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amid a sea of rural poverty and typically by the collapse of agrarian employment — compound
the problems of weak urban infrastructure and service provision. The slum world of the global
south, so vividly captured by Davis in Planet of the Slums, assumes a new hypertrophied form.
Millions are barracked in the most terrifying squalor with few job opportunities conferred
by a notoriously labor-extensive industry. At the same time for the lucky few — those able to
benefit from oil rents, political patronage and massive corruption — the city becomes a personal
enclave (the heavily walled and fortified compound is its urban form) of unimaginable wealth
and conspicuous consumption. Inequality of the starkest sort becomes the stamp of the oil city.
Unprecedented rates of urban migration coupled with stupendous wealth among a class of oil
oligarchs and state functionaries (whether military or civilian) makes for a peculiar dynamic to
real estate markets. On the one hand property prices in oil cities (Luanda is a striking case in
point) can be among the highest in the world. On the other, armies of the poor occupy illegally
settled lands on the periphery of the city (or are displaced there by violent government-enforced
slum clearance in the city centre to make way for the latest oil recruits). Many fall under the
sway of slumlords and local government officials eager to exploit their ‘illegal’ status.

The oil city is where the hyper-modern meets the hyper-poor. Luanda’s sparkling corporate sea-
front offices meet Luanda’s musseques [slums], in which 85 per cent of the population ekes out
a miserable existence. The oil city appears as a peculiar sort of parcelised sovereignty: a capsule
within the oil infrastructural grid. The corporate enclaves of Chevron and Shell resemble nothing
more than militarised encampments. The upmarket residences (and elite government residential
areas) are gated communities with fully privatised water, electricity and service provision. Those
without the means build their own walled compounds with their generators, wells and guards.
Capsules within capsules, enclaves within enclaves. In this sort of petrolic-cityscape it is not at
all clear what urban citizenship might mean. The slum world is held together ideologically by
the call of evangelical churches or radical Islam, and the world of oil elites by the siren call of
the global economy and neoliberalism. Both fear the threat of crime, rebellion and the shadow
world of political violence and corruption.

Oil cities are combustible, unstable and ultimately unsustainable in human and ecological terms.
Oil is, of course, finite. It will be exhausted. In this sense oil cities must confront their future,
and their fate, from the moment the first oil begins to flow. They have in this regard built-in
obsolescence. This is both an opportunity and a burden.
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