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The Trans-Africa Highway Masterplan

all, bringing the people of Africa together for better understanding and 
for peace” (UNECA, 1971: 3). 

By 1985 the TAH master plan consisted of five corridors and was 
described in the report on the first United Nations Transport and 
Communications Decade for Africa (UNTCDA I)—which ran from 1978 
to 1988—as one of the most important investment projects in the field 
of transport in Africa (UN, 1985). In spite of the international focus 
brought to bear on issues of transport infrastructure in Africa by UNTC-
DA I, progress on the TAH was slow. Seven years after the beginning of 
the decade little headway had been made in construction of the road 
but “some substantial progress was made in setting up the institutional 
framework” for the TAH such as the Lagos-Mombasa and Cairo-Gabo-
rone ‘highway authorities’ whose mandate it was to oversee construc-
tion and maintenance of these corridors. The report on UNTCDA I 

Introduction

‘The Trans-Africa Highway Masterplan’ is a grand title. Full of promise. 
Seductive in its suggestion of scale and power. I should point out at 
the outset that the Trans-African Highway (TAH) is not primarily—if at 
all—a road network. Although there are roads and many kilometres of 
highway that correspond to the routes marked out in the TAH master-
plan, many of them were built independently of the masterplan and 
have had a fluid, ambiguous relationship with the masterplan over 
time. The TAH exists primarily as an idea, a masterplan and a set of 
beleaguered institutions. In spite of this, the TAH masterplan has en-
dured for decades in discussions and plans for transport infrastructure 
in Africa. In what follows I will offer a brief historical background to the 
TAH, explore how we might understand it and then reflect on how we 
can make sense of the stories that the TAH masterplan tells about itself.

A Brief History of the Trans-Africa Highway Master-
plan
The idea for a highway network criss-crossing the continent of Africa 
existed in various forms for many years (Doxiadis Associates, 1962) 
before the concrete proposal for the Trans-African Highway masterplan 
(TAH) was made in 1969. Although it was the largest and most ambi-
tious highway plan to emerge it was certainly not the only international 
African highway development going on at the time (UNECA, 1971). 
Arnold and Weiss (1977) suggest that the initial plan of the TAH was 
developed in Japan and presented to the Kenyan government by the 
Japanese Ambassador to Kenya in 1970 with an offer of aid to com-
plete the project. At this stage the plan was to build a four-lane tarred 
highway running 4800 kilometres from Mombasa in Kenya to Lagos in 
Nigeria, connecting seven countries: Kenya, Uganda, Zaire, the Central 
African Republic, Chad, Cameroon and Nigeria (Arnold and Weiss, 
1977). Although Kenya, Zaire and Nigeria all showed keen interest in 
the project it was not until June 1971 when the project was adopted 
by the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) and the 
planned Mombasa-Lagos route was approved by the executive commit-
tee in Addis Ababa, then chaired by Robert Gardiner. Arnold and Weiss 
(1977) suggest that this delay was, in part, due to suspicion in many of 
these recently independent countries as to the motives of the Japanese 
government.

Although the initial plan of a four-lane tarred highway was soon down-
graded to a single-track all-weather road—largely due to the pragmatic 
leadership of Robert Gardiner—, the plan to have the Lagos-Mombasa 
corridor completed by 1976 was never met (Arnold & Weiss, 1977). 
Although the report on the first meeting of the TAH coordinating 
committee (1971: 3) only deals with the Lagos-Mombasa corridor, 
there is a suggestion that from the very start the vision of the TAH plan 
was for a network of highways covering most of Africa. This first report 
describes the goal of the network of highways as follows: “[to provide] 
facilities for developing commerce and trade and tourism and, above 
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This map and the following 
four maps show the planned 
routes of the TAH and how 
the plan changed over time. 
Although many roads—of 
varying size and quali-
ty—exist that correspond 
to the routes shown on 
these maps, these roads 
were planned and built 
independently of any TAH 
institutions and have ver 
little formall relationship to 
the planned routes shown 
here.
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suggests that one reason for the slow progress of the TAH project, as 
well as many other regional and sub-regional transport infrastructure 
projects, is the misalignment of regional interests with the interests 
of individual states (UN, 1985). Regional integration was never a high 
enough priority for individual states for them to want to invest the time 
and money in developing these regional corridors.

In addition to this lack of political will, the lack of a strong institutional 
framework for the TAH was a continuous problem. Although by 1986 
there was a ‘highway authority’ for each of the five planned corridors—
Lagos-Mombasa Trans-African Highway Authority, Cairo-Gaborone 
Trans-East African Highway Authority, Tripoli-Windhoek Trans-Cen-
tral African Highway Authority, Algiers-Lagos Trans-Saharan highway 
Authority and the Trans-West African Highways Network—there was 
never a single, consistent management body overseeing the activity 
of these smaller institutions (UNECA, 1986). For a brief period starting 

in 1971 there was a Trans-African Highway Bureau that was respon-
sible for the coordination of the TAH masterplan but this only lasted 
a few years (AfDB, 2003). From 1980 onwards much of the official 
conversations about the TAH have revolved around various attempts to 
re-establish the TAH Bureau in addition to attempts to resolve various 
problems such as the unbuilt sections of the TAH network referred to 
as the ‘missing links’, and the difficulty of raising sufficient funds for 
the completion of the project. Many of these problems seem to arise 
from nothing more than a lack of interest from most of the countries 
involved in the TAH. Evidence of this lies in the fact that even after a 
second UN Transport and Communications Decade for Africa from 1991 
to 2001 and continued promotion of the TAH project by the ECA, at the 
Plenipotentiaries on the Statutes of the Trans-African Highway Bureau 
held in Rabat, Morocco on 14 September 1993 only ten countries out 
of the required twenty-six ratified the statutes concerning the re-estab-
lishment of the TAH Bureau (UNECA, 1991).
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By 2003 the TAH masterplan included nine corridors but there was 
still no TAH Bureau and of the various ‘highway authorities’ only the 
Trans-Sahara African Road Liaison Committee in Algiers was still in 
operation (AfDB, 2003). Today the situation is much the same. There 
are still sections of the planned highways that have yet to be completed 
and no institutional bodies of any significance. In addition to identifying 
the lack of support among AU member states for the TAH masterplan 
as a reason for the project’s stagnation, the AfDB suggests that there is 
a lack of clarity as to what it actually means for a road to be designated 
as part of the TAH network. Although the TAH provided a “useful po-
litical vision for future developments for African roads”, the authors of 
the AfDB report suggest that the project has “lost much of its original 
significance” (AfDB, 2003: 20).

In spite of this apparent lack of interest in the TAH masterplan project 
and the project’s dwindling political significance, the idea of the TAH 
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masterplan is still surprisingly tenacious. In 1986 the executive secre-
tary of the ECA, Professor Adebayo Adedeji, said that “the five (at the 
time) Trans-African Highways were vital for the real decolonization 
of Africa … and for a self-reliant and internally generated collective 
self-sustained growth”. In 2003 the African Development Bank (AfDB) 
described the TAH as a “basic element” of a transport network that was 
a necessary condition for economic integration and political unity in Af-
rica (AfDB, 2003). And in various documents relating to the Programme 
for Infrastructure Development in Africa (PIDA), launched in 2012, the 
TAH is listed among the Priority Action Plan Projects in the transport 
section (AU, AfDB, NEPAD, nd.). In the ECA’s report on the Regional 
Integration of Africa (ECA, 2010), however, the TAH masterplan seems 
more like an obligatory footnote than a vital project and in the African 
Union’s Strategic Plan 2014-2017 (AU, 2013) no mention of the TAH is 
made at all.
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Stories of Promise and Progress
How are we to make sense of a masterplan for an infrastructure net-
work with such an irregular, ambiguous character as the TAH? Larkin 
(2013) offers us one set of tools. He suggests that infrastructure has a 
power of its own; a “semiotic and aesthetic” value that is entirely inde-
pendent of its technical function (Larkin, 2013: 328). In this sense, in-
frastructure operates discursively. The form of an infrastructure project 
or the ideas that planned infrastructure projects mobilise are as much 
part of that infrastructure as the “brute” materiality of it (Larkin, 2013: 
332). Larkin uses the metaphors of ‘desire’ and ‘fantasy’ to describe 
how infrastructures can take on a “fetish like” quality; how infrastruc-
tures begin to embody abstract ideas and how they can ‘speak’ to or 
entirely take the place of certain desires and fantasies. 

Because infrastructure operates on so many levels—the material, the 
social, the political, the discursive—Larkin suggests that one can choose 
any number of scales or objects of analysis when studying it. Infrastruc-
tures are material things but they are also “knowledge things”, “people 
things” and institutional things. This profusion of scales and objects 
of analysis lends infrastructure a rather intimidating ‘hugeness’ and 
complexity. Larkin suggests that it is this hugeness or “the sense of awe 
and fascination” that infrastructure stimulates that gives it much of its 
political effect (Larkin, 2013).

Harvey and Knox (2012) offer a similar set of tools for understanding 
road building projects in particular. They extend Larkin’s idea of the 
desires and fantasies embodied in infrastructure projects with the met-
aphor of ‘enchantment’. ‘Enchantment’ suggests the power that road 
construction projects have to mobilise potentially conflicting actors in 
spite of the fact that the promises offered by the road may never come 
to fruition. Harvey and Knox (2012: 523) suggest that road construction 
projects have a “visceral and affective” quality that emerges out of the 
“promises of emancipatory modernity” that they make.

The idea of modernity plays an important role in the power of roads 
to enchant. Dalakoglu & Harvey (2012: 463) suggest that roads are the 
“most aspirational of social infrastructures” and that they seem to have 
an intrinsic future orientation. For Larkin (2013: 332) this is the result 
of a long history of infrastructure creating a “world in movement” and 
opening up new possibilities for the future. The link between infrastruc-
ture and mobility and ideas of progress and modernity is so strong that 
infrastructure, and roads in particular, become metonyms for mobility, 
progress, change, freedom and modernity (Larkin, 2013).  Larkin then 
takes this one step further by suggesting that certain infrastructural 
forms actually create the texture or sense-scape of modernity. Drawing 
on Mrazek he suggests that “the hardness of the road, the intensity 
of its blackness, its smooth finish” are intimately bound up in the 
experience and political project of modernity (Larkin, 2013: 337). This 
is in spite of the fact that infrastructure developments are as likely to 
introduce bankruptcy, dependency, exclusion and uncertainty as they 
are to introduce emancipation and progress.

We are now at a point where we can ask what desires the TAH master-
plan mobilises? What fantasies does it excite? Who has it enchanted? 
And what futures does it promise? In their study of a road construction 
project in Peru, Harvey and Knox (2012: 523) identify “the promise of 
speed and connectivity”, “the promise of political freedom” and “the 
promise of economic prosperity”. All of these apply to the TAH master-
plan with the significant addition of the promise of unity. I will focus on 
the promise of political freedom and the promise of unity starting with 
the latter. 

Existing Road Network - 1968
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The Promise of Unity

Unity featured prominently in the discourse surrounding the TAH. As 
mentioned above, part of the goal of the TAH was “bringing the people 
of Africa together for better understanding and for peace”. Arnold and 
Weiss (1977, 156) even nicknamed the Lagos-Mombasa corridor the 
“unity highway”. 

If you look at the road infrastructure that existed in 1968, shortly after 
the majority of African countries gained independence, you see six 
distinct road network clusters. There is no link (of sufficient quality) 
between these clusters and each cluster is contained, more or less, 
within the territory that was controlled by single colonising nations. In 
addition to this, the structure of each cluster suggests an ‘extractive 
logic’ rather than an integrative one. This is particularly clear in clusters 
three (west Africa) and four (the east African coast) where roads run 
from the coast into the hinterland in fairly straight lines. These allowed 
for resources to be taken out and for colonial authorities to gain easy 
access to the hinterland to better exercise their control (Arnold & 
Weiss, 1977).

In the contemporary road network shown here, each cluster is sig-
nificantly more integrated internally but one can still observe a clear 
clustering following the same structure that is visible in 1968. There 
are still only a few high-quality links between these clusters. Of course, 
one could say that this ‘clustered’ form makes sense and that it might 

Contemporary Road Network

N
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North and East African Caravan Routes - c. 800

N

have developed this way in spite of colonialism. However the transport 
network that predated the arrival of European colonialists by about 500 
years reveals an entirely different kind of form. The caravan routes that 
existed in north, west and east Africa show an evenly dispersed web 
connecting a number of nodal points in this part of the continent—par-
ticularly in the central inland areas.

The TAH aimed to redress the splintered structure introduced by 
colonial powers by constructing roads that connected all the clusters 
together and created corridors along which development could occur. 
Robert Gardiner, the executive secretary of the ECA from 1963 to 1975 
(Sherwood, 2014), described the logic of the TAH as follows: “we are 
opening up a whole continent, making the continent an entity instead 
of isolated portions” (Arnold & Weiss, 1977:159). The network of 
planned TAH corridors visible on pages eight and nine above show the 
integrative logic of the TAH plan. Most of the nine corridors connect 
one cluster of road infrastructure to another cluster. The logic being 
that this would strengthen the bonds between these otherwise sepa-
rate systems. To some extent the representation of a linear network of 
raods in these maps of the planned TAH routes is misleading because 

the roads did not just connect one large city to another. They were also 
meant to act as catalysts for development along their entire lengths. 
Areas where it was not profitable to farm, mine or build would now be 
open to exploitation as getting to them would be easier and cheaper 
and there would be a steady stream of traffic passing them.

Although it would be easy to interpret this ‘unifying’ highway network 
as a Pan-Africanist project, especially considering the popularity of this 
discourse in the early 70s, there is a conspicuous absence of referenc-
es to Pan-Africanism in any of the official documentation of the TAH. 
Arnold and Weiss (1977) suggest that the apparent disinterest in the 
ideals of Pan-Africanism are most likely a result of nationalism and the 
fact that the TAH is not strategically essential to any of the countries 
involved: “each country in fact is sufficiently nationalistic and sufficient-
ly wrapped up in its own development problems to regard the issue of 
the highway as a side issue” (Arnold & Weiss, 1977: 160).

Other commentators (Shirwood, 2014 & Morits, 1976) suggest that to 
some extent this apparent aversion to Pan-Africanist discourse in the 
planning of the TAH could have been the result of Gardiner’s influence 
as executive secretary of the ECA. Shirwood (2014) and Moritz (1976) 
both discuss Gardiner’s suspicion of Pan-Africanism. Shirwood (2014) 
describes a speech that Gardiner gave in 1957 in which Gardiner 
suggested that establishing a Pan-Africanist movement in Africa had 
already failed due to the heterogeneity of the people who lived on the 
continent and because of attempts by some governments (he is not 
clear as to whether it was colonial or African governments) to frustrate 
the progress of the movement. His suspicion of Pan-Africanist discours-
es of the day could also be the result of disagreements and conflict be-
tween Gardiner and Kwame Nkrumah that Shirwood (2014) and Morits 
(1976: 1) both ascribe to differences in temperament and ideology with 
Gardiner being described as “sober and pragmatic” and Nkrumah as 
“ambitious and idealistic”.

The Promise of Political Freedom

As in Harvey and Knox’s (2012: 524) discussion of roads in Peru the 
integrative logic of the TAH expresses a desire to “overcome an en-
trenched history of colonial and post-colonial domination”. The maps 
described above show how the TAH plan aimed to better integrate the 
road infrastructure clusters that had formed themselves around the 
centres of colonial influence in Africa and that were built, primarily, to 
meet the exploitative goals of the colonisers. The attempt to improve 
connectivity between these “outward oriented” (Doxiadis Associates, 
1962) infrastructure networks can be seen as an attempt to reshape 
the way African states interact with each other and the world and move 
away from the dominant structure that they inherited from colonial 
administrations.

The decolonial potential of the plan, although plausible and alluring, 
is far from certain. As a number of authors suggest (Ciabarri, 2017; 
Harvey & Knox, 2012; Jensen & Morita, 2015; Delakoglu & Harvey, 
2012) road infrastructure can be as much a site of control, repression 
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and exclusion as mobility, unity and freedom. Although the geographic 
form of the planned TAH corridors may seem to invert the logic of co-
lonial-era road infrastructure, many former colonisers and other pow-
erful industrialised nations had a keen interest in the realisation of the 
TAH plan. One has to ask why it was that previous colonial powers were 
so interested in investing in this road infrastructure in their former colo-
nies? Especially considering the lack of interest from western nations 
in other infrastructure projects of the time such as the construction of 
the TANZAM railway between Zambia and Tanzania. The motivation 
for the TANZAM railway was to give Zambia, a landlocked country, 
access to a port from which they could export their copper without 
having to ship it through Rhodesia, which was then controlled by Ian 
Smith’s minority government and against whom Zambia had introduced 
sanctions (Arnold & Weiss, 1977). What was it about the promises of 
the TAH that so many western countries found appealing and about 
the TANZAM that they found so worrying? Did not the TAH make just as 
bold a political statement by stopping at the borders of apartheid South 
Africa? Perhaps what worried the previous colonial powers was simply 
the socialist tendencies of Kaunda’s Zambia and Nyerere’s Tanzania at 
the time?

“Masterplan? We don’t want any more masters.”

Resident of Mathare, Nairobi quoted in Kimari, 2017: 5

At this point I would like to pause and take another look at the way 
I have told the story of the TAH so far. Grand infrastructure projects 
and their masterplans have a way of generating around themselves 
their own grand narratives. If we take seriously Larkin’s proposal that 
infrastructure operates on a discursive level, then we need to ask what 
kind of discourse they create? There is something about a master-plan 
that pushes you towards telling a particular kind of story: a master-nar-
rative. The actors in the story I have told so far have been intergov-
ernmental institutions, national governments, ministerial committees, 
presidents, executive secretaries and, peripherally, transport engineers 
and architects. This seems, of course, like an appropriate cast for a 
large international infrastructure project. But it is also an all-too-easy 
and all-too-common way to tell the story about large infrastructure 
projects and a story that, I believe, leaves out a number of important 
details. For this reason, I want to reflect on how we could talk about 
infrastructure differently, how we might talk against the master-narra-
tives that these projects so often invite.

The theorists I have used in the section above to make sense of infra-
structure—what it is and what it does—engage with infrastructure in 
a way that emphasises its giganticness. They paint a picture of such 
complexity and power that it seems almost beyond our ability to grasp 
it properly, “beyond the space of the human” (Maier, 2017). Infrastruc-
tures are presented as having the capacity to shape modern nation 
states (Ciabarri, 2017), guide the political futures of whole regions 
(Harvey & Knox, 2012), generate their own particular forms of sociality 

(Anand, 2017) or restructure a whole continent’s engagement with the 
rest of the world (Doxiadis, 1962; Gardiner in Arnold & Weiss, 1977). 
The way I have told the story of the TAH so far falls into this style of 
writing about infrastructure. I have foregrounded the TAH masterplan’s 
complexity, its power to mobilise powerful agents over time, the ideol-
ogies it embodies, and the grand promises of imagined futures that it 
makes. Infrastructure seems able coerce the people who write about 
it into writing about it on its own terms. Why is it that “the spectre of 
men and male authority becomes so powerful in studies of infrastruc-
ture?” (Maier, personal communication 2017, December 21). Why is it 
that the voices and the bodies of the people employed in constructing 
these master-projects are so silent? How has something as staid as 
infrastructure managed to seduce us into telling its story this way and 
how do we go about writing against this master-narrative?

A good place to start is to characterise the TAH master-narrative and 
the stories that the master-plan invites us to tell about it. The first and 
most obvious characteristic is that the narrative revolves around the 
biographies of ‘big men’. It is very easy to see the TAH as the manifes-
tation of the dreams and ideals of a few powerful men. Harvey and 
Knox (2012:530) are very aware of this when they suggest that road 
building projects in Peru are “often hailed by presidents as symbols of 
their contribution to the nation state”. The imagined physicality of the 
TAH—a vast pan-continental highway network—is deployed almost 
like an extension of these big men’s own physical heft—a physical mass 
that can be wielded in the face of others. Robert Gardiner’s political vi-
sions, Constantinos Doxiadis’ architectural visions, Muammar Gaddafi’s 
and Kwame Nkrumah’s ideological visions are presented as the driving 
forces behind the TAH.

Second, the master-narrative is teleological or, at the very least, based 
on a linear idea of progress. This could be, as Larkin (Larkin, 2013: 332) 
suggests, a result of a “sedimented history”, starting in the Enlighten-
ment, of infrastructure promoting movement and circulation which was 
assumed to bring change and therefore progress. This way of thinking 
about infrastructure has been so well rehearsed that it is difficult to 
think of the TAH in any other way than as a bringer of progress. It 
is almost taken for granted in much of the writing on the TAH that 
greater connectivity will ease mobility, which will bring about economic 
growth, progress, unity and freedom. This is the core theory of strategic 
highways but as Arnold and Weiss (1977: 150) remind us “all these 
results can be achieved in part by a highway but not by the highway 
alone. There is also needed the political will to ensure that the highway 
does in practice what it is understood to be capable of in theory.”

A third characteristic of the master-narrative is its grand scale. Dis-
cussion about the TAH happens, for the most part, on the continental 
scale. When I initially approached the topic of the TAH master-plan 
this posed quite a challenge as the discussion around the TAH and 
its imagined future happened at a continental scale but any existing 
manifestation of the TAH master-plan happened at a very specific, 
local scale. This introduces a tension in the story of the TAH that the 
master-narrative does not engage with. The TAH master-narrative turns 
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‘Africa’ into a “hyperreal term”, a term that refers to a certain “figure of 
imagination whose geographical referent remains somewhat indeter-
minate” (Chakrabarty, 2000: 27). To some extent the TAH master-plan 
totalises and essentialises ‘Africa’, subsuming local specificity into a 
single, unitary whole. 

In this way, the master-narrative is told from the perspective of a “Mas-
ter Subject”, what Garuba (2002: 87) describes as the, often European, 
often male, subject having “a supposedly unmediated access to trans-
parent space” and talking in the register of what Mary Louise Pratt de-
scribes as the “monarch of all I survey”. Part of the reason the promises 
made by the TAH are so alluring, part of the power of the master-plan’s 
enchantment comes from this very characteristic of the story it tells. 
This to me is why the metaphor of ‘seductiveness’ seems so appropri-
ate to describe the influence that the TAH masterplan has on those 
who engage with it. There is something “erotic”, suggests De Certeau 
(1984: 92) about reading something from such a great distance, about 
being able to inhabit the “Master Subject” perspective, a “lust to be a 
viewpoint and nothing more”.

I imagine one could identify a number of other characteristics but these 
will have to do for now. Our task, now, is to think about how we might 
write against master-narratives like these. This is almost bound to be 
a failure because in writing against something, that thing becomes 
your point of reference and you will always reproduce some of the 
assumptions of whatever it is you are trying to dismantle. To write 
entirely against the ‘master-’ one would need completely to change 
the terms on which one writes about it. To a large extent, how one can 
write about the TAH is straight-jacketed. The TAH masterplan was never 
realised in any substantial way. The only things that really existed of the 
TAH was the masterplan itself, the various, now defunct, institutions 
that were created to bring it into material existence and the meetings 
of politicians and functionaries at which it was discussed. Writing a his-
tory of the TAH ‘from below’ for example is made very difficult because 
very few people, outside of the political elite who conceptualised it, 
interacted with the TAH as the TAH.

But what we can do is place the TAH master-narrative in conversation 
with other texts that might help us understand it differently. One per-
son who can help us in this endeavour is Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o (1977: 48) 
who I quote at length below:

“I remember the aeroplane, the Landrover and the surveying 
team that only the day before had planted red pegs in Ilmorog. 
An International Highway through Ilmorog. I suddenly wanted 
to laugh at the preposterous idea. Why, I asked myself, had they 
not built smaller serviceable roads before thinking of interna-
tional highways?” At least my journey to and from Ruwa-ini 
would have been much quicker and I would have arrived home 
much less tired and might even have avoided this meeting with 
a stranger. But as suddenly I became bitter and took the side 
of the Ilmorog peasant; they would never build a road – not 
unless money was a flowing river. I burst out: ‘Yes. Yes … when 

hyenas grow horns.’ I was surprised at my words. After all, the 
peasants and herdsmen in Ilmorog had for years fought the 
earth and the sun without help from tarred roads and reliable 
transport. Young men and women had anyway trekked to the 
cities and left the old to till the land, and the old themselves 
had not much incentive to farm for the big markets. As for the 
herdsmen, they usually multiplied their cattle only to see them 
claimed by the drought or disease. The curse of God, they 
would probably say as they moved further into the plains. In 
my mind I now put this wretched corner beside our cities: sky-
scrapers versus mud walls and grass thatch; tarmac highways, 
international airports and gambling casinos versus cattle-paths 
and gossip before sunset. Our erstwhile masters had left us a 
very unevenly cultivated land: the centre was swollen with fruit 
and water sucked from the rest, while the outer parts were 
progressively weaker and scraggier as one moved away from 
the centre.”

Ngugi, in this brief discussion of an unnamed highway project which 
is very likely the TAH, speaks powerfully to some of the characteristics 
of the master-narrative we have identified. Ngugi quickly and scorn-
fully identifies the agents behind the highway as a “they”—italicised 
to emphasise the distance of this ‘they’ from the community that the 
narrator, Munira, identifies with. Munira gives us a perspective from 
below of the grand designs of the TAH. He sees the will to power and 
dominance in the act of planting the red pegs and questions the tak-
en-for-granted logic that an international highway will be good for the 
people living in rural Ilmorog. Munira is ultimately ambivalent about 
the value of the highway but it is his scepticism that is important. What 
Munira highlights is a gap between the lived reality of the residents of 
Ilmorog and the visions of the ‘they’, the people with power. Kimari 
(2017: 5) is aware of this same gap when she writes, about cities, that 
“until the yawning gap is narrowed between the elites’ vision and the 
experiences of ordinary city residents, all the master plans in the world 
will not lead to the growth of inclusive, relational cities”.

Wa Thing’o also addresses the issue of scale. What is immediately 
apparent in Munira’s talk of the highway is the scale of his concerns. He 
is much more concerned with his own ease of mobility in his immediate 
environment than he is with the principle of mobility and progress in 
Africa in general. By this I am not suggesting that only infrastructure 
that meets people’s everyday needs at the scale of the neighbourhood 
or community has any value, but rather, that even the largest-scale 
infrastructure projects need to be responsive to the needs of actual 
people if they hope to become and remain relevant. De Certeau (1984) 
suggests that the knowledge created from above, from the perspective 
of the ‘Master Subject’ outside of time and space, is fictive. What one 
can see from this perspective is only a “facsimile” of reality and any 
understanding one gains is a misunderstanding because it is blind to 
the minute, everyday practices that keep systems moving (De Certeau, 
1984: 93). The TAH’s enormous scale may be the cause of its dwindling 
significance. No one has yet been able to effectively translate the 
seductive and all too plausible theory presented in the TAH master-plan 
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into an intervention that has significance on the local, or even national, 
scale.

Finally, Wa Thing’o engages with the problem of teleology, or progres-
sivism, in the master-narrative by placing Munira in the middle of a 
binary between the ‘traditional’ and the ‘modern’ and drawing out the 
tension between the two. Munira is scathing of the “wretchedness” 
of Ilmorog, the faith of the pastoralists and the parochialism of the 
elderly while at the same time being cynical about the youth and their 
enchantment with the city. All of this can be interpreted as a veiled 
criticism of the hubris of the master-plan. Munira seems to be asking: 
‘do they really think that a tarred highway will change any of this?’ 
Ngugi identifies the assumption that the highway will bring progress 
and questions it. The master-narrative of the highway presents itself as 
a catalyst of progress and a bringer of modernity but Ngugi asks us to 
stop and ask what this means. Harvey & Knox (2012) describe roads as 
a technology of modernity, a tool used by the modern state to achieve 
integration, circulation, growth or control. Ngugi is bringing our atten-
tion to this fact, the fact that the highway is a political project, a project 
based on assumptions of what it means to be a nation and a subject in 
that nation. 

Literary fiction engages with reality on different terms to those of other 
texts such as economic reports, minutes of important meetings, official 
histories and social science theory. As a result, it is a useful tool for 
talking back to a narrative that draws its ability to dominate from the 
authority of all of these texts. Are infrastructures, by necessity, colonial, 
oppressive and exclusionary? Of course not. But they can be complicit 
in processes of exclusion, marginalisation, alienation and exploitation. 
Infrastructures participate in the process of creating subjectivities and 

A Note by Way of a Conclusion
I recognise that by placing the stories told by Larkin, Harney and Knox, 
Ciabarri and a number of other authors in the camp of the master-nar-
rative I am being a little bit unfair. These authors are critical of how 
infrastructures are deployed politically, aware of their positions in the 
discourse on infrastructure and committed in their approaches to fore-
grounding the stories of people who are not in the political elite. But 
in spite of their insightful and critical approaches they still reproduce, 
in various ways, the authority and power that infrastructure claims for 
itself. They allow themselves to be seduced by the futures that infra-
structures make us imagine.

The TAH, in its plausibility, and its ability to mobilise fantasies of unity, 
mobility, freedom and modernity, has been seducing people with 
power for decades. The master-plan has developed a momentum of 
its own such that many reports on transport in Africa still feel obliged 
to mention the masterplan in spite of recognising its limited political 
relevance and the multiple practical obstacles standing in the way of its 
realisation. Perhaps the TAH masterplan will one day be realised and 
effective institutions will be created to facilitate easy mobility through-

out the continent. But if this is to happen in a way that does not lead 
to further exclusions of local people from their land and other spaces 
of mobility, facilitate the exploitation of resources and people for the 
benefit of a far-off elite and strengthen the coercive power of states 
over their citizens, then we—scholars, politicians and citizens of African 
countries in particular—need to be wary of the promises infrastruc-
tures make and be careful not to be seduced by the plausibility and the 
authority of the master-plan.
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