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Emma Hunter. Citizenship, Belonging, and Political Community in Africa: 
Dialogues between Past and Present. Athens: Ohio University Press, 2016. vi + 
306 pp. Acknowledgments. Postscript. Index. Paper. No price reported. ISBN: 978-
0821422571.

Growing up in Nigeria, I used to think everyone enjoyed the same rights of 
citizenship, but I soon came to question those childish beliefs. With rigorous 
erudition, Citizenship, Belonging, and Political Community in Africa attempts to 
answer several questions: namely, how did various modes of citizenship evolve 
historically in Africa, and what are their contemporary implications?

In her introduction, Emma Hunter argues that there are two funda-
mental problems with scholarship on citizenship in Africa. First, it is often 
predicated on the assumption that the continent does not have a history of 
citizenship that precedes colonization. Second, citizenship is almost always 
seen in terms of privileges and the legal rights that accompany them, thus 
making us lose sight of other domains in which modes of political belonging 
are articulated. Citizenship, Belonging, and Political Community in Africa addresses 
this vacuum by presenting the works of ten African scholars—historians, 
political scientists, and sociologists—to provide a more balanced study of 
citizenship on the continent. Collectively, the scholars draw on precolonial 
and colonial archival materials to historicize the notion of citizenship and 

intellectual genealogy of some of the analytical concepts deployed, such as 
“public sphere,” would have been instructive. Additionally, Hunter some-
times presents newspaper writings as disembodied articulations without 
providing accompanying contextual evidence that might allow the reader 
to grasp the human dimensions of these expressions. Nevertheless, these 
sources simultaneously make Political Thought and the Public Sphere in Tanzania 
an original and enlightening study, and the book does offer concrete char-
acters to anchor the floating world of words when it examines local debates 
in Kilimanjaro. Hunter’s adeptness at moving between the specificity of 
such particular cases and the broad discussion of abstract ideas on a global 
scale is facilitated by her lucid writing and engagement with an impressively 
wide body of comparative scholarly literature. These features help make 
this book at once accessible to nonspecialists and meaningful to Africanists. 
They also confirm that the core insights of Political Thought and the Public 
Sphere in Tanzania—starting with, but hardly limited to, its basic premise 
that popular political deliberation should be taken seriously as the subject 
of nuanced intellectual history—will contribute to shaping scholarly discus-
sions in many fields for years to come.
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contemporary sociopolitical realities and to reveal how they continue to 
evolve in the present.

The volume is divided into three parts, arranged chronologically. The 
three chapters of part 1 examine how modes of citizenship and structures 
of power in precolonial and colonial Africa both included and excluded 
Africans. Nicole Ulrich argues, for example, that in the Cape of Good Hope 
citizenship was highly hierarchical, hinging on factors such as social class, 
the terms of one’s labor, and status—free or slave. Cherry Leonardo and 
Chris Vaughan examine the dichotomy in Sudan between “‘local’ and 
‘national’ citizenship” (75) by looking at how literate individuals became 
the voice of their community and tried to wrestle power from oppressive 
local authorities by writing to a “higher authority”: the national legislative 
assembly. Similarly, Aidan Russell argues that in Burundi changing colonial 
political structures created highly unstable terms of citizenship, by which 
Burundians were sometimes subjects and at other times citizens.

Part 2 explores citizenship in postcolonial Africa. Its overarching theme 
is that the definition of citizenship in the period immediately following in-
dependence was highly unstable and malleable as new states pushed against 
neocolonialism by experimenting “with alternative and more expansive 
models” of governance (6). For many countries independence also marked 
the beginning of conceptualizing citizenship “in terms of a legal status 
granted or withheld by the state” (5). Heri-Michel Yéré examines Houphouet-
Boigny’s short-lived 1963 idea in the Ivory Coast of “double nationalité”: 
a citizenship model that granted “the same rights and duties as citizens” 
to immigrants from Francophone West Africa (128). Samantha Balaton-
Chrimes’s chapter on challenges of inclusion faced by Nubians in colonial 
and postcolonial Kenya argues that citizenship is “a [non-absolute] multi-
dimensional legal status that is constructed and contested by agential political 
subjects” (167). Ramola Ramtohul contends that the unique history of 
Mauritius as a country with no “indigenous population . . . [and] populated 
entirely by migrants” created a hierarchical, shifting, “differentiated and 
unequal form of citizenship” (187) based largely on race and civic identity.

Part 3 examines forms of citizenship and political belonging in contempo-
rary Africa. V. Adefemi Isumonah argues that the notion of citizenship in 
Nigeria, for instance, favors ethnic group rights over individual rights, offering 
opportunities for equal political representation for every ethnic group—large 
or small—in a heterogeneous society. Focusing on Ethiopia, Solomon M. Gofie 
argues, by contrast, that the idea of citizenship based on “peoples” or ethnic 
identities is “a legacy of colonialism” that has hindered Ethiopia’s attainment of 
true democracy. The final chapter, by Eghosa E. Osaghe, suggests that ethnic-
based principles of citizenship are limiting, and that many supposed “citizens” 
in contemporary Nigeria do not receive the “benefits of citizenship because of 
the subordinated, excluded or marginalized groups they belong to” (256). 
As a Nigerian, I couldn’t agree more with Osaghe. Communities that truly 
benefit from government programs are those with the largest populations, 
while the voices of minority ethnic groups often go unheard.
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Martin Plaut. Understanding Eritrea: Inside Africa’s Most Repressive State. 
New York: Oxford University Press, 2016. x + 253 pp. Map. Photographs. Appendixes. 
Bibliography. Index. $21.95. Paper. ISBN: 978-0190669591.

Martin Plaut’s Understanding Eritrea is a highly readable handbook on the 
causes and consequences of despotism in Eritrea—a pocket reference on 
where it came from, how it works, and how it got that way.

Its brevity is both a strength and an obvious limitation. It will reward 
anyone getting acquainted with Eritrea for the first time or looking for a 
coherent narrative to understand the current reality there within a histor-
ical context (without which little makes sense), However, it will frustrate 
experienced scholars for its fast-paced treatment of intensely complex 
issues and its lack of sourcing or references to existing literature. It also will 
infuriate supporters of the regime in Asmara, for whom Plaut, a former 
BBC reporter, is already a pariah. But the author makes no pretense of pro-
ducing an academic study. Instead, he has written what might be better 
termed an extended essay on what has gone awry in Eritrea and how the 
country might be set on a different course.

Written with the voice and sweep of a journalist, the book offers short 
but trenchant summaries of Eritrea’s regional relations, its internal polit-
ical and economic structure, the plight of its many thousands of refugees, 
the continuing role of its extensive and engaged diaspora, the failure of 
its chronically ineffective external opposition to provide a viable alterna-
tive, and a tentative way forward. The first half focuses mainly on Eritrea’s 
history and its relations with its neighbors, most of which have been 
confrontational; the second concentrates on internal issues, going back 
to the experience of Eritrea’s authoritarian president, Isaias Afwerki, as 
a student activist in the 1960s and continuing through his founding role 

This volume contributes significantly to scholarship on citizenship and 
belonging in Africa, although some crucial issues have been left out. For 
example, with the passing of laws that criminalize same-sex relationships 
across Africa, from Uganda to Nigeria to Egypt to Lesotho, gender and 
sexuality have strong implications in regard to the principles of citizenship 
and belonging. How does a person’s gender or sexual orientation in con-
temporary Africa affect his or her engagement with the state, and how 
do contemporary African societies conceptualize gender and sexuality in 
relation to citizenship? Likewise, the volume does not examine how religion 
and religious affiliation have shaped citizenship and belonging in Africa. 
Nonetheless, this is an impressive and extremely valuable book.
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