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Inhabiting the surrounds: 
urbanity, critique and speculative 
practice—a manifesto by the 
Turin-Lisbon 21

Theo Barry Born, Nitin Bathla*, Kamile Batur, Rebecca Choi, Dalia Gebrial, 
Katharina Gruneisl, Ingy Higazy, Irmelin Joelsson, Mariz Kelada, 
Megnaa Mehtta, Killian O’Dochartaigh , Victoria Ogoegbunam Okoye, 
Anne-Marie Veillette, Julia Wagner  and Darien Alexander Williams 

T his text was produced by participants in the summer school that took place 
between Turin and Lisbon, in September 2024 and June 2025, jointly organised 
by the Beyond Inhabitation Lab and the Urban Transitions Hub. It is the result 

of a year of engaged conversations, collective thinking and cross-fertilisation of ideas 
and experiences, both in person and remotely—an attempt to move beyond critique 
as a mere description of fault in the face of an excess of crisis, and engage in forms of 
speculative practice.

The urban is not a bounded geography but a set of relations, often forged 
through its supposed peripheries. It is made of locations produced through 
multiple entanglements and extensions: these places are not analogues, 
merely similar or comparable as discrete elements; they are co-constitutive 
and co-constituted. Accordingly, urbanisation is a dispersed and incomplete 
process—deeply entangled with the rural and constructed through global 
circulations. It generates a fragmented landscape across which sites and bodies 
are constantly uprooted and re-grounded at the rhythm of global, economic 
and geopolitical, financial and logistical flows. These ‘outsides’ are constitutive 
of the urban, indeed the urban is composed of the spatio-temporal thresholds 
that emerge: ambivalent sites, experiences and temporalities that the process 
of urbanisation simultaneously produces, encounters and reincorporates as its 
own immanent outsides.

By exploring, inhabiting and writing from these ambiguous thresholds, we 
are committed to unearthing the absent presences of contemporary urbanisation. 
To do so, we follow the urban in the way it stretches in space and time, in 
transnational networks of migration, logistical corridors, remote jungles, shared 
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bedrooms, financial instruments, platform economies, agro-industrial landscapes, 
infrastructures of circulation, insurance or care, and buried legacies of plantation 
enslavement. We understand infrastructures as materially embedded in processes 
of urban extraction and dispossession that enable the city in the same capacity as 
they disable it. We follow bodies in their expanded entanglement with the urban 
fabric. We think of thresholds as spaces of violent extraction and depletion, 
but also as sites of excess and ‘apertures’ that hold the possibility of something 
new to emerge. We think infrastructurally as a way to attune ourselves to the 
city’s ever-changing hums and rhythms—to constantly untangle the narratives 
and counter-narratives of exploitation and dispossession deeply woven into its 
fabric. We think in and through bodies—racialised, bordered, gendered, classed, 
stretched and compressed, but also bodies that act, swerve, speculate and inhabit 
what does not appear to be inhabitable.

This engagement requires more than critique. It requires a speculative 
practice that aims to subvert the selective relations upholding some bodies 
while abandoning others. Speculative practice also attempts to account for 
what goes beyond those relations. It is a rehearsal of intervention—a way of 
reimagining and reassembling the material, discursive and affective structures 
that determine which bodies are nurtured and which are exposed. If we are 
produced through assemblages of matter, meaning, actuality and virtuality, then 
speculative practice becomes the effort to reassemble those configurations—
to account for, recognise, create and support different possibilities for being, 
relating and inhabiting the world. It means attuning to the syncopated rhythms 
of urban existence under urbanisation, attending to the layered relations 
between uprooting and re-grounding—where uprooting is understood as both 
an existential, physical and ontological condition of contemporary inhabitation, 
but also as an epistemological project: reconsidering the grounds of urban 
theory and practice, both conceptually and through alternative engagements 
with the material and political realities that produce the urban. This is what our 
speculative practice sets out to do.

We strive to attune, to attend (to), to make sense (of). Yet, how can we shape 
and maintain our sense of responsibility? Our collective project does not strive 
toward permanent settlement and unitary truth claims, it holds open multiple 
(at times competing or contradictory) storylines, and thus foregrounds the 
need for continuous re-grounding within the generalised uprooting of the 
contemporary urban condition. In the face of an excess of crisis, speculative 
practice is a commitment to go beyond a mere description of fault. It means 
inhabiting the space of undecidability between reality and possibility, an 
undecidability that is born from relations of uncertainty, which make space for 
what ‘might be’ in any given moment. To access this might be—that which is 
not yet visible, thinkable or nameable—we must learn to be in relation with 
other epistemologies: those that are not expected, respected or legitimised in 
our disciplinary/political contexts. These are ways of knowing that do not 
promise immediate legibility or institutional recognition but insist on their 
own pace, textures and rhythms. They ask not only to be acknowledged but to 
be inhabited, slowly and attentively.

This also means to work with the body as a methodological terrain, to attend 
to both its dispositions and its capacities. To ask what is acting on it, and what 
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it is doing in return. To sit with the body not as origin or evidence, but as a 
moving site of speculation, capture and refusal. In many ontologies—Anarchist, 
Islamic Sufi traditions, Afro-Atlantic cosmologies such as Candomblé, as well 
as Amazonian cosmologies and their anthropological accounts—the body is 
borrowed, held in trust, held in tension. It is shaped by the unseen, the historical, 
the spiritual. It is never simply one’s own. The body is never only mine, or yours. 
It is always also ours, theirs, his, hers, its. The body is porous, unbounded, 
open—it crosses limits. It holds within it a multiplicity of encounters and 
inscriptions. It is a social form and a speculative surface. The body transforms—
it shifts shape, mood, relation. It generates new affective atmospheres, even in 
the midst of constraint. It moves beyond its assigned scripts. It invents forms of 
living that do not belong to it alone. From this position, collective speculation 
becomes a bodily question. It is not only about conjuring futures, but about the 
sensation of imagining together—what it demands of bodies, what it alters in 
our rhythms, what it requires in terms of attention, fatigue, proximity, presence. 
It asks: Which ‘we’ is speculating, and from where? What do we long for, or fear? 
What are the grounds on which we build a ‘we’ at all?

In times of accelerated abstraction, it becomes all the more urgent to resist 
the dematerialisation of the body. To insist on its fleshiness. Its textures, its pain, 
its movement, its hunger, its joy. Its sweat and scars. To engage with the body 
as flesh is to refuse abstraction and to stay with the complexity of exposure. 
It means recognising that while the inevitability of death is shared, the paths 
toward it are unequally distributed. Flesh is not vulnerable in the same way 
everywhere. The conditions under which flesh is exposed, made to suffer, or 
granted protection are historically and politically situated. Vulnerability is not 
an ontological truth, but a relation of power, a position within and beyond 
systems of capture. Thus we need to ask: whose flesh is protected? Whose is 
discarded? Whose is made to labour, to absorb violence, to disappear? In holding 
onto the materiality of the body, we do not romanticise suffering. Rather, we 
return to the body as a terrain of resistance, speculation, and situated relation. 
A place where the social and the intimate collide. Where the political is quite 
literally felt. Where interdependency is forged. And where the refusal of erasure 
begins—with the simple insistence: ‘we’ are still here.

Bodies both process and shape space and time and are also acted upon 
by them—not as neutral containers but as structured and structuring forces. 
Spatial arrangements and temporal rhythms mark bodies with urgency, delay, 
exposure or disappearance. They stretch or compress their possibilities. They 
define what kinds of movement and rest are possible, permissible or punished. 
And still, bodies act, it speculate, they reach toward promises that may or may 
not materialise. They anticipate, project, fold back, doubt. They require and 
yet exceed sustaining relations—such as law, kinship, and social and material 
conditions—to exist and be recognised. When the relations in which a body 
is embedded fail to acknowledge or support it, that body is reduced to flesh, 
rendered vulnerable to violence and erasure. The materiality of the body is never 
outside of these relations or the discursive frames that shape them. Yet, it points 
beyond them. It leaks into and out of spaces not meant for it. It improvises new 
spatialities and modes of dwelling. It makes the ‘uninhabitable’ conditionally 
liveable, if only for a moment.
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This is how we come to speculative practice: through our own embodied 
inhabitation. We reject the liberal fiction of the self-contained subject. Instead, 
we attend to the disposition of the body—its location, posture, thresholds, and 
exposures. This requires a rethinking of positionality: not just as a location, but 
as specificity, as situated relationality. It is a body moving in history, a body 
sensing and being sensed, acting and being acted upon. It is the question of 
how we move, what we feel, what we touch and are touched by, across levels—
psychic, social, spatial, ancestral. Not merely ‘positionality’ as a fixed standpoint, 
but a full sensing of the body’s being-in-relation. The body that cooks, that 
washes dishes, that climbs stairs. The body that sits, breathes, listens. These 
gestures are not trivial; they are the ground from which speculative relations 
arise.

Embodiment becomes method—not as metaphor, but as practice. This 
is a practice of presence, cultivated through movement, rituals, meditation, 
recording, sketching, touching, feeling, wandering. Likewise, our methodological 
approaches are rooted in multi-sensoriality—writing through sound, scent, 
embodied experience and elemental matter. We deploy embodied multi-
sensorial ethnography as a tool for writing toward that which is obscured or 
that dominant modes of inhabitation attempt to erase, enabling epistemological 
uprooting from the grounds up. Embodying speculative practice might mean 
forfeiting the rules of identity, to refuse the confines of personhood that so rigidly 
define the value and potential of social life. It means doing so without the clean 
slate of ahistorical innocence. It means uprooting ourselves by re-grounding, 
by embodying another ground. This is why we privilege storylines and concepts 
that emerge from and thus remain rooted in particular contexts, and engage 
these as a basis for challenging existing epistemic grounds that structure how 
we see and read urban life and cities.

This opens speculative and sensorial terrains for thinking otherwise. We 
write not just about life but with life. We write not just about the ground but 
with the ground. We are committed to writing with and from the ground. We 
write with lively matter such as soil, plants, mangroves and water. We write 
of infrastructure beyond the visible, the obvious and the spectacular. We write 
about polymorphism and spillover because our lives—and the lives we study—
refuse coherence. They leak past the frame. Urban lives do not follow plans; they 
mutate, fold, stretch, repeat. People devise alternative systems of worth beyond 
linear scripts of progress and success in neoliberal capitalism. People constantly 
suture torn social fabrics, re-grounding themselves in and on the thresholds 
of contemporary cities despite conditions of permanent unsettlement—making 
common ground amidst systemic uprooting. At the same time, such life-
making projects resist permanent settlement, and thus full capitalist capture, 
inhabiting ambivalently the urban surrounds. Likewise, we consider epistemic 
re-grounding itself as a form of grafting—an ongoing process of suturing, 
relating and reanimating knowledge across sites and scales.

Putting our work into conversation connects geographically distant sites 
not by comparison, but through relational grammars, as we attend to the 
vernaculars of getting by and resistance that vary across the locations from 
and with which we think and write. Interrelationality does not name a fixed 
connection between two points, but a magnetic tension, an attunement to the 
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middle. To practice this method—to access the might be—is to attend to histories 
embedded in practice, and to share and relate those practices without collapsing 
their difference. It is to sit with what emerges at the threshold between refusal 
and care, between what is and what could become. If urbanisation is a form of 
collective speculation—an open-ended process of assembling people, materials 
and meanings—then urban planning has often been its managerial shadow: the 
containment of contingency, the management of risk. But what if we speculated 
otherwise? What if our planning started not from order, but from insurgence? 
From the body as a borrowed form, from social reproduction not as a means to 
stabilise capital, but as a shared choreography of care and disorder?

We are committed to openness, to the fragile and potent work of imagining 
otherwise. This imagining does not emerge from nowhere—it is grounded in 
everyday and creative practices, in speculative gestures, in play and attunement. 
Art, sound, science fiction, sketching, walking, care work—all become tools, 
portals, or minor techniques to sense the contours of the possible. This is not an 
individual journey. Speculation, imagination and method unfold in relation—
in friendship, community, shared uncertainty. Not in the clarity of nodes or 
positions, but in the fields between—speculative practice is also the queer play of 
flirting with ambivalence. It is about being both, holding the past while shaping 
the future, being within and against the institutions that make us, and pulling 
impossibilities into relation. And to remember that imagination is not a luxury, 
but a discipline of attention. And perhaps it is because we don’t want a future 
that sucks—a future that simply extends the violence of the present—that we 
speculate differently. To speculate collectively is to open our lens onto the body 
and the city to that which exceeds capture. It is to ask not only what we are 
building, but how we sense together. How we can refuse a future of exhaustion, 
without pretending we can fully own or design a future but speculating on and 
with it nonetheless.
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