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ABSTRACT

This article examines how Teju Cole's Every Day Is for the Thief (2007; 2014) and Chibundu Onuzo's Welcome to Lagos (2017)
construct Lagos as a haunted urban formation whose spectral histories resist and ultimately expose the rationalizing logic of neoliberal
spatial production. Drawing on Avery Gordon's theorization of haunting as a mode of social knowledge, AbdouMaliq Simone's concept
of the city as a space of unfinished socialities, and David Harvey's critique of neoliberal urbanism, the article arques that both novels
position the ghost not as a nostalgic figure of loss but as a politically insurgent remainder, the unassimilable residue of colonial
infrastructure, military-era dispossession, and structural adjustment's human wreckage that continues to trouble Lagos's reinvention
as an Afropolitan capital. The article further contends that the two texts are most productively read not in parallel but in productive
tension, since Cole's flinerie of estrangement and Onuzo's immersive subaltern geography represent divergent epistemological
orientations toward the same haunted city, orientations whose very difference illuminates the contested stakes of urban legibility in
contemporary Nigeria. By attending to spectral urbanism as a literary-critical category rather than a purely sociological one, the article
opens new ground at the intersection of postcolonial literary studies and African urban theory.
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INTRODUCTION

The Persistence of the Ghost

In the opening pages of Teju Cole's Every Day Is for the Thief,
the unnamed narrator, returning to Lagos after a long sojourn in
New York, observes that the city seems to resist the forward thrust
of time. "Lagos is a city of people who are in the process of
becoming," he reflects, "though it is not always clear what they
are becoming, or whether the becoming will ever resolve into
arrival" (Cole). The hesitancy encoded in this observation is not
merely psychological; it is spatial and temporal in the deepest
sense, for the Lagos that Cole's narrator navigates is a city where
the present is perpetually overwritten by histories it cannot fully
metabolize, where the wreckage of colonial urbanism, military
governance, and structural adjustment persists as a kind of
atmospheric residue thickening the air through which
contemporary life moves. To inhabit Lagos, both Cole and
Chibundu Onuzo suggest in their respective novels, is to inhabit
a city whose surfaces are palimpsests but whose deeper strata
refuse the easy legibility that the palimpsestic metaphor so often
implies.

The concept of spectral urbanism, as this article deploys it, draws
its theoretical force from several converging traditions. Avery
Gordon's foundational study Ghostly Matters established
haunting as a mode of social knowledge rather than a mere
rhetorical flourish, arguing that ghosts are "social figures"
through which the violence and loss that official history
suppresses return to demand reckoning (Gordon 8). AbdouMalig
Simone's For the City Yet to Come and, more recently, Improvised
Lives theorize African urban space as a domain of perpetually

incomplete social formation, where the city's infrastructure is
always already exceeded by the informal, the provisional, and the
spectral. Henri Lefebvre's analysis of the production of space
provides the materialist scaffolding that links spatial form to
social power, enabling a reading of Lagos's ghostliness not as
mystical atmosphere but as the symptom of concrete historical
processes.

What has not been adequately theorized in the existing
scholarship on the New Nigerian Novel, however, is the specific
literary-critical mechanism through which Cole and Onuzo
operationalize spectral urbanism as a counter-discourse to what
Rem Koolhaas famously celebrated as Lagos's "intense" urban
vitality in his Harvard Project on the City (Koolhaas et al. 652).
Koolhaas's influential if contested reading of Lagos positioned
the city's apparent dysfunction as a form of productive energy, a
model for twenty-first-century urbanism. This article argues that
both Cole and Onuzo mount a sustained, if aesthetically distinct,
refutation of such recuperative readings by insisting on the ghost
as an irreducible political remainder, the figure of those whose
lives and histories neoliberal urban redevelopment cannot
incorporate and will not mourn. By attending to the formal and
theoretical resources through which both novelists construct this
refutation, the present study opens a new line of inquiry into what
we might call the poetics of urban haunting in contemporary
African fiction.

The article proceeds in three movements. The first establishes the
theoretical coordinates of spectral urbanism and its relationship
to the neoliberal remaking of Lagos. The second reads Cole's
Every Day Is for the Thief as a phenomenology of estranged
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haunting, attending to the way the flaneurial mode generates a
particular kind of spectral knowledge that is at once intimate and
critically distanced. The third turns to Onuzo's Welcome to Lagos,
arguing that its immersive subaltern geography produces a
different but complementary mode of spectral perception, one
grounded in the experience of those whom the neoliberal city has
displaced rather than those who observe its displacements from a
relatively privileged vantage. The concluding section brings these
two textual orientations into explicit dialogue, arguing that their
divergence is itself theoretically productive, illuminating the
contested and multiply inhabited terrain of the contemporary
Lagos imaginary.

Spectral Urbanism and Neoliberal Lagos: Theoretical
Coordinates

Any serious engagement with Lagos as a literary-geographic
object must begin by acknowledging the city's peculiar
relationship to time. Lagos is a city that has been remade,
structurally and symbolically, so many times in the past century
that its spatial fabric is constitutively layered. Colonial port city,
federal capital, military garrison, structural adjustment
laboratory, and most recently aspirant Afropolitan metropolis are
not successive stages cleanly replacing one another but
superimpositions, in which new spatial regimes are installed over
previous ones without fully erasing them. The result is a city
whose present is always inhabited by its pasts, a condition that the
spectral urbanism framework is uniquely equipped to theorize.

Gordon's concept of haunting is useful precisely because it
refuses both the consolations of melancholy and the finality of
erasure. The ghost, in Gordon's formulation, is "not simply a dead
or missing person, but a social figure, and investigating it can lead
to that dense site where history and subjectivity make social life"
(Gordon 8). Applied to the urban context, this means that the
spectral dimensions of a city are not merely the residue of failed
or incomplete modernization but the index of specific acts of
violence, dispossession, and silencing whose consequences
continue to structure the present. The demolition of Maroko in
1990, in which Lagos State authorities forcibly evicted an
estimated three hundred thousand residents from one of the city's
largest informal settlements in the name of urban beautification,
is precisely the kind of event that, in Gordon's terms, produces
ghosts. Its victims did not simply disappear but left traces in the
urban fabric, traces that haunt subsequent spatial arrangements
with the memory of what was violently unmade. Both Cole and
Onuzo invoke Maroko's erasure, whether directly or obliquely, as
a founding instance of the kind of neoliberal dispossession that
their novels work to make visible.

The neoliberal dimension of Lagos's haunting requires careful
specification. Following David Harvey's account of neoliberalism
as fundamentally "a project to achieve the restoration of class
power" through the market-directed reorganization of urban space
(Harvey 16), we can understand the contemporary remaking of
Lagos not as the emergence of a neutral or progressive urban
modernity but as the spatial consolidation of a particular class
formation. The comprador elite whose interests are served by

projects like Eko Atlantic, the vast land-reclamation development
off Victoria Island marketed as Africa's Dubai, have
simultaneously displaced fisherfolk communities and altered the
coastal dynamics affecting poorer mainland populations.
Lefebvre's insistence that space is not a neutral container but is
actively produced through social relations of power (Lefebvre 26)
enables us to read such projects not as mere urban development
but as the violent production of a new spatial regime, one that
privatizes the waterfront, fortifies class segregation, and renders
the informal city's claims on urban space literally inundatable.

Simone's contribution to this theoretical constellation is equally
indispensable. His concept of "people as infrastructure," the idea
that in African cities residents “collectively produce the
infrastructure of urban life" precisely because formal
infrastructural provision has failed or been withdrawn (Simone,
"People as Infrastructure™ 407), provides a framework for
understanding why the informality and apparent dysfunction of
Lagos that Koolhaas celebrated is not a form of spontaneous
vitality but is rather the adaptive consequence of structural
adjustment's systematic dismantling of public provision. The
ghosts that Cole and Onuzo conjure are, in this sense, the spectral
representatives of exactly those populations whose infrastructural
social labour sustains the city but who are excluded from its
official imaginary. In For the City Yet to Come, Simone
demonstrates across four African cities how urban residents
develop what he calls "strange combinations of objects, spaces,
people, and practices" in response to the withdrawal of formal
infrastructure, combinations that sustain social life but that
remain legible only to their participants and invisible to the
developmental gaze (Simone, For the City Yet to Come 3). It is
precisely this invisibility, this systematic exclusion from the
register of the legible, that Cole and Onuzo theorize through the
figure of the ghost.

The Koolhaas problem deserves extended treatment because it
represents the most sophisticated version of the recuperative
reading against which both novels implicitly write. In Mutations,
the Harvard Project on the City volume that included his
celebrated essay on Lagos, Koolhaas argued that the city's
apparent chaos concealed a form of intense urban functionality,
suggesting that Lagos might be understood as "a developed form
of our own future" rather than as a failed instance of Western
urban modernity (Koolhaas et al. 652). This reading has been
critiqued by urban theorists who argue that it aestheticizes
poverty and misrecognizes exploitation as creativity. What such
critiques do not address, however, is the literary dimension of the
counter-discourse, specifically the ways in which Nigerian
novelists have developed, through the resources of narrative form
itself, a mode of apprehending Lagos that insists on the violence
concealed within the city's apparent vitality. This is precisely the
contribution that a literary-critical framework of spectral
urbanism makes possible.
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Cole's Estranged Flanerie: The Ghost as Epistemological
Problem

Teju Cole's Every Day Is for the Thief occupies an unusual
generic position. First published in Nigeria in 2007 and
substantially revised for its international release by Random
House in 2014, the novel is at once a work of autobiographical
fiction, a meditation on memory and return, and a sustained
phenomenological inquiry into the experience of inhabiting a city
whose present is saturated with a past that the narrator can neither
fully access nor fully leave behind. The narrator, an unnamed
Nigerian-American, returns to Lagos after fifteen years in New
York, and the text follows his movement through the city over
several weeks, generating a series of vignettes that are
simultaneously observations of contemporary urban life and
encounters with what we might call, following Gordon, haunted
social formations, that is, spaces, practices, and populations that
carry within them the imprint of histories the city's official self-
representation would prefer to suppress.

The novel's distinctive formal strategy is to position its narrator
as a modified flaneur, someone whose walking of the city
produces a particular kind of knowledge but whose relationship
to that knowledge is characterized by a persistent epistemological
uncertainty that distinguishes Cole's text from the classic
flaneurial tradition. Cole's narrator does not possess the detached
omniscience of Baudelaire's poet-observer. He is, rather, an
observer who is himself observed, whose estrangement from a
city he once knew intimately generates a doubled perspective in
which the present and the remembered past are held in uneasy
tension. This formal condition of doubleness is precisely what
enables the novel's spectral dimension. When the narrator walks
through the area near his grandmother's house in Yaba, he
perceives the present streetscape through the overlay of a
remembered landscape that no longer exists, and this perceptual
overlay produces a kind of ghost-vision in which the present is
perpetually interrupted by the traces of what it has displaced. "I
am looking," the narrator reflects, "at what is there, and also at
what is no longer there, and |1 am not always able to tell the
difference" (Cole). The confession embedded in this reflection is
more than personal; it is epistemological, the admission that the
haunted city resists the clean, sovereign perception that the
developmental gaze requires.

The novel's engagement with Lagos's spectral geography is
nowhere more concentrated than in its treatment of Maroko.
Though the neighbourhood was demolished in 1990, its absence
is rendered as a presence throughout the text, a constitutive void
whose edges continue to define the spatial imagination of those
who inhabit the areas surrounding it. When the narrator passes
through Lekki, he is aware that the orderly middle-class
development he observes was built, in part, on the cleared ground
of Maroko, and this awareness gives the landscape an uncanny
quality. The new buildings seem to hover slightly above the
ground, as if not quite settled on the space they occupy. This is
haunting in Gordon's precise sense, not the literal appearance of
a ghost but the structuring presence of an absence that refuses to

be simply absent, that insists on its continued relevance to the
social formation that succeeded it.

Cole's Lagos is also spectral in its relationship to what Fredric
Jameson, in a different but related context, called "the political
unconscious" (Jameson 20), the suppressed narratives of class,
colonial history, and structural adjustment that the city's surfaces
simultaneously encode and conceal. The novel is particularly
attentive to the infrastructural dimensions of this concealment.
The narrator's extended meditation on the Lagos bus system, the
danfo and molue network that constitutes the primary means of
mobility for the city's majority, is not merely a sociological
observation but a spectral reading. Each bus carries within it, in
the narrator's perception, the full sedimented weight of Nigerian
public history, the failed promises of independence, the oil
boom's squandered potential, and the structural adjustment years
when what had been public was privatized and the common good
subordinated to market imperatives (Cole). This capacity to read
material objects and spaces as the embodied residue of historical
processes not otherwise visible in the contemporary cityscape is
the defining feature of Cole's spectral method.

The novel's formal relationship to photography is also central to
its spectral project. The 2014 edition incorporates a series of
photographs, attributed to Cole himself, which function not as
illustrations of the text but as its uncanny counterpart, images of
Lagos spaces that are both documentary records and spectral
traces, capturing moments of urban life that the narrative
simultaneously celebrates and mourns. The photographs'
aesthetic of bleached colour and slightly unfocused foregrounds
gives them a quality of temporal displacement, as if they were
images not of the present but of a present already becoming past.
This formal choice enacts at the level of the book's material
production the spectral condition that the narrative describes at
the level of urban experience, namely the impossibility of a clean,
unmediated encounter with the contemporary city and the
persistence of temporal layering in even the most immediate act
of observation. The photographic supplement thus extends the
novel's epistemological argument beyond the verbal into the
visual register, insisting that the haunted city cannot be captured
by any single medium or any single act of looking.

The question of Cole's literary ancestry is also relevant to
understanding his spectral method. Cole has spoken in interviews
and essays of his debtto W. G. Sebald, whose The Rings of Saturn
and Austerlitz similarly deploy the walking-narrative form as a
mode of historical inquiry, combining prose meditation, memory,
and documentary image to produce a texture of temporal layering
that refuses the clean separation of past from present. What Cole
does with this inheritance, however, is to transpose it from a
European context of postwar trauma to a West African context of
colonial aftermath and neoliberal dispossession, and in doing so
he produces something genuinely new. The Sebaldian mode of
melancholy walking becomes, in Cole's Lagos, a mode of
political as well as aesthetic apprehension, a way of reading the
city that insists simultaneously on the beauty of what survives and
the injustice of what has been destroyed.
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Onuzo's Subaltern Geography: Haunting from Below

If Cole's Every Day Is for the Thief approaches Lagos's spectral
geography through the relatively privileged optic of the returnee
intellectual, Chibundu Onuzo's Welcome to Lagos constitutes a
formally and politically distinct intervention in the same
contested urban imaginary. Onuzo's novel follows a group of
displaced Nigerians, including army deserters, a Biafran war
survivor, a Delta community woman fleeing oil-related violence,
and a street-raised Lagos boy, who come together in an
abandoned house in the city and attempt, through a combination
of solidarity and improvisation, to survive its indifference. Where
Cole's narrator observes Lagos from a position of relative
mobility and cultural capital, Onuzo's characters experience it
from within the precarity of those who have been structurally
excluded from even the most minimal forms of urban citizenship.
This distinction in social positioning generates a different mode
of spectral perception. Where Cole's narrator sees the ghosts of a
lost past, Onuzo's characters are themselves the ghosts of a
present that refuses to acknowledge their existence.

The abandoned house that serves as the novel's central spatial
figure is, in this sense, a key site of spectral urbanism. It is a space
that has been written out of the neoliberal city's developmental
narrative, a void in the landscape of productive urban space, and
it is precisely this voiding that makes it habitable for those who
have themselves been voided by the same developmental logic.
Onuzo's handling of this space is deliberately non-romantic. The
house is not a utopian enclave but a precarious refuge, threatened
by the very urban development that rendered it temporarily
available. The novel's plot turns, in part, on the gradual revelation
that the land on which the house stands has been earmarked for
redevelopment, a revelation that stages, at the level of narrative
structure, the perpetual subordination of subaltern spatial claims
to the imperatives of capital-led urban regeneration. The space
that the dispossessed inhabit is always already marked for its own
erasure, and in this sense the haunting it embodies is prospective
as well as retrospective, a haunting not only by the past but by a
future that has already decided these lives are expendable.

The character of Chief Sandayo is central to the novel's
theorization of spectral urbanism. A former government minister
who has embezzled public funds and gone into hiding, Sandayo
initially appears as a figure of ironic commentary on Nigerian
elite corruption, but as the novel develops he becomes something
more complex, a figure whose guilt and displacement position
him, against his will, within the spectral community of those
whom the city has unmade. His encounter with the novel's other
dispossessed characters forces him to confront, and eventually to
acknowledge, his complicity in the systems of extraction and
dispossession that have produced their precarity. This narrative
arc is not primarily a story of individual moral redemption but a
formal mechanism through which Onuzo stages the confrontation
between the neoliberal city's beneficiaries and its ghosts, the
moment at which the haunting becomes legible to those who had
previously been insulated from it. In Lefebvrian terms, Sandayo's
trajectory enacts the collision between what Lefebvre calls
"representations of space," the planned and administered space of

the elite city, and "representational spaces,” the lived space of
those whose inhabitation exceeds and disrupts official spatial
logic (Lefebvre 38-39).

Onuzo's Lagos is also, crucially, a city of oral and embodied
spectral transmission. Where Cole's narrator encounters ghosts
primarily through the mediation of visual perception and
intellectual reflection, Onuzo's characters encounter them through
story, rumour, and communal memory. The figure of Isoken, the
Delta woman whose community has been effectively erased by
oil industry operations and government complicity, carries within
her body and her narrative the spectral traces of an environmental
violence that has received no official acknowledgment. When she
speaks of her community, she speaks of people who are, in the
terms of official urban and national geography, already ghosts,
communities rendered invisible by the same processes of resource
extraction that have funded the coastal redevelopment of Lagos.
Isoken's presence in the novel connects the city's internal spectral
geography to a wider national topology of dispossession, in which
the violence of the Niger Delta is not separate from but
structurally continuous with the violence of Maroko's demolition,
Eko Atlantic's displacement of fisherfolk, and the everyday
erasure of Lagos's informal settlements.

The novel's engagement with Biafran memory, through the figure
of Fineboy's grandfather, provides a further layer of spectral
complexity. The Biafran War remains one of the most
systematically suppressed events in Nigerian public memory, its
trauma officially consigned to the category of the resolved and
therefore unspeakable past. When Fineboy encounters traces of
his grandfather's wartime experience in the stories circulating
among the novel's community of the displaced, the text enacts
precisely the kind of spectral return that Gordon theorizes, that is,
the past's insistence on its relevance to a present that has tried to
declare it finished. The war's ghosts inhabit the same informal
urban spaces as the victims of structural adjustment and oil-
industry violence, and in bringing these different genealogies of
dispossession into contact, Onuzo suggests that Lagos's haunting
is not the product of any single historical event but of an
accumulation of violences whose effects are borne,
disproportionately and in perpetuity, by the same populations.

Onuzo's formal technique of free indirect discourse is worth
dwelling on as an instrument of spectral knowledge. By allowing
her characters' perceptions and judgments to inflect the narrative
voice without being fully absorbed by it, she produces a mode of
representation that holds individual consciousness and collective
experience in productive suspension. The reader inhabits each
character's perspective closely enough to understand the texture
of their dispossession but is never wholly confined to any single
viewpoint, and this perspectival mobility enables the novel to
articulate the systemic dimensions of urban haunting that no
individual consciousness could fully perceive. In this sense,
Onuzo's formal choices perform at the level of narrative technique
the compound spectral vision that this article argues both novels
jointly produce, a vision that requires multiple vantage points

€ 2026 EPRA IIMR | http://eprajournals.com/ | Journal DOI URL: https://doi.org/10.36713/epra2013=============================== 1013


https://doi.org/10.36713/epra2013

-

ISSN (Online): 2455-3662

‘(ss [EPRA International Journal of Multidisciplinary Research (IJMR) - Peer Reviewed Journal
Volume: 12| Issue: 5| May 2026|| Journal DOI: 10.36713 /epra2013 || SJIF Impact Factor 2026: 8.753 || ISI Value: 1.188

precisely because the haunting of the neoliberal city is not visible
from any single position within it.

Between Estrangement and Immersion: Toward a Poetics of
Urban Haunting

Reading Cole and Onuzo together, as this article has proposed,
reveals not only their shared investment in the spectral
dimensions of Lagos but the productive divergence of their
formal and epistemological orientations. Cole's flaneurial
estrangement and Onuzo's subaltern immersion are not simply
two different styles of doing the same thing. They are two
different modes of spectral knowledge that illuminate different
aspects of the city's haunted geography and that together
constitute a more comprehensive account of Lagos's resistance to
neoliberal legibility than either could provide alone.

The flaneurial mode, as Cole deploys it, produces spectral
knowledge through the  mechanism  of  perceptual
defamiliarization. The narrator's estrangement from a city he once
knew creates a double vision in which the present is continuously
interrupted by traces of the past. This is a powerful mode of
spectral apprehension, but it has structural limits. The flaneur's
mobility presupposes a degree of social and material security that
is unavailable to most of Lagos's inhabitants, and the perceptual
freedom that Cole's narrator enjoys is, in Lefebvrian terms, a
product of his particular location within the city's social
geography. His ghosts are, for the most part, the ghosts of a
relatively educated, relatively mobile observer, the ghosts of
missed cultural opportunities, of the city's unrealized intellectual
potential, and of the aesthetic dimensions of urban life that
poverty and dysfunction have foreclosed. These are real ghosts,
and their evocation is powerful, but they are not the same ghosts
that haunt the experiences of the structurally dispossessed.

Onuzo's immersive mode, by contrast, produces spectral
knowledge from within the experience of those who are
themselves the city's ghosts, rendered structurally invisible by the
spatial logic of neoliberal urbanism. This mode of spectral
apprehension is more politically immediate but carries its own
formal risks, among them the danger of sentimentalism, of a
representational politics that positions the dispossessed as purely
suffering objects rather than as subjects of knowledge and agency.
Onuzo navigates this risk with considerable formal sophistication,
particularly through her use of free indirect discourse, which
allows her characters' perceptions and judgments to inflect the
narrative without reducing them to simple objects of sympathy or
identification. But the immersive mode also, by its nature, has
difficulty achieving the kind of structural overview that would
connect individual experiences of dispossession to the systemic
forces that produce them, a gap that Cole's more reflective and
theoretically informed narrator is better placed to fill.

What emerges from this comparative reading is the outline of
what we might call a compound spectral poetics, a mode of
literary engagement with the haunted city that requires both the
estranged and the immersed perspective, attending both to the
structural forces that produce urban ghosts and to the experiential
texture of being, or becoming, one of those ghosts. This

compound poetics is not a property of any single text but of the
intertextual field that Cole's and Onuzo's novels jointly constitute,
a field in which their formal and perspectival differences
generate, through their interaction, a more comprehensive
theorization of Lagos's spectral geography than either could
achieve in isolation. Simone's insistence on the "multiple spaces,
temporalities, and social formations" that African urban life
simultaneously inhabits (Simone, Improvised Lives 12) finds its
literary analogue in precisely this compound form, the form of
two novels whose divergent methods are more fully meaningful
in relation to each other than they are apart.

The theoretical concept of the production of space that Lefebvre
elaborates is also useful here in a way that has not yet been fully
exploited by scholars of African urban fiction. Lefebvre
distinguishes between spatial practice, the lived routines through

which space is physically produced and reproduced;
representations of space, the planned, conceived, and
administered spaces of planners and technocrats; and

representational spaces, the spaces as directly lived through their
associated images and symbols (Lefebvre 38-39). Cole and
Onuzo, read together, give literary form to all three of these
dimensions simultaneously. Cole's flaneurial practice maps the
lived spatial rhythms of Lagos; his narrator's reflections on Eko
Atlantic and the erasure of Maroko engage with the
representations of space promulgated by the developmental state;
and both novels, in their construction of a haunted urban
imaginary, inhabit and transform the representational spaces
through which Lagos's inhabitants make meaning of their city. It
is this tripartite engagement that gives both texts their theoretical
richness and that justifies reading them as contributions to urban
theory as well as to postcolonial literary studies.

Conclusion: The Limits of Legibility

In his celebrated and controversial reading of Lagos, Rem
Koolhaas suggested that the city's apparent chaos was, in fact, a
form of intense order, and that Western observers who saw only
dysfunction were failing to recognize a new urban paradigm. This
reading has proved influential not only in architectural and urban
studies circles but in a certain strand of postcolonial cultural
criticism that, in its understandable desire to contest the
pathologizing of African urbanism, has sometimes moved too
quickly from the refusal of negativity to a celebration of urban
vitality that unwittingly aestheticizes the conditions of extreme
precarity under which that vitality is produced. Cole and Onuzo,
this article has argued, offer a more rigorous and more politically
honest alternative.

Both novelists insist, through the formal resources of literary
narrative and through their engagement with the spectral
dimensions of urban life, that Lagos's complexity cannot be
resolved into either a narrative of pathology or a narrative of
celebration. The city they construct is one whose very resistance
to legibility is the symptom of a specific history, namely the
history of colonial spatial production, military governance, and
structural adjustment that has created, layer by layer, the
palimpsestic urban formation that contemporary inhabitants
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navigate. The ghosts that populate their Lagos are not decorative
figures of nostalgia or atmospheric local colour. They are, in
Gordon's precise sense, social figures whose persistence in the
text signals the persistence of unresolved historical injustice in the
urban fabric itself.

The concept of spectral urbanism, as this article has developed it,
offers the field of postcolonial literary studies a tool for engaging
with African cities that is simultaneously attentive to their
material histories, responsive to their formal representations, and
resistant to the twin temptations of pathologizing negativity and
celebratory vitalism. It does so by insisting that the ghost is
neither a figure of simple absence nor a figure of overcoming but
a figure of what Gordon calls "complex personhood” (Gordon 4),
the irreducible particularity of lives and histories that the city's
dominant spatial logic has tried, and failed, to erase. To attend to
the ghosts of Lagos, as Cole and Onuzo teach us to do, is to attend
to the limits of neoliberal legibility itself, to the point at which the
rationalizing project of the developmental city encounters a
remainder it cannot account for, cannot incorporate, and cannot
finally silence.

The New Nigerian Novel, at its most searching, is a literature of
that remainder. It does not offer us a manageable Lagos, a city
whose complexity resolves into a single legible image. It offers
us, instead, a city that is perpetually in excess of its own
representations, a city whose ghosts are simultaneously its most
honest cartographers. To read this literature with the theoretical
attentiveness it deserves is to discover, within the forms of
contemporary African fiction, resources for thinking the urban
that our sociological and developmental frameworks, for all their
utility, cannot by themselves provide.
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