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Abstract

Calls to rethink the foundations of anthropological fieldwork in Africa have shaped debates for
decades. Scholars have challenged Eurocentric assumptions that influence research design,
interpretation, and the positioning of African lifeworlds within global anthropology. This article
contributes to these discussions through a methodological reflection on fieldwork in Dar es
Salaam. We worked alongside people whose livelihoods depend on constant movement across
the city. One of us rode with bodaboda drivers navigating traffic, risk, and infrastructural
strain. The other walked with waste collectors gathering metals from discarded electronics and
household appliances.

Drawing on participatory and mobile ethnography, we treat movement as co-presence, where
knowledge emerges through shared exposure to heat, fatigue, risk, and everyday negotiation.
We do not propose a new method. Rather, we describe “moving with” as a situated practice
grounded in the city’s social and infrastructural realities. Waste collectors and bodaboda drivers
operate within precarity, stigma, and improvisation. Their expertise is embodied and relational,
produced through motion. By walking and riding with them, we learned how they manage
risk, evaluate value, claim space, and sustain livelihoods, positioning them as guides in the
research process and contributing to debates on decolonising ethnography in Africa.
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Introduction

The ‘long march’

“Moving with” as a method of knowledge production has been employed in
many ways. We can trace to Aristotle’s peripatetic school. However, we would
like to start from a recent history, a walk far away from the city and
anthropological fieldwork. On January 27, 1967, a few weeks before Tanzania
announced the Arusha Declaration and the adoption of socialism in the country,
the then-president, Mwalimu Julius Kambarage Nyerere, began a walk from his
village, Butiama, located in northwest Tanzania, to the port city of Mwanza
along Lake Victoria. On 5 February 1967, Tanzania adopted the Ujamaa' ideology
(a specific form of African socialism) and turned the country into an African
socialist state.

This walk, later described as a long march, would shape the lives of Tanzanians
for many decades to come. The walk has often been remembered as a moment
when political ideas emerged through shared movement. Nyerere met people
along the road. He listened to their concerns about land, work, education, and
the new nation. His method relied on presence, attention and moving with
people. His movement with others pointed to a form of learning rooted in
conviviality and ordinary encounters.

Tanzania had gained independence from the British just six years earlier and was
striving to free itself from the clutches of imperialism and neo-colonialism that
had brought misery to newly independent countries across Africa, and the same
clutches were now to be broken free of by the movement of feet, the very feet
that Tanzania needed for political and economic emancipation. The 198-
kilometer walk, which took Mwalimu Nyerere eight days, became a crucial
journey in the rise of Ujamaa in Tanzania. Along the way, Mwalimu Nyerere
“moved with” his fellow citizens, discussing the problems and aspirations of the
fledgling nation (Bjerk 2015; Shiviji et al. 2020).

In this article, we evoke Nyerere’s ethnographic approach — who, among other
studies, had studied social anthropology at the University of Edinburgh — by
“moving with” our interlocutors to explore contemporary urban issues in

! Ujamaa, a term Nyerere defined as “familyhood,” articulated an African socialist philosophy grounded
in the moral values of the extended family, communal solidarity, and mutual care. In his essays “Ujamaa:
The Basis of African Socialism” and Ujamaa: Essays on Socialism, he described it as an “attitude of mind”
that places collective welfare above individual accumulation and draws on pre-colonial African
communal traditions to build a just, self-reliant society (Nyerere 1962; 1968).
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Tanzania. This article emerges from two distinct, yet complementary
ethnographic projects conducted in Dar es Salaam. The first researcher’s ‘Riding
Ethnography’ takes to the road, examining the lives of bodaboda (motorbike-taxi)
drivers and their navigation of the city’s infrastructural and social precarity. The
second researcher’s work, grounded in what he terms ‘Gathering Ethnography’,
explores the socio-spatial and micro-economic dynamics of scrap metal and
electronic waste (e-waste/scrap) collection and its salvaging activities. Walking
through the streets with e-waste/scrap gatherers, he engaged with those who
valorised discarded materials into value objects, offering a lens into the city’s
informal economy and its entanglements with urban marginalisation (Ntapanta
2023: 12-15). Both methodologies foreground the agency and knowledge of their
interlocutors, with ethnographies that meet participants on their own terms.

While this article centres the researchers’ respective fieldwork, we do not
propose these methods as definitive or universal. Rather, our aim is to contribute
to an old conversation about how research in African contexts can be conducted
— as Mwalimu Nyerere did before us — “in step” with participants. In other words,
as Hountondji (2009) argues, research should be conducted ‘horizontally’; in
collaboration with, rather than merely about, Africans. Even though we aimed to
conduct horizontal ethnography, we do not claim that we succeeded at doing so.
Still, there are interpretations of our work which emerge from our perspective of
phenomena and not of our interlocutors.

To this end, we position our methodological approach within broader debates in
African scholarship and anthropology. Scholars such as Fanon, Hountondji, and
Taiwo have critiqued the enduring epistemic violence of Eurocentrism and
called for approaches that recognise African agency and knowledge systems
(Fanon 1961; Hountondji 2009: 91-92; Taiwo 2022: 43-45). Taiw0d’s recent work,
for example, warns against conflating modernity with Westernism, a move that
risks erasing African contributions and reinforcing a binary between Africa and
the West (Taiwo 2022).

Dar es Salaam is a productive site to rethink these questions. The city has grown
through layers of colonial planning, socialist policies, informality after
liberalisation, and rapid demographic change due to rural-urban migration
(Brennan/ Burton 2007). Its infrastructures often remain incomplete or
unpredictable. Drainage fails during heavy rain. Roads erode and produce
difficult and dangerous surfaces. Electricity supply varies across
neighbourhoods. Waste management systems struggle to match the scale of
urban growth. Residents respond to these conditions through ‘do it yourself’
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attitudes, cooperation, and improvisation. Their actions create forms of order
that rarely appear in planning documents (Mercer 2024).

Movement plays a central role in such precariat and unpredictable environment.
Mobility become central people’s labour and livelihood. Waste collectors walk
long distances while pulling heavy trolleys. They evaluate objects by touch,
weight, and sound. They enter neighbourhoods where they face a mixture of
welcome, suspicion, and moral judgment. Bodaboda drivers move quickly
through congested and sometimes “broken” roads. They work within conditions
shaped by poor lighting, uneven surfaces, and unpredictable traffic. Their
decisions are immediate and most of time intuitive. They carry passengers,
negotiate fares, avoid police checks, and learn to read the city’s shifting flows.
And these are only two examples, from our fieldworks, of labour regimes, others
include street peddlers, food vendors, repairers, bus drivers and conductors etc.

To study these practices requires methodological approaches that remain close to
movement. Our approach adapts insights from mobility studies, walking
ethnography, and participatory research. Studies in mobility research have long
shown that movement produces specific forms of knowledge and sociality (Urry
2007; Cresswell 2006). Walking ethnography demonstrates how learning
emerges from rhythm, pace, and shared embodiment (Ingold/ Vergunst 2008).
Jacob Doherty’s work on waste and transport in Kampala shows how mobility
shapes labour, value and most important knowledge about the city (Doherty
2021). Matteo Rizzo’s study on public transport (daladala) in Dar es Salaam offers
a clear example of how riding with transport workers reveals the politics of
urban mobility (Rizzo 2017). These works form part of the foundation for our
reflections.

A city moves on its own rhythms, beats, and speed, something of which Dar es
Salaam is a prime example. Dar es Salaam differs from what AbdouMaliq
Simone pointed out to be the customarily perception of a “real city” — the
western assumption of what the city entails — rather is the extension of “...
continued recalibration of projects, material inputs and residues, and altered
ecologies of reciprocal causations” (Simone 2022: 4). Dar es Salaam is a gathering
of complex congregations overlapping what a city, a town, a street or a village
could be. Dar es Salaam is also a post-colonial city. Its cityscapes are patchy,
repaired from colonial ramifications, that to this day still influence the city’s
plans, policies, and infrastructures, hence affording and/or restricting certain
mobilities. Its built “scapes” present “modernity” — or rather, aspirations of
certain modernities — on one side, while on the other, demolition, ruination, and
abandonment of people, infrastructures, and value(s). Dar es Salaam is a

92



“Moving with” an African City

convergence point of global market forces, approximating at times a Smithian
ideal of competitive exchange, marked by intense rivalry, rapid price
negotiation, and survival through constant improvisation. It is the reception
point for global and national goods, arts, styles, consumption patterns, and
discards (Lewinson 1998). It is an extension of the countryside, the farms, and
the peasantry, which not only feed the city with fresh vegetables and starches
and supply a youthful workforce, but also imbue the city with its values, its
cultural cosmology, and its spirituality. These rural-urban migrants also form the
backbone of the city’s lifeworld, its informal economy (Steiler/ Nyirenda 2021).

How can ethnographers “stay with a city” in spaces where the trouble is
constantly moving zigzag, meshed in congregations of redundancies,
abundancies and complex gatherings with all that surrounds it. “Moving with”
becomes an imminent ethnographic tool to capture that is within and beyond
mobilities, networks, and assemblages in the city. “Moving with” comprises
different motions and commotions that an ethnographer may place themselves
in, to study the African city, in our case Dar es Salaam. It is within this
intellectual terrain that we locate our study. However, we recognise that our
research is not exhaustive. Dar es Salaam is a city of countless stories (Grace
2013; Rizzo 2017; Grace 2021), and many of which remain untold. Thus, while
this article focuses on ‘gathering’” and ‘riding” as methodological lenses, we
acknowledge that these approaches represent just two of many possible ways to
“move with” the city.

Walking and riding created conditions in which understanding depended on the
expertise of our interlocutors. Waste collectors guided where we walked, how
we moved, and how materials are valorised. Bodaboda drivers determined pace,
route, and safety. Their knowledge organised the fieldwork. This created a
horizontal relation that aligns with calls for collaborative and situated forms of
ethnography.

This introduction has set the stage for our primary aims: to showcase the
potential of mobile participatory methods in African urban research and to
interrogate the systemic inequalities they may uncover or entangled in. We begin
with a literature review broken into two sections, the first providing a brief
cartography of decolonial theory, the second mapping out the ethnographic
studies about public life in Dar es Salaam and their relevance to our research. We
follow with respective methodological reviews of Ntapanta and Kettler’s
fieldwork, and the kinds of data and analysis that could be gleaned. In the
discussion, we analyse the concept ‘moving with’, and close with some
reflections on the broader implications of these methods for anthropology,
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African Studies, and the project of decolonisation. Together, these discussions
contribute to the ongoing reimagining of how we research and write about
Africa, not as passive, peripheral, or static, but as dynamic, agentic, and central
to modernities.

Locating this Article: Eurocentrism and Decolonial Theory

In 2005, the late Kenyan writer Binyavanga Wainaina published his essay How to
Write About Africa. Wainaina satirically wrote: “Make sure you show how
Africans have music and rhythm deep in their souls, and eat things no other
humans eat,” among a number of similar instructions for the reader on how best
to play into Western tropes about the continent (Wainaina 2005). These tropes,
which “we” in the West see across media, literature, and language, often portray
Africa as a monolithic, perpetually crisis-ridden, exotic, and helpless place in
need of Western salvation.

Wainaina pokes fun at these narratives, challenging the reader — perhaps
especially if they are a Western subject — to be aware of how they think about
Africa. The pervasiveness and modus operandi of this way of thinking has been
explored by many within the academy in recent years across disciplinary lines
(e.g. Peter/ Yang 2019; Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2013). For scholars from and of Africa,
the task of rethinking knowledge becomes both a practical and epistemological
pursuit, one which, if for nothing other than for the sake of stronger analysis,
requires us to adopt methodologies that are grounded in African contexts and
priorities (Hountondji 2009: 91-92). The aforementioned tropes that Wainaina
calls attention to, should be viewed as cultural objects produced by the West.
These are not genuine ways of understanding the lived experiences of Africans,
nor are they useful categories for analytical consideration.

Anthropologists from the “Global South” have long critiqued the influence of
Eurocentric categories in the study of African societies. Paulin Hountondji
argued that research about Africa often speaks past African audiences and relies
on external theoretical frameworks rather than local intellectual traditions
(Hountondji 1997). Achille Mbembe and Valentin Mudimbe examined how
colonial thought shapes the categories used to interpret African worlds and how
these categories restrict the kinds of knowledge that could emerge from within
the continent (Mudimbe 1988; Mbembe 2001). Gayatri Spivak highlighted how
subordinated voices are often framed through external interpretive schemes that
limit the range of what they can say or be understood to say (Spivak 1988).
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These debates set the ground for contemporary discussions on decolonising
tieldwork.

The question is not simply to critique Eurocentrism. It also concerns how to
avoid reproducing the same binaries that these critiques seek to challenge. Taiwo
notes that some strands of decolonial scholarship treat modernity as exclusively
Western and position Africa only as a site of damage or exclusion (Taiwo 2022).
This view obscures the long history of African creativity, innovation, and
political agency. It also reinforces the very divisions that decolonial scholarship
aims to dismantle. T4iw0 reminds us that African actors have always shaped
global modernity through adaptation, negotiation, and transformation.

These debates have a long history in Tanzania. The University of Dar es Salaam
was the “Global South” epitome for critical thought during the 1970s and 1980s.
The University of Dar es Salaam, famously known as “The Hill”, was the
fountain of what came to be known as the Dar es Salaam School. The Dar es
Salaam School vehemently critiqued imperialism, Eurocentrism, and the
hegemony of Western categories. Scholars such as Issa Shivji, Walter Rodney,
Karim Hirji, Jacques Depelchin, Arnold Temu, and Henry Slater examined how
knowledge production could reflect local histories and social struggles. Issa
Shivji critiqued forms of dependency that structured economic and intellectual
life (Shivji 1976). Walter Rodney analysed how colonial exploitation created
lasting inequalities (Rodney 1972). Jacques Depelchin analysed how imperialism
obstructed conditions for independent knowledge production (Depelchin 2005).
Their work expanded the intellectual space for analysing realities through locally
grounded frameworks.

Our article builds on these traditions by examining how movement shaped our
way of knowing in Dar es Salaam. It responds to the concerns raised in African
debates on method, knowledge, and power. Walking with waste collectors and
riding with bodaboda drivers created situations in which our understanding
depended on the decisions and skills of our interlocutors. These relationships
reveal how knowledge is produced through co-presence and shared exposure to
the city. They also show how intellectual power shifts when the researcher relies
on others for safety, direction, and interpretation.

Movement also provides a way to engage with the character of an African city.
AbdouMaliq Simone argues that African urban life often exceeds categories
derived from European experiences (Simone 2004; Simone 2022). His work
shows how people produce forms of networks and sociality through
improvisation and relation, on top of and in subjugation of formal systems of
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order. Dar es Salaam displays these dynamics. Informal economies, improvised
waste management, and dense mobility networks shape daily life in ways that
challenge conventional urban models. Understanding these practices requires
attention to movement, rhythm, and the distributed work of maintaining the
city.

By situating our method within these debates, we aim to show how shared
movement can support a form of ethnographic engagement grounded in African
intellectual traditions. The next section turns to the historical and spatial
conditions of Dar es Salaam, which form the background for our reflections on
gathering and riding as modes of knowledge making.

Contextualising Dar es Salaam: Informality, Precarity, and Agency

As we have mentioned before, Dar es Salaam is a city in motion. Its ‘Master
Plans’ of 1949, 1968, 1979, and the ongoing 2016-36 project have all played catch-
up to the city’s unprecedented population growth, informality (economy and
physical space construction) and class disparities in the city (Melbye et al. 2015;
Peter/ Yang 2019: 364; Mercer 2024). However, these initiatives have had limited
outcomes as informal housing, unemployment, poverty, and precarity rose
steadily (Degani 2022; Mercer 2024). On top, unregulated free market has led to
large informal settlements and the creation of new economies and opportunities.
It is, then, a cityscape that operates despite its means. Scholars have sought to
understand all of this by addressing themes of informality, adaptation, and
precarity, often critiquing the exclusionary narratives imposed by development
and urban planning discourses such as those that surround the Master Plans.

Informality is something of a defining feature of Dar es Salaam. Where
anthropologists have been exploring the informal economy — that being the part
of a society’s economy which functions without state oversight (Dell'Anno 2022)
— since the early 1970s (e.g. Hart 1973), scholars working in Dar es Salaam have
extended this concept of informality into other aspects of daily life. Early works
such as Anne Lewinson’s (1998) ethnographic study, for instance, examined the
socio-spatial politics of the city’s street stalls and vendors. These vendors try to
set up wherever they find space, often without permit, and establish
socioeconomic networks along the streets (Lewinson 1998: 206). Frequent raids
and disruptive treatment from police and other institutional bodies often
resulted in “... citizens defending themselves against unjust interference”
(Lewinson 1998: 15), historically in the form of riots (Moyer 2003). This leads to
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stronger allegiances between the vendors and greater distance from
governmental institutions.

Later studies have also contended that informality in Dar es Salaam is about
more than just improving economic circumstance, rather it is about community,
localisation, creativity, and solidarity against shared threats such as police
harassment or economic fluctuations (Lappi 2021). Recently, Swai (2019)
confirmed that street-vending remains a cultural and economic adaptation to
systemic neglect in the city. Moreover, informal practices become necessary to
reconfigure the vulnerabilities of infrastructure, such as when residents have
creatively managed floods and other hazards in informal housing areas (Kombe/
Kreibich 2000). Lappi (2021) emphasises the gendered aspects of street-vending,
and illustrate how women'’s livelihoods involve navigating exposure, risk, and
danger.

Religious studies scholar Benjamin Kirby provides anthropological insight into
religious practices in Dar es Salaam’s inner-city market district of Kariakoo,
writing: “Amid [the pressures of rapid urbanisation| residents in cities across the
continent are increasingly turning to religious commons — garments, gestures,
affects, capacities, buildings, bodies, and styles — as resources for reassembling
urban landscapes in ways that enhance their life-projects and collective
strivings” (Kirby 2024: 30). The need for residents to organise themselves to
make life liveable and improvable then emerges as a constant within varied
studies of public life in Dar es Salaam.

Emily Calacci’s work extends these discussions by showing that informality in
Dar es Salaam also takes the form of everyday knowledge-making. Through
“street archives” such as diaries, neighbourhood histories, and personal
collections, residents produce their own accounts of urban life that challenge
official and elite narratives. These informal documentary practices become tools
for asserting presence, critiquing political and inserting social change, and
crafting forms of belonging within a city shaped by precarity and uneven
development (Calacci 2024).

Matteo Rizzo’s work on the daladala sector shows how neoliberal reforms have
reshaped mobility in Dar es Salaam by producing precarious labour conditions
and fragmented forms of governance. He traces how structural adjustment and
informalisation created a transport system driven by competition, hustle, and
unstable regulatory practices. Through drivers, conductors, and commuters,
Rizzo illustrates how neoliberal urbanism is lived as exploitation, improvisation,
and continual negotiation in a rapidly expanding metropolis (Rizzo 2017).

97



Stichproben

In Gathering electronic waste in Tanzania, Ntapanta shows how the circulation of
discarded electronics has become one of Dar es Salaam’s most vital informal
practices. Working in a city where formal waste infrastructures remain limited or
uneven, fundis, e-waste/scrap collectors, and traders build their own systems of
repair, recovery, and resale that operate alongside, and often despite, state
absence. These informal circuits turn broken devices into resources through
improvisation, generational expertise, and assemblages of social relations,
revealing how residents navigate technological precarity and global material
flows on their own terms. Ntapanta’s study positions e-waste labour as another
arena in which Dar es Salaam’s urban majority mobilise informality not simply
to survive but to shape the city’s material life, asserting agency in a landscape
defined by infrastructural gaps and uneven development.

By looking at the lived experiences of those enacting it, informality is positioned
as a site of community agency more than a place of state dysfunction.
Informality closes the gap where the city’s institutions fail to meet the
population’s needs (Baez-Camargo et al. 2022). As such, we argue that the
informal sector in Dar es Salaam is a necessity; a vital part of the city’s routine,
life, economy, and culture. Together, these studies paint a picture of Dar es
Salaam as a city of contrasts: one where informality thrives amidst systemic
neglect and precarious infrastructures, where resistance is a practice of everyday
life. It is important to consider that this is not an exhaustive review of Dar es
Salaam urbanism, but we do stand by the position that these are recurring
themes in the literature that are deserving of the attention that we provide here.
With informality being the pillar of people’s livelihood, banding together against
violent institutional pressures, and operating in an economy which is more or
less excluded from formal participation, the literature on public life in Dar es
Salaam is an effective case against the Eurocentric narratives we mean to criticise.
It is also important to include these voices and show the reality of Dar es
Salaam’s lifeworld, to challenge the reductive narratives that are obscuring all its
dynamism and ingenuity.

The above review offers a roadmap for understanding our research, as its
insights into informality, agency, and resilience informed our methodological
choices and guided our effort to align our work with participants’ lived
experiences.
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Gathering Ethnography

“Salum and I walked with a speaker attached to the trolley with a
prerecorded message: “tunanunua skrepa na machine mbali mbali zilizokufa,
friji, computer, simu nakadharika” (“We are buying scraps, broken machines
such as fridges, computers, telephones and the like”). Waste pickers like
Salum take to the road every morning, roaming the streets, sometimes
with loudspeakers announcing that they will buy broken devices.

Meandering through narrow streets, we regularly have to jump over
puddles of water — back in the days before Mwananyamala was integrated
with the city, the valley was full of rice paddies. As gentrification took
over the city centre, people living on the margins were pushed to the
valley. Unplanned housing emerged. The area has poor infrastructures
and lacks rainwater trenches or sewage systems to direct rain and sewage
water from people's residences.

Just past midday, hunger sets in. I'm sweating, dehydrated, and my legs
begin to shake. Our 1.5-liter water bottle is nearly empty. Sensing my
condition, Salum suggests we cross Bagamoyo Road, which divides
Mwananyamala area from the affluent Regent Estate.

Before we do, an elderly woman emerges, saying she has a broken
microwave. She heard our speaker's announcement. In her backyard,
Salum inspects it, searching for valuable metals, especially copper. He
offers her 1,000 shillings (half a dollar). Offended, she tells us to leave. As
we walk away, I ask why he offered so little. He replies, "People think
they can make money from everything — microwaves have little copper."

Crossing Bagamoyo Road, the scenery shifts instantly. High-rises line both
sides. The road separates Dar es Salaam’s wealthy northeastern
neighborhoods, former colonial settlements for Europeans — Msasani
Peninsula, Masaki, Mikocheni, Mbezi Beach - from the dense
neighbourhoods, former colonial settlements for Africans, of Kinondoni,
Magomeni and Ilala. Salum opts to start on Chato Street. At the beginning
of Chato Street stands an abandoned villa that used to be the AAR
Hospital, separated by a wall from the Sunrise primary school, an English
medium private school. Yellow school buses with English alphabets
painted around them are parked outside the gate.

I feel a little better by walking in the shadow, and it seems easy to walk
compared to the previous neighbourhoods where we had to meander
around puddles, stones and kids playing on the street. I can hear birds
singing beautifully perched on trees, and very few people can be seen
walking. I guess those we see are gardeners and people working in the
area. In contrast to the previous neighbourhoods, I did not see many street
hawkers pushing trolleys full of merchandise here. In this neighbourhood,
newspaper stands, fruit vendors and kiosks are strategically placed at the
junctions. I feel somehow intimidated by the voice of our speaker. This is
because of the difference in environment, the class and the coloniality of
the neighbourhood plan and architecture. Most people will pass in cars,
beep in front of a gate, drive-in, and the gate closes immediately.
However, within two hours in the Regent Estate, we have two washing
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machines, a fridge and a treadmill that were offered to us for free.”
(Ntapanta 2023: 232)

Moving with e-waste collectors: Situating the Vignette

To explore ethnographically the coming together of materials collected — scrap
and e-waste, the cityscapes-streets, water puddles, tarmac roads and history
embedded in the city — as relational entanglements, the novelist and philosopher
Ursula Le Guin offers an essential tool to think with informal e-waste/scrap
recycling in Tanzania.

In the Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction, Le Guin proposes investigating the gatherer’s
bag or container. We can understand the collector and the collectives through the
bag (Le Guin, 2019). Through the bag, we can comprehend the diversity of the
collectives and the collector. Le Guin’s carrier bag theory of fiction allows us to
investigate the collector’s container to understand what types of materials were
collected and what they would say about themselves: the value, flows (where
they come from), and embedded violences. We can also understand something
about the collector’s labour relations, tools, knowledge, and the connection to the
city and capital. Pierre du Plessis proposes the carrier bag theory of landscapes
to explore ‘the heterogeneity of gatherings with which lifeworlds are
entangled” (du Plessis 2018: 161). Du Plessis divides gatherings into two
perspectives: first, the practice of collecting or gathering things, and second, the
act of coming together. Through the carrier bag theory of landscapes, du Plessis
proposes that we can observe landscape movements and more-than-human
interactions and disturbances (du Plessis 2018).

The carrier bag theory and gathering landscapes offer useful ways to understand
the labour of Salum and other waste workers, whose economic and social
practices take shape through salvaging. Extending this approach to e-waste, I
argue that these activities are best seen as a technospheric form of gathering, or e-
gathering (Ntapanta 2025). E-gathering also becomes an ethnographic method:
by following how workers search for, sort, and repurpose electronic scrap, the
researcher gathers with them, tracing the material, social, and temporal
pathways that structure their work. The collectors become my walimu (teachers),
informing many ways of seeing the city, its history, infrastructure, economies
and polarisation. The method mirrors the practice itself, assembling fragments,
connections, and movements into a coherent account of urban life. This applies
both to how workers locate, collect, and remake electronic scrap, and to how
these practices generate new collectivities — ones rooted in older forms of
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association yet entangled with global circulations of technology, waste, and
structural violence (Ntapanta 2025).

Gathering alongside e-waste/scrap collectors like Salum offers insights into the
socio-economic, spatial, colonial, and historical dynamics of urban life in Dar es
Salaam. The practice of gathering is not merely a logistical necessity for waste
collectors but a research methodology that reveals the intricacies of their work
and environment. As we observe in the above vignette, walking along with the
collector is an inroad to understanding the work of walimu and their place in
society, spaces they navigate, and the pressures and history of the city itself as it
lays around them. As mwalimu and the researcher roamed the streets of
Mwananyamala and Regent Estate, the sensory experiences of moving through
narrow lanes, jumping over sewage-filled puddles, and encountering residents
bringing out their defunct devices for valuation provides an intimate
understanding of everyday life.

The process of kuthamanisha (‘value estimation’), negotiation, and eventually
exchange, showcases gatherings (the coming together) of micro-economics of
this informal trade. The method enables the researcher to witness these
interactions in real-time, to witness the agency of both collectors and sellers in
navigating and shaping each other’s lives. Gathering as a method fosters
immersion in the routines and activity of the city’s lifeworld. As such, gathering/
walking — the art of noticing and valuation — becomes a unique lens for engaging
with the rhythms and textures of urban life, and stimulates close connection with
the landscapes, people, and materialities being studied.

Anthropologists Tim Ingold and Jo Lee Vergunst (2008) concur that walking is
not merely a mode of movement but a practice that generates knowledge. This
process of embodied and sensory engagement with the environment situates the
researcher in a shared experience of space and time with their participants, and
leaves room for spontaneous encounters and unexpected events. Cheng (2013)
builds on this by exploring the affective dimensions of walking ethnography;
how movement through urban spaces allows researchers to weave together
personal narratives and uncover the stories tucked away within the city. Yuha
Jung (2014) adds a reflective dimension, putting forward ‘mindful walking” as a
serendipitous and community-based approach to ethnography that also enables
researchers to attune to the subtle and often overlooked dynamics of place and
interaction. Pierre du Plessis (2023a) also argues gathering allows the
exploration of complexities of Anthropocene political economies and ecologies.
Cities as the pinnacle of the Anthropocene are constructed and reconstructed, in
the physical, social, and ecological spaces, for inclusion and exclusion, power
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and subjugation. ‘Sacrificial zones” emerge; spaces of constant precariousness for
humans and more than humans (du Plessis 2023b). Together, these perspectives
frame walking as an immersive, participatory, and adaptive act which, through
its lateral focus, aligns with decolonial calls to prioritise local lived experiences.

Gathering also pulls the historic spatial transformations of the city into view
(Jenks/ Neves 2000: 12). Mwananyamala’s evolution from a valley of rice
paddies to an unplanned settlement is part and parcel of the broader
gentrification and displacement patterns of Dar es Salaam (John et al. 2020: 435).
As gentrification reshaped the city centre, particularly areas like Kariakoo and
Ilala, residents on the margins were pushed into spaces like Mwananyamala,
resulting in inadequate infrastructure and precarious living conditions.? Walking
through these spaces, encountering their challenges firsthand, connects past
urban histories to present-day realities.

Further, in a more metaphorical sense, gathering forces one to navigate precarity.
Streets with no proper rainwater trenches or sewage systems mean that the daily
routines of residents invariably involve negotiations with environmental and
systemic neglect. By physically moving through these spaces, researchers
experience the consequences of infrastructural gaps, and gain insights that static
observation might otherwise overlook.

Gathering enables the researcher to observe not only the logistical aspects of
waste collection but also the cultural, historical, and environmental contexts
shaping their practices in the city. This uncovers the resilience and creativity of
waste collectors as they navigate a city which largely stigmatises their labour
(Ntapanta 2025). Gathering also positions the researcher within the same
marginalised spaces as the interlocutors, fostering empathy and a deeper
understanding of the social challenges they face. Navigating narrow streets,
interacting with sellers, and sharing the daily toil of waste collectors unveils their
lived realities.

Gathering Dar es Salaam cityscapes — with waste collectors — is marked by
several interconnected themes that highlight the complexities of waste collection
and informality in Dar es Salaam. The process of roaming streets, announcing
services via loudspeakers, and negotiating prices for scrap materials
demonstrates a proactive approach to livelihood. Informality, in this context,
becomes a site of innovation where discarded items are transformed into
economic value in the workshop where Salum brings them. As Lappi (2021)

2 For a stark visual representation of this, browse through the collection of images here:
unequalscenes.com/tanzania.
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suggests, to view informal practices as pure survival mechanisms misses the
point; they embody creativity, community, and adaptation to systemic failure.
Salum’s daily routes, interactions, and ability to adapt to fluctuating market
demands underscore the resilience at the heart of his practices.

The stigma faced by waste collectors, encapsulated in terms like mteja (‘junkie’,
lit “frequent customer’), reflects broader societal attitudes towards waste work.
Historically tied to drug addiction and marginality, this stigma designates waste
collectors as ‘less valuable’ citizens (Deutsche Welle 2017; Ntapanta 2023: 239,
2025). Ntapanta (2025) describes this phenomenon as ‘waste citizenship’, where
societal value is stratified based on proximity to waste and informality. This is
compounded in derogatory language used to refer to the waste workers as
junkies, crows, and thieves, essentialising them as akin to drug addicts,
scavengers, and criminals; those ‘without value” (ibid.). Despite this, Salum and
his peers navigate these prejudices with dignity and perseverance, and reclaim
their roles as essential contributors to the city’s economy. As Baez-Camargo et al.
(2022) note, informal economies thrive on reciprocity, trust, and collaboration,
all of which were evident in Salum’s interactions with sellers and fellow
collectors. Negotiating prices for scrap materials showcases Salum’s expertise
and economic agency and thereby contradicts the otherwise implicit assertion
that scrap collectors are those without value.

The goal here was to shine light on the ingenuity, resilience, and agency of waste
collectors in Dar es Salaam. We argue that by navigating systemic neglect, spatial
inequalities, and societal stigma, they not only sustain themselves but also
become part for part of the city’s socio-economic fabric and the production of
knowledge about the city. This analysis builds on the critiques of Eurocentrism
by centring the lived realities and agency of marginalised urban actors in the
Global South.

Riding Ethnography

“He didn’t budge on the price. He also seemed a bit tipsy and very on-
edge; he was the kind of rider everyone had been warning me to avoid.
Since the first day in Tanzania, I had been told to always use Bolt or
another ride-hailing app when ordering a bodaboda. Better yet, never take
bodaboda. Death. Injury. Robbery. These were the consequences awaiting
me should I not follow this advice. But as I said, it was late late. So, on I
got. No helmet, no worries.

We spun into and across the seawall, semi-circling up and around another
parked motorbike before revving to the cusp of the road. We came within
five centimetres of a full-frontal collision with a man standing on the
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phone as we crested the verge. When we pulled out onto the main road, I
gripped the underseat handholds as tight as I could with my clammy
palms. As we entered our lane he started absolutely fangin’ it down the
tarmac.

Streetlights, lacking. Bitumen, potholed. The road was the uneven canvas
upon which he painted his recklessness. I winced to myself as we
narrowly dodged death. I had to raise my shoe off the footrest so I
wouldn’t scrape my ankle on the road shoulder! He had a habit of
removing his hands from the handlebars to adjust his shirt or check his
phone at over one hundred kilometres an hour in a sixty zone. Biting
wind trailed streams of water from the corners of my eyes. It was
deafening. When we escaped the open road for the smaller side streets the
rider did not change his game plan. Speed. Turn. Hairpin. We juddered
between short bursts at a breakneck pace and violently braking at
intersections . . .

... By the time we rounded the last corner to my street, I was completely
sober. I was also more awake than when I had left the festival, and my
mood was stabilised. Despite it being an ungodly hour of the night, I felt
like I arrived home early. Relieved and in one piece, the adrenaline
comedown had me pay him the overcharge without flinching. I felt good,
and thanked him for the experience.” (Kettler 2024: 37-38 [unpublished])

Going for a Ride: Situating the Vignette

The late-night bodaboda journey encapsulates the precarious balance of mobility
and danger in Dar es Salaam. The bodaboda is more than a mode of transport; it is
a site where socio-economic vulnerabilities, urban inequalities, and personal
agency intersect. Gaba (2017) observes that bodaboda drivers often navigate a
duality of serving as indispensable facilitators of urban movement while
embodying a precarious livelihood fraught with social stigma and physical risk.

The driving behaviour in the story above is not an isolated example. During my
fieldwork, my Tanzanian friend Imani, who drove daily, told me that bodaboda
drivers are notorious. This topic frequently came up during my fieldwork before
I brought up the subject of my research. From my arrival on I received warnings
from people about bodaboda, namely that they were often drunk, on drugs, and/
or without a driver’s licence.

In Dar es Salaam, motorcycles account for over half of all road traffic crashes, a
statistic that puts into clear focus the vulnerability of these drivers and their
passengers (Boniface et al. 2016: 2). Factors such as insufficient rider training,
inadequate enforcement of traffic laws, and substandard road infrastructure
exacerbate the dangers bodaboda riders face, making their profession one of the
most hazardous in Tanzania (Nyoni/ Masaoe 2011). The common absence of
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helmets or other protective measures is reflective of the general lack of safety,
although this is not entirely reducible to lack of education, as we discuss in the
next section.

As Doherty (2017) argues, the night-time economy in cities like Dar es Salaam is
sustained by informal networks, where trust, necessity, and proximity dictate
decision-making. The rider’s erratic behavior and my ultimate sense of relief
upon arriving home unharmed underscore the unpredictability of these
interactions, a theme echoed in studies on the ‘disposable” nature of those who
occupy precarious labour positions in urban systems (Doherty 2017: 19;
Ntapanta 2023, 2025).

This vignette also highlights the infrastructural and societal dimensions of risk.
The bodaboda driver’s ability to traverse the city’s road conditions — which are
marked by poor lighting, inadequate signage, and heavy traffic — shines light on
the skill and adaptive strategies cultivated by bodaboda drivers to get around.
Babere (2015) frames such navigation as a ‘social production of space’, where
drivers actively reshape urban geographies through their movements and
practices.

Yet, the economic vulnerability of bodaboda drivers is not solely a product of
individual choices but reflects wide systemic inequalities. As Evelyn Lirri (2021)
points out, the rise of ride-hailing apps has disrupted traditional bodaboda
economies, introducing new layers of competition and exclusion. Since most of
these apps are foreign, mainly US, products, the profits generated using
Tanzanian labour and infrastructure (roads) are expatriated. The vignette of
negotiating an inflated fare in the absence of ride-hailing app options situates
this encounter within a wider discourse on how technology mediates access to
and valuation of informal labour.

Previous scholarship on driving behaviour and road trauma in Dar es Salaam
sheds several insights pertaining to this study. First, a study conducted at the
University of Dar es Salaam looked at the reasons for high rates of injuries
among vulnerable road users in the metropolis, which, in official reports by
Tanzania’s traffic police, “inappropriate road user actions” are cited as the
primary reason (Nyoni/ Masaoe 2011: 216). Other reasons, given both in the
aforementioned study and elsewhere relating to Dar es Salaam (see Boniface et
al. 2016; Kiwango et al. 2020), include car drivers lacking the awareness to
handle motorbikes on the road, and the bodaboda drivers exhibiting aggressive
behaviour by weaving through traffic, running red lights, and frequently using
footpaths to reach their destination(s). Bodaboda are also more likely to travel at
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high speeds and to have limited experience driving (Kiwango et al. 2020: 36-37).
As in the vignette above and multiple other incidents, I was frequently put into
dangerous near miss situations.

By riding with the bodaboda on this and roughly seventy-five other journeys I was
able to get a sense of the day-to-day life of these men. I experienced the city from
their vantage points on the back of their motorbikes, and was intimately exposed
to the everyday risks, dangers, and opportunities for agency — generally
indicated by reckless driving — as I moved across the city with them. This, just
like gathering/walking, becomes a method to fully capture the broader
conditions of informal mobility in Dar es Salaam, conditions in which bodaboda
drivers and their passengers negotiate the intersections of risk, resilience, and
economic necessity.

Much of my study was informed by the experience detailed here, and another,
where my bodaboda driver and I rode past an ajali (‘crash’) as it occurred. Upon
seeing the crash, I asked my rider if we should help them, to which he
responded: “They are in God’s hands now!”

Understanding what he meant there, and the general recklessness of these
bodaboda on the road, became the thought exercise around which my thesis was
developed. To this point, if you are a bodaboda, the more jobs you do the more
money you earn, and the faster you complete each job the more jobs you can do.
One study has it that: “... future consideration in programs that aim to improve
road safety among commercial motorcyclists should seek to address both
perception and behaviour of these drivers towards unsafe behaviours. It is
conceivable that the search for higher earnings may affect a driver’s perception
of unsafe behaviours” (Kiwango et al. 2020: 37). Ride-hailing apps also put
bodaboda at risk, since if a driver does not arrive at the pick-up site fast enough
then one of the hundreds of others in the near vicinity may take their passenger.
In this way there is always pressure and incentive to drive fast and recklessly
from an economic standpoint.

There is simultaneously a deep desire to be invisible to the prying eye of the state
alongside a practice of public visibility and claiming of space on the street. A
street without bodaboda does not feel like a street; in traffic and on the roadsides
bodaboda make space for themselves. Wamala-Larsson and Olofsson (2022: 116)
write that “... bodabodas will use median strips, pedestrian pavements or even
venture out of road lane markings ... to afford agency to the vitality of these
spaces in precipitating the inclusion of bodaboda as a transport fixture.” The job is
also an avenue for performance in public life and claiming identity within it.
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Here I will discuss how these performances are gendered, and that such
performance is embedded in the behaviour of bodaboda drivers. Mshana et al.
(2022) found that Tanzanian men often associate masculinity with being
sexually proficient providers, as failures in these areas led to verbal chastisement
from their partners, including accusations of infidelity and poor sexual
performance. Similarly, Silberschmidt (2005) and Nyanzi et al. (2009) emphasise
that providing for one’s family, displaying wealth, and demonstrating sexual
prowess are key markers of masculinity across the East African region. Shio and
Moyer (2021) note that in Tanzania, the distinction between masculine and
feminine behaviour is paramount, with media and public discourse vilifying
men perceived as feminine. Kirby and van Klinken (2021) also argue that East
African men continually navigate evolving norms around wealth, power, and
gender, adapting to shifting socio-political and cultural landscapes.

Presenting as masculine according to the above criteria is integral to being a
bodaboda. To this extent, economic and social concerns overlap. I argue that
bodaboda are then incentivised to take risks on the road in pursuit of attaining
more money and overcoming the otherwise emasculating stigma of poverty. In
the same way as the need to make money is gendered, risk-taking behaviour
(e.g. fast driving, foregoing helmets) is also gendered and encouraged for
bodaboda by normalised cultural constructions of masculinity.

Since bodaboda are neither wealthy nor commonly afforded any real means for
social mobility, flaunting wealth to demonstrate manhood is usually never an
option. Engaging in risk-taking behaviour sidesteps the need to flaunt wealth. In
this way reckless driving is a means for bodaboda to be seen and treated as a man
by themselves, their colleagues, and society. We argue that by driving recklessly,
bodaboda may overcome the dangers inherent in the roadscape and insodoing
affirm that they have control over their choices and their position in life. Thus,
bodaboda perpetuate the dangers they try to conquer, in turn exposing themselves
and others to harm. Bodaboda both create and exist within the roadscape,
embodying the gendered vulnerabilities of Dar es Salaam and Tanzanian society.

‘Moving With” as a Methodology and Counter Narrative

Our methodological approaches, gathering alongside waste gatherers and riding
with bodaboda drivers, demonstrate the potential of accompaniment as a research
method. In both of our cases, the factor of movement played a central role in
getting a sense of how the world is spatially comported around our participants.
However, more than just being associated with movement, it is about movement
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alongside our participants: ‘moving with’. Moving with means to engage with the
Other, it means that to conduct research requires knowing and being with the
participant as they go about their lives and work.

By walking with waste gatherers, Ntapanta’s research uncovered granular
insights into the microeconomics of informal trade, the social and spatial stigmas
attached to waste work, and the historical evolution of Dar es Salaam’s urban
spaces. Similarly, riding with bodaboda drivers exposed the precarity of their
profession, the infrastructural inequalities they navigate, and the gendered
performances central to their work. In both cases, moving with enabled a visceral
appreciation of factors such as space, environmental conditions, and
relationships to place, which might otherwise stay abstract in static observation.

The participatory nature of these methods proved invaluable. Firstly, the factor
of spontaneity and chance adds to the ethnographic discovery, with greater
opportunities for encounters relevant to the participant. Another advantage is
that by sharing in the physical and social challenges of the interlocutors, we
fostered trust and empathy, enabling a more collaborative dynamic, especially in
Ntapanta’s case. This participatory framework aligns with Hountondji’s (2009)
call for horizontal knowledge production, as it promotes the agency of the
interlocutor. Moving through the streets with these actors — whether by foot or
motorcycle — was not only a mode of data collection but also a way to situate
ourselves within their lived realities, which we feel offered us a more holistic
understanding of their socio-economic practices.

Critically, ‘moving with’ also antagonises broader themes relevant to our
research, such as informality, gender, precarity, and value creation. Informality
emerges as a practice of ingenuity and resilience. For waste gatherers, this is seen
in their ability to transform discarded objects into economic value and resist
techno-capitalism; for bodaboda drivers, it is their capacity to navigate
infrastructural neglect and struggle to create space for themselves on the roads.
These practices challenge dominant narratives that marginalise informal actors,
instead highlighting their active contributions to Dar es Salaam’s socio-economic
fabric.

Gendered dynamics also become apparent through movement. For bodaboda
drivers, reckless driving and risk-taking are tied to performances of masculinity,
shaped by societal expectations of male identity (Mshana et al. 2022; Shio/
Moyer 2021; Kettler 2024). For waste gatherers, the stigma of being labeled mteja
underscores how societal perceptions of value are stratified along social and
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economic lines (Ntapanta 2023). By moving with these actors, we could observe
how these narratives are contested and reconstituted in everyday practices.

The spatial and environmental dimensions of ‘moving with’ are equally
significant. Walking through Mwananyamala’s unplanned settlements or
traversing Dar es Salaam’s potholed roads by motorcycle underscored the
material realities of systemic neglect. These journeys revealed how
infrastructural gaps — poor drainage, inadequate lighting, and substandard roads
— shape not only the physical movements of the city’s residents but also their
socio-economic opportunities and vulnerabilities (Babere 2015; John et al. 2020).

These methods also facilitated the discovery of new areas of data to explore.
Riding reveals the informal networks sustaining Dar es Salaam’s street economy,
while gathering brought to light the micro-level negotiations and social
exclusions faced in the work. Both methods emphasised the interconnectedness
of space, environment, and social relations.

We adopt ‘moving with” not just a methodological choice but a mode of critique.
By centring the lived realities of e-waste gatherers and bodaboda drivers, means
recentre epistemologies of the city. Instead, moving with our participants meant
that we experienced a cityscape where resilience, creativity, and agency flourish.
As such, ‘moving with” has efficacy as a decolonial praxis. Primarily, it provides
the basis to re-position informal actors as vital contributors to the urban fabric.
This methodological reflection supports the importance of thinking with and from
Africa, not merely about Africa, in the pursuit of more equitable and authentic
scholarship.

Closing Remarks

Just as Mwalimu Nyerere’s walk led him into conversation and companionship
with his fellow citizens, our methods fostered new encounters, discoveries, and
relationships. Focus on the movements of everyday life led to anthropological
analysis that sees informality as a mobile site of ingenuity, socio-spatial relations,
and social regimes of precarity.

In aligning methods with participants” lived realities, ‘gathering” and ‘riding’
address hierarchical structures inherent in much research, by emphasising peer-
to-peer engagements. These methods learn from the perspectives of those
navigating informality, precarity, and systemic neglect, ensuring that the
participants’ lives are not merely documented but positioned as central to the
functioning of Dar es Salaam. These methods resist the reductive framing of
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informal actors as peripheral or ‘waste’, reframing them instead as embedded
aspects of the city.

Withal, ‘gathering” and ‘riding’ are not merely methods of data collection but
acts of alignment; methodologies that move with, rather than apart from, the
lives they seek to understand. We consider this to be not only a practical
methodological innovation but a decolonial imperative, placing the participant
and their lived experience at the very heart of the research process.

Thinking with and from Dar es Salaam required more than objectifying perceived
oddities as Wainaina pokes about; this kind of task requires taking on the
viewpoint of your walimu and bodaboda as your methodological apparatus. This is
how an outsider may come to know their agency, creativity, and resilience.
‘Gathering” and ‘riding” show how aligning methods with lived realities can
challenge reductive narratives about Africa and produce scholarship that is more
equitable. We would like for this paper to serve as a reminder that research is not
just about capturing data but about participating in the lives and struggles of
those at the heart of our inquiries. In embracing such approaches, we move
closer to decolonising the academy — not by speaking about Africa, but by
learning with it, from it, and alongside it.
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