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Introduction 
Jonathan Silver and Paula Meth 
University of Sheffield

In September 2018 we organised a workshop; ‘Speculative Infrastructures and Cities-in-the-
Making in the Arts Tower in Sheffield. The event was developed to respond to the growing 
prominence of infrastructure in understanding urbanisation as a dynamic, open ended and 
contested process of global transformation. It sought to reflect on the utility of infrastructure as 
a problematic in examining cities in-the-making, developed over the last twenty years - whilst 
reflecting upon the expansive ways in which the term is increasingly mobilised through diverse 
theoretical and methodological approaches in the social sciences. Across the urbanisation 
experience infrastructure is arguably the critical materiality in the shaping of urban worlds. 
The workshop brought together a wide range of scholars to focus on various infrastructures 
and how they can be understood as practices/processes of urban speculation across multiple 
scales, geographies, connections and temporalities. Using notions of infrastructure, as a form 
of speculation in-itself the workshop aimed to develop new conversations concerning cities 
in-the-making and the increasingly speculative ways in which the term ‘infrastructure’ is now 
being used across and beyond urban studies to consider issues such as financialisation, new 
technologies and everyday life.  

(Photo Licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 4.0 International license)
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Cities remain in constant flux and movement, shaped by transformations that often emerge 
as speculative and future orientated and yet remain provisional and open to reconfiguration. 
From households in rapidly growing mega-cities, navigating everyday survival through 
clandestine pipe connections, to ongoing attempts at restructuring moribund economies 
in the post-industrial city, infrastructure acts as the materiality of urban speculation. These 
provisional geographies encompass multiple scales, actors and intensities. From the mega-port 
project aimed at emergent, surging accumulations to a new mobile app designed to escape 
police repression or the repurposed transit system these infrastructures create disruptions 
to the present socio-technical order of cities. Understood collectively as ‘infrastructure’ 
these technologies, of cities-in-the-making, have become increasingly central in accounts 
of the urban. The emergence of studies of infrastructure as a critical focus across urban 
geography has achieved much in helping to elucidate the provisional and multiple contours of 
urbanisation. Importantly, the use of infrastructure as a key problematic does not end with 
these visible systems of service provision and connectivity so often explored in the literature. 
Rather, scholars have taken notions and metaphors of infrastructure to help outline new 
explanations of cities as ongoing spaces of provisionality, experimentation and speculation. 
Examining geographical phenomena as diverse as household care and warfare the term has 
become a useful device through which urban researchers may find common ground to speak 
across various debates and ways of theorizing the city. The rationale of the workshop sought 
to develop a better comprehension and to understand the functions, forms and politics of 
the term ‘infrastructure.’ We sought to place infrastructure both at the centre of attempts to 
understand the city and as conceptual space to rethink the urbanisation process more broadly. 

We invited participants to broadly consider the following questions in relation to their own work 
(which in some cases only fleetingly use or research infrastructure directly).

 • How might we develop a conceptual vocabulary of infrastructure to better understand cities 
in-the-making? How does the recent ‘infrastructural turn’ across urban geography relate to 
your ongoing research and ways of thinking about cities?

• What comparative tools might be available through geographic approaches to infrastructure 
to think across the various scales, temporalities and spaces of urbanisation? 

• How do changing configurations of infrastructure offer opportunities to understand the 
speculative foundations of the urban? 

• How do changing uses of the term ‘infrastructure’ relate to new theoretical/methodological 
tools in interrogating cites-in-the-making? Are there limits to how we can constructively use 
the term?

This publication aims to communicate some (but certainty not all) of the rich conversations 
and debates over the two days.  We structured the event into various panels, asking for short 
interventions from panelists that you are able to read. Certainly there was much debate about 
the terms we used to organise each panel, sometimes being useful and other times less so. 
Finally, we’d like to extend our thanks to all the funders, chairs, panelists and participants who 
made this workshop possible. We hope you enjoy the assembled thoughts
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Panel 1: Hijackings
Chair:  
Beatrice De Carli (University of Sheffield)

Panel: 
Dana Abi Ghanem (University of Manchester)
Victoria Habermehl (University of Sheffield)
Simon Marvin (University of Sheffield)

Illicit trade, circulations and accumulations are gathered, distributed and held across 
repurposed infrastructures through various means, practices and strategies that underpin 
alternative cities-in-the-making. Such infrastructures sustain various forms of hacking the city 
to create new social, technological and economic relations from the clandestine electricity 
connection through to occupied housing. Alongside such contested infrastructural spaces 
new technologies threaten to disrupt current socio-technical geographies as they shift 
current ways of knowing and experiencing the city from phone apps to experimental data 
management systems. This panel sought to consider how notions of hijacked or hacked 
infrastructures might help better articulate these provisional intersections of urban life as 
transgressive, contested, deeply disruptive and the foundation for alternative ways of living in 
the contemporary city. 
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Hijackings: Electricity infrastructure  
in post-war Beirut 
Dana Abi Ghanem 
University of Manchester

Photo: Author 

Electricity in conflict
The electricity infrastructure in Lebanon is a 
good example of how a city persists across the 
decades through resilience, reconstruction, 
and entrepreneurialism. At first glance, the 
inadequate provision of electricity services 
(in the hands of Electricité du Liban) in the 
city and its precarious performance suggests 
a crisis that loomed over the country only 
since the start of the civil war in 1976. Since 
then, the story goes, people have invested in 

different solutions to ensure they supply their 
homes and businesses with the much needed 
service – whether in the form of car batteries 
powering fluorescent lights in dim living 
rooms, small diesel powered generators or 
rechargeable lights and radios (Awada, 1988). 
Other forms of resilience included sharing 
electricity from a single diesel generator 
amongst different households, even if limited 
to a light bulb at an end of a wire. Gradually, 
as businesses began importing bigger and 
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more advanced diesel powered generators, 
apartment blocks started investing in larger 
commonly owned resources were the costs 
were shared among different flats in an 
apartment block. Private businesses began 
to set up informal electricity services, which 
households and businesses could subscribe to 
for a monthly fee. Alongside the story of the 
resilience of the Lebanese during war time is 
the understanding that illicit connections were 
compromising Electricité du Liban’s service, 
whether it was the Palestinian camps dotted 
around the city or the ever growing migrants 
from the southern suburbs of Beirut, which 
back then formed what became known as 
the ‘poverty belt’ around the city (Aref, 1977). 
On researching the history of the conflict 
in Lebanon with a focus on infrastructure, 
other salient forms of hijacking should 
be reported – accidental disconnections 
resulting from acts of war or the inability of 
maintenance staff to repair in no-go zones, 
deliberate disconnections as acts of war and 
reconnections by different militias (such as 
PLO’s reconnecting Beirut c.79), in addition to 
the persistent and prolific illicit connections as 
the legal limitations became more difficult to 
enforce. 

More careful investigation, however, indicates 
that the level of services provided since 
electrification (initially as the colonially 
established private company that was later 
nationalised in 1964) were never consistent 
across the regions of the country (Kassir, 
2003) and the level of electricity access was 
not sufficient either (Abu-Rish, 2014). The 
subsequent hackings by the ‘resilient’ or 
‘creative’ Lebanese should therefore not be 
simply understood as a response to war time 
survival or as a post-war oft-used ‘Phoenix 
rising’ metaphorical moment. How then do we 
explore the history of the hijackings against 
this persistent narrative? A networked analysis 
of electricity provision makes clear the case 
that an inequality in access to the services of 
the state has long been enacted through the 
development of infrastructure for this young 

country. Though not unusual in the developing 
world, in Lebanon, these notions are cast 
aside in favour of a ‘civil war destroyed 
everything’ understanding of the electricity 
crisis, which itself still burdens the country 
today and delimits collective or creative efforts 
to formulate a much needed energy strategy 
that benefits its citizens more equitably.

Resisting entrenched narratives
How far can the story of the illicit connections 
(from inadequate services, the camps or 
the ‘poverty belt’) become a story of the 
conflict that ensued? Regarding the electricity 
infrastructure in Lebanon, hijacking is 
configured into its practices and processes, 
and proceeds to shape it over time. I argue 
that the grid and its connections is one 
way through which elites sought to define 
and establish what constitutes modern 
metropolitan Beirut and what doesn’t. 
For example, the camps in Beirut where 
Palestinian refugees have been settled over 
the years are connected to electricity via 
the Mount Lebanon distribution network as 
opposed to the Beirut electricity distribution 
network. Hijackings opened up the city to 
the perceived ‘undesirables’, whether they 
were Palestinian refugees illicitly connecting 
to defiance to the measly electricity quota 
or to develop socially or militarily beyond 
the bounds identified in the Cairo Accord, or 
Muslim Sh’ia farmers emigrating from the 
countryside in the South and Beqaa valley in 
search of better opportunities in the city, as 
the economic crisis loomed (Fawaz, 2009). 
Illicit access meant that thousands who 
inhabited its expanding suburbs could survive 
throughout the year, and the seasonality 
that had long been associated with the slums 
slowly began to fade. I highlight the crucial 
role that these hijackings played in allowing 
the ‘poverty belt’ to subsist, and for the 
suburbs’ resilience and its people’s notions of 
steadfastness to grow amidst a politics at the 
time that rejected them and dejected them 
from the city. 
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Photo: Author

Hijacking electricity in the city is part of 
the retelling of the urban fighting during 
the civil war in Beirut. Political parties and 
militias that dominated or controlled streets 
or neighbourhoods made the provision 
of services (electricity from generators, 
water canisters or tankers, flour) their main 
business in times of war or relative peace. 
The inconsistent services of Electricité du 
Liban helped to develop the Christian right-
wing party’s statement of “the neglect of the 
state in its duties to its sons and daughters”, 
a speech that introduced the launch of the 
Falangist Party’s ‘Popular Committees’ (Freiha, 
2017). Yasser Arafat’s project in the summer of 
’79 sought not only to respond to the hostility 
of the Christian right-wing militias but also to 
congeal via hijacked connections the support 
of President Muamar Gaddafi of Libya and 
showcase the financial support of his wealthy 
Arab Gulf allies. As such, infrastructure 
services, including electricity, became crucial 
elements in the urban wars of Beirut.

Nowadays, generator subscription services 
and diesel generators proliferate in the 
densely populated Beirut as the insufficient 
provision of electricity to its inhabitants 
persists. This service becomes ever 
more crucial as the city grows, and the 
reconstruction programmes that began in 
the early 1990s increases the demand on 
its infrastructure. Post-war, Beirut is offered 
as entrepreneurial, exerting itself as a re-
born centre for business and finance. The 
redevelopment of its infrastructure begins 
but over the years and until this day, its 
electricity problem remains unsolved. Early 
reports post-war suggest that stand-along 
diesel generators will play a role in turning 
the cogs in the wake of the peace agreement 
to end the strife (Directorate of Intelligence, 
1983/2002). Today, political and expert debate 
on the city’s and the country’s infrastructure 
maintains a separation of the formal electricity 
grid, depoliticizing it and presenting it as 
innocuous albeit compromised by the ‘mafia’ 
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of generators. This dichotomy should be 
challenged if a more critical understanding 
of the development of the city and its social 
and economic growth is desired. It is within 
these contexts where iPhone apps like Beirut 
Electricity  (Wright, 2017) emerge, or the 
domestic adoption of UPSs, for computing and 
the Internet, gain meaning. 

Given the case of Beirut, how then might we 
understand cities-in-the-making through 
these emergent geographies? The notion 
of hijackings is useful to the extent that it 
does not formulate unhelpful dichotomies. 
Instead, hijackings are numerous and diverse, 
facilitated through new technologies but 
not new in themselves. Hijackings, as Beirut 
shows, change over time, and inhabit the 
infrastructure across its various scales – 
homes, apartment blocks, offices, cafés, 
streets, wires, and distribution networks. 
Importantly, in understanding hijackings and 
exploring them over time, a different social 
history of the urban is encouraged, which is 
arguably crucial if we are to approach current 
crises or the events that led to them.
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Real or fake? Crisis and Self-managed 
economies in Buenos Aires
Victoria Habermehl 
University of Sheffield

(Photo: La Salada market. Creative Commons)

This intervention uses the multiple economic 
crisis in Buenos Aires as a context, to highlight 
self-managed economic systems, of which 
La Salada market in Buenos Aires is just one. 
However, rather than seeing the economy 
produced from below as a hack, this case calls 
to question what is illicit and clandestine in the 
production of the economy? 

Economic crisis was experienced as a 
breakdown in the taken for granted economic 
infrastructure of everyday life. Much of the 
financial infrastructure literally stopped 
during the 2001 crisis, factories, shops and 
banks were closed, jobs were lost, cash 
unavailable and for many middle-class their 

savings literally disappeared. This crisis 
operated as a break in the ‘objectivity’ of the 
capitalist system (Dinerstein, 2014b), with 
the ‘objective’ economy exposed as a system 
of social relationships. Whilst the middle 
class had previously been insulated from the 
worst excess of the capitalist system through 
savings, the crisis broke this performance. The 
solution based on economic necessity, was 
to create self-managed economic practices, 
to facilitate access to resources, finances, 
cash, work, food, materials to continue to 
live survive in the city. At the same time, the 
experience inspired organising to create an 
economic system where the economy was 
self-managed.
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Economic Crisis: once as tragedy  
twice as farce. 
More than 15 years since the first IMF 
intervention, and in the face of new economic 
crisis, with a second IMF bailout negotiated 
in May 2018, crisis seems evermore a part of 
business as usual capital. Crisis in Argentina 
was a product of neoliberal restructuring as 
well as global economic policies of IMF and 
World Bank producing a profound social, 
economic, political crisis, which necessitated 
resistance from social movements (Colectivo 
Situaciones and MTD de Solano, 2002; 
Colectivo Situaciones, 2011; Sitrin, 2012; Sitrin 
and Azzelini, 2014; Dinerstein, 2014a, Mason-
Deese, 2016).  Given the long term experience 
of crisis, how do self-managed economic 
practices, operate to survive in urban crisis? 

Economic Organising from below: 
Revealing a hack or power of producers?
Self-organised economic responses are 
differently defined as practices of autogestion1, 
self-management, or popular  economies, 
these economic practices have different 
focuses creating an inclusive mass scale 
economic system- as in popular2 economies, 
or in trying to create a system based on 
different values (autogestion). Yet despite 
their differences, rather than operating as a 
hack, such practices demonstrate the strength 
and organisational capacity of the workers 
experiencing crisis.

In contrast to the victimist interpretation of 
popular economies, which only reads them 
as forms of exclusion, the informalization 
of the economy emerges primarily as the 
strength of women and the unemployed, 
which can be read as a response “from 
below” to the dispossessive effects of 
neoliberalism.’ (Gago, 2014).

Gago highlights that the economy from below 
is organised from within capitalist systems 

1 has no direct English translation, more than simply ‘self-management’, instead encompassing the development and connection of 
autonomous, collective movements and networks. In the Argentine context autogestion has played a crucial role in the post-2001 
community organising, and has a growing importance in organisations resisting austerity.

2  Popular is often used in reference to popular power, common in Argentina as it prioritizes marginalized peoples as having 
control and being the actors in their own lives. In the context of the economy it refers to a mass scale organised economy.

of social relationships. This reveals that the 
context of crisis and neoliberalism, is not only 
reproduced ‘from above’ but can be extended 
by workers themselves, creating new forms 
of financialization (Mezzandra, Neilson 2017: 
3). As such the practices of the self-managed 
economies must be investigated in order to 
reveal when they contest these neoliberal 
practices and when they re-instantiate them. 

Hacking the economy: what is real and 
what is fake? 
As Sassen describes (2011), La Salada is the 
largest informal market in Latin America, and 
is located on the southern urban periphery 
of Buenos Aires, next to the Riachuelo. As 
such a large market it can no longer be 
considered as a peripheral anomaly to the 
Argentine economy, instead its products, 
from clothes to food and the networks of 
small factories challenge the formal informal 
binaries which are often used to discuss 
the popular economy (Santucho, 2011). The 
market continues despite and because of the 
context of everyday economic organising from 
below (Gago, 2014; 2015) that proliferated 
due to economic uncertainty, as well as a 
desire and necessity to change conditions. 
La Salada reports to sell directly from the 
workers themselves who organise their own 
conditions.  

By revealing the capacity of workers to make 
the economy, the market calls into question, 
what is real in the production of the economy? 

‘How does Nike produce? How does Adidas 
produce? How does Fila produce? Those 
people are the ones doing the lion’s share 
of slave work in other countries, in Asia. But 
Nobody says anything…Because a shirt is 
worth $ 800 and here it costs $ 40, does it 
means that you are buying something fake?’ 
(Market manager interview)

If a worker makes a branded jacket, and is 



Speculative infrastructures and cities in-the-making 

12

paid through being given a percentage of 
products they have made, then what makes 
the jacket, made by the same workers, in 
the same conditions, but sold outside the 
‘official’ store a fake? In the popular economy, 
workers are often given the responsibility to 
organise their own production, with factory 
owners devolving machines and organisation 
of premises to workers. Such an arrangement 
means production is self-managed, with 
payment given through products themselves. 
Workers then sell products, through outlets 
such as La Salada. 

In this case whilst workers may self- manage, 
machines, premises, or some stock, these 
conditions are not always emancipatory. Such 
processes are done within current market 
conditions, and giving machines back to 
workers can be a way of big brands reducing 
employer contributions, sickness payments, 
rental for premises etc. Recognising the 
agency, diversity and the capacity of workers 
means recognising that they self-organise 
such economic systems from within neoliberal 
frameworks, they produce the economy from 
below. 
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Hacking infrastructure and Hong Kong 
Umbrella Movement: 
Simon Marvin 
University of Sheffield 

Andres Luque-Ayala 
(Durham University)

(Photo: Creative Commons https://www.flickr.com/photos/29418416@N08/15292823874)

The end of the Hong Kong Umbrella 
Movement was based on a high court order 
obtained by a bus company to re-open the 
infrastructural connections through the 
protests sites.  The three protest sites had 
immobilized critical transport communications 
through key strategic routes in Hong Kong 
seriously disrupting the infrastructural 
rhythms of everyday life and economic 
activity.  Although the economic costs were 
high air quality in the protest sites significantly 
improved due to the absence of traffic. 

Like many other contemporary protest 
movements, Hong Kong’s Umbrella Revolution 
was significantly aided by ICTs and digital 
connectivity—an example of how digital 
platforms and are radically shaping the 
nature of protest. Digital systems mobilised 
protestors, helped achieving support from 
across the world, enabled communications 
within the protest, maintained momentum 
and enabled occupation. The pro-democracy 
protests of 2014 in Hong Kong illustrate a 
different type of Urban Operating System. 
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(Photo :-Code4.hk) 

A range of infrastructural, logistical and 
digital interventions played a critical role 
in enabling the disruption. Our interest 
therefore is two-fold.  First, to examine how 
digital technologies can be repurposed by 
social movements to provide an ‘alternative 
operating system’ designed to coordinate the 
everyday logistics of infrastructure and life 
support necessary to maintain an occupation.  
Second, we identify the key tensions and 
critical contradictions involved in thinking 
about forms of Urban Operating Systems 
mobilised towards contemporary forms of 
political protest.

today.code4.hk — an operating system 
for the occupation
A number of commentators noted the highly 
effective logistical systems of the protestors.

“Many observers of the ongoing 
demonstrations in Hong Kong have noted 
how the protests remain extremely well-
organized despite lacking centralized 
leadership. Supplies are well-distributed, 
rest areas are abundant, and protestors 
have even coordinated recycling initiatives. 
The movement’s efficient logistics are in 
no small part due to its leaders’ use of 
internet-enabled technology”.  

Horvitz 2014 https://www.techinasia.com/
code4hk-visual-guide-hong-kongs-online-hub-
umbrella-revolution

The selective immobilization of the cites key 
infrastructure nodes itself then required 
the remobilization of an infrastructural 
response and operating system that enables 
longer occupation of these sites.   Previous 
occupation movements had severe difficulties 
in providing the infrastructure necessary to 
service the occupations.  Resource provision 
was improvised and often uncertain and 
subject to interception from security forces – 
many movements sustained criticism for not 
removing wastes and rubbish. 

The collaboration between Taiwanese and 
Hong Kongese civic hackers led to today.
code4.hk—a data and information portal that 
sought to consolidate information flows within 
a highly decentralised protest movement.. 
In practice today.code4.hk aimed to be an 
operating system for the occupation the 
occupation, so that it could be (temporarily) 
stabilized (and therefore successful in 
preventing urban circulation) through a digital 
and open source style of infrastructural 
management: a control network that could 
support information and logistical flows in 
locations where this was absent, where new 
demands could be matched to supply, where 
new distributional channels could be provided 
to support metabolic flows into and out of the 
protest sites. 

http://today.code4.hk
http://today.code4.hk
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Today.code4.hk functioned based on the 
Hackfoldr application initially developed 
during Taiwan’s Sunflower Revolution. The 
Hackfoldr interface, the left-hand column, 
allows the system to consolidate in one 
single screen a range of data streams and 
information flows. The opening screen 
focus the viewer’s attention on 4 key 
functionalities, each one of these announced 
by a purposefully designed icon: A) video live 
streaming of protest sites, B) live occupation 
maps, C) news and D) requests for supplies 
for the protest. Accordingly, clicking on each 
one of these icons would provide access to a 
website or platform. The video live streaming 
section linked to the live video feeds of both 
traditional and independent media, while 
the maps section would link to Google Maps 
displaying protest sites boundaries as well as 
the location of local rest stops, supply centres, 
health facilities, protestors, police and others.

The final key functionality, aimed at directing 
requests for supplies for the protest, was 
designed to organize the infrastructural 
logistics requirements of the Umbrella 
Movement by identifying needs and directing 
provision for water, energy, health and 
other material resources, as well as legal 
and medical expertise, amongst others. 
In the words of one of the creators of the 
system, “we need to know… how to use the 
resources, how to allocate how many people 
in this place, and how many people in [each 
protest site], some kind of communication 
[system] for people to join the campaign” 
(Interview). Through a Google Sheet document 
that tracks and organizes infrastructure 
supply distribution the system works in 
effect as an operating system that seeks 
to coordinate the necessary supplies and 
services for the immobilized space—a form 
of logistical coordination that could be 
operated both effectively and remotely by the 
protestors. Through a form of collective, open, 
transparent and decentralised intelligence, the 
system sought to 

 • roadcast protest needs to the wider 
population, asking for inputs of material 
resources and specific expertise to come to 
the sites of occupation; 

 • identify specific resource stations in the 
sites where these resources needed to be 
brought to in order to build up stocks; 

 • monitor both stocks and level of use 
resources to for restocking or the re-
circulation of existing resources between 
resource stations to better match needs;

 • modulate the circulation of resources, 
matching supply and demand (amounts; 
excess/shortage), over time and space; and

 • provide the ability to intervene at points of 
crisis (i.e. when under pressure from the 
police) either materially or informationally 
through taking down of networks and 
provision of supply.

Overall, today.code4.hk is an infrastructure 
of connectivity via platforms, conceiving 
the protest site—a mirror image of the city 
—as a system of systems; made of various 
interconnected systems that operate thanks 
to the crowdsourcing of information flows. 
All the platforms involved in today.code4.hk 
are open source—from GitHub (github.com), 
the original coding platform that enabled civic 
hacker’s cooperation across the world and 
led to the system itself, to Google Sheets and 
Google Maps
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(Photo :-Code4.hk)

Life support: the material obduracy of 
urban occupation
From the beginning of our fieldwork in 
Hong Kong it becomes clear that the digital 
infrastructural platform developed by 
Code4HK (today.code4.hk) is not really used 
by protestors. In fact, when it comes to urban 
technologies, it was not so much the digital 
infrastructures what made the HK Umbrella 
Movement stand out when compared with 
other pro-democracy protests around the 
world, but its on-site infrastructures of 
occupation. 

The movement put in place improvised 
yet sophisticated systems for logistics and 
resourcing, sanitation, recycling, health 
provision, energy provision and others. 
These became integrated within planning and 
decentralized control systems that covered all 
the main elements of life support needed for 
extended occupation of the city. 

The Umbrella Movement reconstituted 
a microcosm of the city, providing the 
infrastructural support necessary to sustain 
the very immobilisaiton of the city that was at 
the heart of the protest. This infrastructural 
response generated the necessary capacity 
to ensure that the material resources and 
metabolic flows of energy, food and extraction 
of wastes could be provided to support the 
occupation—a type of support needed to 
overcome the material hardships and needs 
associated to temporarily occupying public 
space, maintaining the protest going for 79 
days. 

Examining these more material forms of 
infrastructural response sheds light on the 
significant limits that the digital infrastructures 
face when supporting extended occupation. 
Central to this is the vulnerability of digital 
systems to a lack of other resource flows 
(particularly energy) and the importance 
of informal and face-to-face contact in 
coordinating infrastructural resourcing.  
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Panel 2: Displacements
Chair: 
Melanie Lombard (University of Sheffield)

Panel:
Tom Gillespie (University of Manchester)
Charlotte Lemanski (University of Cambridge)
Gabriel Silvestre (University of Sheffield)

People experience multiple forms of displacement across cities, often from or through the 
infrastructures of service delivery, housing and social reproduction. Displacements often take 
place in the shadow of broader transformations attempting to shift urban trajectories but can 
themselves be understood as forms of speculation by various interests. These processes of 
accumulation and dispossession involve a whole range of underlying infrastructures to achieve 
such purposes, most notably of war and defence, finance, policing and law, as well as the 
contestations to such material processes. This session sought to consider how experiences of 
displacement from infrastructure broadly conceived compare to the infrastructures that enable 
such displacements.

(Photo: J Silver)

Photo: J Silver
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Speculative infrastructural development 
and the displacement of reproductive 
infrastructures 
Tom Gillespie 
University of Manchester

(Photo: Airport City, Accra. Photo by author)

Recent calls for a feminist approach to urban 
theory indicate the importance of centring 
social reproduction within understandings 
of 21st century urbanism (Peake et al. 2017). 
This raises the question of what the concept 
of social reproduction can tell us about 
urban infrastructure, and vice versa. This 
short provocation reflects on how urban 
redevelopment can be understood in terms 
of the displacement of infrastructures that 
enable the reproduction of life by speculative 
infrastructural development. It is argued that 
an infrastructural lens can reveal that which 
is often overlooked or taken for granted, 

such as the everyday practices of spatial 
appropriation that enable the reproduction of 
life in the city. Similarly, the concept of social 
reproduction enables an appreciation of how 
vital infrastructures created by these everyday 
practices are often invisibilised or stigmatised 
in dominant discourses of urban development. 
These discursive practices enable the 
displacement of infrastructures by denying 
their centrality to the reproduction of life in 
the city. As such, there is much to be gained 
from bringing theories of urban infrastructure 
into dialogue with feminist analyses of social 
reproduction.      
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In the case of Accra, Ghana, marginal state-
owned land functions as a vital means of 
reproduction for low-income city dwellers. It 
has been estimated that as much as 40% of 
the city’s land was expropriated by the colonial 
and postcolonial state for development 
projects in the “public interest” (Kasanga and 
Kotey 2001). Much of this land was never 
developed as planned, and the state lacks 
the capacity to prevent encroachment on its 
property. As such, undeveloped state lands 
have been appropriated by low-income city 
dwellers as a resource to house themselves 
informally or grow food. Drawing on research 
that theorises urban infrastructure in relation 
to the everyday practices of city dwellers 
(Silver 2014, Simone 2004), an infrastructural 
lens allows us to appreciate how these 
everyday practices of “quiet encroachment” 
create vital infrastructures that enable the 
reproduction of life in the city (Bayat 1997). 

One example of these reproductive 
infrastructures is the state-owned land 
surrounding Kotoka International Airport, 
which for years was cultivated by squatter 
farmers in order to supplement insufficient 
and irregular cash incomes. However, this 
infrastructure has now been displaced by 
the development of Accra Airport City: a new 
high-rise commercial centre featuring global 
hotel brands, a mall, fashionable bars and 
restaurants and “A-grade” offices. The Airport 
City was the outcome of policies to redevelop 
and densify state lands, relieve congestion 
in the CBD, and upgrade Ghana’s airport 
infrastructure in order to drive economic 
growth and establish Accra as the “gateway” 
to West Africa (Arthur 2018). Inspired by 
airport-based urban development in cities 
such as Amsterdam and Singapore, serviced 
plots of land were leased to private investors 
to develop. The outcome is a prestigious 
new CBD that has attracted multinational 
companies away from Accra’s traditional 
centre with its high-class infrastructure and 
proximity to the airport (see figure 1). 

 

The Airport City development represents 
the displacement of a local reproductive 
infrastructure by the speculative development 
of productive infrastructure oriented towards 
competing with other cities in the sub-region 
to attract global investment and tourism. This 
speculative infrastructural development is not 
only premised on the material displacement 
of reproductive infrastructures, but also their 
discursive invisibilisation and stigmatisation. 
Airport officials interviewed about the project 
referred to the Airport City site prior to 
redevelopment as “empty” or “fallow” and 
therefore in need of investment (Interviews, 
officers, Ghana Airport Company Limited). 
One city official recognised that the land was 
in already use, but dismissed the squatters 
as “miscreants” (Interview, urban planner, 
Accra Metropolitan Assembly). Similarly, the 
Ghanaian press has referred to the site as 
a “den of marijuana smokers and criminals” 
(Yeboah 2013). 

This example demonstrates how the 
invisibilisation and stigmatisation of 
reproductive infrastructures is a discursive 
practice that accompanies and enables their 
displacement by speculative infrastructural 
development. As feminist scholarship 
has revealed, this invisibilisation and 
stigmatisation is characteristic of the “hidden 
city of social reproduction” that is often 
obscured by the “visible city of production or 
circulation” (Katz 2008, p.38). Bringing theories 
of urban infrastructure into dialogue with 
feminist theories of social reproduction has 
the potential to challenge this by illuminating 
the infrastructural spaces that constitute 
this hidden city. Doing so draws attention to 
the agency of urban inhabitants in creating 
reproductive infrastructures and enables 
us to appreciate what has been displaced 
when spaces framed as empty or disorderly 
are redeveloped. As such, action to contest 
material processes of infrastructural 
displacement can be reinforced by urban 
scholarship that challenges the discursive 
invisibilisation and stigmatisation of 
reproductive infrastructures. 
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Infrastructural citizenship  
and temporal displacement
Charlotte Lemanski
University of Cambridge

(Photo: South African housing: J Silver)

Infrastructure is essential to the functioning 
of the city in both technical-physical and 
socio-political ways. As has already been 
demonstrated in the wider literature within 
urban studies; infrastructure cannot be 
exclusively explained via the technical 
provision of pipes, roads and wires; and 
there is now widespread recognition 
that the construction and consumption 
of infrastructure is embedded in human 
relations that reflect and reproduce socio-
political inequalities (Star 1999, Marvin 
and Graham 2001, Larkin 2015). Taking the 
perspective of my own scholarship on housing 
and services in South Africa, the inequalities 
of urban infrastructure are exceptionally 
vivid. In the two decades since the demise 
of apartheid, South African has undergone 
significant infrastructural provision in the 
form of physical construction (e.g. houses, 
electricity connections, water stands, roads, 
public transport, airports, shopping centres, 
health clinics, schools), and yet, the quality 

and accessibility of infrastructure continues 
to reflect and reproduce existing and new 
forms of socio-economic and racial inequality 
(e.g. Turok 2001; MacFarlane and Silver 2017). 
In this short provocation, I use examples 
from my research in South Africa to highlight 
the ways in which ‘citizenship’ provides 
an illuminating lens for understanding 
infrastructure that can include perspectives 
from both the state and its citizens. Based 
on discussions at the workshop, I also reflect 
on temporal ‘displacement’ in infrastructural 
expectation, and demonstrate the importance 
of multi-disciplinarity in infrastructural 
scholarship and practice.

Infrastructural citizenship
Like most ‘turns’ within academia, the 
shift towards infrastructure as a primary 
mechanism for understanding urban 
processes, institutions, spaces and people, 
has simultaneously broadened and narrowed 
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our urban vocabulary. Understanding the 
urban through the lens of infrastructure 
has broadened my existing research on 
low-income dwellers in the global South, 
by helping me re-conceptualise ‘citizenship’ 
(i.e. state-society relations) as inherently 
infrastructural. By this I mean that for low-
income dwellers the primary way in which 
they ‘see’ the state in their everyday lives is 
via public infrastructure, while concurrently, 
the state largely frames low-income urban 
dwellers as infrastructure-consumers (and/
or complainers) rather than ‘productive’ 
citizens per se. Adopting an ‘infrastructural 
citizenship’ approach reveals the ways in 
which citizens’ everyday access to, and use 
of, public infrastructure in the city affect, 
and are affected by, their citizenship identity 
and practice. This is important because it 
explores connections between the physical 
and political nature of state-citizen relations. 
Consequently, infrastructural citizenship 
recognises that public infrastructure (i.e. the 
material, economic, socio-political and cultural 
assets brought by housing, water, electricity, 
sanitation) frames urban dwellers relationship 
to the state (and vice versa) at various scales 
(i.e. citizenship). 

South Africa provides a particular pertinent 
context for considering infrastructural 
citizenship because universal citizenship 
is only two decades old, and a raft of 
infrastructural-based policies have 
accompanied the transition to democracy. 
The post-apartheid government has 
prioritised an infrastructure-centric vision of 
citizenship, with the provision of housing and 
associated services (e.g. water, sanitation, 
electricity) implemented as the state’s primary 
mechanism for overcoming past inequalities 
and implementing citizenship. 

The most significant infrastructural 
provision in the post-apartheid context is 
the construction of housing for low-income 
households. Since 1994 more than three 
million state-subsidised fully-serviced brick-
built houses have been constructed and 
occupied (alongside full ownership rights). 
Despite criticisms of the housing policy, 
the scale of construction is impressive. 

Furthermore, for housing beneficiaries 
there is significant symbolic association 
with becoming a legal citizen and receiving 
ownership of a fully-serviced state-subsidised 
house that is spatially located in a city (under 
apartheid cities were the exclusive preserve 
of white citizens). Consequently, housing 
beneficiaries demonstrate a strong connection 
between citizenship and infrastructure. In 
particular, residents frequently express a vivid 
association between the home that they now 
own and ‘the end of the struggle’. In this sense, 
housing beneficiaries demonstrate explicit 
attachment to the physicality of the house 
and its associated infrastructure in terms of 
their political identity as citizens of a post-
apartheid South Africa. However, this form 
of ‘infrastructural citizenship’ is necessarily 
exclusive, for not all of South Africa’s nearly 
60 million population have received this 
combined physical/political form of citizenship, 
leaving many infrastructural hopes displaced.

Temporal displacement
‘Displacement’ is a common theme of urban 
scholarship, particularly in the global South, 
where urban redevelopment and expansion 
often occur at the expense of low-income 
dwellers’ spatial position in the city (e.g. Bhan 
2009). Displacement can be forced by an 
external agent (e.g. physical evictions), coerced 
via economic displacement (e.g. gentrification), 
as well as a ‘choice’ by low-income dwellers 
to access improved services elsewhere. In 
most examples of urban displacement, there 
is an assumption that displacement is spatial 
in the sense that a group is physically (re)
moved. However, taking the example of South 
Africa’s housing policy and programme, a form 
of temporal displacement emerges that is 
framed around infrastructural aspiration and 
expectation rather than space per se. While 
South Africa’s provision of state-subsidised 
housing for low-income groups has been 
has been criticised for creating a culture of 
dependency, citizens’ expectations of basic 
public infrastructure (housing and associated 
services) is not based on financial need 
per se, but viewed as a basic right that can 
recompense for the atrocities of apartheid. 
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As noted earlier, the provision of an RDP3 
house  represents a physical symbol of much 
broader hopes and expectations associated 
with receipt of a form of citizenship that is 
both political and material. However, despite 
impressive construction rates, the housing 
waiting list grows faster than delivery, and 
many households have been waiting for 
more than twenty years to receive their RDP 
house. As a consequence of this period of 
extended waithood, citizens’ aspirations 
and expectations around housing and 
infrastructure have been forcibly displaced. 
This temporal state of suspended hope places 
households in a liminal space that arguably 
reconfigures their relationship to the state as 
displaced citizens. This displacement functions 
not in the traditional spatial sense, but in the 
sense that their expectations of infrastructural 
citizenship have not (yet) been met. In fact, 
for many households the temporality of 
waiting for housing is permanent (Oldfield and 
Greyling 2015). 

Multi-disciplinarity
The contemporary interest on infrastructure 
demands a multi-disciplinary approach. While 
the ‘speculative infrastructure’ workshop 
reflected the depth of interest in urban 
infrastructure from urban geographers, 
sociologists and anthropologists, it is also 
a core focus of architects, planners and 
engineers, and increasingly also computer 
scientists (in the era of ‘big data’ and 
‘smart cities’). Furthermore, engineers and 
economists overwhelmingly lead the policy 
governance of infrastructure projects in 
practice, and it is large engineering firms 
that are invited by government to inform 
future urban agendas. Consequently, it is 
essential that social science scholarship 
partner with other disciplines in order to 
build a multi-disciplinary narrative in order 
to ensure a unified approach to urban 
infrastructure that meets the needs of all 
stakeholders, whether they are low-income 
urban dwellers, municipal planners, private-
sector engineers, or computer modellers. In 

3 Subsidised houses are known colloquially as ‘RDP houses’ (after the 1994 Reconstruction and Development Programme) even 
though the RDP programme was replaced in 1996.

my current research, I am collaborating with 
scholars from engineering, architecture and 
business studies to explore innovative forms 
of energy intervention in low-income housing 
settlements in India and South Africa. While 
laudable on paper, the practice is complex. 
The very language of our discussions are 
littered with confusion, for example our 
meaning of ‘infrastructure’ and the value 
placed on the knowledge of ‘citizens’ (or 
‘end users’) can vary significantly, while our 
methodological frameworks are often in 
dispute. Nonetheless, I argue that genuine 
attempts to overcome these disciplinary silos 
are essential to ensure that future urban 
infrastructures are inclusive and robust.

To conclude, in this short provocation I 
have argued that understandings of urban 
infrastructure are illuminated when connected 
with debates on citizenship (state-society 
relations), and also used the example of South 
Africa’s housing to highlight the temporal 
nature of infrastructure displacement. 
Finally, I have argued the necessity of using 
infrastructure as the lynchpin to bring multiple 
disciplines together to consider urban futures. 
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Modernising the port area: Urban 
development and the reproduction of 
social injustice in Rio de Janeiro
Gabriel Silvestre 
University of Sheffield

(Photo: The new cable car of Morro da Providencia inaugurated in 2013:  Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 4.0 
International license)

My research examines the governance of 
large-scale urban development projects 
in the city of Rio de Janeiro, Brazil and the 
kind of visions and impacts associated with 
them. I engage critically with the literature 
on planning cultures and traveling ideas 
to investigate the reproduction of spatial 
injustice in Brazilian cities. This is based on 
a historical comparative analysis of two key 
sets of projects that had a profound effect 
on the development trajectory of the city. 
The first is the wide-ranging programme 

of works locally known as the ‘Pereira 
Passos Renewal’ that sought to redevelop 
key infrastructure in the city centre. Taking 
place between 1903-1906 it used hygienist 
– eradication of tropical diseases – and 
‘civilising’ agendas – overcoming the material 
and cultural traits of the colonial period – 
drawing inspiration from European renewal 
programmes to justify extensive demolition 
and displacement. Among the most ambitious 
projects was the redevelopment of the port 
area to dot with the necessary infrastructure 
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for an export-oriented economy able to face 
regional competition. The second is the ‘Porto 
Maravilha’ programme, the redevelopment 
of the same port area in the 2010s as part of 
the preparations for the city to stage the 2016 
Olympic Games. The decline of the local port 
activity following new shipping technologies 
resulted in a shrinking population and derelict 
structures. Envisioned as part of an agenda 
to turn Rio into a competitive ‘global city’, it 
mobilised international references to create 
a new mixed-use site for the oil and gas, IT 
and cultural industries entailing extensive 
demolition and construction of new facilities. 
In these two instances I discuss how current 
debates about planning culture offers a 
limited lens to investigate the actually existing 
social injustice (re)produced through large-
scale development projects in the Southern 
metropolis.

Rio de Janeiro is a city renowned for the social 
contrasts expressed through its materiality. 
The varied inequalities of the infrastructure 
present in informal settlements, particularly 
those in the hills encircling the central and 
southern areas, are juxtaposed with exclusive 
tower blocks and modern office buildings. 
The displacement caused by the ‘Pereira 
Passos renewal’ in the early twentieth century 
played an important role in the expulsion of 
the urban poor from the city centre and to 
the formation of the first favelas. Tenement 
houses were demolished with minimal 
rehousing programmes taking place, justified 
for the construction of new thoroughfares 
or as sites that facilitated the proliferation of 
diseases. The displaced population sought to 
settle near the city centre through makeshift 
settlements in the nearby hills, such as Morro 
da Providencia, considered the first favela of 
the city. 

Fast-forward the 2010s the vision to bring 
the port area ‘back to life’ marginalises the 
existing population of around 5,000 people 
in Morro da Providencia and nearby hills. 
New structures such as cable cars and elite 
police stations are implemented with views 
to improving connectivity and ‘pacifying’ local 
violence while mitigating the risks for the 

construction of new intelligent office buildings 
and iconic museums in their vicinity. These 
two historical episodes illustrate how the 
Brazilian ‘urban question’ of social inequality 
is dealt with not as a central object in 
development programmes but as an obstacle 
to capital accumulation to be displaced and/or 
brought under control.

In these two instances there are some striking 
similarities in the implementation of the 
two set of programmes. Multi-level political 
coalition, real estate interest, a disorientating 
scale of urban interventions, police repression 
and the concern with image projection 
were used to gather support and legitimise 
displacements. The speed through which 
projects were disclosed and implemented 

(Photo: Mauricio Hora’s artwork giving visibility to the 
families earmarked for removal, Creative Commons 
Attribution-Share Alike 4.0 International license)
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posed an insurmountable force for collective 
resistance. While historians do not account to 
collective mobilisation against displacement 
in the 1900s, large protests were staged 
against the forced vaccination campaign – an 
integral part to the renewal programme – that 
led to the ‘Vaccine Revolt’ quelled in 1904. 
The prestige of staging the 2016 Olympic 
Games and the imperative deadline for the 
completion of works also played an important 
part to justify the demolition of homes in 
Morro da Providencia for the installation of a 
cable car and the implementation of an elite 
police station part of the Pacifying Police Units 
programme. Diverse houses were marked by 
removal by the city hall through spray marks 
on their walls. While dwellers mobilised to 
protest, local photographer Mauricio Hora 
created a large-scale photographic exhibition 
on the structures of the houses with pictures 
of its residents to give visibility to the process 
of displacement. This mobilisation led to a 
revised number of homes to be demolished.

In this research I have sought to give historical 
evidence to the critique that a concern in 
examining how cities are shaped by plans 
and values takes our attention away from 
understanding how the ‘real’ city is produced 
(Maricato 2000). While planning scholarship, 
especially those analysing the Global North 
experience, have focused on the formation 
of planning cultures and systems to analyse 

development trajectories (Sanyal 2005, 
Knieling & Othengrafen 2009, Reimer et al 
2014), this research sought to demonstrate 
that despite shifting planning paradigms 
– ‘civilising’, modernist, ‘world class’ – 
development projects and their associated 
infrastructure offer critical viewpoints to 
examine the nature of urban planning in a 
Southern metropolis. It is argued that the 
immanent presence of the favela Morro da 
Providência in the two historical episodes of 
urban development, powerfully illustrates – 
through its enduring presence and precarious 
materiality – how social injustice continues to 
be reproduced in the making of Brazilian cities.
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Panel 3: Survival
Chair: 
Lindsay Sawyer (University of Sheffield)

Panel:
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Philip Horn (University of Sheffield)
Sobia Ahmad Kaker (Goldsmiths University)
AbdouMaliq Simone  (University of Sheffield)

Urban populations rely upon a variety of infrastructures in order to survive. Caught in the 
various intersections of cities-in-the-making these systems become essential in navigating 
the risks and dangers, opportunities and openings of the contemporary urban experience. 
Survival in relation to infrastructures can mean navigating the insecurities of cities in conflict 
or the everyday ways in which citizenship mediates access to services or the ways in which 
residents collaborate across ‘social’ and informal systems. Across urban worlds infrastructure 
is a crucial materiality of survival in the city. This panel sought to consider the various forms of 
infrastructure that enable everyday life across urban space. 
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From Lagos to Zurich: Comparative 
conversations through infrastructures
Lindsay Sawyer 
University of Sheffield

(Photo: Author)
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These series of paired images were taken 
months, weeks, or days apart as I travelled 
between Lagos, where I was doing intensive 
periods of fieldwork, and Zurich, where I 
attended twice-yearly comparative workshops 
between 2011-2015. Travelling, sometimes 
directly, between the two places as a 
researcher was a jarring experience to say 
the least; from their everyday rhythms (from 
sounds and smells to queue formations), to 
the experience of moving through them as 
a white English-speaking woman, to the way 
privilege and inequality are manifested within 
and between the places. It was tempting 
to think them opposite, incommensurable, 
which of course they are not. As one small 
gesture to this, in walking through Zurich with 
Lagos alive in my mind, I started to see visual 
parallels with images I had created as part of 
my research. At first these seemed pleasing 
but fairly facile equivalences without much 
analytical power. However, I have frequently 
come back to them and on being asked to 
reflect on infrastructure, have returned once 
again. 

Through the lens of infrastructure, the 
pairings might speak to three things: 1. 
The generic materiality of infrastructure; 
2. That the significance or social meaning 
of infrastructure is constructed through 
the grounded realities of specific contexts; 
and 3. How we might think comparatively 
through infrastructure, navigating the generic 
and specific. Here I offer a contextualised 
descriptive account of the images, followed 
by a reflection on infrastructure as a tool of 
comparison. 

Figures 1 and 2 both show the undersides of 
physical road infrastructure, spaces created 
by generic, standardised concrete forms. 
Both sets of images were taken on weekend 
mornings in the respective cities; figure 1 
especially shows empty spaces that during the 
week might be more populated and utilised 
differently. Nevertheless, the emptiness of 
each space in Figure 1 has very different 
significance in each context. In Zurich, the 
underpass is part of the tram network, and 
the intersection is kept clear to channel trams, 
cars, buses, pedestrians and bicycles with 

fairly subtle interventions such as marked 
crossings, traffic lights and signage, speaking 
to the power and wide acceptance of urban 
design, rules and regulations in Zurich. In 
Lagos, underpasses have been targeted for 
clearance in the last fifteen years as part of 
urban governance reforms. From the 1980s, 
when Lagos and Nigeria suffered two decades 
of economic and political crisis, underpasses 
gained notoriety as dens of criminality. They 
have also been used by the homeless. Figure 2 
possibly shows some former occupants of the 
underpasses: the infamous ‘area boys’, groups 
of men who claim control over an area , for 
example by demanding payoffs for certain 
activities like allowing buses to be parked 
here. Equally likely these men are drivers 
of the danfo (yellow buses) parked behind, 
enjoying their day off. In Zurich in Fig. 2 the 
underpass is put to use for parking, again 
demonstrating urban planning and design at 
work. Note also the construction work and 
treatment of rubble in both spaces.

Figure 3 also features a generic example of 
physical infrastructure in the form of off-
ramps. In this case, the infrastructure does 
not form a certain space, but simply provides 
an equivalent background that highlights the 
difference in foreground activities. The images 
show some popular forms of transport in the 
respective cities: in Lagos the danfo and keke 
Marwa (tricycle taxi) and in Zurich, the bicycle, 
tram (represented by the tramlines) and car. 
While cars are of course also very popular 
in Lagos, cycling as a means of transport 
is almost unheard of. Not only has cycling 
not been cultivated as a transport option 
(despite its popularity in the 1950s), the roads 
are inhospitable to cyclists in terms of their 
upkeep, design and assertive driving style in 
Lagos. Transport planning in Lagos is still very 
much car-lead, whereas Zurich has an enviable 
public transport system that provides people 
with many options. 

Finally, Figure 4 shows some ‘soft’ 
infrastructure in the form of street sweepers, 
both in the generic uniform of high visibility 
jackets. Zurich is an infamously neat and clean 
city and so a street sweeper is not particularly 
noteworthy. In Lagos, however, it is highly 
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significant as the result of transformations 
to the city’s urban governance over the last 
two decades. After the return of democracy 
to Nigeria in 1999, the governors of Lagos 
undertook a series of reforms, that while 
often having ambivalent or negative outcomes 
for the urban poor, have undoubtedly 
achieved widespread changes. One of the 
first initiatives, in 2007, was the Beautification 
project where verges and unused pockets 
were planted with grass and flowers and 
tended by workers from the newly revamped 
LAWMA: Lagos State Waste Management 
Association fitted out in orange jump suits. 
Within a few years, more than 90% of houses 
had regular waste collection (a record 
disrupted only recently by a disastrous 
privatisation scheme). These were important 
demonstrations from Lagos State government 
of their ability to implement visible, tangible 
change and to nurture a civic contract 
between the state and the people that had 
been eroded over thirty years of political 
coups and chaos.

During the infrastructures workshop, the 
contributors used different conceptions of 
infrastructure to think through their work, 
despite it not being a framing familiar to 
many of them. This procedure seemed to 
open up a conceptual space where we could 
bring different approaches to very different 
contexts and test out ideas. For example, 
Prince Guma and AbdouMaliq Simone refer 
largely to physical infrastructure; Sobia Ahmed 
Kaker explores a form of social, information 
infrastructure; and Phillip Horn brings the 
notion of politico-legal infrastructure.  In 
all accounts there is a dialectic between an 
imagined, imposed infrastructure: the perfect 
law, the obdurate highway, the official news 
channel; and how people actually access the 
benefits these infrastructures are supposed to 
bring but don’t through subversion, invention 
and creation. AbdouMaliq Simone especially 
explores the notion that though often thought 
of as solid or immutable, infrastructures 
are made vulnerable in their design and 
implementation: confronted with urban life 
they cannot fit perfectly, often displace what 
is there and cannot satisfy all groups and 

needs. People work with and around these 
limitations, and sometimes create their own 
infrastructures. In this way, there is a noted 
gap between infrastructure as imagined, as 
advertised, bought and sold, how it is planned 
and how it is used: between the generic and 
specific everyday realities.

Was this a comparative procedure? During 
the workshop it became clear that we were 
not engaging with a ‘theory of infrastructure’ 
as such; it was not the point to define 
infrastructure generally, applying it to our 
specific contexts. Instead, in this experimental 
and provocational space at least, the different 
interpretations of infrastructure were used as 
a tool to generate conversations. Put another 
way, infrastructure as an open conceptual 
framework seemed to enable comparative 
insights between very different urban 
contexts, even in the limited timeframe of a 
workshop. This is what initially brought me 
back to the image pairings of Lagos and Zurich: 
infrastructure, the imposed or imagined kind, 
can seem so generic as to seem meaningless, 
but its ubiquity helps to make the specificities 
of grounded realities visible, and in their 
relation to or as an infrastructure, opens up 
comparative conversations and insight.
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Exchanging Information: Infrastructures of 
Survival in Karachi, Pakistan: 
Sobia Ahmad Kaker 
Goldsmiths University

(Photo: Karachi -  Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 4.0 International license)

How do ordinary Karachiites navigate everyday 
insecurity in the Pakistani megacity? Despite 
the occurrence of routine muggings and 
phone snatchings at one end of the spectrum, 
and violent disruptions caused by political 
violence such as bombings, targeted killings 
and rioting at the other end, life in Karachi 
goes on as usual. My research on Karachiites’ 
experiences of living through and navigating 
everyday insecurity in the Pakistani megacity 
showcases how speculation, cooperation, and 
exchange of information play a crucial role. 
Ordinary residents, police and government 
officials, private security actors, news 
reporters and analysts, and risk assessment 
officials all follow information relating to 
ongoing insecurity events. They exchange 
related updates either during casual personal 
interactions with each other or with the help 
of digital and material technologies such as 
social media apps, radios, and televisions. The 
circulating information allows participating 
residents to ‘read into’ disruptive situations 
keeping in mind how similar events played 
out in the past. In doing so, they are able 
to speculate on the trajectory of particular 
insecurity events, and hence manage the 
spatio-temporal uncertainties associated with 
ongoing events. This form of experiential risk 
assessment helps urban residents consider 

whether or not they should go out into the city, 
what modes of transport they should take, 
which places/routes should be avoided, how 
long to avoid them, and at what times of day. 

I personally experienced this when I was 
visiting Karachi for fieldwork at a time when 
violence had flared up between the ANP and 
MQM (competing ethno-political groups). In 
July 2014, Local and national news channels 
were reporting daily casualties in areas such 
as Shershah, Golimar and Lyari. Meanwhile, 
ordinary people were closely following 
conflict related news to understand how the 
conflict was unravelling. During this time, I 
had planned to meet a research participant 
in Qasba Colony, a neighbourhood in North 
Karachi. Miltant groups in Qasba Colony had 
a reputation of being responsive to ethno-
political conflict and for engaging in tit-for-tat 
killings on the outskirts of their territories. 
My hosts—in whose house the TV was always 
on and tuned into news channels—advised 
me to postpone my interview by a couple 
of days. Based on the dwindling number of 
killings and the tone of political leaders in 
daily press conferences, they assured me that 
the skirmish was losing heat and it was only a 
matter of days that the situation would be safe 
again. 
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However, on the advice of research participants 
whom I was planning to meet in Qasba Colony, I 
decided to make the trip anyway. They advised 
me to follow particular twitter and facebook 
pages which were dedicated to security alerts 
so I could stay updated on safety issues in real 
time. During the 45 minute taxi ride, my ethnic 
Pashtun driver recounted previous experiences 
of encounters with violence in ethnic Muhajir 
dominated areas at times when ethno-political 
violence was at a peak in the city. His narrations 
of having been personally beaten up by political 
workers while dropping off a client in the Lines 
Area late at night, of having witnessed badly 
beaten up bodies dumped in abandoned plots 
of land, and of fellow Pashtun friends being 
targeted killings while travelling through Qasba 
Colony alone and late at night had me worried. 
On traffic stops on our way to Qasba Colony 
though, he would pop his head out of the 
rolled down window to get updates/advice. He 
spoke to rikshaw drivers at a traffic signals if it 
was safe to move on. ‘Sab theek hai?’ (is it all 
good?) he would shout at young men hanging 
out on street intersections. I did my share by 
frequently checking twitter feeds and refreshing 
the suggested facebook pages for potentially 
important news. As we kept going on without 
any negative news, my nervousness eased. 
Luckily, our journey to and from my research 
participants’ office was completed without the 
occurrence of any untoward incident. 

The trip therefore helped me identify the tactics 
and strategies used by urban residents to go 
about their everyday lives in an environment of 
routinized uncertainty. Just as Vigh (2009) writes 
about Bissau, the ‘everyday’ in Karachi is not 
what is normatively understood as quotidian or 
life as usual. Instead, it is a constantly shifting 
field of action where crisis becomes context, 
and hence unpredictability becomes the norm 
(Vigh, 2009). To navigate such an everyday 
then, Karachiites spend a great deal of time and 
energy in sourcing and exchanging information 
and using this to speculate on possible fields of 
action open to them. Residents closely follow 
the news as well as news analysis shows on 

4 For an outsider, it is hard to de-tangle the circles of crime and political Violence in Karachi. In the infamous megacity, militant factions 
of ethno-political parties, violent sectarian groups, criminal gangs, terrorist organisations and state forces intermingle and entangle in 
intriguing ways (Mezzara, 2011; ). The situation may look incredibly complex to outsiders, yet conflict dynamics are well understood by 
ordinary karachiites who are well versed with the ever-shifting politics of crime and political violence

the television—vesting incredible credibility 
to particular analysts who have been known 
to accurately predict unfolding scenarios. 
They share stories, rumours, and personal 
experiences of crime and conflict through 
personal exchanges as well as over social media. 
They are also are quick to forward advice from 
security departments at the workplace to 
friends and relatives in chains of email and sms 
forwards that make one forget what the date 
and origin the particular advice or situation 
related to. 

Yet, it is not enough to be updated with what’s 
going on. The ability to situate available 
information and understand its meaning within 
the environmental context is an essential 
resource (Ingold, 2009). In the case of Karachi, 
such knowledge is produced incrementally 
through an everyday sensory engagement with 
the city across its different time-spaces over a 
number of years. Having experienced periods 
of prolonged insecurity, Karachiites are able to 
deconstruct the messy and entangled politics 
of urban violence4 and to anticipate available 
options of navigating through them. Just as 
other scholars working within uncertain urban 
contexts highlight, anticipation, flexibility, care 
and cooperation are important strategies to 
survive such an uncertain environment (Simone, 
2013, Fawaz et al, 2012, McFarlane and Silver, 

(Photo: Fake alerts?, Twitter)
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2017). Colleagues, passers-by, shopkeepers, 
friends engage routinely in discussions of global, 
national and local politics, and how these would 
intersect with Karachi’s particular political 
dynamics, and with what potential effects. They 
freely dole out advice to anyone who is listening, 
anyone who wishes to move about securely in a 
city where it is extremely easy to get caught up 
in senseless violence.

Such forms of navigation and exchange 
therefore constitute social infrastructures in the 
way described by McFarlane and Silver (2017) 
and Simone (2015; 2004). As has been the case 
in many other such cities, associations and 
connections with community elders, political 
patrons, and particular officials who have a 
reputation of making things work are more 
stable ways of solving public problems than 
enlisting or expecting state-help. In the case of 
prevalent insecurity, the police has developed 
a reputation of being an inefficient and corrupt 
institution, intimately associated with powerful 
criminal actors. The politicization of the police, 
its brutality, and lack of interest in solving crime 
(esp against the poor) have led Karachiites to 
ensure their safety through collaborations with 
neighbors, friends and other private sector 
professionals. In the exchanging of news 
information too, Karachiites rarely trust statistics 
or reports on the security situation provided 
by the police. Instead, they look towards social 
networks, charismatic news analysts, and 
trusted technologies to make sense of the city’s 
ever uncertain security environment. Over the 
years, these technologies and mediums have 
gained legitimacy over official sources through 
their successes as pressure groups that force 
transparency and accountability in government 
institutions. 

However, my research on the relations and 
processes of information exchange reveals 
the limits and politics of related social 
infrastructures. Firstly, I found that the official 
and unofficial intermesh in the production 
of news in ways that are often opaque to 
urban residents and other consumers. State 
security officials play an important role in 
feeding information to news channels and in 
curating opinion forming talk shows on popular 
news channels. Secondly, I discovered how in 
passing between people and technologies, the 
anonymous nature of mediatised information 

often lent to exaggerated, flawed, biased, or at 
worst, simply untrue news. It was impossible 
to verify the integrity of socially produced and 
exchanged information. This is well known to 
participants exchanging news, and the related 
ambiguity was a cause of much anxiety and 
further uncertainty at a time when people 
already felt vulnerable. Thirdly, I found that 
infrastructures of informational exchange were 
inherently political and sometimes limited social 
collaborations. The social significance gained 
from possessing exclusive information and of 
being the first to share, or the possible rewards 
for holding on to information in exchange of 
personal/communal advantage meant that 
possessing information became a key resource 
which allowed particular residents to gain 
personal advantage over others. However, 
given that their ‘following’ depended on sharing 
key information, the social infrastructures of 
exchange remained uncompromised. And 
finally, my research helped unveil the agency 
of social infrastructures in shaping people’s 
engagement with the city’s spaces. This was 
especially so when considering how circulating 
stories and rumours of having met with violence 
in particular spaces at particular times dictated 
how and in what ways Karachiites moved about 
in the city during times of insecurity. Such 
information also formed representations of 
space which dictated how residents’ spatio-
temporal interactions with specific city streets. 
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Infrastructural heterogeneity and survival: 
Prince K. Guma 
Utrecht University

(Photo: Uprooting illegal electricity connections in Kibera, Nairobi – 2016 by author)

This provocation piece speaks to how while 
urban infrastructures everywhere are often 
portrayedas underlying a blend of ambiguities 
and ambivalences, speculation around 
them remainsprofoundly trapped in binary 
discourse. On one hand, scholars mostly 
within urban studies invite usto recognize 
the very nature of infrastructure as open, 
precarious, lively, dynamic andheterogeneous. 
On the other hand, however, public 
debate still remains synonymous with 
anembellished faith in standard solutions. 
These solutions transpire through a broad 
range ofrecommendations for substitution of 
state with non-state actors, or top-down with 
bottom-upapproaches. They are apparent 
within strategies for the enhancement of 
financing and investment,streamlining of 
planning and governance, and fostering of 

regulatory reform(s). Moreover, they arealso 
inherently evident within developmentalist 
proposals which barely ever look beyond 
neoliberallevel precarity and compliance in 
search of “what works.” At their epitome is the 
subtle expectationfor emergent infrastructures 
either to evolve in the same way as their 
counterparts, or in a lineartrajectory from less 
complete to more complete arrangements. 
Within this frame, occurrences offailure 
often become used as a pretext to validate 
calls and rationalities that align with the 
generalprinciple that infrastructures require 
constant human attention, technical capacity, 
or periodicupdating and responsiveness to 
“function properly.” While the rationale behind 
such calls andrationalities cannot exclusively 
be disparaged, it tends sometimes to neglect 
the fact that differentinfrastructures within 
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their different contexts will always tend to 
function differently, occasionallymaterializing 
in ways that diverge from so-called norms 
and ideals.Particularly, users—mostly in 
cash-constrained urban geographies—can 
be seen as being moreinclined to opening 
up infrastructural and technological projects 
to re-interpretation, reimaginationand 
recalibration in context of their own 
environment and livelihood. Sometimes 
through small,persistent, and incremental 
and improvised endeavors; and other times, 
through outright defianceof dominant power 
structures of the state and municipality. 
In both cases, users, seek to refashionthe 
standard modalities in creative, innovative, 
ingenuous and improvised ways. This can be 
seenmostly within the peripheries, edges, 
and fringes of cities where the initial designs 
and planningideals of infrastructures often 
tend to bear marks of reinvention; with new 
hybrid formationsemerging; and the evolving 
technological infrastructures becoming 
parodies of their old self.Hence, steadily 
losing their modern pretensions through 
context-based extensions andrenovations; 
appearing to fall considerably short in earlier 
speculations that followed them.In my work, 
I have become interested in what happens 
when everyday people get their hands 
on—state-capitalist-driven, donor-funded 
and technology-oriented—infrastructure 
developmentprojects. My encounters with 
African cities have drawn me to examples 
of projects within the water,energy, and 
telecommunications sectors. In their context, 
planners and designers often imaginethem 
as “future proof” and universally sound. 
And when deployed, different actors often 
presentvarying interests. The state seeking 
to modernize and upgrade urban citizens (i.e. 
slumsresidents). City authorities seeking to 
reframe urban agendas. Private technology 
companiesseeking to experiment with and 
operationalize variants of (smart) technologies. 
Utilities seeking toexpand centralized grids and 
markets. And urban residents seeking at their 
own volition (and intheir own spontaneity, 
heterogeneity and obduracy) to “open” them 
up through tapping, tinkering,refashioning, 
retrofitting and bypassing. Often behaving in 
unscripted ways. Seeking to modify,rework, 

and reengineer them by employing their own 
situated and ordinary ways of life. Giving 
newmeanings to them as a way of navigating 
their own uncertainties and vulnerabilities. 
Suchmaterializations bring to the fore the very 
nature of the survival syndrome synonymous 
with (lowincome) urban spheres—and the 
opportunities and openings it presents. They 
reflect the settingand existential actualities 
of makeshift and provisional urbanism. 
They reflect the blend of situatedand 
spontaneous socio-material practices within 
cities.>>>>Image Panel 3 Prince 2(Photo: 
Living the hustle. Kampala, Uganda – 2016 
by author)Beyond my own theoretically and 
historically conditioned ways of viewing cities 
and infrastructuresin the contemporary 
present, these materializations trigger new 
ways of thinking aboutinfrastructure and the 
urban. They provoke a revisiting, broadening 
and loosening of the dominantframe(s) on 
processes of infrastructural heterogeneity and 
diversity. They trigger new vocabulariesand 
applications of metaphors in explicating 
intricate, complex, ambiguous, and constantly 
shiftingnature of technological infrastructure. 
They provoke a revisiting of deep-seated views 
of urbaninfrastructure. As such, they shape 
perceptions and imaginations of potentialities 
and possibilitiesfor change, renewal, and 
reinvention. Pointing to processes which while 
humble and modest, alsovital and profound. 
While mundane, also rich and intricate in 
their ability to foreground theambivalence of 
survival.

(Photo: Living the hustle. Kampala, 
Uganda – 2016 by author)
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Indigenous cities in the making: 
Speculative transactions and politico-legal  
infrastructure configurations
Philipp Horn 
University of Sheffield 

(Photo: Another example of spatialized identity politics - indigenous residents moving a post demarcating the 
municipal limits between La Paz and Palca by the author)

In Bolivia and Ecuador, where I conduct 
most of my work, the term ‘indigenous 
cities’ reads like an oxymoron. Following the 
colonial conquest, the city was conceived 
of as non-indigenous space associated with 
‘white’ Spaniards or people of ‘mixed blood’, 
‘modern’ infrastructure such as the town 
hall, cathedral or road grid, and citizenship 
as well as individual property rights. In 
contrast, the countryside was conceived of 
as an ‘indian’, ‘native’ or indigenous place, as 
space which lacks ‘modern’ infrastructure 
but is characterised by ‘traditional’ forms of 
community governance.

In my work I explore how ethno-racial, spatial, 
political, economic, social, and cultural 
hierarchies established by the colonisers are 
reproduced by post-colonial regimes and to 
what extent the urbanisation of remaining 
indigenous territories leads to a situation of 
urban coloniality. But I also demonstrate how 
indigenous peoples affected by urbanisation 
represent planners of their own lives who 
not only survive in the city but actively 
reconfigure their places of work, residence 
and recreation. I explore these processes 
mainly in peri-urban areas, places I conceive 
of as having an ‘in-between’ status. They are 
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no longer rural but not yet urban; they are 
no longer an indigenous territory but not yet 
completely ‘whitened’ or ‘mixed’; within these 
places both collective indigenous rights and 
individual rights apply. All this provides room 
to manoeuvre, to (de)colonise, to survive, to 
vanish, and to make indigenous cities for and 
with indigenous peoples.  

Reflecting on this strand of my work, two 
interrelated points stand out and potentially 
inform emerging debates on speculative 
infrastructures and cities in the making. First, 
in the context of Bolivia and Ecuador, politico-
legal infrastructure configurations (defined 
here as legal documents, political processes 
and tools, institutional guidelines as well as 
the construction and maintenance of facilities 
that form the basis for the functioning of a 
particular system of governance) are designed 
in such a way that they facilitate speculative 
transactions by local authorities operating 
within indigenous cities in the making. 
Meanwhile, indigenous residents living in 
these places also engage in speculative 
transactions which not only comply but 
challenge, confront, and reconfigure existing 
politico-legal infrastructural configurations. 

Let me illustrate this through the case of 
Ovejuyo, a peri-urban neighbourhood situated 
in the periphery of La Paz, Bolivia’s third-
largest city and seat of Bolivia’s national 
government. 85 percent of Ovejuyo’s residents 
are indigenous people of Aymara descent, 
some representing comuneros (people who 
always lived there and used to manage land 
collectively and in relative autonomy) and 
other migrants (new arrivals to the area). 
Ovejuyo is situated on disputed territory 
where two municipal governments – La Paz 
and Palca (a more rural jurisdiction mainly 
home to indigenous peasants) – compete over 
political control. 

Because of rapid urbanisation taking place 
outside its jurisdiction and with an interest 
in expanding its local tax base, La Paz 
redefined its municipal boundaries in 1995 
by municipal decree. Other than mentioning 
Ovejuyo as part of La Paz’s jurisdiction, 

this legal document does not provide geo-
spatial coordinates or cartographic material 
which define exact municipal boundaries. A 
senior planner in the municipality of La Paz 
explained the speculative logic that underpins 
this politico-legal strategy: “By including 
maps in legislative documents you define the 
parameters of political control you have. But 
for us, political control is in constant shift. 
It’s like a game. To win it, we cannot play with 
open cards”. To substantiate its influence 
in Ovejuyo, La Paz’s territorial planning unit 
registers occupied land and issues individual 
tenure rights and residency allowances to 
anyone interested. La Paz also shows physical 
presence in disputed territories through 
constructing roads, schools and sanitation 
facilities. At the same time, though, La Paz 
refuses to grant specific indigenous rights 
such as the right to prior consultation, 
collective land ownership or permissions for 
indigenous fiestas. According to a testimony 
by La Paz’s former director of development 
planning, municipal practices follow schemes 
generated by colonial history: “Cities are non-
indigenous places. This was always the case 
and remains this way in the current law. Why 
should we respect indigenous rights in areas 
that are urbanising?” 

La Paz’s interference in Ovejuyo is challenged 
and contested by the municipal government 
of Palca, something which is done through 
court cases or the destruction of La Paz-
led infrastructure projects. To substantiate 
its politico-administrative influence within 
the neighbourhood, Palca constructed its 
townhall in Ovejuyo and, from here, follows 
an indigenous rights-based approach when 
undertaking its own urban interventions. 
Palca’s mayor explained: “The president of 
Bolivia [Evo Morales, himself of indigenous 
descent] says that indigenous original 
peasants can govern themselves according to 
their own principles. We respect this and grant 
indigenous peoples living here with their rights 
to manage their land collectively, to exercise 
indigenous justice, and to celebrate the way 
they want”. What La Paz declares as illegal is, 
hence, considered legal by Palca. 
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In addition to the different, and often 
contradictory, practices of local authorities 
from La Paz and Palca, local indigenous 
residents also engage in an array of 
speculative transactions. For example, 
indigenous migrants will sign a land 
registry agreement with La Paz to access 
public services like water and sanitation 
but, simultaneously, negotiate with Palca 
to gain permission to exercise lynch mob 
justice or to undertake fiestas on the streets 
constructed and managed by La Paz. Or, to 
take another example, indigenous comuneros 
will approach Palca to reclaim ancestral land 
which was occupied by migrants who hold 
tenure rights from La Paz, only with the aim 
to subsequently again sub-divide the land and 
issue building permissions at a higher price to 
current, or new, occupiers. When interacting 
with different local authorities, indigenous 
residents deploy what I refer to as spatialised 
identity politics. Comunero Francisco describes 
this as follows: “When in La Paz I act as one of 
them, as a mestizo [person of mixed blood]. 
In Palca I am an authentic Aymara. To get the 
things we want from them, we need to act 
and talk like them.”  Through such speculative 
transactions, then, indigenous residents not 
only make use of but also reconfigure existing 
politico-legal infrastructure configurations. 
This not only guarantees the survival 
(understood here not only in physical but also 
cultural, economic, social and political terms) 
on disputed territory but allows them to plan 
urban spaces in line with their interests and 
aspirations. Maria, an indigenous migrant, 
illustrates this clearly: “The governments 
here set the rules. They build the roads and 
squares. We bend the rules and occupy what 
they build. In doing so, we make this place our 
own indigenous city.”

The vignettes from Ovejuyo illustrate how 
speculative transactions within indigenous 
cities in the making are undertaken 
by multiple actors who articulate their 
practices in relation to existing politico-legal 
infrastructure configurations, with some 
making use of one configuration to exercise 
political control and others actively seeking 
to confront, challenge, destroy or transform 
such configurations in ways that others could 
not possibly foresee. Whether such processes 
are unique for indigenous cities in the making 
or whether similar trends can be noted in 
other emerging urban spaces remains open to 
empirical test and comparison. Importantly, 
though, such comparative scholarship should 
not only generate knowledge on the relations 
between different politico-legal infrastructure 
configurations and speculative transactions 
occurring in distinct emerging urban spaces. 
It should also critically examine how, by 
whom, when, in what ways, and for what 
purposes such politico-legal infrastructure 
configurations are designed and reconfigured. 
Such patterns are likely to vary according 
to context and, for this reason, require 
comparative tools which examine variations 
between cases by focusing on the unique 
structures, actor coalitions, and processes that 
shape speculative transactions within each city 
or urban space in the making. 
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Infrastructural Survival(s)
AbdouMaliq Simone 
University of Sheffield

The question of survival entails who and 
where. What is it that survives, and at what 
costs? What renders survival an overarching 
imperative or ethical consideration? Survival 
may be attained for something in view, for 
the human inhabitant of a particular city, or 
for a place within it, but what implications 
does such survival have for sets of “diffuse 
others”, sometimes not acknowledged or even 
seen? While the pragmatics of reproduction 
necessitate assessments of the resources 
and conditions that enable or detract from 
survival within specific settings, jurisdictions, 
and analytical frames, surviving is contingent 
upon articulations and meshes for which it 
is impossible to determine clear borders or 
limits.  

The importance of infrastructure for survival 
is that its own survival may say a great deal 
about the dynamics of human and social 
reproduction. For the ways of enacting 
life do not simply concern reiterating the 
terms through which that life is presented, 
but in the very process of liveliness incline 
toward new dispositions whose terms and 
inclinations are not given. Survival is implicitly 
an act of extending, of reaching toward a 
temporality to come and to an anticipation 
of the implications that any enactment of 
liveliness might generate. Thus survival as a 
repetition of life entails both a fundamental 
dispossession of the specific parameters 
through which that life is recognized and and 
an orientation to the open-endedness of what 
any particular life or construct could become. 
The importance of a focus on infrastructure 
is thys that it requires a distributed view 
upon that which is normatively rendered as 
“near” or “far”. It is a viewpoint constituted in 
motion as infrastructure not only concerns 
the movement of things, but is itself a 
movement, even though we may attend to its 

concretized and stalwart features, its violent 
inscriptions, heavy sunk costs, and ephemeral 
architectures of financing. Infrastructure is 
a movement in perception, not simply by 
constituting multiple vantage points or its 
lines of articulation. 

For if any piece of infrastructure may be 
rendered a coherent entity from a vertically 
inflected gaze, a bird’s eye view, its existence 
is predicated on a risk—a risk that it is able 
to hang together across actual and potential 
perturbance, that it can displace the possible 
salience of highly localized conditions, triggers, 
and alterations by always shifting loads, 
volumes, accelerations, traffic, and intensity 
somewhere else. Regardless of how much 
infrastructure constitutes a center of gravity, 
of pulling things into itself, its importance 
rests in what is “passes on”—whether it is 
in terms of material flows, symbolic impact, 
bodies or powers. If infrastructure is about 
passing things it then demands a way of 
looking at the surrounds and its survival 
that is multiple, decentered, and shifting. 
As a method of formatting, of bringing 
form into existence and informing matter, 
infrastructure may seem to be informed by 
linear visions, clearly demarcated lines from 
“here” to “there” or a geometric arrangement 
of materials in space. But infrastructure also 
restitutes potentials that had been subtracted 
by subject-centered ways of seeing, which 
are largely aimed at consolidating a specific 
position or colonizing particular angles on 
things. Infrastructure is never complete—
either in its closure to further articulations or 
in its process of immediate decay.  It may be 
repaired, expanded, and updated and, as such, 
it constantly shows the evidence of not only 
what is bears and extracts, or the force that it 
imparts, but of the limits of its anticipation.  
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Infrastructure can be read as the embodiment 
of specific instantiations of capital flows, the 
aspirations of various kinds of articulation, the 
concretization of political accords, as strategic 
devices for socializing bodies and places, and 
as technologies for “throwntogetherness.” 
Yet equally importantly infrastructure can 
be seen as a gesture toward the uncertain 
stabilities that exist in and as a result of the 
territorialization of space into discernible 
points, units, tangents, and vectors. Instead 
of a constantly expansive hardwiring of 
metabolism, atmosphere and geomorphology, 
infrastructure is also an increasingly 
frenetic signaling of volatility. Each suture, 
hinge, circumvention or agglomeration is 
insufficient to the uncertainty infrastructure 
both registers and constitutes. Creative 
destruction makes infrastructure a plaything 
in the recalibration of value; exhaustion 
acts as a crisis that prompts repairs and 
renovation, and aesthetic incompatibility 
to prevailing sentiments subjects 
infrastructure to radical makeovers.  But 
from its inception infrastructure seems to 
point to the simultaneous presence of many 
temporalities—all of the actions never quite 
constellated as event, all of the intersections 
and transactions that either could have 
happened somewhere but didn’t or that did 
but didn’t go anywhere specific or didn’t leave 
enough of a tangible trace to point back to or 
move on from. In this way it is also a “mirror” 
of the grammars of survival.

Whatever happens in a given location—a 
location in large part given, even gifted, 
as a by-product of an infrastructure which 
enables it to have a sense of definitiveness—
ramifies in all kinds of directions. It is replete 
with tensions, potential maneuvers and 
actualizations of virtual scenarios that go 
many different ways. Any action may have its 
intended audiences, but it spills over.  Even if 
not witnessed directly, it can be the subject 
of reports and rumors. Environs are replete 
with what Massumi calls “bare activities”, 
imperceptible adjustments and immediately 
lived hypotheses about what is about to 
happen that incline persons to attend to 
particular textures, pathways in the landscape 

at hand.  A thickly configured affective field 
pulsates with tensions constantly worked 
usually under any radar or conscious 
deliberation. Infrastructure intervenes not 
only to constitute starting positions from 
which to trace webs of causation, relevance, 
and impact but also to etch out channels of 
evacuation.  

It is not only important what infrastructure 
brings together, how it connects actions, 
bodies, and sites, but also how it provides 
channeled lines of flight that enable people 
and things to exit from concentrations—a 
way to get away from having to absorb or be 
the bearings of work, home, institution, or 
place. Infrastructure seems also to “run away” 
from the intense simultaneity of multiple 
temporalities—the prospects that many things 
could and did happen somewhere. So the 
burden of bearing the weight of such intensity 
is displaced through the connective tissues of 
infrastructures. Not only do we largely know 
what the vast multiplicity of activity taking 
place concurrently and incipiently means 
for us in terms of their likely causations and 
impact on our lives through infrastructure, but 
we are constantly reminded about what we 
don’t know by it as well. 

Our everyday routines and itineraries 
constantly skirt on the interface between 
habituation and improvisation, where 
improvisation entails knowing from where we 
set off from but always raises that question 
about how to get “home.” Imagine how it is 
possible to leave your house and set off and 
keep going without having any destination 
in mind other than the next step.  If you are 
sufficiently funded you can keep on going 
indefinitely. Without map, plan, or anticipation, 
the itinerary becomes an entanglement of 
memory, impulse, desire, and calculation.  To 
continue constantly without a destination in 
mind is the implicit premise of infrastructure.  
Even as it orders and structures discernible 
courses of action and conveyances of 
cause and effect, it also seems to set things 
loose, pointing to how turbulent whatever 
seems stable actually is. Confronted with 
a world of impersonal forces indifferent to 
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our existence and forces propelled as the 
unforeseen consequences of prior actions 
we largely navigate this world indirectly, 
rather than confronting such forces head-
on. Infrastructure itself tries to elide and 
circumvent these same forces, constituting 
a bet that by enfolding materials, places, 
and bodies into various connections the 
responsibilities for engaging these forces are 
reciprocally distributed.  That as recipients of 
what infrastructure does we become complicit 
with the bet that we can dodge bullets coming 
from unseen directions. By offering to tie 
things down, to make things relate, to bring 
what is far near and to transport what is near 
to further regions, infrastructure becomes a 
confidence game. 

This doesn’t mean that things and people are 
not stuck in place, stuck in routines, stuck in 
dead end futures. Infrastructures can function 
as traps, promising to enable and facilitate 
only to prey on our aspirations and then 
manipulate or immobilize us. Infrastructure 
embodies as Keller Easterling puts it particular 
dispositions, particular capacities to operate 
on and effect users in specific ways as a kind 
of power in readiness. It lures and inclines, 
and we, in return are inclined toward it so 
that a holding takes place.  So captivation 
can become capture.  Held in place we are 
subject to the extraction of our attention and 
energies. Still, infrastructure is a modality 
of emerging ontologies. It is a speculative 
practice of both connecting a wide range 
of political materials—dreams, histories, 
techniciites, spirits, plans, and practices—and 
thus forge new worlds in which survival is 
always a question.
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Panel 4: Fluctuations
Chair: 
Juan Miguel Kanai (University of Sheffield)

Panel:
Idalina Baptista (University of Oxford)
Rivke Jaffe (University of Amsterdam)
Stephen Graham (Newcastle University)

If cities in-the-making involve infrastructure as a form of speculation then paying attention 
to the fluctuating economies that are configured across and through these systems opens 
up new ways to consider urban economies in turbulent times. From the toilet entrepreneur 
in an informal settlement to a new skyscraper or suburban extension these infrastructures 
of speculation encompass multiple governance factors from marginalised residents and 
metropolitan mayors, national politicians and pipeline engineers as they navigate the 
fluctuations of contemporary urban economy. This session sought to consider the materialities 
that establish new and speculative economic trajectories from the neighbourhood to the 
urban, the regional to the global that are orientated around various infrastructures and urban 
governance actors, both formal and informal. 

(Photo: J Silver)
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Infrastructures and Alternative Presents: 
Speculative Aspirations of Cities (Always) 
in the Making
Idalina Baptista 
University of Oxford

While studying the transition to a prepaid 
electricity grid in Maputo, Mozambique 
over the last five years, I became aware 
of the multiple rationalities implicated in 
the organization of urban life through and 
across infrastructures. Others have written 
substantively and eloquently about the life 
of ‘fluctuations’ and ‘turbulence’ experienced 
by many in urban Africa, the sense of 
provisionality brought about by pervasive, 
ever-present uncertainty (e.g. Blundo and 
Le Meur 2009; Silver 2014; Simone 2004a). 
My accounts try to capture the embodied 
pragmatism and, at times, ad hoc-ness 
inherent to the everyday practices of people 
who, amidst such ‘fluctuations’, persist on 
getting on (and getting by) (e.g. Baptista 2015). 
By examining the ways in which prepayment 
facilitated the translation of habitual forms 
of estimation and calculation into desired 
livelihoods, I try to capture how urban 
dwellers plan their consumption patterns, 
weigh in on possibilities and potential futures, 
anticipate risk, exploit gains, cope with losses, 
and/or adapt to new circumstances. They 
are driven by what Julie Archambault (2017) 
identifies as a profound desire ‘to live’, not just 
‘to survive’.

The strategies for doing so are multiple 
and traverse the realms of the ‘formal’ 
and ‘informal’ in search for alternative 
opportunities. Thieme (2018) has laid out 
this in her work on the ‘hustle economy’. 
Whilst this work focused particularly on 
lower income youth, it is fair to say that 
this search for alternative opportunities 
is a pervasive condition across economic 
classes and generations. I have yet to meet 

a Mozambican who is not engaged in more 
than one ‘negócio’ (i.e. a ‘business’) – from 
lecturers at the University, to low-income 
residents and politicians. Multiple alternatives 
are a necessity of life in Maputo, and cajoling 
them into existence a way of life. Amidst such 
provisionality, securing multiple alternative 
presents takes precedence in urban dwellers’ 
imagination of urban futures.

Securing alternative presents is, at heart, a 
speculative activity. Speculative not simply 
in the sense that we often use the term in 
urban studies, i.e., as playing off the difference 
between exchange value and use value. 
Instead, I mean speculative in the sense of 
putting one’s eggs in many baskets, to use 
the colloquialism. As urban dwellers seek 
to secure alternative presents, we see the 
various dynamics of speculation at work: they 
diagnose what is available, what is possible, 
and what may be conjured up; they engage 
in prognosis/prediction of what may come, 
imagining (murky) futures, anticipating what 
may go wrong (or right) and working to will 
desired outcomes into being. It can be a 
matter of trial and error, of multiple iterations, 
a search for those alternative opportunities. 
In other words, speculation is also aspirational, 
insofar it entails hopes, dreams, desires, and 
ambitions.

Infrastructures are equally speculative/
aspirational (see Larkin 2013), not just because 
they are part and parcel of the search for 
alternative presents – either through/across 
material infrastructures (proper) or through/
across ‘people as infrastructure’ (Simone 
2004b). Infrastructures are also speculative/
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aspirational in the sense that they are always 
in the making. They need to be constantly 
assembled from myriads objects, individuals, 
organizations, practices, connections, 
resources, and so on. As such, infrastructures 
also have their own alternative presents – they 
can operate as expected, falter, malfunction or 
breakdown.

In a similar vein, I made the case recently 
for thinking of electricity infrastructures 
as precarious achievements and service 
delivery as a process always in the making 
(Baptista 2018). In conversation with a now 
extensive scholarship on infrastructures, 
especially on maintenance and repair (e.g. 
the seminal article by Graham and Thrift, 
2007), I drew this insight while witnessing 
the interactions between utility workers 
and their customers, with faulty prepaid 
meters, or with malfunctioning transformers 
in Maputo’s electric grid. Much of their 
work of maintenance and repair was a form 
of embodied problem solving, a kind of 
‘bricolage’ of practical know-how, ad hoc 
value judgments of social interactions, and 
(some) determination to maintain the grid 
in operation. Utility workers had to maintain 
not only the material integrity of the grid, but 
also the integrity of social relations between 
service providers and service users embedded 
and reproduced through the electricity 
infrastructure – e.g., the expectations of 
what is a ‘good service’ and an ‘educated’ 
consumer; notions of ‘fairness’ and ‘justice’ in 
the provision of the service; or even notions 
of what counts as a ‘formal’ grid. The endless, 
relentless character of this embodied and 
situated work is what made infrastructure 
a precarious achievement – whether one 
thought of that infrastructure as ‘formal’ or 
‘informal’. Understood in this way, service 
delivery is a process always in the making, 
which extends well beyond a connection is 
provided and the good delivered.

What does this tell us about the process 
of urbanization and the way futures in 
urban Africa are configured through/across 
infrastructure? We have a long tradition of 
thinking about urbanization as a form of 
speculation/aspiration. From ‘ordinary cities’ 
(Robinson 2006), to ‘worlding cities’ (Roy and 
Ong 2011; Simone 2001) and ‘African urban 
fantasies (dreams or nightmares?)’ (Watson 
2013), the process of urbanization is deeply 
imbued with visions of what might be. Yet, the 
realization of these visions heavily depends on 
constantly assembling people, objects, ideas, 
resources, organizations, and so on, along 
multiple paths (some well trodden, others not 
so much). I like to think of these precarious, 
endless, often pragmatic, and certainly always 
political processes of assembling as the work 
of governance – as in, the governance of the 
places where we have to live together, our 
cities (always) in the making.

(Photo: Maputo by author)
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Conflicting rationalities in the 
construction, financing and uses  
of global infrastructure  
Miguel Kanai 
University of Sheffield

(Photo: Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 4.0 International license)

Global society seems to be splintering into 
a million pieces. Trade conflicts, acrimony 
over planetary environmental responsibility, 
anti-immigration politics and rejection of 
regionalist approaches to supra-national 
integration dominate the news cycle, 
particularly in the EuroAmerican sphere. Yet 
these anti-globalization reactions are taking 
place against the less prominent background 
of still-expanding transnational integration, 
and the rapid proliferation of connective 
infrastructure space in emerging and frontier 
economies.  

Thousands of miles of new rail and roadway 
corridors are being laid out as ports are 
being built or restructured to accommodate 
post-Panamax vessels; telecommunication 
networks are upgraded to support the 
exponential expansion that is forecasted in 
logistics, and countries scramble to expand 
their energy grids so that they will not result in 
bottlenecks for the ensuing economic growth 
and its associated energy demand. 
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Remarkably, large-scale infrastructure-
development projects are not constrained to 
specific countries but are occurring across 
the global South, from South America to 
East Africa and South and South East Asia to 
name just a few regions where examples of 
construction abound. In these geographies, 
projects have been pushed through without 
major hurdles. International public and 
private financing has been available; policy 
elites, usually locate in national capitals, have 
retooled state apparatuses to promote new 
or revived forms of regional and territorial 
planning around infrastructure corridors; 
and powerful legitimating discourses have 
decanted around the promise of connectivity 
in erstwhile remote and backward locations.

Infrastructure promises even fuel hopes for 
global economic recovery, leveraging idle 
capital from the global North in a post-2008 
model of infrastructure-led development that 
the World Bank and other global policy actors 
promote for the global South. Infrastructure 
projects still carry inherent risks, particularly 
in less politically stable and economically 
resilient areas where investments may not be 
fully recovered. Initiatives such as the G20’s 
Global Infrastructure Hub are attempting to 
create new financing models to minimize and 
diversify such risks, by for example pooling 
projects among investor syndicates. Much 
policy experimentation should be expected in 
coming years around this issue. 

The People Republic of China has taken a 
different approach and financed/constructed 
projects at a faster rate than Western 
investors and donors. The flagship Belt and 
Road Initiative provides an indication of 
how the imperative of investment recovery 
is at least matched, if not trumped, by a 
strategic intention to design and control 
infrastructure-enabled value networks. These 
should benefit China in the long term, and 
consolidate its status as a global economic 
hub with preferential access to suppliers 
of raw materials, intermediate industrial 
inputs and consumer markets. There is a 
pushback to this rationality, particularly in 
the United States, and it has stepped up 

from critique to confronting actions. The 
recently-created International Development 
Finance Corporation is an example of the 
intensifying conflicts around the ‘geopolitics 
of infrastructure’ that we are to expect in 
coming years.

Conflicts occur at multiple scales and 
have varying origins between different 
actors. In South America, for example, the 
construction of cross-border roadways 
and ancillary infrastructure has resulted in 
numerous political scandals that implicate 
national governments of differing political 
ideologies. Several politicians in various 
countries have been indicted for receiving 
bribes from the Brazilian construction 
conglomerate Odebrecht. Roadways paved 
through environmentally-sensitive areas 
in remote Amazonian and Andean regions 
have also resulted in conflicts. These often 
affect vulnerable indigenous and traditional 
populations, and they turn violent. Once built, 
roadways are used in ways that the planners 
had not intended, for example for trafficking, 
and more recently by Venezuelans fleeing 
to nearby countries in large numbers as the 
economy collapses.

As observers of the relation between 
infrastructure development and urbanisation 
in the global South, it behoves us not to treat 
the integration of infrastructure corridors 
and the pulse of everyday life in expanding 
cities as two discrete dynamics, and rather 
seek to understand the complex mechanisms 
whereby the former maybe shaping the 
development of the latter, also constraining 
its possible futures. Insofar as infrastructure 
investments continue focusing selectively on 
territories of strategic value for the global 
economy, and facilitating corporate logistics 
constitute the preeminent rationality in the 
provision of connective infrastructures, 
cities are likely to continue harbouring more 
needs than resources. Those leaving places 
left behind will continue arriving to urban 
centres that are ill prepared to accommodate 
their needs, and infrastructure upgrades to 
make cities more inclusive and sustainable 
will be queued as secondary in priority to 
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those representing the national economic 
interest. Another urban world is possible but 
it will require a creative reorientation of global 
infrastructure and what connections and 
activities we want it to support.    
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Urban uncertainty and  
animals-as-infrastructure 
Rivke Jaffe 
University of Amsterdam

Analyses of the role of infrastructure in 
mediating urban uncertainty and inequality 
have drawn fruitfully on more-than-human 
approaches. Highlighting the interrelations 
of sociality and materiality, such work 
points to the “more-than-human assemblies 
of infrastructure that are generative of 
differentiated materializations of rights, 
resources, and aspirations in the city” (Appel 
et al. 2018: 12). However, the forms of matter 
that have received most attention in this 
context have still tended to be human-made 
materials. Definitions of infrastructure (e.g. 
Larkin 2013: 328, emphasis added) stress that 
these are “built networks that facilitate the 
flow of goods, people, or ideas and allow for 
their exchange over space”.

What about more animated, sentient forms 
of matter? What about the role of non-human 
animals in co-constituting such networks? 
Extending Abdoumaliq Simone’s (2004) idea of 
people as infrastructure – his understanding 
of the flexible, impermanent yet regular 
intersections of urban residents and their 
activities as having an infrastructural role, 
as modes of provisioning and articulation in 
contexts of urban uncertainty – I would like to 
suggest that animals can take on a similar role.

Animals, I suggest in this very brief and 
provisional conceptualization, can also act 
as a form of infrastructure, an “architecture 
for circulation” (Larkin 2013: 328) that 
extends across space, and enables norms 
and services to circulate, and in so doing 
mediates urban uncertainty and inequality. 
Animals, generally assigned a blurry subject/
object status, remain a neglected category 
of urban actors/matter, even as they play an 
important connective role between humans 

and non-human urban entities. In my own 
research, I have been exploring the urban 
political role of security dogs in Kingston, 
Jamaica and would like to propose here that 
we might generatively attend to these (and 
other) animals-as-infrastructure, as an open 
yet structured form of connective tissue.

Security dogs facilitate the provisioning and 
articulation of protection, and the exchange of 
money, ideas and affect across urban space. 
Dogs can help manage the uncertain futures 
that present a challenge to urban residents 
and governance actors everywhere (see 
Zeiderman et al. 2015). In Kingston, they do so 
while connecting public and private security 
providers (police, military, private security 
companies and vigilantes), and low-income 
and high-income households. 

Kingston’s dog breeders and trainers seek 
to instill specific norms, from “badness” to 
loyalty, into the animals that populate the 
urban landscape. The treatment the dogs 
subsequently receive from their professional 
and domestic owners and caretakers 
enhances or thwarts these traits. In addition, 
the dogs are often socialized into human 
prejudices as they are trained consciously or 
unconsciously to recognize locally specific 
perceptions of threats. “Uptown” dogs 
assume classist and “shadeist” (as well as 
sexist) dispositions, while in some inner-city 
neighborhoods dogs learn to recognize police 
and soldiers as threatening outsiders and to 
bark in warning when they spot them entering 
the area. In so doing, dogs are a type of semi-
agentive communicative “device”, channeling 
existing prejudices and directing security in 
the directions of certain persons and spaces 
rather than others. 



Speculative infrastructures and cities in-the-making 

50

Consequently, the deployment of security 
dogs across a range of urban spaces often 
reproduces dominant differentiations of 
citizenship. Yet even as they enable the 
continued circulation of such entrenched 
ideas, dogs also enable new cross-class 
connections and flows. Breeders and trainers 
often work across urban socio-economic 
divides, redirecting flows of money. In 
addition, even the “baddest” dogs, whose 
behavior may regularly instill fear in passersby, 
often develop positive affective relations 
with their caretakers (from owners to low-
paid security guards and military handlers). 
Through their specific doggish qualities – their 
olfactory and auditory faculties for identifying 
threats, their affective-charismatic capacities 
to bond with human – dogs provide not just 
protection but emotional support as well.

Drawing on concepts from science and 
technology studies (e.g. Davis and Chouinard 
2016), might we productively understand 
such specific embodied qualities as a type 
of animal affordances? Or should we attend 
more closely to the subjective capacities of 
animals, to their possession of a certain type 
of animal agency (e.g. Pearson 2013), akin to 
but distinct from both human and material 
agency? Understanding the entirety of urban 
“dog bodies” through the lens of infrastructure 
would involve engaging with such concepts 
and questions. This could, I suggest, extend 
our conceptualizations of how goods, services 
and ideas flow across space, through animate 
as well as inanimate matter.
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People are pushed at the ‘margins’; people live at the ‘margins’; the ‘centre’ as opposed 
to the ‘margins’ – one could continue along this line of definition of the margins as space, 
place or social structuration. But what if the margins are not something that can be defined 
and measured and studied and governed; but rather a politics that can only be performed, 
arranged, oriented, embodied? In this panel we were interested in exploring the infra-structural 
(un)making of the margins: the make+shifts, the everyday life, the assemblage of performances 
and matters that emerge once the veil of social categorisation is lifted, and the margins are 
set in motion. The notion of infra-structure (or that of infra-making) signals a desire to trace 
the structural makings of inequalities, social exclusion and poverty, looking at how they are 
contested and reinvented through the crossroads of everyday urban life. Reading the margins 
through infra-structures requires a historically informed ethnographic attendance to the 
multiplicity of life, and to its performative unfolding: a midst in-between which the researcher 
has no chance of detachment, but only responsibility of commitment (ML).
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The margins as a politics 
Michele Lancione 
University of Sheffield

(Photo: author)

The notion of the ‘margins’ has been 
contested for a long time. Feminists, critical 
race scholars, post-colonial thinkers, but also 
the less known (at least in urban geography) 
anti-psychiatry movement, have all tried, in 
a way or another, to challenge dichotomic 
ideas of what the margins are and what 
they supposedly contain. In fact, most of 
this scholarship challenges the idea that the 
margins are a locus where some deviant form 
of life takes place (the ‘ghetto’, the ‘periphery’, 
the ‘edge’), attacking also the idea that those 
same forms of life are in themselves a ‘margin’ 
of some kind (the ‘deviant’, the ‘other’, the 
‘poor’). At least among critical scholars, few 
today still accept the notion of the margins 
uncritically, as a category that can be used to 
contain – and then ‘explain’ – groups of people 
and their ‘difference’. 

Outside the limited remit of critical 
scholarship, the story is slightly different. 
The ‘margins’ are still understood, 
described, policed and managed through 
normative modes of containment and social 
categorisation/stigmatisation/detachment. 
One just has to look at the ways in which 
homelessness policies are designed, to contain 
and reform supposedly deviant individuals; at 
the ways in which difference is spatialised and 
held, by design, in our cities; at the spasms 
through which the Eurozone is replying to 
its decay, letting migrants afloat in a port in 
Catania, framing its borders around sanitised 
notions of citizenship and belonging; to cite 
just a few examples. These and numerous 
other instances signal the urgency of reposing 
the question of the ‘margins’ here and 
now, that is, of contesting how borders are 
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constructed as machines to manage ‘the other’ 
through normative categorisations of who that 
other is. In a sense, even if critical scholars 
have been doing this for a while, reposing the 
question of the margins here and now comes 
out of an immanent urgency: inequalities, 
poverty, discrimination and exclusion are still 
kicking; they are felt and lived, embodied and 
performed, violently engrained in modes of 
being and of production that lay the ground 
for our shared everyday life. To me, this means 
that scholars need to do more and better to 
challenge the (re)production of the conditions 
(re)making life at the margins possible in the 
first place. 

As Stewart Hall and bell hooks showed in their 
respective work, the way scholars engage 
with that life matters if they are serious about 
producing differential cultural understandings 
on it, about it and for it. The critical question 
is, therefore, what one means with ‘life at the 
margins.’ Or, better, the question is around 
what kind of theoretical apparatus and 
grammar we can use to describe and work 
with the margins without reducing them 
to their normative instrumentalisation. A 
possibility is to consider the margins not as 
something that can be defined and measured 
and studied and governed; but rather as a 
politics that can only be performed, arranged, 
oriented, embodied. This means understanding 
the margins as that process emerging from 
unbalanced power relationships that, through 
its unfolding, produces particular forms 
of life that, in turn, bring to the fore their 
own politics. The margins, understood in 
this sense, are not anymore a ‘thing’, but an 
ongoing assemblage: a process that is the 
product of entrenched unequal structuration 
related to gender, race, class and culture, but 
that at the same time it is also producer of 
ways of being and becoming in the world. The 
task of the critical urban thinker is to trace and 
understand how this assemblage comes to the 
fore, and what politics it proposes. 

When it comes to urban forms of marginality, 
infrastructures are a vital component of 
the making of the margins-as-politics, 
the margins-as-struggle. They are an 

essential urban assemblage to look at 
in order to rethink issues of inequalities, 
discrimination and biopolitical governance 
in the contemporary city. This is because 
they are a quintessential part of how the 
politics of life at the margins is articulated 
in-context. They structure struggles for 
accessing resources; for circulation; for 
recognition; for making ends meet; and so 
on. They are re-appropriated, re-assembled, 
or constructed anew in the struggle. In 
looking at how these processes take place, 
one sees more than ‘resilience’. More often 
than not, the intersection of marginal lives 
and infrastructural arrangements tell a story 
of affirmation, endurance and fight for an 
alternative politics of the city that exceeds 
humanitarian narratives of sustenance. 
Infrastructures and margins fold one in 
another to create a political assemblage of 
life-in-the-struggle, which is so fundamental 
to grasp the everyday life of cities across the 
north, south and east. 

But the notion of infrastructure is key, for the 
study of the margins, also in another sense. 
Beyond being a key access-point to trace the 
assemblage of urban marginality, attention to 
‘infrastructures’ brings to the fore a reflection 
about the responsibility that academics 
have in their dealing with, researching and 
writing about the margins. Academics have, 
in a sense, an ‘infrastructural responsibility’: 
in their engagement with the margins, they 
are always unavoidably plugged into the 
politics of life at the margins. They are always 
into it because they pretend to deal with it. The 
politics of life at the margins is a struggle that 
researchers cannot study in detachment, no 
matter what stories they tell themselves in 
terms of objective detachment and the likes: 
in engaging with the margins, they become 
part of the assemblage, part of the infra-
making of the thing they aim to explore. They 
cannot longer explain and control – through 
categories and neat social theories – but only 
acknowledge that writing about the margins 
is political: it is, by definition, about taking 
a stance, a position, an orientation within the 
struggle. 
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The task of the critical urban thinker becomes 
that of revealing and co-working. It is about 
understanding what emerges from the 
tensioned struggle of the margins and working 
with that politics for the sake of its proposition 
(not one derived from a-priori framings). 
The contributions in this section tackle the 
intersection of margins and infrastructure 
in different ways. They are heterogeneous, 
and they do not buy into a single theory 
of marginalisation, precisely because they 
refute the existence of such a theory. What 
unites them is the willingness to approach the 
margins through a particular sensibility, one 
attentive to the politics of everyday life and 
oriented toward a form of experimentation 
that embraces its responsibilities: it is about 
taking scholarship seriously, as a way of 
intervening in the assemblage of the world; 
from the midst of its struggles. 
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From the margins to the periphery  
(and back again?)
Tom Goodfellow
University of Sheffield

I use this provocation as an opportunity to 
reflect on infrastructure and marginality 
through the lens of the ‘Living the Urban 
Periphery’ project, a collaboration between 
the University of Sheffield, University of 
Witswatersrand and researchers in Ethiopia. 
In so doing, I am (rather selfishly, though 
only temporarily) diverting from the framing 
concepts of this session – margins and 
infrastructure – to also bring in reflections on 
the concept of ‘periphery’; but hopefully these 
will also come full circle to shed some light on 
the politics and practices of the ‘margins’.

In our project, we have had to make decisions 
- often protractedly, sometime hastily, and 
always across continents – about what it 
means to speak of the urban periphery, or 
peripheries. We decided to be resolutely 
geographical in our approach, selecting areas 
that we deemed to be spatially peripheral 
in terms of travel time and distance from 
perceived urban ‘cores’, rather than 
attempting to study communities that were 
necessarily socioeconomically or politically 
peripheral. This didn’t much increase our 
certainty about what we meant by peripheral, 
since peripheries have a tendency to create 
their own cores – and with them, internal 
peripheries. We also struggled with the 
question of how to justify this geographic 
focus: if we are concerned (which we are) 
with exclusion and poverty, then why focus 
on geographic peripheries that may (and do) 
include many people who are neither excluded 
nor poor?

Pivoting back toward ‘infrastructure’ and 
‘margins’ can help explain, and hopefully 
justify, our focus. We decided we were 
interested in geographic peripheries not 
because they are more important than 
anything else, but because we are interested 
in distance, perceptions of being ‘cut off’, 
removed, or centrifugally flung out. If 
peripheries are conceptualised spatially 
in this way, then infrastructure becomes 
central, either by its presence or absence. 
A neighbourhood previously only linked to 
the city by a dirt road does not immediately 
cease to be a periphery by virtue of the new 
asphalt road; but it becomes a periphery 
that is interesting in a different way, and 
which may, in time, be sucked into a growing 
core. This way in which peripheries change in 
consequence of infrastructural investments 
and disinvestments is central to our interest. 

Consider Tulu Dimtu, on the fringe of Addis 
Ababa. Infrastructure has converted it into 
an urban periphery; previously it was simply 
a rural area outside the city. But what else 
does the infrastructure do? A complex close to 
some new roads has rapidly become ‘super-
peripheral’ in feel and in local discourse, due 
to the way it is physically cut off from the main 
part of the settlement. Locals consequently 
term this part ‘Eritrea’. Though spatially 
proximate and planned as part of the same 
settlement, to move from one part to the 
other you have to cross not one but as many 
as five roads. Many accidents happen and 
people fear crossing.



Speculative infrastructures and cities in-the-making 

56

The peripheral nature of ‘Eritrea’ is doubly 
engendered by the transport infrastructure. 
Without that infrastructure, the place would 
not exist to begin with, because the whole 
neighbourhood is infrastructurally-driven. 
But further, the infrastructure carves up, 
differentiates and demarcates new peripheries 
within its zone of influence. Privileged spaces 
rapidly emerge, and these reshape social 
relations.

But peripheries can also contain much more 
extreme differences and divisions than this. 
Through our focus on how peripheries evolve, 
we can observe how areas associated with 
distance, irrelevance, and indeed with the 
margins of society, can also become elite 
spaces of wealth. Peripheries have advantages 
as well as disadvantages; among the former 
are strong pull factors for those who want to 
escape pollution and congestion, and who are 
able to capitalise on rapid increases in land 
value that come from urban expansion. This 
dual nature of peripheries produces sharp 
spatial divides that give new meaning to the 
lived experience of poverty and exclusion.

For people who choose to move to the 
periphery it can be a space of extraordinary 
opportunity, often because of the speculative 
possibilities that new infrastructure opens up. 
These people can capitalise on the benefits 
of the periphery, and in the process those 
who are socioeconomically and/or politically 
marginal are re-peripheralised; they suffer all 
the disbenefits of the periphery in terms of 
infrastructural violence, distance, immobility. 
This is the relational politics of marginality in 
the periphery: it is the mirror of the politics of 
peripheral opportunity and privilege.

Consider now Yeka Abado, elsewhere on the 
geographic periphery of the same city. Here 
displaced farmers and informal settlers rub 
up against coveted state-subsidised housing 
and ‘prime’ gated real estate complexes. 
In this peripheral place, you can almost 
see the margins being squeezed out, in a 
pincer movement between state and market 
interests.

What can we then say then about the making 
of these two things, the peripheries and the 
margins? The margin, as a metaphor, invokes 
a boundary or edge (even if not in spatial 
terms); but peripheries, I suggest here, imply 
something much bigger: that which is beyond 
the boundary, or between one boundary 
and the next. Peripheries are often wide 
and expansive relative to whatever may be 
the core (think of a typical core-periphery 
diagram). Margins are small; narrow. 

If so, the politics of the peripheries is not the 
politics of the margins. If the peripheries are 
something large, and spaces where dominant 
interests stake a claim, while the margins are 
small and a space of minority, this speaks to 
two very different kinds of politics. Moreover, 
if infrastructure can create peripheries that 
offer only diminishing space for those at 
the margins, then we have to question the 
idea that the margins are those who are 
centrifugally ‘pushed out’; sometimes, they 
may end up being pushed back in, or into 
all manner of cracks, hidden and exposed. 
The politics of the margin is something 
that necessarily starts small and needs to 
shout loud to be heard. But to maintain a 
responsibility to the margins – to those who, 
wherever they may be, are shoved (or move 
themselves) aside – requires locating them 
within and against the broader peripheries 
to which they are often linked, and which 
through spatial and infrastructural dynamics 
can reshape marginality itself. 

So, my provocation is this: can we understand 
and situate the margins using as our primary 
lens a concept that by definition confines itself 
so narrowly in scope – as a minority at the 
edge – when marginality is so fundamentally 
conditioned by big, diverse, contested and 
multifaceted processes between and beyond 
boundaries and edges?.
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Edge infrastructures
Suzanne M. Hall 
London School of Economics

Placing infrastructure
Within the vast complex of dehumanisation 
that has come to comprise the European 
border complex, streets in the far-flung parts 
of cities are perhaps the most banal of all its 
infrastructures. Neither the camp, nor the 
detention centre, nor the Mediterranean, 
streets remain attached through everyday 
formations to the ethos of discrimination and 
“illegality”1 integral to contemporary migration 
systems. Streets in the edge territories are 
one component in a multi-scalar geography of 
centres and margins; a commonplace stretch 
from which to understand migration as part of 
much longer histories of violent social sorting. 

My research on street economies forged 
by migrant proprietors in UK cities such as 
Birmingham, Bristol, Leicester, London and 
Manchester surfaces how a heterogeneous 
range of individuals had become seemingly 
homogenised in terms of work prospects and 
urban locality. Despite significant differences 
in origins, journeys, occupations and 
education, these migrant proprietors had all 
become traders in parts of cities where jobs 
are hard to come by and the impacts of state-
underinvestment are hard felt. How does 
race map on to place in terms of how certain 
migrant groups become positioned in the 
city? When Ruth Wilson Gilmore (2002) asks 
us to comprehend the racialisation of space 
endemic to capitalist economies and sovereign 
structures, she prompts us to consider how 
multiple scales - always spatial and temporal 
– locate the long solicitation of racial violence 
core to state and city-building. Infrastructure 
allows us to place processes of social sorting in 
space and time; to locate global displacements 
in relation to urban emplacements. To think 
about the violence of here and now through 
infrastructure, is to specify more acutely 
where violence locates and who violence 
locates.

Relating infrastructure
While cities may have multiple centres and 
margins, the margin is not always a physical 
periphery, but it is always a structural and 
psychological edge territory. bell hooks 
proposes that, ‘To be in the margins is to 
be part of the whole but outside the main 
body’, evoking how margins form outside of 
but in sight of the centre. hooks asserts the 
simultaneous limitations and possibilities of 
this human and territorial position through the 
struggle over the relative meanings of centres 
and margins. The current brutal intersection 
of global migration and urban marginalisation 
brings into play wider political economies 
of centrality and marginality in which the 
hierarchies of race are core to citizenship 
status. In the economic and cultural compact 
of what counts and who matters, centrality 
is constituted not simply as a locality but as a 
relation of power. Centrality and marginality 
are always in-the-making with respect to one 
another. Central infrastructures require their 
own forms of segregation secured through 
tacit and explicit codes that secure privilege as 
much as enforce exclusion.

In our milieu of populism and profit, centres 
- whether invoked at the scale of nation 
or city - command a pre-eminent status 
measured against a globally extensive 
infrastructure of centrality and claims for 
advantage. Hierarchy is used to sustain 
the illusion that margins are subsidiary 
to centres; that informality is distinctive 
from informality, that provision is without 
provisionality. Entanglements of centres 
and margins suggest that infrastructure 
emerges as relations of politics and culture, 
physicality and perception, regulation and 
atmosphere (Glissant, 1989) In conceptualising 
the connections between ‘race, place and 
violence’ and the lively formations of ‘a black 
sense of place’, Katherine McKittrick (2011) 
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keeps sight of centre and margin. McKittrick 
engages with the enduring architecture of 
subordination has shaped an economy of 
racial servitude, keeping black life “in place”, 
while rendering black life as “placeless” 
through the dispossession of self and land. 
She underscores how the contours of a 
black sense of place are conditioned but not 
circumscribed by subjugation.

Politicising infrastructure
In thinking about the subjugation-and-
subversion of edge territories I explicitly 
veer off centre, to ask what we learn about 
the city and citizenship from the margins. 
The margins, pushed to the periphery by 
multiple forces of discrimination potentially 
offer a place from which to be at risk and to 
take risk, to oppose and to reconfigure, what 
hooks names ‘a profound edge’ (hooks, 1990) 
I engage with the structural and psychological 
life of edge territories to explore the promise 
and limitations of occupying this outcast 
position. Structures of inequality and street 
racism feature prominently in the proprietors’ 
accounts of where certain individuals and 
groups are consigned to settle and the 
limited forms of work available in the urban 
margins. Yet expressions of cross-cultural 
agility and exchange were deeply significant 
to proprietors’ accounts of transactions. Many 
proprietors described the multiple border 
crossings they had taken before arriving 
on the street, tracing their fragmented 
journeys over extended time periods. 
With each crossing the ne’er-to-be citizens 
acquire a cosmopolitan repertoire of global 
edges - more languages, more skills, more 
upgrades -which perversely grows alongside 
their accumulated experiences of perpetual 
redundancy (Baumann, 2004). 

To suggest that there are different possibilities 
of citizenship within the realm of being 
outcast is to work within an extremely delicate 
conceptual position. The brutality of bordering 
across contemporary Europe is so extreme, 
the fatalities and casualties so appalling, 
that it leaves little room to consider anything 
other than profound, systematic wreckage. I 
tread cautiously down the street, aware that 
I need to keep centre and margin in sight 
to understand marginalisation without it 
obscuring the view of meaning-making in the 
margins. In evoking a citizenship of the edge 
I seek to open out the tight, highly localised 
conception of the ghetto to explore the more 
expansive infrastructure of edge territories. 
Our understanding of edge territories must 
therefore pursue the specificities of violence, 
the details of struggle, and the varied 
convolutions of everyday transaction.
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Learning from the margins: 
Victoria Okoye 
University of Sheffield

(Photo: author)

Everyday life is an infrastructure at the 
margins in that it connects the operations of 
material infrastructure to the daily operations 
of subjects, via their embodied experiences 
of urban environments and social relations. 
Research on postcolonial African cities frames 
urban physical infrastructures as conjunctive 
(Simone 2004) incremental (Silver 2014), and 
in the making (Baptista 2018), bringing an 
analytical lens to the role of agency for those 
who, as a result of their positioning ‘at the 
margin’, must create and re-make modes of 
infrastructural distribution, flows, and services 
to enable their own access. For example, 
in the West African city of Accra, residents 
disconnected from the city’s water pipes (or 
even for connected users whose water is 

not flowing) hire private water companies 
to fill home-installed water storage tanks, 
purchase water in sachets or bottles, or use 
yellow, 20-liter jerry cans to tap water from 
the nearby public water points, neighboring 
houses or businesses, depending on their 
financial means. Access to water depends on 
the physical built infrastructure in the city, as 
well as the financial resources, negotiations, 
social capital, and physical labour that 
residents impress in order to make necessary 
connections. In another example, as means 
of dealing with persistent scheduled and 
unscheduled power outages, new layers of 
economy emerge. Households and businesses 
with the financial resources purchase and 
use back-up power generators or batteries. 
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In markets, vendors set up small generators 
connected to power outlets where customers 
can charge their mobile phones at a fee. 
Young people, such as freelancers and those 
in-between employment, move between 
cafes and restaurants where they purchase 
food and drinks, charge their mobile phones 
and computers, and holding professional and 
personal meetings, moving their work and 
social lives from domestic spaces to these 
venues which operate on backup generators. 
Residents also repurpose the infrastructure 
of streets and sidewalks, conceptualised 
by transport engineers as infrastructure 
for vehicular and pedestrian flows, into 
multifunctional urban commons. Vehicles 
and pedestrians are forced to negotiate 
with residents’ everyday claims for vending, 
residents negotiate with each other and 
the stake their own claims to space for the 
performance of cultural rites and ceremonies, 
pick-up football games, leisure, and social 
activities. 

While practices of remaking at the margins 
create access, they also simultaneously 
implicate the biased politics of planning 
and design (McKittrick, 2006; Meth 2010). 
Examining these practices reveals multilayered 
and differing experiences of marginality. Even 
at the margin, age, gender, financial capacity, 
location, status and other signifiers define 
which infrastructures and networks that 
marginalised actors can tap into, as well as 
their negotiations and contestations within 
spaces of marginality. The social relations 
and networks through which infrastructure 
solutions are produced in everyday life 
are as important to the city as the built 
infrastructure, and particularly essential for 
those at the margins. These operations and 
relations also reveal each margin as a space 
with potential for transformation, grounded 
in residents’ being and doing otherwise than 
planned. 

Learning from a margin 
Working with ‘global south’ as a metaphorical 
(rather than geographical) framework enables 
a bridging of the experiences, struggles, 

and knowledges of those operating at 
different margins across multiple locations. 
It can connect the everyday struggles and 
negotiations of street vendors’ claims to 
sidewalk spaces in Accra to the experiences 
of waterfront settlement dwellers threatened 
with evictions in Lagos (Lawanson & Omoegun 
2018), black women in the US navigating 
built environments defined by racism and 
patriarchy (hooks 1990; McKittrick 2006), 
and indigenous peoples’ land claims against 
capitalist interests in Colombia (Escobar 
2015), and those working to decolonise the 
still-colonised contexts of New Zealand, 
Australia, the US, and Canada (Tuhiwai Smith 
1999, Tuck & Yang 2012), among others. 
Marginality becomes a connected spectrum 
of heterogeneous experiences of exclusion, 
domination, silencing, and injustice, which 
are linked to colonial, capitalist, racial, and 
patriarchal oppressions (de Sousa Santos 
2016). Marginality becomes a site from which 
seemingly dissimilar peoples across the world 
can speak their experiences, framed within 
their own worlds of meaning. 

The struggles of those at the margins is also 
the embodiment of subaltern knowledges 
and imaginations which can question 
dominant spatial paradigms and offer more 
‘humanly workable geographies’ (McKittrick 
2006: xxvii). Reaching these geographies 
requires approaching marginality with critical 
frameworks that link to those southern (and 
subjugated) epistemologies which have 
been historically denied by dominant ones 
(de Sousa Santos 2016, Grosfoguel 2013). 
For example, Arturo Escobar (2015) uses 
the concept of ‘other ways of worlding’ to 
frame how human beings are not atomised 
individuals but rather intimately connected to 
and in constant, evolving interaction with the 
spaces, materials, living beings, and peoples 
around them, past, present and future, 
via multiple threads of relations: material, 
experiential, transmitted knowledges, lived 
histories, tangible patterns of use and 
dependence on the land. These connections 
are constantly progressing, building on one 
another, forging new interconnections, and 
intertwining. Connecting to and centering 
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these experiences and knowledges of alterity 
become radical means of facilitating more 
humanly workable landscapes that might also 
be grounded in a global south solidarity. 

Researching from a margin
Relationships are the embodied 
‘infrastructures’ through which research and 
understanding of space and spatial relations 
can take place (Rose 1997; Lancione 2017). 
Concretely, my PhD is a collaborative research 
project with local organisations in Accra. We 
have formed the research methodology, and 
we will also work together in data collection 
and data analysis. This research collaboration 
emerges out of existing (non-research) 
relationships. These relationships also draw 
me to the specific sites of the research project 
- Ga Mashie and Nima, two neighbourhoods 
in Accra - as well as to our research methods. 
The collaboration is grounded in our shared 
perspectives on spatial appropriation and 
our connections across our differences. The 
collaborative relationship becomes the basic 
organisational structure of our research 
process; it also becomes the means of 
assessing research options and leveraging 
capacities, working through the wide span 
of decisions and options that lay before us. 
This research process is an interaction that 
makes and remakes us (Rose 1997), as well as 
involves deep accountabilities of connection 
to our respective communities concerning 
how our knowledge is produced and shared 
(Tuhiwai Smith 1999). The operation of 
working as researcher with those at a margin 
can contribute to alternative imaginings of 
urban life (Thieme, Lancione and Rosa 2017) in 
both research and practice. The infrastructure 
of this collaborative relationship becomes 
an interdependent, evolving, provisional 
framework through which we operate, 
even if only provisionally (ex: the period of 
a PhD study), before we move on to other 
collaborations or even independent projects.
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Shit wages and side hustles:  
reconfiguring infrastructures of work
Dr Tatiana Thieme 
University College London

Across urban under-worlds, the labour that 
goes into making a living challenges normative 
and dominant institutional understandings 
of work, teetering between mainstream and 
marginal infrastructures of labour, legality, 
and legitimacy. At the interstices - between 
the mainstream and the margins – expressive 
articulations convey the everyday though 
ambiguous dealings involved in making work 
in contexts of scarcity, adversity, and stigma. 
And here, diverse forms of labour exist 
(though perhaps invisibly), associated with 
the making of urban life when returns are 
highly uncertain, and when the nature of work 
can involve forms of unlikely accumulation, 
spontaneous loss, efforts to keep trying, and 
the hunt to find ‘extra bits on the side’. This 
short intervention examines the “productive 
potentials of uncertainty” (Cooper and Pratten 
2014) and the associated experiments of 
“hustling” across three ethnographic contexts 
and portraits. This is part of a continued 
commitment to study the street vernaculars 
referring to life, work, and place-making 
on the streets across precarious urban 
environments, and how particular stories of 
struggle and strategic hustling might resonate 
across different urban life worlds. This paper 
therefore plays with the question: 

When ‘turbulent’ life-worlds become 
the norm, where crisis is a constant, 
where are the openings for different 
choreographies of life and alternative 
infrastructures of work outside 
prescriptive aspirational futures? 

(Re) theorising ‘work’ raises questions about 
how economic activities are understood, 
organised and narrated. If we first consider 
wage work (before thinking beyond the 
wage), we are reminded that under Fordist 
economies, the wage was directly linked 
to the visible organisation of production, 
demarcating social-economic relations along 
spatial and temporal boundaries. Though 
Post-Fordist economies splintered the 
modes of production (including off-shoring 
of manufacturing + automation), emphasis 
was still placed on productive labour as the 
channel through which value and income 
were generated. At the margins of wage-work, 
however, it has been more difficult to render 
“legible” (Scott 1999) the relationship between 
labour, resources and time invested, returns, 
and on whose terms work is made (and 
unmade). The familiar (conceptual) spheres 
of non-waged work have included either 
“informal economies”, theorised as such since 
the 1970’s at first in the Global South (Hart 
1973; ILO 2014), and more recently “post-wage 
work” in de-industrialised economies where 
protracted austerity and the erosion of welfare 
services have given way to casualization of 
labour and rights (Standing 2011; Waite 2009). 

Against the backdrop of labour uncertainty, 
across both post-colonial and post-industrial 
contexts, activities that generate income or 
returns on some kind of investment might 
increasingly lie outside the wage, and beyond 
institutional norms and structures. As 
contractual agreements, social benefits and 
some form of ‘job security’ no longer become 
the normal features of a job anywhere, other 
infrastructures of work at the margins might 
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emerge (or re-appear): back-up and side 
plans that are organised around increasingly 
insecure labour terrains. In this short piece, I 
am thinking with three research participants 
whose side hustle provides a crucial (infra)
structure of support beyond the precarious 
waged job or workfare subsidy. In three very 
different contexts, the experiences of hustling 
reflect circumstances where individuals are 
partly cut off from or dispossessed by formal 
institutional support, partly situated within 
wider structures of labour insecurity, and face 
stigma associated with either their economic, 
legal, or social status. 

Nairobi. Eliza was born and raised in one of 
the oldest informal settlements in Nairobi. 
Eliza’s hustle takes her out (and back in) 
of Nairobi ‘ghettos’ where she will always 
have a foothold. A savvy navigator of the 
development and social business sectors, 
her portfolio of income generating activities 
includes a ‘day job’ with a sanitation social 
enterprise where she works as a field officer. 
She is paid a wage, and has a uniform, the 
markers of “professional” work it seems. But 
her working identity is not tied to her ‘day 
job’. She self-identifies as a ‘hustler’ amongst 
others in Nairobi ghettos (Thieme 2016) 
whose everyday labour combines forms of 
remuneration and accumulation, unpaid social 
activism, an active curated presence on social 
media, and concerted efforts to ‘be seen’ in 
your own neighbourhood when it matters, 
and disappear when it suits.  

For Eliza, the hustle is a combination of ad 
hoc labour in the informal sector combined 
with various forms of social activism that 
feed into her street credibility. This is the 
back-up, the safety net, as precarious as most 
forms of Nairobi hustle can be. The skills 
associated with hustling in Nairobi mean that 
young people born and raised in the ghettos 
create their own maps to traverse the city, 
translating across institutional spaces, versed 
NGO-speak, calling themselves entrepreneurs 
when it resonates with sponsors, but self-
identifying with ‘hustling’ back on the stoop 
where everyone is struggling in equal measure 

but always seeing an opportunity to chase. 
Everyone is on the move, and yet can be found 
standing in place at particular times of the day, 
when it makes sense to be found and be seen. 

London. Antony spent much of his 20’s in and 
out of prison. Now well versed in how prison 
‘works’ but determined that “prison is a waste 
of time”, Antony is doing what it takes to stay 
out, but on his terms. After leaving prison, 
Antony got a job in construction through a 
temp agency. This meant that up to 40% of 
his wages went to the temp agency itself. 
Once he got out of his temporary hostel 
accommodation (a kind of post-release ‘get 
back on your feet’ form of housing assistance 
that lasts 6 weeks), Antony struggled to 
find a stable place to live. He didn’t qualify 
for council housing as an ‘able bodied adult 
male’, so his Probation Officer advised him to 
quit his job in order to qualify for subsidised 
housing … which Antony ignored. After 
months of barely getting by on a ‘shit wage’, 
Antony started making plans for earning more 
money ‘on the side’ whilst staying with the 
construction job.  Versed in the “codes of the 
streets” (Anderson 2009) and the terms of the 
underground economy (Venkatesh 2008), he 
assembled ‘lines of work’ that are normatively 
illicit, but found a way to ensure that nothing 
he was doing was actually illegal. For Antony, 
navigating the criminal justice system in the 
tenuous time period post-release, and faced 
with an increasingly casualised labour market, 
the side hustle became a crucial form of self-
provision and affirmation of making work 
outside of prison (Richardson and Thieme 2017), 
while the (construction) “job” remained a 
critical performance of “going straight.” 

Berlin. Nisar arrived in Berlin in 2012 as a 
political refugee from Syria. Explaining the 
graft involved in navigating the ‘integration 
system’ for refugees in Berlin, Nisar describes 
moving from the ‘camps’ in a state of waiting 
and limbo, to moving into the city to try 
making a living. Nisar moved from the false 
security of the refugee camp to Berlin’s 
precarious ‘black market’ (first as a cleaner, 
then as a cook). In search of a semblance of 
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independence, he went from one insecure 
accommodation to another, one odd job to 
another, entangled in the German workfare 
system that can involve a non-ending series 
of temporary labour arrangements with 
local municipalities and companies offering 
‘ausbildung schemes’. Though professional 
training and the ‘apprenticeship’ model in 
Germany has long been admired, for those 
depending on the workfare system, especially 
recent refugees, the ausbildung programmes 
create the semblance of work, but it is often 
unwaged or limited to part-time. This has 
become a form of ‘structural demotivation’ for 
many who either seek eventual waged work 
or wish to become independent from the ‘job 
centre’. And yet, for Nisar sticking with the job 
centre becomes a means not to actual paid 
work, but continued access to a system tied to 
the promise of ‘papers’. While keeping a foot 
in the job centre, Nisar has found a way to 
combine refugee-refugee ‘social work’ helping 
at risk migrant youth (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh 2016), 
and to embed himself in a musical community 
of fellow “new Berliner” artists. Nisar therefore 
moves between welfare subsidies, ausbildung 
opportunities, and meaningful (though not 
always remunerated) creative work. 

Moonlighting alongside the (meagre) wage 
has often been integral to the realities of 
the entrepreneurial poor historically (Polsky 
1967). But what does it mean if moonlighting 
becomes more secure than the wage (or the 
subsidy) itself?  Hustling in all three cases 
described above involves moonlighting as 
a form of self-provisioning alongside the 
semblance of a wage. At the same time, 
each of these individuals sees the value in 
continuing the ‘day job’, because vis a vis the 
probation officer, the social enterprise, or the 
asylum system, the ‘job’ performs a function 
of legibility, legitimacy, and access to certain 
resources or rights. The hustle therefore does 
not replace the wage, but rather operates 
strategically alongside it. Read together, these 
portraits explore the hustle as an economy 
in action and a mode of social life that reach 
across contexts of makeshift and austerity 

urbanism (Vasudevan 2014; Tonkiss 2012) 
where social and economic relations are 
continuously reconfigured. And while these 
are not ‘loud’ politics, the hustle economies 
discussed here are a political practice in their 
subversive register and quiet ‘insurgency’ 
(Holston 2009) in the face of social injustice, 
persistent under-employment, and uneven 
structures of opportunity – all foundational 
features of cities-in-the-making. 
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Afterword I: On infrastructures, 
speculation, and cities yet to come.
Alejandro De Coss-Corzo 
London School of Economics

Infrastructures are embedded in a process 
of double displacement. On the one hand, 
they connect, disconnect, transform, and 
move people, bodies, resources, excesses, 
and commodities. On the other, following 
pipes, roads, tunnels, canals, walls, and 
those who repair and maintain them, has 
been source of numerous insights than 
unsettle old analytical categories and create 
space for new ones. Infrastructure has been 
established as a critical methodological tool, 
an analytical lens and a theoretical device 
(Carse, An Infrastructural Event: Making 
Sense of Panama’s Drought, 2017). Through 
the unfolding that this category produces, 
seemingly stable and solid processes and 
concepts have been challenged and rethought. 
Much like the flows that are moved by 
infrastructures, ideas of the state, resource 
urbanisation, urban citizenship, human and 
non-human agencies, amongst many others, 
have been also been unpicked, dislocated 
and relocated. Infrastructures have become 
a productive standpoint to interrogate some 
of the basic assumptions of urban studies 
worldwide, and to think the cities we inhabit 
from often overlooked standpoints. 

The constant flux that becomes visible when 
our gaze turns to the work that infrastructures 
do has shown that cities are always in the 
making. Infrastructures then seize being 
only networked objects and become hybrid 
processual networks. Through them, humans 
and non-humans are brought together in 
ways that have to be constantly cared for. 
The material and symbolic fluxes that make 
up everyday urban lives are in need of 
constant maintenance and repair (Graham & 
Thrift, 2007; Alda-Vidal, Kooy, & Rusca, 2018; 
Baptista, 2018). Against modernist ideals of 

smooth functioning, self-sustainable, fully 
planned networked systems, urban studies 
–particularly those that further the analysis 
of Southern urbanisms (Lawhon, Ernstson, 
& Silver, 2014) have shown that cities and 
infrastructures depend on situated practices 
that both uphold and challenge existing 
orderings. If this is indeed the case, a question 
arises: how is infrastructure tied together or 
kept apart?

This ongoing work does not imply that the 
relations that are formed and furthered 
through infrastructures are ephemeral. 
Quite the opposite. It is through them, and 
their upkeep, that the historical exclusions, 
oppressions, and inequalities that shape 
cities north and south are reproduced. 
Infrastructures here are makers of history, 
entangled with humans and non-humans in 
multiple ways. In doing so, analyses of material 
infrastructures have shown that the orders 
that characterise urban life are always trapped 
in a productive contradiction: both fragile and 
durable, cities –and the infrastructures that 
make them up– are simultaneously open to 
change and incredibly obdurate. This indicates 
that central to this paradoxical condition is 
the fact that infrastructures are too always 
incomplete. Studies of infrastructural work 
and labour , in which conditions of repair, 
maintenance, and social reproduction are 
further interrogated, can help us understand 
what ties infrastructure together, what makes 
it fall apart, and which potential futures 
and botched presents are being made and 
unmade.

Moreover, the issue of what is being 
assembled or disassembled and how is linked 
to questions of temporality, morality, desire, 
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power, excess, and survival. The lived presents 
that infrastructures make are populate too 
by the hope or threat of imminent tomorrows 
(Zeiderman, 2016; Anand, Gupta, & Appel, 
2018). Even as the promises of modernity 
have faded, their presence remains, often 
as ghostly materialities that live in and 
through infrastructure. Beyond that, the risks, 
excesses, and diseases that are entwined 
with the unyielding search for progress and 
development, characterise infrastructural 
livelihoods across the world. The inequalities 
that are made up through infrastructure do 
not refer solely to the conditions of life, but to 
the potentialities of disease and death. These 
networked objects produce and unequally 
distribute risk, desire, labour, pollution, 
disease, security, enjoyment, waste, and allow 
for the tracing of their diverse sociologies and 
geographies. Through them, speculations of 
what might become can be both interrogated 
and put forward. Infrastructures carry both 
the promise of better todays and the looming 
uncertainty of unsustainable tomorrows. 

The capacity of infrastructure as a theoretical 
and methodological tool seems to be ever 
expanding. From metaphor to materiality, the 
concept appears too to be always incomplete. 
By being deployed creatively and critically, 
the notion of infrastructure has showed how 
the body, the city, the state, and its pasts 
and futures are ontologically intertwined. 
Fluidity, openness, incremental change 
(Silver, 2014), and the immanent creativity 
of everyday infrastructural work and living 
have been brought to the fore. In doing so, 
research on infrastructures has provided new 
tools to think about potential futures and 
other possible presents. However, with this 
expansion there is also opportunity to query 
where might the limits of infrastructure be. 
This is as much an empirical question as it is a 
speculative one. 

Empirically, it implies questioning 
definitions of infrastructure, as well as the 
methodological decisions and practices 
that underpin them. When infrastructure 
extends itself towards affect and body, 
well beyond its engineering origins (Carse, 
Keyword: Infrastructure. How a Humble 

French Engineering Term Shaped the Modern 
World, 2016), what are the consequences for 
explanations and descriptions of social life? 
Speculatively, it invites us to think about the 
role of infrastructure in the cities yet to come 
(Simone, 2004). If many of the infrastructural 
processes that we can analyse today stem 
from colonial, modernist ideals, practices 
and processes, how would postcolonial or 
decolonial infrastructures look like? Moreover, 
how can research today foreground these 
futures through empirical engagements and 
theoretical conjectures? As research agendas, 
political praxis, and infrastructural imaginaries 
move forward, it might be worth to ask 
for the limits of infrastructure, and for the 
possibilities that lie beyond it.
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Afterword II
Kathleen Stokes 
University of Manchester

5 http://urbaninstitute.group.shef.ac.uk/speculative-infrastructures-and-cities-in-the-making/

In recent decades, infrastructures have been 
unpicked, disassembled, and reconceptualised 
in urban research. Scholars have examined 
infrastructural relations and scales, unpacked 
imaginaries and intensities, and mapped 
practices and materialities to deepen and 
disrupt popular understanding of urban 
ecologies, politics, and everyday life. 
With so much already said about urban 
infrastructures, what is left to say?

To be fair, quite a lot. 

In September 2018, urban researchers from 
variety of disciplines gathered at the University 
of Sheffield for the Speculative Infrastructures 
and Cities in the Making workshop. For many 
participants, this was an opportunity to ask 
what is possible, look beyond empirics and 
imagine possibilities in our interdisciplinary 
field of research. So often, critical urban 
infrastructural studies can default to a narrow 
view of speculative imaginations - merely 
repeating or reinterpreting existing forms 
and frameworks. Our task was to interrogate 
existing lines of enquiry, theories, and 
discourses and look towards new questions, 
lenses, and ways of conceptualising. Drawing 
upon our own experiences, we asked how 
research into urban infrastructures could 
develop and evolve to provide new insights 
into continuously changing urban worlds.

In reviewing the workshop’s proceedings, this 
intervention connects and highlights some of 
the event’s prevailing themes, comments, and 
questions. Invariably, this account is personal 
and, therefore, selective. In the interest of 
speaking across the participants’ reflections, 
I do not identify specific contributors (whose 
work is already present in this collection) or 
quote interventions. Below, I summarise two 

key themes that transcended every workshop 
discussion – in short, the ‘what’ and the ‘who’ 
of urban infrastructural research. From these 
two vantage points, we can begin to see 
ways of working towards a richer, politicised 
understanding of “the functions, forms and 
politics of the term ‘infrastructure.”5 

Taking stock – current understandings 
and questions in urban infrastructural 
research
When speaking of infrastructure, what do 
we take for granted? Where do we focus 
our attention? What do we implicitly accept, 
and ignore? Across the workshop’s sessions, 
participants regularly raised questions 
about terminology, framing, and theoretical 
groundings. By questioning how we frame 
and engage with different aspects of 
infrastructures, we take stock to unsettle 
our assumptions in the hope of finding new 
directions.

Starting with a fundamental question, what do 
we include (and exclude) as ‘infrastructure’? 
Across many interventions, infrastructures 
are implicitly related to resource distribution 
and household services, such as electricity, 
transport, water, waste management, 
and sanitation. Less frequently, the term 
extends to include social infrastructures 
(like healthcare and education), people and 
animals, as well as land and places. This 
breadth does raise concerns over an erosion 
of meaning – where ‘infrastructure’ could 
apply to anything (and everything). Yet 
accounts of diverse urban infrastructures 
anchor themselves through references to 
connectivity and inbetweenness. 
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Instead of viewing infrastructure as an object, 
we position it as a process, assemblage, 
or meshing. This emphasis on liveliness 
reminds of the imminently unbounded and 
contested nature of infrastructure whose 
spaces and agencies operate through and 
between materialities, temporalities, and 
spatialities. Despite their weight and power, 
infrastructures are not inherently stable. 
A connection can always be made, an 
artery blocked, or a pathway redrawn. Path 
dependency is perhaps the closest we come to 
a sense of permanence – where precedents, 
ruins, and spectres inform and interact with 
contemporary infrastructural practices and 
developments. 

Eternally incomplete, infrastructures must be 
maintained and repaired. Labour is needed 
to refine, adapt, extend, or battle atrophy 
and decay. But who is making, creating, and 
transforming infrastructures? Who has the 
right to access and shape infrastructural 
access, practices, and processes? We 
recognise the politics of who is involved and 
question the conditions of their work and 
experiences. Herein, our conceptualisations of 
infrastructural labour go beyond wage labour 
to consider socially reproductive efforts, 
hustling and hijacking, and other tactics. From 
this perspective, work is only necessary for 
reproducing collective livelihoods through 
infrastructural functioning itself, but it also 
acts the basis for all variety of livelihood 
strategies. 

Repairing and maintaining infrastructures 
also raise questions of survival - both for 
infrastructures in their own right, and those 
who rely on them. When thinking of residents, 
survival is more than a matter of bare life 
(although this remains important to consider). 
Reflecting on survival, we can leads us to 
question what ways of knowing and living 
in/through infrastructures are privileged, 
subjugated, and erased. Interrogating 
collective reproduction and survival, we can 
recognise moments where infrastructural 
access and labour become means of enacting 
and claiming citizenship. Claiming the right to 
a service, or creating one’s own infrastructure, 
becomes a basis for negotiating with the state. 

Questioning state-society relations leads us 
to appreciate the multiple, negotiated forms 
of governance at play within infrastructural 
processes. Control and rights are integral 
aspects of governance, but so is responsibility. 
Who is responsible for specific infrastructural 
practices and components, who acts on 
behalf of whom, and how does (in)visibility 
relate to accountability? When analysing 
relationships across multiple scales, 
institutional arrangements are only one 
part of the story. Normative assumptions 
and everyday practices also shape 
expectations of responsibility, and calls for 
accountability. Furthermore, a heterogeneous 
conceptualisation of infrastructure 
necessitates more nuanced and personalised 
readings of infrastructural experience. We 
recognise the pressing need for greater 
attention to intersectional subjectivities 
and power dynamics alongside explicit 
interpretations of colonial and ecological 
temporalities. 

Looking across the different interests, 
positions, and forms agency and power, we 
seek to understand the unintended and 
actually occurring nature of infrastructures. 
Official plans or initial intentions are never 
the whole story. Moments of disruption 
or crisis can become opportunities. Often 
overlooked actions – like brokering, hijacking, 
redistributing, refusing –become common 
strategies for taking and make good from 
infrastructure. In many cases, such actors are 
necessary for maintaining service provision 
and contributing to public perceptions of state 
legitimacy. On the other hand, developing 
and expanding infrastructures can also 
lead to devaluation and displacement. 
Neighbourhoods are relocated for massive 
infrastructural developments, while 
cleanliness and productivity serve as 
justifications for excluding residents from 
public services. 

Connected through mutual interest in the 
infrastructural urban, our research stems from 
an understanding of infrastructures’ continual 
making and undoing, rather than absolute 
culminations or isolated components. We seek 
to unveil material and discursive dispositions, 
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where multiple, complex processes influence 
and dialectically transform what is around 
them. We appreciate infrastructures are lively, 
political, diverse, and laboured, and challenge 
ourselves to expand and deepen these lines of 
inquiry.

Looking inwards – researcher tactics  
and intentions
As researchers, how do we position ourselves 
in the critical study of infrastructures? 
Participants impressed this reflexive and 
methodological question throughout the 
event.

Comparisons have long been employed 
to elicit rich insights into urban studies. 
Infrastructural research is no exception. 
However, it is useful to question what and how 
we elect to compare. Times and spaces have 
proven to be productive axes for comparative 
study. However, one can also seek to 
compare particular infrastructures, subjective 
experiences, and constitutive spaces. 
Comparative studies furthermore provide 
ample opportunity for collaborative research 
arrangements, thereby moving beyond 
singular accounts and analytical frames.

Researcher development can also focus on 
speculation itself. As some interventions 
highlighted, infrastructural fantasies, 
futures and imaginaries are, arguably, often 
overlooked within urban infrastructural 
scholarship. Our tendency to adopt critical 
dispositions can be limiting in its imaginative 
potential. Meanwhile, ‘future-thinking’ 
garners considerable attention in policy and 
engineering contexts and contributes towards 
new (often depoliticised) infrastructural 
designs, programmes, and investments. If we 
wish to engage with such action and praxis, 
how can we creatively intervene and extend 
critical research and interpretations to suggest 
more radical possibilities? While proposing 
possible futures is one way of thinking 
speculatively, scholars can also emphasise or 
reframe social, economic, political conditions 
and dynamics which are largely absent or 
misrepresented in mainstream discourses.

Situating and decolonising knowledges also 
merits further consideration within our 
field of study. Contemporary research has 
made infrastructural power and processes 
visible, unpicking the modern infrastructural 
ideal in favour of more heterogeneous 
and incremental understandings. Still, 
more can be done in decentring imperial, 
Western, and academic thought within urban 
infrastructural studies. How can we establish 
ethical partnerships with communities and 
participants, offering a clearer sense of 
personal purpose, collective responsibility, 
and mutual benefit for all involved? Taking 
these questions, challenges, and insights 
to heart, we continue to look for ways of 
reflexively developing practices in service of 
speculative urban infrastructural research and 
praxis.
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