on what already exists. Seeds of learning can be promoted in a variety of ways, for 
example, by se,ing up a state innovation program, by supporting the formation of 
neighborhood urban think tanks, and by creating opportunities for qualified criticism to 
be heard by the authorities. 
 

 * * * 
 

Innovations arise when different actors in the cities exchange ideas – DISCOURSE 
PLATFORMS (14). Everyday life – FLUID TECHNOLOGIES (24) – or historical 
developments with unexpected long-term effects – MIXITY (7) – can also bring inno-
vations. 
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6  Equitable urban development 

 

… acknowledging the INTERCONNECTED URBAN SCALES (1) and the PATCH-
WORK OF LOCAL IDENTITIES means to ensure that all urban actors have equal ac-
cess to decision-making power and carry appropriate responsibility for urban develop-
ment. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 105: Forced evictions do not contribute to sustainable and resilient 
urban development. 

 * * * 
 

Sustainable urban development needs to consider the needs of ALL urban citizens. 
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Urban development in Addis Ababa is biased towards a top-down paradigm, which 
means that those on the bo,om of the power pyramid – the citizens of Addis Ababa – 
have very li,le to no decision-making power. Moreover, their needs are not heard and 
their potential not recognized by those in power. It is like they are invisible to the Gov-
ernment. 

Furthermore, the city administration pursues Western role models and makes 
urban development decisions based on donor requirements. It also prioritizes investor 
interests over those of residents. As a result, neighborhoods are torn down and local 
populations displaced on a grand scale in pursuit of a new, representative, and modern 
capital. *is is what I have called tabula rasa in this thesis. But tabula rasa leads to a com-
plete loss of urban memory and identity, crippling Addis Ababa’s natural urban resili-
ence. In addition, future risks become unforeseeable. To create a resilient city means, 
amongst others, to make urban decision-making inclusive. *erefore, urban planning 
processes need to be reviewed to include from beginning to start critical expert voices 
and the wider public, particularly those of marginalized populations. Urban develop-
ment needs to respond to the true needs of Addis Ababa’s residents. Only then can the 
city’s future identity become a fusion of local history and modern zeitgeist that allows 
locals to identify and new perspectives to contribute. 

 

* * * 
 

To ensure equitable urban development citizen-led structures should be included in  ur-
ban decision-making – G3SSROOTS SOCIAL ORGANIZATIONS (10). It also 
means that all citizens have access to appropriate housing – TRULY AFFORDABLE 
HOUSING (15) – and sufficient infrastructure provision – INF3STRUCTURE IS 
IMPORTANT (11).  
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13.3 Patterns for neighborhoods 
 

7  Mixity 

 

… the STREET HIE3RCHY (2) creates a network of main roads and, between them, 
a dense, low-rise urban fabric (‘sefer’). *is creates relatively autonomous neighbor-
hoods that promote a PATCHWORK OF LOCAL IDENTITIES (3).  
 

 
 
Figure 106: In the inner city, large-scale structures on main streets immedi-
ately meet small-scale sefer structures. 
 

 * * * 
 

Mixity promotes diversity, relative local autonomy, and local belonging. Addis Ababa’s ur-

ban planners and policymakers need to better understand and address it. 
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Mixity refers to the unique urban structure of the inner city. It is mixed in two ways. On 
the one hand, they are two very different spatial typologies located in close proximity: 
the modernist and large-scale main street and the sefer with its neighborhood streets 
and village-like residential areas. On the other hand, each of these two typologies is com-
posed of a mix of spaces, practices, as well as social, economic, and ecological actors. As 
a result, main streets and sefers complement each other and meet different milieus’ and 
urban actors’ needs. 

*e value of mixity for urban resilience in Addis Ababa is twofold. Firstly, it en-
sures local diversity of actors, which is essential when a neighborhood needs to meet a 
challenge. Second, mixity contributes to the formation of local identities, which form 
the basis for building general urban resilience. *e caveat, however, is that mixity cur-
rently also entails the unequal distribution of infrastructure. *is inequality inhibits the 
healthy development of the sefer and its inhabitants and urgently needs to be addressed 
by urban planners and policymakers to achieve urban equity in the city. 

*erefore, mixity must be taken seriously by planners and decision-makers in its 
impact on urban resilience and equitable urban development. If it meets all social 
groups’ needs, it has the potential to become a showcase for the resilience of African 
urbanity. *is vision could be achieved by promoting truly affordable social housing and 
road sections that support commoning. 

 * * * 
 

In order to function, mixity relies on social networks to tie the actors of main roads and 
sefers together – G3SSROOTS SOCIAL ORGANIZATIONS (10). At the same 
time, main streets and sefers need to provide spaces, materials, and services that benefit 
and empower vulnerable populations such as TRULY AFFORDABLE HOUSING 
(15), common spaces – COMMONING (9) –, RECYCLED MATERIALS (22), 
FLUID TECHNOLOGIES (24), and GUERILLA GARDENING (20).  
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8  Layered street spaces 

 

... the STREET HIE3RCHY (2) prioritizes certain users and functions in the respec-
tive street types.  Allowing neighborhood streets to be used for activities other than mo-
bility helps to DEAL WITH STRESSES AND SHOCKS (4). Neighborhood streets 
should be designed to encourage various activities to maintain MIXITY (7). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 107: Roads should be designed with the users in mind. Depending on 
their design, roads promote different forms of mobility – here walking – and 
activities. 

* * * 
Neighborhood streets need to be spaces for all urban actors and all types of activities. This 

way, streets contribute to local identity and diverse coping strategies. 
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Modernist planning ideals prescribe the primacy of motorized traffic and its separation 
from non-motorized mobility. *is approach has been followed by Addis Ababa City’s 
Administration for the past 15 years and is turning many of the city’s liveliest streets into 
expressways alienating the majority its users – the pedestrians. *is prioritization segre-
gates the city spatially (*orer 2015) and it increases traffic and air polution. As Bu-
chanan (1963) already pointed out nearly 60 years ago, modernist traffic management 
does not solve accessibility issues but increases them.  

*e explorations in Teklehaimanot highlight that neighborhood roads divert 
from the western ideal of separating motorized and non-motorized street users. Instead, 
streets are true “public” spaces as serve all kinds of mobility equally. *is “chaos” of 
street users forces cars to slow down and negotiate right of way with others. *us, cars 
become equal (or even secondary) road users alongside pedestrians, donkeys, wheel-
barrows, dogs, children playing, street vendors, broken manhole covers, hanging laun-
dry, and coffee drinkers si,ing on the roadside.  As traffic reduces, domestic and busi-
ness activities proliferate in the street (Appleyard 1981). 

Layered street spaces contribute to urban resilience in many ways. *ey promote 
social interactions and offer economic opportunities as well as extra spaces for domestic 
work and leisure. When designing and constructing roads, urban planners and policy-
makers should consider the need of Addis Ababa’s residents for neighborhood streets 
to be public spaces in the sense that they fulfil the need of all street users. Layered street 
spaces can be created by designing road sections and policies that give priority to walk-
ing. 

 

* * * 
 

Layered street spaces that prioritize walking serve as markets and extended living rooms 
through COMMONING (9). Roadsides and gaps are particularly well designed to ac-
commodate these much-needed extra spaces – OPEN SPACES AND GAPS (12) –, 
WIDE ENOUGH SIDEWALKS (13), and THRESHOLDS (25).  
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9  Commoning 

 

… LAYERED STREET SPACES (8) enable the common management and use of 
street spaces. *e commoning of street spaces contributes to a PATCHWORK OF LO-
CAL IDENTITIES (3). Furthermore, commoning is a form of citizen-led urban design 
and management – EQUITABLE URBAN DEVELOPMENT (6). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 108: The streets and open spaces in the inner city serve as temporary 
commons – their use is socially negotiated and managed. 
 

* * * 
Commoning is an essential resilient practice that empowers citizens, supports their income 

generation, and alleviates the impact of unstable economic conditions by providing flexi-

bly usable spaces. 
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Urban commons are those spaces in the city that are accessible to all, are managed by 
the community (Stavrides 2016), and generate a steady flow of benefits for the commu-
nity (Ostrom 1990). Urban commons in Addis Ababa are, for example, the ceremonial 
squares in the sefers. *ey are officially reserved for religious festivals, weddings, and 
funerals, but are used for grazing and for everyday activities in between. Because they 
are so spatially indeterminate, their identity is literally reinvented by everything that 
happens on them. *e process of turning a public space into commons temporarily or 
permanently is called commoning (Bresnihan 2016). It is not only people who contrib-
ute to commoning. Examples from Teklehaimanot show that a various OBJECTS OF 
OCCUPATION (24) also co-create commons. Commons are administered by the 
community through a set of implicit or explicit rules. For example, Sileshi (2016) ob-
served gender-specific rules for certain business activities, such as women who typically 
run ‘gulits’ and men who typically work as tailors. 

Commons contribute to natural urban resilience in three ways. First, they 
strengthen the self-efficacy of citizens by giving them the opportunity to shape their im-
mediate urban environment. *is empowers people to be,er deal with stress and 
shocks. Second, through their need for constant social negotiation and reenactment, 
commons contribute to social cohesion and thus to urban identity. Identity preserva-
tion is a major objective of resilience. *ird, commons contribute to alleviating the lack 
of private space and overcrowding in the small housing units of the inner city. *ey serve 
as flexibly usable spaces that can absorb stresses and shocks. For this reason, streets and 
open spaces must be designed and maintained with due regard for the important prac-
tice of commoning. 

 * * * 
 

Examples for the commoning of street and open space in the inner city are URBAN 
AGRICULTURE (19) and GUERILLA GARDENING (20), the temporal use of side-
walks – WIDE ENOUGH SIDEWALKS (13) – and gaps – OPEN SPACES AND 
GAPS (12) – for business, domestic, or recreational activities.  
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10  Social grassroots organizations 

 
… help DEALING WITH STRESSES (4). *ey are a pillar of social cohesion and con-
tribute to the PATCHWORK OF LOCAL IDENTITIES (3) in the inner city. *ey 
contribute to EQUITABLE URBAN DEVELOPMENT (6) when included in urban 
decision-making processes. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
Figure 109: Grassroots social organizations such as ‘eddir’ are an essential 
basis for a sense of belonging, for the maintenance of tradition, and as social 
security system (image by Olisa (2017)). 
 

* * * 
Social grassroots organizations empower citizens, alleviate stresses, preserve urban 

memory, and are places of encounter for diverse social milieus contributing to social cohe-

sion. Addis Ababa City Administration needs to recognize their relevance and include them 

in decision-making processes to make the city more resilient. 
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Addis Ababa’s social grassroots organizations act as social safety nets (‘eddir’), commu-
nity banks (‘equb’), and as advocacy groups (e.g., young people's ‘maheber’). It is esti-
mated that over 85% of Addis Ababa’s residents participate in them (AARPO 2020). 
*ese organizations are typically tied to a particular neighborhood (‘eddir’ and ‘mahe-
ber’). *e ‘equb’ can also refer to another common ground among members, such as 
the workplace. In addition to their actual purpose, grassroots organizations serve as es-
sential places for encounter and sense of belonging contributing to local identity and 
social cohesion. In particular, the ‘eddir’ serves as a local contact point and platform for 
grassroots decision-making when NGOs or housing cooperatives wish to carry out local 
urban interventions (UN-Habitat 2007). 

*e social grassroots organizations in the inner city already contribute signifi-
cantly to its urban resilience (AARPO 2020). On the one hand, they promote social 
cohesion and foster local identity. On the other, they serve as social infrastructure that 
alleviates the lack of formal banking and institutional social security. 

Despite their importance for urban resilience, their broad social acceptance, and 
their contribution to citizen-driven urban management, social grassroots organizations 
in Addis Ababa are still dismissed as “informal” by global donors (UN-Habitat 2017, 67-
69). Furthermore, reliable statistical data, no formal register or representation (except 
the Eddir Council), and no adequate empirical research (UN-Habitat 2007) are lacking. 
*e social grassroots organizations must be be,er understood to form a basis to appro-
priately support them through training, be,er policies, and funding, allowing them to 
play a significant role in building general urban resilience. 

 
 * * * 
 

Social grassroots organizations are a bo,om-up DISCOURSE PLATFORMS (14) that 
empower citizens in urban decision-making and management. *ey require appropriate 
meeting spaces such as OPEN SPACES AND GAPS (12) or WIDE ENOUGH SIDE-
WALKS (13) if private houses are not available. Dedicated buildings would be even bet-
ter as they offer privacy and protection. 
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11  Infrastructure is important 

 

… despite the idea that every one of the INTERCONNECTED URBAN SCALES (1) 
should be as autonomous as possible and the importance of MIXITY (7) as a form of 
solidary sharing of resources, infrastructure provision in the inner city is highly unfair. 
However, equal access to urban infrastructure is essential for EQUITABLE URBAN 
DEVELOPMENT (6). 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 110: In the inner city, there is an inequality between sefer areas and 
main roads in terms of infrastructure access. The sefer has to cope with badly 
maintained and communal provision. 
 

* * * 
Addis Ababa must provide an affordable and sufficient technical infrastructure for all. 

*is study shows that the technical infrastructure in Addis Ababa’s inner city 
privileges the rich and powerful, leaving the urban poor to fend for themselves. In the 
inner city, infrastructure is only sufficiently provided on main streets, while the sefers 
need to operate on communal water taps, street drains for grey water, run-down elec-
tricity provision, rough cobbled roads, and shared pit latrines. *is lack of individual 
access is consequently compensated by the sefer residents individually. Right now, the 
majority of inner-city residents, who are low-income, must use their time and resources  
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for infrastructure improvisation – time that could be used for productive activities, such 
as income generation, childcare, and education. *is study argues that the constant 
stress that is put on the urban poor through unequal infrastructural access hinders their 
ability to build coping capacity and holds them back from improving their livelihoods. 
*us, infrastructural inequality reduces the resilience of these population groups. 
Hence, equal access to urban infrastructure is essential to achieve an even distribution 
of resilience across the city. 

 Moreover, the UN charter for human rights has long called for “the right to a 
standard of living adequate for the health and well-being“ of everyone (United Nations 
1948, Art. 25), which in itself should be a reason to tackle the stark infrastructural ine-
qualities embedded in Addis Ababa’s inner-city. Finally, treating different urban com-
munities differently in terms of infrastructure is also an issue of sustainability, particu-
larly in terms of wastewater. Because pollutants are not properly treated in Addis Ababa, 
communicable diseases spread, and rivers are contaminated (Van Dijk and Fransen 
2008). 

*erefore, equal access to the technical infrastructure for all Addis Ababans must 
be made a priority by AACA. New, context-sensitive solutions must be explored for this 
purposes. A cost-effective supply and circular management system needs to be devel-
oped that serves all residents equally. Involving citizens in decision-making processes 
on infrastructure provision and management would likely increase the adequacy, afford-
ability, and economic potential of infrastructure. 

 
 * * * 
 

*e residents of the inner city cope with inequal infrastructure provision through 
FLUID TECHNOLOGIES (24). Infrastructure provision needs to become integrated 
into local resource cycles. Biological waste could, for example, be composted to fertilize 
URBAN AGRICULTURE (19). However, these innovations need to be implemented 
in cooperation with the community to increase acceptance. DISCOURSE PLAT-
FORMS (14) can be a great starting point to discuss this.  
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12  Open spaces and gaps 

 

… LAYERED STREET SPACES (8) and COMMONING (9) require open spaces 
and gaps that are open for appropriation and are not restricted in use. Open spaces fur-
thermore serve the PATCHWORK OF LOCAL IDENTITIES (3) because they are 
used as spaces for family gatherings and religious festivities re-enforcing traditions and 
a sense of belonging. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 111: This open space in Teklehaimanot serves as playground, agricul-
tural, and laundry hanging space for most months of the year. During reli-
gious festivities, the entire neighborhood comes together here. 

 

* * * 
A neighborhood needs open spaces that are ambiguous and multifunctional. Such spaces 

can serve community needs better than a spaces with strictly regulated purposes. 
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In Addis Ababa’s inner city, open spaces are small public squares that serve a variety of 
purposes: from religious ceremonies, weddings, and funerals to daily household chores, 
street vending, grazing animals, children’s play, urban agriculture, and squa,ing.  

*ese spaces are highly relevant for urban resilience as they serve different key 
aspects of resilience. *rough their constant and diverse use they foster the encounter  
between people of different walks of life. Because their use as temporary commons, their 
use needs to be constantly negotiated contributing to social cohesion. Because they are 
used for religious gatherings, they contribute to a sense of belonging. On a day-to-day 
basis, these open spaces can help to escape the crowdedness of the mostly tiny housing 
units in the sefers and offer opportunities for domestic work, income generation, and 
leisure activities.  

However, these highly frequented spaces o0en lack basic amendments like pave-
ment or opportunities for si,ing down making them barely usable in the rainy season or 
for elderly people. *is is because they were not designed as public spaces but simply 
le0 undeveloped in the assumption that they would only serve religious ceremonies. 

*erefore, existing open spaces need to be preserved. When them or building 
new ones, their design should accommodate “traditional” functions as well as sensible 
“modern” ones like a safe playground for children, public green spaces, or benches. At 
the same time, multi-functionality and ambiguity needs to be promoted to accommo-
date unforeseen uses. 

 
 * * * 

 
Open spaces can host URBAN AGRICULTURE (19) and house extensions – EX-
TENDING AND SHRINKING (17). *ey are also relevant contributors to PUBLIC 
CARE WORK (18). *e THRESHOLDS (25) between compounds or houses and 
open spaces are underused in comparison to those thresholds. Leveraging them as in-
terface between public and private could contribute to the liveliness of open spaces. 
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13  Wide enough or no sidewalks 

 

… in the STREET HIE3RCHY (2), main streets and larger neighborhood streets 
have sidewalks. *ey used for all kinds of street-side activities. *ey serve as LAYERED 
STREET SPACES (8) and enable COMMONING (9), both of which are essential 
contributors to urban resilience in Addis Ababa’s inner city. However, as the image be-
low shows, there is hardly enough space for pedestrians, which creates problems. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 112: An example of a wide, but not wide enough sidewalk. 

 * * * 
 

Sidewalks are more than spaces of mobility. They are spaces of social life, business, and 

domestic work. Sidewalks must be wide enough to accommodate these activities, street 

furniture, and pedestrians to foster general urban resilience. Otherwise, a street section 

without sidewalk is preferable. 

In Addis Ababa’s inner city, streets are essential public spaces. *ey serve mobil-
ity and all other conceivable urban activities: from the sale of goods and services to so-
cializing and relaxing. However, on the main streets and in the larger neighborhood 
streets, pedestrians and all these activities are relegated to sidewalks. *is is necessary 
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to ensure free movement for the faster forms of mobility on the roads. However, as this 
study illustrates, the sidewalks are overcrowded with activities, street trees, trash cans, 
broken paving, and electricity poles leaving so li,le room for pedestrians that they prefer 
to walk on the road. *is causes thousands of fatal traffic accidents in the city every year 
(AARPO 2020). 

In terms of general urban resilience, the current situation is unwise in two re-
spects. On the one hand, street trees, trash cans, and streetlamps on sidewalks are placed 
in the middle of the sidewalk, leaving no suitable space for pedestrians or roadside ac-
tivities. *is discriminates against and endangers pedestrians, who represent the largest 
group of road users in Addis Ababa.  

Walkability has been shown to boost general urban resilience by improving the 
sense of place, reducing emissions, increasing neighborhood autonomy, and ensuring 
the right to the city for those who do not drive. On the other, giving too much space to 
cars reduces liveliness on previously busy streets (Appleyard 1981). An example of this 
is the dying out of businesses and urban life on Bole Road, a0er it was converted into a 
six-lane thoroughfare in 2013. In other words, decreasing the pedestrian-friendliness of 
a road reduces the overall diversity and adaptability along that road. *e fact that today 
in Addis Ababa, pedestrians prefer to walk on the street rather than on the designated 
sidewalks shows that something needs to change in the planning and management of 
roads.  

*erefore, when redesigning main roads and major neighborhood roads, suffi-
cient space must be reserved for roadside activities, street furniture, trees, and pedestri-
ans, rather than prioritizing the supposed spatial need of cars. In smaller neighborhood 
roads, the existing model of the sidewalk-less street section is commendable. 
 
 * * * 

 
Wide enough sidewalks can act as threshold between private and public – THRESH-
OLDS, WALLS, AND FENCES (26). As places of small-scale business, wide enough 
sidewalks complement the SMALL BUT MULI-FUNCTIONAL BUILDINGS (16). 
Sidewalks turn into temporary commons through the use of OBJECTS OF OCCUPA-
TION (23).  
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14  Discourse platforms 

 

… EQUITABLE URBAN DEVELOPMENT (6) requires the main urban actors to 
come together in one place and discuss all ma,ers urban. Eye-level debates requires safe 
spaces, physically and socially. G3SSROOTS SOCIAL ORGANIZATIONS (10) can 
be such spaces. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 113: Every city needs physical meeting spaces and social circles that 
foster a diverse urban dialogue (image by Israel Yilma, 2018, used with per-
mission). 

 * * * 
 

A city needs physical spaces and social circles for different urban stakeholders to dis-
cuss urban ma"ers. 
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An important prerequisite for an equitable distribution of power and responsibility in a 
city is that different urban actors come together on an equal footing to discuss issues of 
urban design and development. Such discourse platforms bring together those im-
portant urban actors who might not have met otherwise.  

*is study shows that the government, urban experts, and residents play a deci-
sive role in the general urban resilience of Addis Ababa. However, there is currently very 
li,le cooperation or exchange between these groups (UN-Habitat 2017). *e Govern-
ment carries out massive urban redevelopment measures, while the residents are ex-
cluded from important decisions even though they bear the main burden of coping with 
this redevelopment. *e lack of cooperation and feedback within this power structure 
hinders the learning and innovation capacity of the urban system as a whole reducing 
the general urban resilience of the city. 

*erefore, policymakers in Addis Ababa need to create or promote discourse 
platforms that discuss the city and urban planning, for example, by funding meeting 
spaces, encouraging civic engagement, or providing explicit opportunities for puplic 
participation. 

 
 * * * 

 
Discourse platforms need all kinds of spaces for formal and informal exchange. Even 
private houses can serve as place of exchange during coffee ceremony – SMALL BUT 
MULTI-FUNCTIONAL BUILDINGS (16). In public, THRESHOLDS (25) play an 
important role in creating or avoiding contact and can therefore create open spaces for 
encounter or safe spaces for discussing sensitive topics. 
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13.4 Patterns for buildings and individuals 
 

15  Truly affordable housing 

 

… EQUITABLE URBAN DEVELOPMENT (6) requires that all social groups con-
tinue to live in the city. Affordable access to housing for all members of society is as 
important as equal access to infrastructure – INF3STRUCTURE IS IM-
PORTANT (11). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 114: Kebele house inhabited by two senior citizens, their teenage 
daughter, and a grandson (Haileyesus 2014, 80). 

 * * * 
A resilient and equitable city requires housing that is truly affordable to the urban poor. 

This can only be achieved through subsidized house construction and state-run social 

housing. 
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Up to 60 percent of Addis Ababa’s inner city consists of affordable, state-owned rental 
housing – so-called kebele houses. *eir rents range from less than 1 Euro to 5 Euros 
per month, so that even the poorest of the poor can afford a housing unit in the inner 
city. Although the housing units are small and run-down, they at least represent a truly 
affordable housing option. *is opportunity promotes social mixing in the inner city.  

From a resilience point of view, social mixing is very important because low-in-
come residents can benefit from the be,er-off in terms of social infrastructure and in-
come opportunities (Turner, Popkin, and Rawlings 2009), ensuring an more equitable 
distribution of resources in society. Social mixing also improves the overall resilience of 
the city as a whole. In a city where individual resilience is spatially unevenly distributed 
(e.g., through social segregation), overall urban resilience also suffers (Vale 2014). *is 
has to do with the fact that an urban system can only ever be as strong as its weakest 
members, and if their individual adaptability is reduced, this affects the overall situation. 

*erefore, AACA needs to (continue to) provide housing at a truly affordable 
price to low-income citizens to maintain and increase its general urban resilience. *is 
aim can only be achieved if housing construction is heavily subsidized and existing social 
housing remains in the hands of the state. 

 * * * 
 

To make housing truly affordable, authorities and developers must be economical with 
urban resources such as land and building materials. Inner-city residents are already 
demonstrating how to use resources sparingly, for example, through SMALL BUT 
MULTI-FUNCTIONAL BUILDINGS (16) and by repairing with RECYCLED MA-
TERIALS (22) and ADAPTABLE CONSTRUCTION TECHNIQUES (21). 
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16  Small but multi-functional buildings 

 

… LAYERED STREET SPACES (8) generate opportunities for mixing different activ-
ities in one space. TRULY AFFORDABLE HOUSING (15) units are usually very small 
and thus require residents to use the scarce interior space in multiple ways. 

 
                                                            
 
       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 115: Interior rooms must be used for multiple purposes (Haileyesus 
2014, 77). 

 * * * 
Buildings need to be planned as multifunctional spaces. Monofunctional spaces are less ef-

ficient and waste valuable resources. 
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*is research and other studies show how multi-functional the houses in the inner city 
of Addis Ababa are. *e housing units are mostly very small, o0en no more than 30 
square meters in size. But the residents make the most of them by dividing rooms and 
using them in multiple ways. An o0en-observed functional duplication is the use of liv-
ing rooms as bedrooms and vice versa.  

In private spaces, multifunctionality allows residents and users greater flexibility 
and responsiveness to challenges. If a room is not defined in its intended use, it can be 
easily adapted to changing user needs. *is adaptability creates opportunities for change 
without having to reserve additional space for emergencies. In this way, housing units 
do not necessarily have to provide a room for each function. In a densely populated city 
like Addis Ababa, this is a waste of valuable space and building materials. 

*is does not mean that the o0en very cramped living conditions in the inner 
city are perfect and do not need improvement. But there is an important aspect to learn 
from this way of living for general urban resilience and sustainability. General urban re-
silience means being prepared for any kind of change. Sustainability means not consum-
ing resources beyond one’s means. If new housing units in the inner city of Addis Ababa 
were designed in a resource-efficient way and spaces inside and outside buildings were 
made multifunctional, housing would be more flexible and smaller, thus consuming 
fewer resources in construction and operation. *is again would be a big step towards 
sustainability and general urban resilience. At the same time, it is inhumane how the 
inhabitants of the inner city today are forced to shi0 their activities to the streets because 
of the tiny housing units and the lack of indoor fresh water water and sanitation facilities. 
A sensible improvement would be, for example, to increase the size of all housing units 
to two floors, creating enough space on the ground floor for kitchen and bathroom while 
preserving their small footprint. 

 * * * 
 

*e street space in front of a home can double as space for PUBLIC CARE WORK (18) 
using OBJECTS OF OCCUPATION (23). THRESHOLDS (25) between public and 
private need to be open for reinterpretation. 
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17  Extending and shrinking 

 

… extending houses into common space – COMMONING (9) – or shrinking houses 
as a way of DEALING WITH STRESSES AND SHOCKS (4) are important and flexi-
ble practices for coping. As form of gradual improvement of buildings and incomes, they 
are a form of bo,om-up urban development thus contributing to EQUITABLE UR-
BAN DEVELOPMENT (6). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 116: Extensions are a necessary part of surviving and thriving 

 * * * 
 

Extending and shrinking are essential spatial coping mechanisms on the housing scale. 

Their capacity needs to be acknowledged and strengthened, for example, through ade-

quate policies and the funding of stable, yet flexible, housing constructions in the sefers. 
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In the inner city of Addis Ababa, buildings are expanded or shrunk as needed. When 
private resources are sufficient and space is available, residents extend their houses hor-
izontally or vertically to expand their physical space and thus increase ability to cope 
with future challenges. In short, they invest in their future. Shrinking, on the other hand, 
is a way for residents and businesses to adapt the building envelope to changes from the 
outside, such as a modification of the street layout. *is is an advantage in a rapidly 
growing and rapidly changing metropolis. On the neighborhood scale, the adaptability 
of individual buildings through shrinking is beneficial. For if they can maintain their 
functionality and identity beyond a serious change, the neighborhood can also retain its 
character, i.e. it is resilient. *e ability to expand enables households and businesses to 
increase their resources and be be,er prepared for future shocks or stress. If many resi-
dents of a neighborhood do this, the entire neighborhood will be upgraded in the long 
term. 

However, as this study shows, many of the housing units cannot be expanded 
because of their load-bearing structure or lack of space. *ere are also government reg-
ulations not to extend state housing. *is blocks the gradual, natural upgrading of neigh-
borhoods in the inner city. 

*erefore, AACA has to find a balance between regulating extensions for secu-
rity reasons and enabling house improvements or extensions as a means of private in-
vestment in existing neighborhoods, for example, by rebuilding houses in a stable, yet, 
expandable way. In addition, new housing estates must consider flexible building con-
structions and flexible floor plans to allow residents to adapt and expand as needed.  

 
 * * * 
 

Housing units need to be made of ADAPTABLE CONSTRUCTION TECHNIQUES 
(21) to accommodate changes to the building envelope. RECYCLED MATERIALS 
(22) are accessible and eco-friendly alternatives to new materials for extending and 
shrinking. 
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18  Public care work 

 

… allows caretakers to move from the hidden spaces of the interior into the public. As 
caretakers negotiate the street space with other users, they become part of placemaking 
and the public urban debate – DISCOURSE PLATFORMS (14), PATCHWORK OF 
LOCAL IDENTITIES (3), and COMMONING (9). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
Figure 117: Caretakers are busy washing clothes, preparing meals, and 
watching children in the street 

 * * * 
 

When care work takes place in public, it makes women’s contribution to society visible 

while enabling them to cope with adverse conditions. 

As this and other studies (cf. e.g., Sileshi 2016) have shown, neighborhood 
streets in the inner city are used for various care activities such as childcare, housework, 
and food preparation. Under the current inner-city living conditions, public care work 
promotes the integration of otherwise “hidden” population groups (e.g., housewives 
and maids) into the local community (Knibbe and Horstman 2019). In the inner city, 
it is typically women who carry out this kind of work and would otherwise lead a more  

  

Individual 
Neighborhood 

  

Upgrading 
Mitigation 

  

Care givers 
Children 
Commons 
Objects of oc-
cupation 
Fluid technol-
ogies 
 

PATHWAYS
• Mitigation

URBAN LEVELS
• Neighborhood

Building & individual
Detail

•
•

MAIN ACTORS
• Caregivers

• Resistance

• Care recipients
• Roadsides, Gaps,

Open Spaces
• Trust

PATHWAYS
• Mitigation

URBAN LEVELS
• Neighborhood

Building & individual
Detail

•
•

MAIN ACTORS
• Caregivers

• Resistance

• Care recipients
• Roadsides, Gaps,

Open Spaces
• Trust

PATHWAYS
• Mitigation

URBAN LEVELS
• Neighborhood

Building & individual
Detail

•
•

MAIN ACTORS
• Caregivers

• Resistance

• Care recipients
• Roadsides, Gaps,

Open Spaces
• Trust



Chapter 13 Patterns of natural urban resilience 383 

 
 
secluded life. Also, the inner city creates a sense of worth for caregivers by providing 
street space for them (Whyte 2015/1988). *e taking up of public space underlines 
their essential role in the community while their visibility (also to each other) contrib-
utes to sharing the burden. *e inclusion of care work in the public sphere is also con-
ducive to a sense of belonging and social cohesion in the neighborhood. 

In terms of resilience, the presence of caretakers in public is beneficial. Working 
outside alleviates the lack of indoor space and contributes to social cohesion, local iden-
tity, and knowledge sharing. Excluding this large population group from the public de-
bate would hamper natural urban resilience as it would significantly reduce diversity and 
equity in the street. At the same time, the current situation is problematic from many 
perspectives. Despite their visibility, domestic workers remain marginalized (Heer 
2019), and the gender gap in care work reduces women’s chances for equal opportuni-
ties in life. Overcrowded housing and poor infrastructure make care work unnecessarily 
difficult.  

However, certain aspects can be learned from the existing situation and should 
be considered when developing a resilience strategy or upgrading old neighborhoods. 
Care work must be integrated as a central theme in a resilience strategy to address issues 
of gender equality and domestic workers. Furthermore, plans and strategies must ensure 
that women, especially those who have to provide care work, are involved in urban de-
cision-making processes. Finally, renovated or new urban neighborhoods must meet 
the need for informal meeting places and the overlap between public and private areas 
(LAYERED STREET SPACES (8)/ COMMONING (9)). 

 
 * * * 
 

THRESHOLDS (25) of cities need to be designed to foster social contact between 
street and private spaces. Care workers employ OBJECTS OF OCCUPATION (23) to 
mark their temporarily used street spaces and FLUID TECHNOLOGIES (24) to mit-
igate the lack of private infrastructure access. 
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19  Urban agriculture 

 

… in order to support INTERCONNECTED URBAN SCALES (1) of relatively au-
tonomous neighborhoods, to increase the capacity to DEAL WITH STRESSES AND 
SHOCKS (4) and to promote a green infrastructure system – INF3STRUCTURE IS 
IMPORTANT (11) –, the local production of food needs to be strengthened. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 118: Urban agriculture might often seem makeshift in the inner city. 
But its contribution to a sustainable and resilient city is immense. 

 * * * 
 

Urban agriculture needs to be promoted through available green spaces, composting facil-

ities, local/ affordable nurseries, and a supportive urban management. 
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In the inner city, gardens and courtyards as well as idle land along streets or on open 
spaces are used for urban agriculture. Urban agriculture is the cultivation of food and 
fuel crops, animal husbandry, composting, and the cultivation of plants for building ma-
terials within a city. As Smit and Nasr (1992) point out, urban agriculture is not only a 
major contribution to food security, but also an economic opportunity for many city 
dwellers around the world, while increasing social and environmental sustainability. 

In terms of natural urban resilience, urban agriculture contributes to adaptabil-
ity, creating opportunities to increase coping capacity and alleviating food shortages in 
times of crisis. In addition, this practice promotes the autonomy of local communities 
and contributes to the self-efficacy of residents to make a positive contribution to their 
urban environment. 

However, this practice is in danger of being lost if urban development continues 
as it currently runs through tabula rasa: the entire city is paved with streets, buildings, 
and formalized green spaces. *e continuation of tabula rasa would be a lost oppor-
tunity to increase the resilience of inner-city communities, produce food locally at low 
cost, contribute to the healthy nutrition of poor populations and generate income for a 
large number of residents. Instead, new urban districts must be planned in such a way 
that larger and smaller open spaces are kept free for either urban agriculture or other 
resilient practices. Furthermore, the installment of allotment gardens would institution-
alize this practice and allow the Government to foster and regulate it. 

 
 * * * 
 

In a dense city like Addis Ababa, urban agriculture o0en takes place in the idle land along 
buildings and streets. *ese THRESHOLDS (25) need to be preserved in existing 
neighborhoods and in new ones. Urban farmers o0en employ RECYCLED MATERI-
ALS (22) to build fences around their crops. 

 
  



386 Part III 

 

 

20  Guerrilla gardening 

 

… the PATCHWORK OF LOCAL IDENTITIES (3) can only be fostered if individual 
acts of improvement are accepted and promoted. An EQUITABLE URBAN DEVEL-
OPMENT (6) can only be co-created by citizens who feel empowered to contribute. 
Guerilla gardening is such a beneficial act of subversion. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 119: The residents of the inner city plant and care for public green 
spaces. 

 * * * 
 

Include guerilla gardening and other beneficial placemaking tactics into resilience and ur-

ban greening strategies. 

In Addis Ababa’s inner city one can regularly observe vacant open spaces along 
streets or on ceremonial squares being greened, decorated, artfully fenced, or otherwise 
“beautified.” As these greening and decoration efforts are public, the practice is consid-
ered illegal gardening, or guerilla gardening. Guerilla gardening can be strictly decora-
tive or connected to URBAN AGRICULTURE (20). Richard Reynolds (2008), a  
pioneer of the movement in England, calls it the “the illicit cultivation of someone else’s  
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land” (ibid., 5). Guerilla gardening has many benefits from creating ecological aware-
ness, improving food security and the urban environment to increasing biodiversity 
(ibid.) and contributing to placemaking (Barthel, Parker, and Ernstson 2015). Place-
making creates a sense of self-efficacy for urban citizens and therefore contributes to a 
sense of belonging and urban identity. 

As this study shows that small-scale practices of placemaking like guerilla gar-
dening or DIY repair of public infrastructure contribute to the improvement of the local 
urban space. But they also contribute to the caretaking and performing of local identity 
and social cohesion (Barthel, Parker, and Ernstson 2015). Furthermore, they contribute 
to the empowerment and a sense of self-efficacy of local communities. While this should 
never be a replacement to true decision-making power in urban governance it is a way 
to involve citizens in the production of urban space and therefore contribute to an EQ-
UITABLE URBAN DEVELOPMENT (6). Finally, because these practices are not for-
malized, they contribute to diversifying food production and the urban ecosystem in a 
big and complex city. Yet, it seems like this opportunity has not been recognized yet, in 
urban greening or resilience strategies of the Government. 

*erefore, planners and policymakers need to acknowledge the relevance of gue-
rilla gardening and other placemaking tactics in their role for the general urban resili-
ence of Addis Ababa to foster the diversity of responses to future crisis and increase sus-
tainability. 

 * * * 
 

Guerilla gardening o0en takes place on vacant spaces between buildings and street 
lanes. *ese THRESHOLDS (25) need to be designed to accommodate such activities. 
Likewise, urban gardening can be observed on sidewalks where the Government has 
failed to protect street trees. Guerilla gardeners employ makeshi0 constructions using 
OBJECTS OF OCCUPATION (23) and RECYCLED MATERIALS (22). 
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13.5 Patterns for details 
 

21  Adaptable construction techniques 

 

… are necessary in the inner city but challenge popular beliefs of what constitutes a 
“representative” construction. TRULY AFFORDABLE HOUSING (15) requires con-
structions that can be repaired and maintained by its residents. EXTENDING AND 
SHRINKING (17) can be easier accomplished, if constructions allow alterations.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 120: ‘Chikka’ is a traditional and locally available construction tech-
nique. Because it is easily repairable and adaptable, it is widely used in Addis 
Ababa. 

* * * 
Truly affordable housing needs to be made of adaptable constructions. Repair and mainte-

nance are only possible if the construction of a building permits it. 

*is study highlights how the residents of the inner city use affordable, tradi-
tional, and easily adaptable construction techniques to build and maintain their build-
ings. ‘Chikka’ – the local wa,le and daub technique – is one such technique. ‘Chikka’ is 
adaptable because it uses cheap and widely available materials. Its mud infill can be eas-
ily repaired. *e wooden framework, in turn, allows for expansion and the use of a vari- 
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ety of façade materials, and the technique is used by many residents, so that they can 
take construction and maintenance into their own hands. *is reduces the ecological 
and financial costs immensely and thus contributes to the affordability of housing in the 
inner city. Nevertheless, state-owned ‘chikka’ houses are being le0 to decay or demol-
ished on a large scale to make room for concrete structures that have a much higher 
carbon footprint and cannot be adapted by their residents. 

In terms of natural urban resilience, adaptable construction techniques like 
‘chikka’ help residents adapt to changing external conditions. *ey also enable residents 
to design their built environment themselves, thereby contributing to their local iden-
tity and urban memory. Finally, self-built structures allow residents to extend their 
homes vertically or horizontally, thus increasing their capacity to cope. 

Many different aspects of sustainable and resilient construction could be learned 
from the inner city. ‘Chikka’ is certainly not perfect, as there are no diagonals and too 
much valuable wood is used. But its adaptable, low cost, and widespread use raise 
doubts about the economic sense and ecological appropriateness of the multi-story con-
crete housing estates that replace it. However, the development of a professional 
earthen construction trade in the city would require not only a change in standards and 
training, but also a change in mentality, as Baron and Donath (2016a) have shown. At 
the moment, concrete is an una,ainable but unquestioned standard in Ethiopian con-
struction, even though does not contribute as much to resilience as ‘chikka’ and is also 
much more expensive. A holistic resilience strategy needs to consider the issue of afford-
ability and adaptability in building construction. 

 
 * * * 

Adaptable construction techniques can be combined with RECYCLED MATERIALS 
(22) as façade or roofing material. *e construction will still remain flexible and rela-
tively sustainable. 
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22  Recycled materials 

 

… contribute to TRULY AFFORDABLE HOUSING (15) and complement ADAPT-
ABLE CONSTRUCTION TECHNIQUES (21). Both benefit from the affordability 
and availability of recycled materials. Part of the PATCHWORK OF LOCAL IDEN-
TITIES (3) is that recycled materials co-produce a shared local identity. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 121: The upholding of daily activities and the maintenance of houses re-
quires a multitude of recycled materials. 

 * * * 
 

Recycled construction materials need to become the new standard.  
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Building techniques and materiality play an important but contradictory role in the in-
ner city. Recycled materials are adaptable and reusable, cheap and widespread, making 
them a means of overcoming poverty. *ey create a community of practice (cf. p. 238) 
for those who produce and use recycled materials and thus contribute to a sense of be-
longing.  

But the recycled materiality of the inner city also contributes to its image as a 
“slum” because its beauty lies in its affordability and practicality, not in any kind of sleek 
surfaces. *is image is one of the reasons why the government demolishes the inner city 
and evicts its residents. *ese observations are consistent with McFarlane’s view that 
the materiality of the “slums” “constitute a daily threat for precarious lives” (2011a, 
217). Nevertheless, the use and reuse of recycled materials is valuable in many ways in 
terms of resilience and sustainability.  

It is therefore imperative for urban planners and policy makers in Addis Ababa 
to reassess the value of recycled building materials. In the current state of the inner city, 
recycling helps residents to meet their daily challenges. In the long term, the main pri-
ority is to take measures to reduce the stresses that hinder the natural development of 
the inner city. Furthermore, a general culture of recycling in the Ethiopian construction 
industry needs to be established through media, policies, and standards. *is would in-
crease the resilience and sustainability of the industry. In the long term, however, such 
a change in mindset would also improve the poor image of the inner city. 

 
 * * * 

 
Recycling and reuse also play an important role for OBJECTS OF OCCUPATION 
(23). Furthermore, PLACES TO SIT (26) in the street are very o0en made of recycled 
goods. 
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23  Objects of occupation 

 

… contribute to the COMMONING (9) of OPEN SPACES AND GAPS (12) . *ey 
are things that occupy the space that is temporarily needed for business, recreational, 
and domestic activities in the street – LAYERED STREET SPACES (8). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 122: There are a number of objects that are frequently used in Tekle-
haimanot to reserve street space for private purposes, such as the tray, 
bucket, and tarp in this image. 

 * * * 
 

Many inner city resilience practices require objects that temporarily reserve spaces for 

them on sidewalks, gaps,, and at the roadside. These objects illustrate that building resili-

ence does not always require grand gestures but that it is just as necessary to listen and 

observe what is already successful “on the ground.” 
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*e research in Teklehaimanot brought to light a diversity of recreational, business, and 
domestic activities that employ an array of objects not only to conduct the activities 
themselves but to also occupy street space for a limited period. *ese objects can be 
buckets, bowls, plastic tarps, rubber tires, a street vending stand, chairs, rocks, and many 
more. *e placing of these objects translates into the commoning of these street spaces 
– COMMONING (9).  

In terms of natural urban resilience, these objects are important actors in the cre-
ation of a sense of belonging and a sharing of common practices, thus contributing to 
urban identity. But they are also essential in coping with the stress and shocks that go 
along with living in the inner city, such as very small housing units. 

For urban planners and policymakers who want to strengthen the general resili-
ence of Addis Ababa, the objects of occupation carry an important message. Indeed, 
strengthening resilience requires thoughtful and integrated strategies and investment. 
But it is only by observing the existing urban space that it becomes clear what small and 
seemingly unimportant details are really needed by communities to be resilient. It is the 
looking, listening, and measuring that Nabeel Hamdi (1991) propagates, which helps 
experts to discover such simple but effective means to improve coping capacity. 

 
 * * * 

 
To create PLACES TO SIT (26) in the street, residents o0en employ objects of occu-
pation. *ese objects also tend to co-define the shape and use of THRESHOLDS (25). 
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24  Fluid technologies 

 

… help DEALING WITH STRESSES AND SHOCKS (4). Fluid technologies require 
COMMONING (9) to improvise infrastructure and ADAPTABLE CONSTRUC-
TION TECHNIQUES (21) to repair rundown housing components. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 123: Fluid technologies are simple, yet flexible combinations of de-
vices and practices that help human actors to accomplish a certain task. 

 * * * 
Accessing infrastructure services in Addis Ababa’s inner city is hard work and the inner-city 

residents help themselves with flexible and innovative workarounds generating natural 

urban resilience. However, improving infrastructure services is imperative to improve gen-

eral urban resilience.  

*is study shows that the residents of the sefers in the inner city become in-
ventive and help themselves (cf. DIY Urbanism (Marr 2017)) when AACA is unable or 
unwilling to provide essential infrastructure services such as individual fresh water or 
sanitary services (INF3STRUCTURE IS IMPORTANT – 11). *e residents de-
velop innovative technologies to facilitate their own access to these services. *ese tech-
nologies consist of a small number of simple devices, but as an assemblage they are ro- 
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bust and responsive to new contexts, as well as creative techniques to employ them. An 
example of this is water collection, which consist of a jerrycan and a rubber hose to adapt 
to different tapping situations. Because of their adaptability, they are referred to as fluid 
technologies (cf. De Laet and Mol 2000) and  in this study.  

Fluid technologies contribute greatly to natural urban resilience. *ey alleviate 
the lack of individual and adequate infrastructure services and help residents to adapt to 
constantly changing conditions. Furthermore, these technologies contribute to the cre-
ation of a so-called communities of practice (cf. p. 238), i.e. communities that develop 
around common practices. *ey contribute to a sense of belonging and thus to social 
cohesion, which in turn is an important contribution to the pathway to resilience called 
resistance. 

But while fluid technologies contribute to local natural urban resilience, they 
also bear witness to what urgently needs to be done to strategically transform all of Ad-
dis Ababa towards general urban resilience. *e lack of adequate infrastructure in the 
sefers is holding back the development of its residents, creating serious injustices in the 
city and affecting the resilience of the whole city. *is lack must be remedied. To do so, 
urban planners and policymakers can learn from fluid technologies. *ey show how 
small-scale and decentralized solutions can create access to important resources. *ere-
fore, one solution to the infrastructure issue in the sefers could be to strike a balance 
between benefits and costs by combining large-scale centralized infrastructure solutions 
with intelligent small-scale solutions to ultimately provide each household with individ-
ual and sufficient services. *is, in turn, can only take place in a sustainable manner if 
infrastructure upgrading is combined with an in-situ upgrading of existing housing units 
(TRULY AFFORDABLE HOUSING 15). 

 * * * 
 

Fluid technologies are o0en placed in those spaces that are part of the interface between 
public and private – THRESHOLDS (25). 
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25  Thresholds, walls, and fences 

 

… depending on at which tier of the STREET HIE3RCHY (2) a street is located the 
openness of the façade differs substantially. *is creates different kinds of privacy ac-
cording to the need of the respective residents and thus needs to be considered when 
planning or upgrading a neighborhood. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 124: Street vending, cooking in the street, shop fronts and other activ-
ities at the border between inside and outside create neighborhood liveli-
ness. 

 * * * 
 

The intersection between building and the street is an important interface between private 

and public. Shop fronts, semi-private corners, and multi-functional gaps create lively 

neighborhoods. 
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*is study observes a STREET HIE3RCHY (2) in the inner city that goes along with 
a corresponding degree of permeability between private and public spaces. *e interface 
between the two is called a street edge. In “Life Between Buildings,” Jan Gehl (2011) 
distinguishes between those street edges that encourage exchange (e.g., shop fronts, 
semi-private front porches) and those that limit two-way exchange (e.g., large setbacks, 
fences, and blank facades). In the inner city, main streets have a high permeability with 
large shop fronts and semi-private zones for customers to sit or look at goods for sale. In 
contrast, the street edges in small alleyways create a very private atmosphere by boasting 
mostly naked walls and closed facades and no opportunity to interact with the inside. 
Neighborhood streets are somewhere in between these two extremes with their high 
degree of gaps, private activities in the street, and seating options but also high walls and 
closed doors to private houses. 

In terms of resilience, certain street edges typologies benefit different pathways 
to resilience. Because porous street edges like on the main streets and partially on neigh-
borhood streets foster the meeting of residents and passers-by, the exchange of news, 
and the connection between different urban actors in general, they support innovation 
and learning but also foster the ability to quickly adapt when conditions change. *e less 
porous a street edge is, the slower it will adapt and the be,er it conserves urban memory 
and identity. So, having both extremes in an urban system and the grades in between 
contributes to all three essential elements of general urban resilience: adaption, learn-
ing, and identity preservation. 

Architectural planners and urban policymakers can learn from the inner city how 
a street hierarchy also needs to be accompanied by a hierarchy of street edges to benefit 
the general resilience of a neighborhood. 

 
 * * * 

 
*resholds in the shape of gaps or street sides or the corner of a kiosk can be wonderful 
places for si,ing – PLACES TO SIT (26). 
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26  Places to sit 

 

… contribute to an EQUITABLE URBAN DEVELOPMENT (6), which starts on the 
detail scale where citizens co-shape urban space through OBJECTS OF OCCUPA-
TION (23) such as rocks used for seating. LAYERED STREET SPACES (8) and 
WIDE ENOUGH SIDEWALKS are ideal places to sit. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 125: Places to sit can be improvised but they are necessary for busi-
ness and as meeting places and should be available to all citizens. 

 * * * 
 

The streets need seating for all citizens of Addis Ababa. 
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*e data from Teklehaimanot shows a variety of rocks, improvised benches, and chairs 
used by – mostly male – residents to sit on the street. *is si,ing is not to be associated 
with any domestic or business activity, suggesting that it is primarily for social or recre-
ational purposes. Street seats are important places to meet others in a city and to partic-
ipate in the urban discourse. At the same time, the fact that only men sit there shows 
that the streets of the inner city are gendered spaces in terms who does what there (cf. 
Sileshi 2016). Studies show that women tend to prefer more secluded si,ing places. 
Moreover, their role as primary caregivers certainly contributes to this fact (Spain 
2008). 

With regard to natural urban resilience, self-built meeting places such as street 
seats contribute to the exchange of knowledge, to the public discourse, and to a sense of 
community. All three are crucial for an EQUITABLE URBAN DEVELOPMENT (6) 
and the self-appropriation of the city. In addition, it enables the co-design of urban 
space. *is DIY-urbanism (Marr 2017) not only promotes a feeling of self-empower-
ment and thus a sense of belonging. It also compensates for the lack of care and man-
agement by an absent city administration. Furthermore, street seats are highly flexible 
and can therefore be adapted to the needs of the residents. At the same time, the current 
gendered allocation of public space contributes to a deepening of gender differences in 
terms of participation in urban discourse and the possibility of helping to shape urban 
space. *is hampers a city’s opportunity to improve general urban resilience. 

*e recommendation for planners and decision-makers is therefore double-
edged. On the one hand, the creative and flexible way of creating street seats shows that 
street furniture does not have to be perfectly designed or expensive. But that beauty and 
resilience are also inherent in multifunctionality, flexibility, and availability. At the same 
time, urban planners and policymakers must recognize the inequalities that urban space 
creates and ensure that it is evenly distributed. For if half of the population is ignored 
when designing public space, existing inequalities and thus the unequal distribution of 
individual resilience are reinforced. *e efforts to equally distribute public space could 
begin by relieving the burden on women through affordable childcare and by designing 
public spaces in such a way that all genders feel safe and welcome. 
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A.4 Abbreviations 
 

AACA Addis Ababa City Administration 
AACAILIC Addis Ababa City Administration Integrated Land Information 

Center 
AACPPO  Addis Ababa City Planning Project Office (see also O3AMP) 
AARH 
AAU 

Agency of the Administration of Rented Houses (built houses 
1974-1991) 
Addis Ababa University 

AU African Union (formerly OAU) 
BRT 
EC 
EiABC 

Bus Rapid Transit 
Ethiopian Calendar 
Ethiopian Institute for Architecture, Building Construction and 
City Development, Department at AAU  

DIY Do It Yourself, a term used to refer to self-made urban practices, 
which are not professionally planned or carried out or are carried 
out outside of given laws and regulations. 

EPRDF Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (current gov-
ernment) 

ETB Ethiopian Birr (Ethiopian currency)  
FDRE Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia 
GIZ German federal enterprise for international cooperation (formerly 

GTZ) 
GTM Grounded theory method, cf. 4.1.1 
GTP I and II Growth and Transformation Plans of the Ethiopian federal govern-

ment  
from 2010-2014 and from 2015-2020 respectively 

IHDP Integrated Housing Development Program (condominium pro-
gram) 

LDP Local Development Plan 
LRT Light Rail Transit; the term refers to Addis Ababa’s light rail system 

in this thesis 
MDGs Millennium Development Goals 
MoFED Ministry of Finance and Economic Development 
MUDHCo Ministry of Urban Development, Housing and Construction 
SME Small and medium enterprises 
O3AMP Office for the Revision of the Addis Ababa Master Plan 
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PASPED Plan for Accelerated and Sustainable Development to End Poverty 
RUPI Regional Urban Planning Institute 
RUT Rural-urban transformation 
SES Social-Ecological System (cf. 3.2.1) 
SDPRP Sustainable Development and Poverty Reduction Program 
TLS Temporary land seizure: concept developed in this thesis to refer 

to the temporary forming of commons through appropriation of 
street space (cf. 8.2, 10.2, 10.3). 

UPSNP 
 

Urban Poverty Safety Net Program, part of the Urban Food Secu-
rity and Job Creation Strategy 

UNECA United Nations Economic Commission for Africa, regional com-
mission founded in 1958 and seated in Addis Ababa 

UN-Habitat United Nations Human Se,lement Program 
100RC 100 Resilient Cities; a foundation that provides funding and a stra-

tegic framework to 100 cities worldwide to develop a resilience 
strategy. Addis Ababa is one of them (cf. 3.4.5). 
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A.5 Glossary of frequently used Amharic terms 
 
Term in Amharic  
and transliterated 

Meaning 

‘Chikka’  
(ጭቃ – tch’qa) 
 

A wa+le-and-daub construction technique for walls that is widely prac-
ticed all over the Ethiopian highlands. Wooden stems are stuck into the 
ground to form a substructure and then plastered with mud inside and 
out.  

‘Eddir’  
(ዕድር – ǝdir) 

Traditional grassroots social organization most commonly known to pay 
for and organize funeral ceremonies. /ey are also responsible to give 
care and small amounts of money to the grieving family. 

‘Equb’		
(ዕቁብ – ǝqub) 

Traditional savings association for the purpose of saving for personal in-
vestments or paying for annual religious ceremonies. 

‘Gulit’ 
(ጉሊት – gulit) 

Traditional street vending, most commonly taking place from the ground 
using plastic tarps, rocks, or plastic bowls as basis. 

‘Kebele’  
(ቀበሌ – qäbälē) 

Lit. ward. /e kebele is the smallest administrational unit in Ethiopia re-
sponsible to allocate services such as secondary health care and, in Addis 
Ababa, state housing. 

‘Maheber’ 
(ማህበረ – mahǝbär) 

Grassroots social organization formed by special interest groups such as 
women or youth. 

‘Sefer’ 
(ሠፈር – säfär) 

Lit. hamlet, used in Addis Ababa to refer to a neighborhood. In English, 
local people usually translate it to ‘village’. I use the term to refer to the 
se+lement area between main roads in the inner city. 

‘Suk’  
(ሱቅ – suq) 

Small kiosk serving everything from toilet paper to eggs and light bulbs. 

‘Tela bet’ 
(ጠላ ቤት – täla bēt) 

‘Tela’ is a traditional beer mainly brewed of barley and hop. ‘Tela bet’ is a 
traditional brewery and beer house. 

‘Woreda’ 
(ወረዳ – wäräda): 

Borough or municipality. /e ‘woreda’ is the second smallest governmen-
tal tier in Ethiopian local government. Several ‘woredas’ make up a sub-
city in Addis Ababa. 

 

/e transliterated Amharic terms above are pronounced in the following way: ‘ä’ indicates a short ‘a’ as 
in cat. ‘a’ indicates a long ‘a‘ as in father. ‘ǝ‘ indicates a neutral vowel as in about (ǝbaʊt). ē indicates a 
long ‘ae’ sound. An apostrophe (‘) between two consonants is a silent, short vowel. 

For be+er legibility, Amharic terms in this thesis are spelled according to how most authors spell it in 
English texts instead of using official transliteration conventions, such as ‘sefer’ instead of ‘säfär’. 
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A.6 Glossary of urban resilience terms 

 
Term Meaning 

Adaptive cycle /e periodic reorganization of a complex adaptive system (such as a city) 
in response to internal or external disturbances (cf. 3.4.2). 

Ambiguity Refers in the context of this thesis to objects and spaces the meanings of 
which are open to more than one interpretation. /is indeterminacy al-
lows these urban actors to be included them in multiple activities, experi-
ence them in different ways, or include them in different urban memories. 

Autonomy Ability to rely on one’s own resources and abilities. /is ability ensures a 
sub-system to remain functional if the super-system fails, but also to de-
velop locally appropriate solutions/ innovations. 

Compactness Spatially compact urban systems are efficient and sustainable but need to 
make sure that resources are not accumulated in a too concentrated man-
ner. 

Complexity Urban systems are composed of a variety of actors or modules and con-
nections. /eir properties are emergent, i.e. the outcome is not just the 
sum of its parts, such as the properties of a city arise from more than the 
addition of neighborhoods. 

De-centralization Spatial and organizational distribution of resources and power. 

Diversity A range of different solutions for one problem or different actors that fulfil 
the same purpose. 

Equity/ inclusiveness Addressing needs of all urban actors, particularly vulnerable ones. Shared 
access, responsibility, and decision-making power. 

Exchange /e need to exchange actors and information even if sub-systems are rel-
atively autonomous. /is is important to ensure cooperation in case a 
sub-system fails and to strategically cooperate in terms of strategic trans-
formation. 

Feedback, reflexiveness Being able to receive and reflect upon the appropriateness of decisions/ 
standards/ urban development measures. Being able to react to new evi-
dence and learn from the past. 

Flexibility /e ability to be easily modified/ Willingness to change or compromise 
in light of changing circumstances. 

General urban resilience /e capacity of an urban system to cope with and learn from any type of 
change while preserving its key characteristics. 

Modularity Order within complex systems created by stronger connections among 
actors that are nearby, and looser connections to actors far away. Leads 
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to the creation of and relative autonomy within sub-systems. /us some 
elements of the system can fail while others remain functional. 

Multifunctionality One actor can fulfil multiple purposes or can accommodate multiple 
needs. Multifunctional streets, for example, integrate all types of mobility. 

Pathways to resilience/ 
resilience pathways 

Change mechanisms that take place in a complex adaptive system (such 
as a city) in response to internal or external disturbances. 

Redundancy Extra solutions for one problem. Not strictly necessary, but backup in 
case of disturbance. Purposeful creation of spare capacity. 

Rigidity, robustness Stability, but also the inability to be changed or adapted/ Unwillingness 
to be adaptable in outlook, belief, or response. 

Spatial integrity/ spatial 
segregation 

/e general urban resilience of a city depends on how integrated or seg-
regated the inhabitants and other actors in the urban space are. If, for ex-
ample, residents with a high coping capacity are spatially strongly sepa-
rated from those with a low capacity, the overall urban resilience of the 
entire city suffers. /e spatial integration of urban actors with different 
capacities is therefore favorable for general urban resilience. 
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A.7 Sample expert interview guide 
 
1. To begin with, can you tell me something about your education and professional 

background? 

2. What is Ethiopian urbanity for you? 

3. Does Addis Ababa have a unique urban identity? If yes, what kind of spaces contrib-
ute to it? 

4. Can you please describe some changes that are transforming Addis Ababa at the 
moment?  

5. Are these transformations necessary? Why? 

6. Do these transformations change Addis Ababa’s urban identity? 

7. Why would you/ would you not change the entire physical make-up of Addis 
Ababa? 

8. Are there particular spaces or practices that mitigate the loss of urban identity in the 
face of change? 

9. Is there a particular Ethiopian word for coping capacity: to being able to adapt to 
change without losing basic aspects of your identity? 

10. What does it mean literally 
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A.8 Exemplary situational map 

  

INDIVIDUAL HUMAN ELEMENTS/ ACTORS NONHUMAN ELEMENTS/ ACTORS 

Planners, architects, engineers, landscape architects as part of planning process Addis Ababa master plan

Planners, architects, engineers, landscape architects as critics Building rules and regulations

Researchers Tenure system

Representatives of local communities Condominiums (mass housing program)

Foreign experts and professionals High buildings

Investors (real estate companies and private investors) Technical standards which make a "proper" city (e.g. compact city, infrastructure)

Zoning (functional segregation)

Best-case examples from abroad

Formal parks and public squares

Hierarchy of roads/ widening streets/ 

Transit oriented development

Clearing of entire neighborhoods

Participation level 2 (consulting stakeholders)

Oppression of critical voices (proponents of Learning)

Central Business District

Decentrality (spatially)
COLLECTIVE HUMAN ELEMENTS/ ACTORS IMPLICATED/SILENT ACTORS/ ACTANTS

Master plan office (ORAAMP) Local residents/ citizens of AA (silent)

Media (radio and TV shows) Administrators and agencies of AA municipality

Modernized societal organizations (e.g. eddir in condominiums) Federal government administrators and agencies

Urban agriculture (silent)

The urban poor/ squatters/ homeless

Planning procedures

Construction industries

Banks

The Worldbank and other global donors/ credit givers

Expert advisory boards

China

Plans (including digital measuring, drawing, and printing devices)

Print media

Civic societies (equb, eddir, maheber…)

Diaspora Ethiopians

Dedicated offices and firms for planning TR

Standards agency
DISCURSIVE CONSTRUCTIONS OF INDIVIDUAL 
AND/ OR COLLECTIVE HUMAN ACTORS

DISCURSIVE CONSTRUCTIONS OF NONHUMAN ACTANTS

Locals as obstructers to TR (they hold the land) Old neighborhoods as rundown/ not worth preserving or studying/ 
as stagnant/ as place of poverty and violence

Locals and local culture as obstructers to TR (stubborn, traditional, resistant…) Master planning as the appropriate tool in urban development

Architects and planners as opponents to government/ do not want tabula rasa Public parks and spaces as contested spaces/ spaces where the 
mismanagement of the city comes to light

Architects and researchers as complainers towards the AA city administration about TR Gradual upgrading as impractical/ too slow/ unnecessary

Government and investors as not kind/ not interested in social needs The old town (Piazza) as only area worth preserving

Professionals as not ready for urbanization/ lack of expertise to guide TR Urban space as expression of local culture

Government as oppressive, non-democratic, not interested in asking the local people TR as a way to improve management of the city

Investors as henchman of government in implementing TR TR as unnecessary and cruel
Those in the administration who decide about and implement TR 

are from other cities and need capacity building
TR as a way to "catch up", Ethiopia as "late-time adapter"

Global economy/ market as well as global race of cities TR as destructor of social cohesion, social wealth

TR as a way to improve living conditions

TR as threat to democracy

TR as an increaser of waste, traffic, addictions

TR as a means to create a new society
TR as destructor of identity through loss of valuable and rich spaces, 

urban patterns, local knowledge, change of lifestyle, and social networks
Urban planning proposals (upgrading) as snapshots 

(not valid, not detailed enough, informed by western ideas)
War and destruction as a basis to build a great/ better city

Housing/ Condominiums as an indicator of how prosperous/ 
healthy/ competitive a city is --> contested space

Urban development as an economic success factor

Technology as means to bring modernity to Ethiopia

Addis Ababa as primal city/ capital that needs to compete globally
POLITICAL/ ECONOMIC ELEMENTS SOCIOCULTURAL/ SYMBOLIC ELEMENTS

The federal government Image/ vision of AA/ Ethiopia

Addis Ababa City Administration Modernity/ modernization

African Union (AU) Development

Remove traces of former governments Societal harmony in danger/ conflicts

Industrialization Tension (desynchronization) between physical and societal change

Financing of TR (who? waste of governmental funds) The end justifies the means

Real estate market (overheated?) Citizenship (threatened by loss of public spaces)

High turnover of administrators (constant loss of expertise) Local identity, local knowledge, "traditional" way of life

Millennium Development Goals Hope

Demographic change (migration to AA and high birthrate) (In)justice

Top-down decision making

Ethiopia's urban development politics

Compensation

Investing in the physical

Concepts of citizenship

The rich will be given more (only the well off benefit from TR)

Trade and transport margins are improved through development
TEMPORAL ELEMENTS SPATIAL ELEMENTS (particular sites, situations)

TR should transform the city center as fast as possible The inner city

TR has been practiced in the past 15 years The old neighborhoods

Three phases: old, planning/eviction/demolishing/construction, and new Planning and construction offices

Desynchronization between TR and traditional way of life Construction sites

Development is proceeding the design Central business district

Histories of Addis Ababa as showcase of Ethiopia's identity Condominium sites

Infrastructure (roads, electricity, public transport)

Unplanned settlements

MAJOR ISSUES/ DEBATES (USUALLY CONTESTED) RELATED DISCOURSES (HISTORICAL, NARRATIVE, AND/OR VISUAL)

Tabula rasa vs. gradual upgrading Slums/ informal settlements

Development vs. Tradition --> great societal tensions Urban resilience

Formal vs. Informal spaces/ use/ tenure/ urban development Modernist vs. postmodernist urban/ architectural discourses

Technocratic understanding of city vs. social construction of city Right to the city
A new identity for AA and Ethiopia as well as a new 

(modern) society as a result of urban change
Tradition and modernity

Housing the poor in developing countries

TABULA RASA (TR)

Actor/ element of the phenomenon or situation
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B | change interview – ADDIS ABABA / Teklehaimanot  February 6/7       Interview no. ___________ 
 
 

                   
ECL-AA
e m e r g i n g   c i t y   l a b
a d d i s   a b a b a

4 

Interviewer name:___________________________    Date:_________________     Time:________________ 
 
 

 
Please mark the position of your informant’s house in your sector map. 
 
Chose one women and one man as well as one person from each housing category below! 
 
Your interviewee is: 
 
o male     o female 
 
o young (below 30)   o middle aged   o elderly (above 60) 
 
 
Your interviewee lives in a 
 
o kebele house/ shack / hut  o nicer mud or concrete house (more than one room) 
  

2

 
A.9 Sample resident interview guide 
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Consent 
You are being invited to participate in a research study on change in hous-
ing and tenure change in Teklehaimanot area over the past 15 years.  
 
This research will require about 1/2 hours of your time. The interview can 
be conducted wherever you prefer (such as in your home, outside, during 
housework or lunch) and will be tape-recorded. 
 
Your participation in this research is completely voluntary. If you de-
cide to participate, you may withdraw from the study at any time for 
any reason. If you do this, all information from you will be destroyed. 
 
Your interview will be used for educational purposes at building campus 
(EiABC) and for a PhD research. Your name will not be used at any time or 
any identifying information revealed. 
 
Do you have any further questions? 
 
Do you consent to participate in this study? 
 
Interviewer: Please start the audio recording now. 
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1. Narrative interview part 
 
1.1 Could you tell me about the last time you changed something about  
 
2. Semi-structured interview part 
 
2.1 Since when do you live in your house? 
 
2.2 Do you own the house yourself or do you rent it from someone? 
 
2.3 Do you entertain a business in your house? What kind of business is 
it? Since when do you entertain that business? Has this changed in the 
past 15 years? 
 
2.4 Do you or the head of household work nearby? How long a trip from 
your home is your or the household head’s work and how do you get 
there? 
 
2.5 Can you tell me about major changes that happened to the house in 
the past 15 years in terms of building structure, use or inhabitants? Probe, 
if useful, e.g., Who carried out these changes? When was this? What was 
the purpose of the change?  
 
2.6 Are things changing a lot in your street? Probe here, e.g., what exactly? 
Tell me more!... 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For the 20 original interviews, see pdf’s in digital folder. 
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ፍቃደኝነት፡  ባለፉት 15 ዓመታት ውስጥ በተክለሃይማኖት አካባቢ በቤት እና በመሬት ይዞታ ለውጥ 

ዙርያ ለሚደረግ ጥናት እንዲካፈሉ ተጋብዘዋል፡፡ ይህ ጥናት ከጊዜዎ ግማሽ ሰዓትዎን ያህል ይወስዳል፡፡ 

ቃለ መጠይቁ በመረጡት ቦታ እና ጊዜ፤ (ማለትም፤ በቤትዎ፣ ውጭ፣ በምሳ ሰዓትዎ አልያም የቤት 

ውስጥ ስራዎን እያከናወኑ) የሚደረግ ሊሆን ይችላል፡፡ በተጨማሪም በቅጂ የሚያዝ ይሆናል፡፡  

 

በዚህ ጥናት የሚያደርጉት ተሳትፎ ሙሉ በሙሉ በፍቃደኝነት ላይ የተመሰረተ ሲሆን፤ ከጥናቱ 

ለመውጣት  ከወሰኑ፤ በማንኛውም ጊዜ ከጥናቱ መውጣት ይችላሉ፡፡ ይህንን ካደረጉ የሰጡት ማንኛውም 

መረጃ የሚሰረዝ ይሆናል፡፡ 

 

ቃለ መጠይቁ ለህንፃ ኮሌጅ (E.IABC)ÖÖትምህርታዊ ዓላማ እና ፒ. ኤች. ዲ ጥናት የሚውል ነው፡፡ 

ስምዎን በማንኛውም ጊዜ የማንጠቀም ሲሆን እርስዎን የሚገልፅ ማንኛውም መረጃ የማይገለፅ ይሆናል፡

፡  

 

- ተጨማሪ ጥያቄ አልዎት? 

- በዚህ ጥናት ላይ ለመሳተፍ ፍቃደኛ ነዎት? 
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ቃለ መጠይቅ አድራጊ፡ እባክዎ የድምፅ ቅጂውን አሁን ይጀምሩ! 

1- ሐተታዊ የቃለ መጠይቅ ክፍል (ይህ በለውጥ ርዕስ ዙርያ የሚደረግ የመግቢያ ጥያቄ ነው፡፡ 

ዓላማውም  ለተጠያቂው ቀለል ያለ ስሜት ለመፍጠር እና ንግግር ለመክፈት ያህል ነው፡፡ 

1.1 በቤትዎ ላይ ለመጨረሻ ጊዜ ስላደረጉት ለውጦች ሊነግሩኝ ይችላሉ? 

 

2-  በከፊል የተዋቀሩ የቃለ መጠይቁ አካል 

2.1 በዚህ ቤት መኖር ከጀመሩ ስንት ጊዜ ሆነዎት? ከመቼ ጀምሮ ነው በዚህ ቤት መኖር 

የጀመሩት? 

 

2.2  ይህ ቤት የራስዎ ነው ወይስ ከሌላ ወገን የተከራዩት? 

 
2.3 በቤትዎ የንግድስራ ይፈፅማሉ? ከሆነ ምን ዓይነት የንግድ ስራ ነው የሚሰሩት? 

ይህንን ስራ መስራት ከጀመሩ ስንት ጊዜ ሆነዎት?  በባለፉት 15 ዓመታት ውስጥ 

በዚህ ሁኔታ ላይ ለውጥ አለ? 

 

2.4 እርስዎ አልያም የቤቱ ባለቤት በቤቱ አቅራቢያ ይሰራሉ?   የርስዎ  ወይም 

የአከራይዎ ስራ  ከመኖሪያ ቤታችሁ  ምን ያህል ጊዜ ይፈጃል?  እንዴትስ ወደ 

ስራዎ ይደርሳሉ? 

 
2.5 ባለፉት 15 ዓመታት ውስጥ በቤትዎ የአሰራር መዋቅር፣ አጠቃቀም፣ አልያው 

ነዋሪዎች ላይ የተደረጉ ለውጦችን ሊነግሩኝ ይችላሉ? ገለፃ- ለምሳሌ፤ ለውጦቹ 

በማን ተካሄዱ?  ይህ የሆነው መቼ  ነበር? ለውጡ የተደረገበትስ ዓላማ ምን ነበር? 

 
2.6 ነገሮች በአካባቢዎ በፍጥነት እየተቀየሩ ናቸው?  ገለፃ- ለምሳሌ፤  ለውጦቹ 

በተጨባጭ ምንድን ናቸው? በሰፊው ያብራሩልኝ! 
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A.10 Images not depicted in the main text 
 
 

 
 
Image 08 
 
 
 

 
 
Image 13 
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Image 25 
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Image 29 
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Image 33 
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Extra image X27 
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