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1.  Introduction
FRACTAL is one of five large international research projects under the umbrella of FCFA that 
aims to explore the use of medium to long term climate information to inform development 
decision making in Africa. FRACTAL is the only project in the FCFA that seeks to understand the 
entry points for climate information in an urban context in southern Africa. In doing so it seeks 
to contribute to addressing the ‘burning development issues’ in these cities related to water 
and energy by both reducing disruption and damage from climate change, as well as increasing 
equitable access and sustainable usage of these resources in light of climate change1. Deter-
mining these appropriate and locally relevant potential ‘entry points’ for climate information 
requires an understanding of the urban governance arrangements in the partner cities. There 
are several tasks in the ‘Decision-Making’ research cluster that have been defined to undertake 
empirical research to feed into an understanding of urban governance in the FRACTAL team. 
The urban governance research will take place in the city regions of Lusaka, Maputo and Wind-
hoek - Tier 1 cities. 

There are many ways in which governance has been defined and theoretically framed. Since 
the reality of urban governance is complex and constantly changing, it is necessary to provide a 
theory of governance to provide a “cognitive map” or conceptual framework to understand this 
complexity (Castree, 2010). This concept note aims to provide an overview of the theory of gov-
ernance used in the FRACTAL project, namely, the concept of the urban governance configura-
tion which is being used to frame the FRACTAL governance research that will take place in the 
cities. As argued by Harvey (1989, cited in Castree, 2010, 1735) theorists try to “represent social 
reality in terms of a conceptual map that highlights the key topographical features, their rela-
tive positioning and their relationships”. This concept note first discusses urban governance in 
the Anthropocene, followed by answering the question ‘What is urban governance?’, and then 
providing an understanding of the theoretical concept of an ‘urban governance configuration’ 
drawing on references in the academic literature.

It is important that the research into urban governance in the FRACTAL project is explicitly 
framed within the context of the Anthropocene. It is now broadly accepted that human im-
pacts are greatly ‘exacerbating and accelerating’ natural environmental changes (Simon and 
Leck, 2015, 613). In the academic and popular literature, the Anthropocene is presented as an 
“unpredictable and dangerous time as humanity undermines planetary life-support systems” 
(Lövbrand, 2015, 214). The current literature casts the Anthropocene as a ‘social’ rather than 
natural problem placing human agency at the centre of attention (Latour, 2014a). An important 
and widely recognised assumption about the Anthropocene in the transition and sustainability 
discourses is that society and the environment can no longer be conceptualised as a society-
nature binary, but rather need to be thought of as a ‘socio-natural system’ (Lövbrand, et al, 
2015, 211). 

Over the last decade and more, city governments in both in the north and south, are respond-
ing experimentally in different ways with governance mechanisms and technologies to the 

1 For example, in Lusaka, water security in the informal areas of the city and within the larger system, 
was identified as a burning issue at the first Learning Lab in November 2016.

2.  Urban governance in the Anthropocene
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simultaneous social, political and environmental threats facing them (Bulkeley, 2010; Bulkeley 
and Castan Broto, 2013). Academics and practitioners too are responding, as the Anthropocene 
ushers in the issues of ‘responsibility’ and ‘the need to be doing something’ (Latour, 2014a, 4) to 
contribute to governing and managing cities as they propose and adopt pathways to the future 
through sustainable urban transformations (Hordijk et al, 2014). 

FRACTAL is one of these responses, and has partnered with the Universities and the Municipal 
Authorities in the Tier 1 cities to work co-productively to develop the appropriate climate infor-
mation to insert into relevant urban decision-making arenas and processes in order that these 
cities can make ‘climate resilient development decisions’. However, to do this, some under-
standing of the governance arrangements of the cities is necessary. Since the partner cities in 
the FRACTAL project are in southern Africa, it is necessary to draw on another body of literature 
to better understand the context, dynamics and governance of African cities. 

There is a growing body of literature from the field of urban studies on ‘southern urbanism’ 
which highlights the importance of understanding the ‘historical, cultural, political and eco-
nomic’ differences between cities in the global north and the global south (Parnell and Oldfield, 
2014; Simon and Leck, 2015). While many northern theories claim to explain southern cities, 
“urban theory must also explain political and policy dynamics at the city level, and in our view 
this entails building locally legible accounts that give due weight to the diversity of drivers of ur-
ban change relevant to specific urban contexts” (Parnell and Robinson, 2012, 597). Cities have 
also become the focus of research on urban governance as an avenue for climate change ad-
aptation. The new urban Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the New Urban Agenda, 
debated at Habitat III, indicate that cities will be the nexus for the achievement of all the other 
SDGs (Parnell, 2016). It is argued here that reference to the theory of southern urbanism, can 
be used in FRACTAL to inform the understanding of urban governance in southern African 
cities. This proposes therefore that cities are not just ‘decision-making spaces’ existing in a 
vacuum but there is a considerable weight of theory to assist us in understanding the urban 
governance configurations in the southern FRACTAL cities.

Throughout the urban governance literature is “the pervasive imagining of cities as integrated 
socio-ecological networks” (Wakefield and Braun, 2014, 4), intimately connected to global net-
works in which cities are both agents of change and ‘vulnerable subjects’ of global processes 
– playing out differently in different contexts2. The problem that has been highlighted in the 
literature is how to govern these urban socio-ecological systems in a purposeful way?

There are many definitions and theories of urban governance. Urban governance can be un-
derstood as the ‘multiple ways through which city governments, business, residents, and civil 
society organisations interact in managing their urban space and life, nested within the context 
of government at other levels of government and non-state actors who are managing their 
space’ (Gupta et al, 2016, 4). 

Broto et al (2015, 572) alternatively refer to governance as ‘the multiple [ways] through which 

2 Background documents have been compiled from secondary and grey literature to provide a back-
ground or context for each of the Tier 1 and Tier 2 cities in FRACTAL.

3.  What is urban governance?



Understanding Urban Governance | FRACTAL 6

diverse actors intervene in controlling and managing the city’. Essentially then, urban gover-
nance is about ‘controlling and managing the city’, as well as transforming the city.

In the FRACTAL project, it is specifically the governance of water, energy and climate change in 
relation to development that is of interest. Each city, in its own unique context, with a different 
set of influential actors and burning issues will display a different institutional and decision-
making landscape. The concept that will be used to understand urban governance in the Frac-
tal project is the notion of the urban governance configuration3.

Simply put, an urban governance configuration can be understood as the governance or insti-
tutional arrangements in cities. To understand governance arrangements, we need to look at 
the complex arrangements of multi-scalar4 actors and entanglements of socio-economic, po-
litical, and environmental processes shaping urban development and how they come together 
at a particular time and place in any city. Thus, Lusaka, Maputo and Windhoek will all have 
different governance configurations at any moment which is dependent on their geographi-
cal and historical contexts up to that point. The concept of the urban governance configuration 
provides a relational understanding of governance and as such is one way of understanding 
governance as there are other theories of governance.  However, all theories of governance as-
sume that governance depends on the multi-scalar actors involved (including their discourses 
and resources), their relationships and mandates, the platforms they use for engaging, and the 
policies and legislation and the decision-making processes that take place in the urban gover-
nance arena. More recently, theorists are beginning to include the material elements, such as 
technologies, in governance arrangements.

The literature shows that a shift from government to governance has taken place. Since the 1980s 
there has been a shift from top-down state decision-making to the inclusion of non-state ac-
tors in decision-making. As actors engage in decision-making arenas, it has become apparent 
that “a new range of political practices has emerged between the institutional layers of the 
state and between state institutions and societal organisations” (Hajer and Wagenaar, 2003: 1). 
Multiple actors, from global to local, thus interact to shape the ‘rules’ and processes that are 
needed to manage and transform cities, and not only the state actors. 

Governance could therefore be defined as the many ways civil society, and public and private 
institutions manage and transform the space within which they live (Peyroux et al, 2014; 2017). 
Some authors write about a ‘network’ or ‘map’ of actors (Sørensen and Torfing, 2016) as a way 
of conceptualising the relations between actors. Richey and Ponte (2016) add that new actors 
and alliances can be observed in the range of actors engaged in city governance.

In understanding these relations between actors, it is necessary to examine the complex en-
semble of power relations which are part of a governance arrangement. All actors aim to influ-
ence decisions and policy-making to fulfil their formal and informal mandates to achieve their 
interests (or the interests of their constituencies) and in doing so they attempt to exert power 

3 This concept was originally developed and applied in the EU funded Chance 2 Sustain project (Pey-
roux, et al, 2014).
4 Multi-scalar governance is when international, national, regional and local actors together form 
part of the institutional arrangements in a city.

4.  What is a governance configuration?
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over other actors to shape decisions, actions and outcomes (Castells, 2000; 2011; Allen, 2011, 
24).  Each actor, with their own perception and understanding of the issues at hand, will argue 
for their interests via a specific discourse (language or vocabulary), often resulting in conflictual 
engagements and debates with other actors, although they may originally have come together 
to solve a problem (Hajer and Versteeg, 2005). Governance is therefore a very political process.

Governance configurations assemble or form in a contingent manner. However, it is argued 
they are to an extent purposeful in that they are formed to address specific issues in the urban 
context (Wakefield and Braun, 2014). Since every city has a unique historical, economic, social 
and environmental context, the set of multi-scalar actors that come together in decision-mak-
ing processes to address specific issues within this context will differ from city to city. 

The concept of an urban governance configuration is located within a social constructionist 
paradigm and draws from both assemblage theory and political economy (McFarlane, 2011; 
Brenner et al, 2011). It adopts a relational approach while accepting the relative ‘stability’ of 
the existing political economy, which provides a structural frame in relation to which the con-
figuration can assemble (Buchanan, 2015; Brenner et al, 2011; Jameson and Baud, 2016). The 
concept of a governance configuration can be used as a heuristic device for understanding 
urban governance in a context, or as a framework for comparison across cities, or as a means 
for understanding decision-making in the city.

A governance configuration is made up of a set of elements or dimensions which can be con-
sidered separately for analytical purposes. The concept proposes that an ensemble of multi-
scalar actors (institutions) and their discourses and power relations, policies and practices, 
resources, platforms, material technologies and infrastructure, in addition to decision-making 
processes come together in relation to govern urban life in different ways spatially and tem-
porally (Wakefield and Braun, 2014, 5; Peyroux, et al 2014), and together in relation produce 
certain outcomes (Sutherland et al, 2015). The elements of the governance configuration are 
as follows.

The discourses or language used to frame urban issues, e.g. framings of issues in the domain 
of economic development, water or energy and the knowledge held by actors are critical ele-
ments of a governance configuration. Discourses5 are used by actors to argue for their inter-
ests, persuade other actors of their cause and to influence decisions taken. These discourses 
serve to structure the negotiations and political engagement in decision-making processes 
(Hajer, 2005). There may be multiple discourses that interpret a policy problem and cause ‘pa-
ralysis’ in the decision-making process (Laws and Rein, 2003). Laws and Rein (2003) used the 
concept of a ‘frame’, which complements that of a discourse, to refer to “a way of representing 
knowledge” and as an “interpretive schema that bounds and orders a chaotic situation, facili-
tates interpretation and provides a guide for doing and acting” (Laws and Rein, 2003, 173). The 
dominant discourses will be powerful in structuring the decision-making processes and the 
policy outcomes. For example, Sutherland et al. (2014) identify the water discourses prevalent 
in decision-making processes and policies in Durban, namely: ‘water as an economic good’; 

5 This theory of discourse is drawn from the field of ‘interpretive policy analysis’ where qualitative 
methods are used to analyse policy making and implementation (Hajer and Wagenaar, 2003; Yanow, 
2014). In the field of policy making, discourses are used to argue for an actor’s interests, hence the term 
‘argumentative discourse analysis’ as the method for analysing discourses in a policy context (Hajer, 1995).

4.1  Discourses
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‘water as a social good’; and more latterly, ‘water as a scarce resource’. 

The actors, actor coalitions and their power relations are equally critical to an understanding of 
governance and decision-making. Governance is carried out by a diversity of actors and net-
works, or coalitions of actors, who act together to govern. These are assumed to be multi-sec-
toral, multi-scalar, and include state and non-state actors who work collaboratively to address 
urban issues. Of significant importance are the different forms of engagement and power re-
lations between them (Allen, 2011; Leck and Simon 2013; Castells, 2011; Hordijk et al. 2014). 
Discourse coalitions are groups of actors who are aligned in that they have the same interests 
regarding an issue and hence ‘argue’ together using the same discourse. Figure 1 shows an 
example of the representation of actors in water governance in the eThekwini Municipality.

The shift from government to governance has led to increased influence of non-state actors 
(business, civil society, NGOs, social movements) in decision-making. Therefore, decision-mak-
ing power becomes more ‘dispersed’, and a range of ‘knowledge claims’ are presented in the 
deliberation over urban issues. Scientists no longer hold a privileged position for producing 
knowledge for policy making as the array of other actors involved in governance provide other 
types of knowledge which compete for inclusion, e.g. experiential and embedded technical 
knowledge. For this reason, the negotiation of urban outcomes is often accompanied by ten-
sion and conflict (Hajer, 1995; Hajer, 2005). It is clear that the political character of urban de-
cision-making in the governance configuration is critical in understanding decision pathways.

Policies and institutional mandates provide the architecture of a city’s institutional arrangements 
by providing the guidelines, norms and standards embedded in policy for decision-making, 
and which actors have mandates to act in different domains. However, cities may lack capacity 
to implement policies and mandates may not be fulfilled. Policies can be thought of as institu-
tionalised discourses. 

In the southern African context where devolution of powers and responsibilities to the local 
city level has not been fully accomplished, many national policies provide policy frameworks 

National and local, state 
and non-state actors at 
the Lusaka Learning Lab 
in September 2016, de-
bating the city’s ‘burning 
issues’

4.2  Actors, actor coalitions and their power relations

4.3  Policies and institutional mandates
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for implementation of outcomes at the city level. Thus, national actors here are very much part 
of local city level decision-making processes (Jordhus-Lier, n.d.).  Turok (2013, 7) notes that de-
volution of responsibility and regulatory power to local governments is a global process that 
has been taking place since the 1980s. The reasons for this are to “facilitate stronger horizon-
tal relationships and improved policy coordination across different sectoral functions of gov-
ernment. …and …external organizations in civil society”. Furthermore, decentralisation brings 
“policy-making closer to local communities and gives citizens more influence over the process” 
…and “may improve the relevance and responsiveness of public services to conditions on the 
ground” (Turok, 2013, 7). Thirdly, “…decentralization may help to strengthen city economies by 
giving urban authorities greater discretion to address their distinctive needs and opportunities 
through the provision of tailored infrastructure, skills and partnerships with private investors” 
(Turok, 2013, 7).

The materialities, consisting of the technologies and platforms (GIS-ITC software and their prod-
ucts), and infrastructure (dams, pipelines, storm water drains), are increasingly important ele-
ments of the governance configuration. Actors engage through various platforms (e.g. e-gov-
ernance), use a range of technologies, such as GIS software, to produce knowledge of the city 
which can be used in decision-making, or implement regulating technologies such as Water 
Management Devices (in Cape Town) or dams (in the Kafue River Catchment) to regulate the 
flow of water per the stipulations of a specific policy. Materiality can also be understood as spe-
cific material attributes of the city and city-region, e.g. the hydrology, climate and geography, 
which in themselves act as agents (Boelens et al, 2016).

The main governance processes occurring within the city or within a specific domain (e.g. in 
relation to water management) are those through which decision-making takes place: the ac-
tual ways of working. To engage for decision-making purposes, actors may meet through a 
platform, to engage and deliberate both ‘inside the state’ (e.g. monthly Council meetings, or 
public participation processes) and ‘outside the state’ (e.g. civil society meetings or protests) 
where the state is challenged, or in shadow spaces. These could be termed respectively ‘invited 
spaces’ and ‘claimed spaces’ often revealing the relationship between the state and its citizens 
(Hordijk et al, 2015). It is here through these processes that processes that influence is exerted 
on decision-making processes. 

The governance literature is rich with concepts related to decision-making processes. Laws 
and Rein (2003) propose the concept of ‘reframing’. They argue that a critical moment occurs in 
policy making when there is controversy about the actual problem being debated, or its solu-
tion. At this moment ‘doubt’ arises, “when accepted stories are challenged or events upset con-
ventional accounts and an indeterminate situation arises which requires interpretation” (Laws 
and Rein, 2003, 7) and resolution. These critical moments in decision-making, when there is 
a ‘rush for control’, can result in shifts in understanding and reframing of the problem (Laws 
and Rein, 2003). It opens opportunities for ways of seeing things differently, opportunities for 
reframing policy options which are different to the ‘authoritative narrative’, and the formation 
of new actor coalitions. 

4.4  Materialities

4.5  Governance processes
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Leck and Roberts (2015) also point to the many ‘shadow spaces’ in which decision-making takes 
place and power is exerted by actors in sites that are informal and ‘invisible’. These spaces, 
which lie outside of formal platforms of engagement of actors, are spaces where knowledge is 
shared and new ideas are introduced and sustained. Informal networks are often most power-
ful in influencing decision-making related to policies and implementation.

While policies and institutional mandates form the architecture for urban governance, it is 
the decision-making processes that reveal the actual decision making pathways in cities – and 
these are not always rational or solution-oriented. These processes are driven by the compet-
ing interests, power and resources6  of a range of multi-scalar, multi-sector actors, both state 
and non-state, through negotiation in multilevel policy processes. Decisions are made across 
the spectrum of sectors in the the municipality which relate to the social, environmental and 
economic development goals of the city. All actors aim to exert power through a variety of 
discourses to influence the decisions and policies to achieve their interests and fulfil their man-
dates. John Allen (2011, 24) proposes the term ‘power geometries’ to capture the workings of 
power in urban governance. The relational concept of space has been increasingly used in the 
governance literature to understand the multiple, multi-scalar processes that intersect in cities 
and the power relations between actors driving these spaces (Harvey, 1969; Soja, 1989; 1996; 
Massey, 2005).

The notion of a governance configuration attempts to capture these specific dimensions, which 
in relation produce a set of outcomes at a moment in time. What these outcomes are and what 
gets implemented, where and for whom, are critical questions related to vulnerability, inclu-
siveness and social justice (Massey, 2005; McFarlane, 2008; Sutherland et al, 2014; Sutherland 
et al, 2015). Governance configurations are very complex, and produce detailed understand-
ings of how the ensemble of elements are arranged to produce an outcome or intervention. The 
actors, their discourses and knowledge and the policies they work within may be thought of as 
the architecture of governance. The decision-making pathways of actors can be traced via the 
platforms and processes of the configuration. The materialities and products are the outcomes 
of decision-making and are a result of the implementation of decisions made. Materialities are 
also the local geography and physical context of the city. If any of these changes then the gov-
ernance configuration will change. This process can be understood by exploring the dynamics 
of these governance configurations in different domains, such as water, sanitation and hous-
ing. 

The application of the governance configuration concept in FRACTAL provides the potential 
for an understanding of alternative governance arrangements that could facilitate the entry of 
climate science information into decision making and lead to more resilient cities and city-
regions. 

6 Resources include access to knowledge, human capacity to implement policies, and the control of 
budgets.



Understanding Urban Governance | FRACTAL 11

This concept note presents an overview of governance through the notion of a governance 
configuration. This concept proposes a set of elements which when considered together and 
in relation to each other provide an understanding of governance arrangements in cities. The 
concept is based on relational rather than causal thinking. These elements are:
 
1. The actors, multiple, multi-scalar actors – both state and non-state, formal and informal, 

and the resources and the power relations between them.
2. The discourses (language) used by actors to frame their interests in any policy arena. There 

may be multiple discourses that are used to argue by actors for their interests in any deci-
sion-making process. Dominant discourses will become institutionalised into policy.

3. Policies and institutional mandates which give mandates and power to actors to imple-
ment policies. 

4. Materialities, consisting of the technologies and platforms (GIS-ITC software and their 
products), and infrastructure (dams, pipelines, storm water drains) are increasingly impor-
tant elements of the governance configuration.

5. Decision-making processes – the actual work done by actors through their discourses, in 
deliberating and debating issues and formulating policies

Together, these elements lead to the implementation of policies and outcomes, for example, 
the building of roads, the provision of water pipelines to carry water, and the increase of qual-
ity of life as residents receive electricity in their homes. Thus, outcomes can be material, which 
can then lead to social outcomes.

What next?

We can now ask what power and use does this approach have for understanding the institu-
tional arrangements in FRACTAL? 

• It is argued here that the application of the governance configuration concept has the po-
tential to reveal the sticking points and moments of opportunity in decision-making pathways 
for the provision of relevant and appropriate climate information - leading to more context 
relevant climate and development decision-making.

• The notion of the governance configuration will demonstrate that southern African cities are 
not generic ‘decision-making spaces’ but display very different urban processes and realities 
than do cities elsewhere, based on Southern experiences of urbanization and urban living 
(Barnett and Parnell, 2016, 11). It allows for an understanding of governance arrangements 
in specific contexts.

• And lastly, the concept provides a framework for exploring the city-region as a ‘critical zone’ 
(Latour, 2014b). According to Latour (2014b), the ‘critical zone’ in the Anthropocene can 
be any spot or area ‘on the envelope of the earth’s biosphere’ ‘which extends vertically 
from the top of the lower atmosphere down to the so-called sterile rocks and horizontally 
- which generally means across catchments’. These critical zones are conceived as areas 
under stress requiring a diverse array of scientists to understand, measure and monitor 
them in order to influence policy making and shift cities onto climate resilient pathways of 
development.

5. Conclusion
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The bigger question is why do we want to understand governance configurations? Is it in order 
to make cities more climate-resilience, to shift them onto pathways of resilience or sustainabil-
ity? This is the overall challenge that still needs to be mapped out - how to produce knowledge 
about urban governance that will promote change in southern African city-regions, and how 
do we measure this? 

The theoretical concept of governance configurations provides the theoretical tool for answer-
ing research question 6 in FRACTAL: “What is the current urban policy and socio-institutional 
governance landscape in the three T1 cities, with specific relevance to the climate change, 
water and energy sectors?” In so doing, it can help reveal to what extent climate change knowl-
edge forms part of the configuration and what potential there is for including it as a govern-
ance resource.
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