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Introduction:  
Space and the production of order and disorder

Overview to the Working Paper Series

The Priority Programme (Schwerpunktprogramm – SPP) 1448 “Adaptation and Creativity in 
Africa: technologies and Significations in the production of Order / Disorder”1 held its second 
biannual conference in October 2014 in Saly, Senegal. Based on the discussions at the conference 
three working papers are being organised. During the course of the past four years the SPP 
1448 has formed three “clusters” to bring together the different topics, theoretical interests and 
regional contexts of the individual research projects. In these three clusters, the researchers 
are dealing with “technologies”, “narratives / significations” and “space” as specific “conceptual 
lenses” through which they are exploring the overarching objective of the programme, namely 
to understand how creative adaptations enact specific forms of institutional dis / order. Aiming 
to elicit fruitful discussions within, but more importantly also between these three clusters, the 
format of the second biannual conference in Saly, Senegal centred on the presentation of short 
“vignettes”. 

The chosen format promised to enable concise, insightful presentations of current empirical 
findings that were also referred to as “thick descriptions” from the field. Subsequently these 
were — through commentaries by selected speakers and invited guests, as well as through the 
general discussion — to be related to the overarching framework of the Priority Programme, its 
key concepts of “adaptation”, “creativity” and “dis / order”. The vignettes as a format of presenta-
tion were chosen to allow the conceptual discussions be informed by empirical situations. Each 
vignette provided direct insights into the empirical material of the individual projects. Conse-
quently, the objective of the format was to deliberately circumvent all-encompassing project 
presentations and detailed reports on the achievements made over the course of the most recent 
research period.2 Conceiving vignettes as either a conceptual description of a particular situa-
tion (e. g. a meeting witnessed), a speech act (e. g. a radio show), a dispute (e. g. over the erection 
of a monument), the use of a technological device (e. g. a rapid malaria test), — or a combination 
thereof — sought to allow for the presentation of vivid portrayals from the field, to enhance 
the representational richness and thereby fuel inspirational discussions within and between 
the clusters. In each session selected speakers, in turn, commented on the vignettes, either 
providing specific commentaries from the perspective of the individual clusters or more gener-
ally pointing to the manner in which these vignettes allowed for new conclusions within the 

1 The Priority Programme 1448, funded through the German Research Foundation (DFG), focuses on current 
transformations in Africa and examines creative adaptations that enact specific forms of dis / order. Since 2010 
more than 15 interdisciplinary projects — in collaboration with partner institutions worldwide — have contrib-
uted to this research agenda (for an overview of the participating institutions, researchers, and projects see 
www.spp1448.de).

2 The junior researcher of the SPP met in the summer of 2014 to design this format. In a number of reflexive 
discussions and by going back and forth between what were deemed “classic” presentation modes, vignettes 
were finally chosen as a more “open” form of conference contribution. 
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larger framework of the programme — i. e. how each cluster helps to understand dis / ordering 
practices. 

At the same time the format and the discussions it evoked allowed to carve out important 
differences and commonalities between the three clusters. For example, each cluster points to a 
different set of theoretical and methodological approaches to address dis / ordering practices. In 
this sense they sensitise the researchers to review their own empirical material in a certain way. 
Clustering research findings does also not mean to produce conceptual homogenisation — quite 
the contrary. Thinking dis /order through space, significations, and technologies opens up a 
discussion about how to draw together different objects of study, regional contexts and theo-
retical thinking. Thus, it is important to note that the aim of the clusters is not to rethink space, 
technologies or significations and to provide a new comprehensive generalisation of these 
concepts. Rather the research findings presented in the clusters all show how these concepts 
can be fruitfully utilized to examine practices of order and disorder. 

Finally, the outbreak of Ebola in West Africa in 2014 has to be recognised, since it raised 
concerns amongst the organizers and participants in terms of justifying or reconsidering their 
participation. The Ebola crisis was on different levels a constant companion for the debates 
during and after the conference. It was for example a painful reminder on the way global health 
infrastructures are often far from being functional in local settings precisely because the tech-
nologies, standards and people they circulate are not adapted to these contexts. In this sense 
the Ebola crisis gave a particular urge to the research agenda of the SPP 1448. But the close 
proximity of unreasonable death also put the finger on the ethical and moral dilemmas of doing 
research and organizing conferences in periods of distress. It heavily contested the idea that 
academic research can be apolitical or does not need to address current developments outside 
the established comfort zones. Here, the Ebola crisis helped the researchers of the SPP 1448 
to review their own theoretical and empirical vantage points on contemporary challenges in 
African contexts.

About the contributions: Thinking Space

This working paper discusses space as a sensitising analytical concept. During the course of 
the conference, two sessions were devoted to the space cluster, which in the provide the basic 
structure for this working paper. In each of the cluster sessions, three vignettes were presented 
and subsequently commented on. 

We are beginning the working paper with a brief introduction on “space”. After this eight 
inputs are presented, six vignettes and two comments.

Content of the Working Paper:

1. Leboi’s Revelation: On (not) Translating the Climate in Tanzania — S. De Wit
2. “Who told them to decide for us, instead of us deciding ourselves?” The production of 

spaces in the Kigamboni New City Project — S. Hossain
3. The South Africa-Zimbabwe border: a space of danger and control? — A. Hüncke 
4. Space, ontonorms and the socio-material politics of technologies — a comment on Hossain, 

Hüncke and de Wit — U. Beisel
5. An African Place in China? — K. Liang



 

Introduction

5

6. Federalism in Ethiopia: Motivations, Effects, and the Role of Adaptation — F. Müller
7. Emplacement upon arrival — M. Stasik
8. T / Here: Global Territories in a B / Ordered Space of Assemblages — a comment on Liang, 

Müller and Stasik — M. Boeckler

Thinking “space” as an SPP cluster

The SPP research agenda assumes that with the end of the cold war African societies were 
increasingly confronted with dramatic political, social and economic changes. In many places 
Africa was respaced: Social relations were redefined, often deterritorialized (through migration, 
violent conflict, the effects of climate change, the rise of new actors such as religious move-
ments, etc.) — but also reterritorialized where actors managed to re-establish spatial sovereignty. 
Questions of control, multiple sovereignties, and — at times competing — societal orders are still 
contemporary ones here and elsewhere.

The cluster on space in the SPP 1448 draws on current literature that abandons older notions 
of space that were often associated to mapping practices or “container thinking”. Other schol-
arly work and new analytical tools have long overruled these approaches. The often-mentioned 
“spatial turn” (Soja 1989; Massey 2005), which influenced quite a number of scholarly disciplines 
to date, therefore comes to full effect in this collection of research insights provided. They take 
the interrelations of the social construction of space, and its relational character, into account 
while at the same time acknowledging the role of spatial configurations in the formation and 
change of societies. While some projects of the SPP are treating territorialisation and place-
making in more detail in a currently evolving edited volume,3 the vignettes presented here 
provide an insight into how different disciplines, and those that represent them, have a varied 
understanding of the topic and not only consider spaces and places as entities to be studied, but 
also interrelations that become observable in spatial practices.

Claudia Gebauer, University of Bayreuth
Eva Riedke, University of Mainz
Norman Schräpel, University of Halle-Wittenberg

References:
Soja, Edward W. 1989. Postmodern Geographies. The reassertion of Space in Critical Social Theory. London, 

New York: Verso.
Massey, Doreen B. 2005. for space. London. SAGE.

3 A working group on space was formed at one of the regular meetings in Berlin and is currently preparing 
an edited volume on the role of the dialectic of deterritorialization and reterritorialisation in the creation of 
dis / order.



Leboi’s Revelation: On (not) Translating  
the Climate in Tanzania

Sara de Wit

University of Cologne, SPP Project: “Translating the Adaptation to Climate Change  
Paradigm in Eastern Africa”
Contact: sdwit@uni-koeln.de

Introduction

In this vignette I want to shed light on the question: why ideas sometimes do not travel or are 
not picked up. More specifically, I will explore the possible reasons for why the idea of climate 
change is wholeheartedly embraced by several actors along the translation chain from interna-
tional to regional actors, until it reaches the village of Terrat in Maasailand where it is by and 
large rejected. This question has fascinated me in my fieldwork ever since I was confronted with 
the absence of that what I was looking for, at least as far as Maasailand was concerned. Climate 
change discourses were omnipresent throughout Tanzania, and regularly found on the radio, in 
newspapers and in daily talk. Yet, I hardly encountered any traces of climate change narratives 
in Terrat. I will explore this conundrum by taking you on a journey together with pastoralist 
Leboi who was invited by an NGO to a conference in Dar es Salaam to speak about climate 
change, after which he brought the message back home.

Being aware of some NGO work that had already been done on climate change, and of a radio-
station that broadcasted environmental programs, Terrat promised all the necessary features for 
an interesting research site. Eager to find out how climate change discourses were translated at 
the “local” level, I set out on my journey to the breathtakingly beautiful plains of the Maasai-

Map 1: Location of Terrat 
at the northeastern 
outskirts of Tarangire 
National Park, Tanzania. 

Source: Monika Feinen
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steppe, soon to realize that climate change — both as a scientific discourse as well as a physical 
observation — was not part of peoples’ daily concerns and talk. While there were accounts of 
increasing droughts and irregular rainfall patterns, tales about the climate and the weather 
hardly ever came alone, but were rather accompanied by general observations about a rapidly 
changing world. Revealing was the following fragment of a focus group discussion held in 
Terrat in December 2011, and my first encounter with pastoralist Leboi (R = researcher; 1 / 2 = 
informants; L = Leboi):

R: Do you think that the rains nowadays are different from the past?

1: Yes, before my grandfathers they went to large trees to pray to their god, then they 
made a sacrifice. And at the same time they went to see a witchdoctor to ask for rain. (…) 
But then we realized that they are not really god because they die as normal people. So 
when the Christians came and told us about Christ we decided to follow them. (…) Now 
in church we are happy to have found the real God, and we believe that when we pray 
everything will be possible.

2: Nowadays people don’t respect each other anymore. Our society has changed; we don’t 
have faith in each other any longer. 

In the midst of this confusing attempt to make sense of the conversation, a herder by the name 
of Leboi entered the compound. I then came to realize that this was the herder who gave an 
impressive speech about climate change at an international conference that took place in Dar es 
Salaam the previous month. My research assistant rushed to ask Leboi: “So Leboi what can you 
teach us about climate change?” After which Leboi explained:

L: We have learnt that it is not God, but it is us, according to our activities. Our human 
activities that are causing this climate change to happen. People are cutting down trees. 
And they sell firewood because they need money. So it is because of human activities. Now 
we are trying to stop people from cutting down trees.

While Leboi’s interference confused the group, I had the impression that at least some clues 
were unfolding. I recalled the words of an old lady who referred to the time in which the Maasai 
were still nomads, as she explained to me: “You know perhaps the weather has changed, but 
we have changed too. We used to follow the clouds but nowadays we have settled.” Asking 
the villagers about rain, was as if I was asking about their modes of living and believing. 
It appeared to be nonsense for most informants to detach changes in the weather and the 
climate from more general societal changes. For the Maasai in Terrat the climate is rather 
part and parcel of an integral moral weave of the world that binds society together. These 
tales about environmental degradation were related to a loss of morals and values that once 
were so vital to holding Maasai society together, but were now threatened by the temptations 
entailed by globalization and modernity. Talking about the climate was like a commentary 
upon society, a fertile ground for cultural stories to make sense of their place in this world 
(cf. de Wit 2015). But my thoughts were drifting back to Dar es Salaam, and to Leboi’s perfor-
mance at the conference. Part of the conundrum remained unresolved. Why was Leboi among 
the very few to reproduce climate change as a scientific discourse? Allow me to bring you 
briefly back into time.
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Not “believing” in Climate Change

This picture with Leboi (on the right) was taken during the climate change conference in Dar es 
Salaam. I was delighted to learn that these men came from Terrat. After Leboi’s baffling speech 
at the conference, I understood that he had been exposed to climate change vocabulary since a 
while now and had developed an impressive rhetoric to explain the international community 
how serious climate change actually is, and how “vulnerable” the Maasai are. Leboi’s eloquence 
did not go unnoticed by local NGOs who facilitated him to become a sort of climate change 
ambassador — he became part of several educational movies and was broadcasted on national 
television — a role that he greatly seemed to enjoy as it enabled him to travel to different locali-
ties. I decided to go back to Terrat, to find out more about this remarkable man. After spending 
several months with Leboi herding cows on the plains of Terrat, his account took a remarkable 
turn. Namely, he revealed to me that he in fact does not believe in climate change at all:

Because we are aware that these changes are coming from God, and nobody knows the 
secret of God. And in our locality the climate knows a lot of fluctuations. One year you 
might expect rain and there will be no rain, in another year you expect drought but there 
is enough rainfall. And because of these fluctuations nobody knows the secret of God. 
And that is why also we cannot trust these men who are telling us about climate change. 

I realized now that Leboi’s revelation touched upon the heart of why the Maasai pastoralists in 
Terrat do not believe in climate change. The first and more obvious reason has at least partly 
a material grounding. The semi-arid environment has always known pronounced climate vari-
ability; irregular rainfall patterns and environmental hazards like severe droughts are rather 
part and parcel of normality. Put in the words of the traditional leader: “when I heard about 
climate change for the first time I thought it was just a repetition of the past. We had many 
drought spells in our history”. Climate change discourses thus enter as an alien idea, for they 
construct a stable climate as the norm.

Then Leboi asked me a question that I was familiar with by now: “is it true that these people 
from Europe and America who are talking on the radio, that they don’t believe in God?” Many 
of my informants demonstrated a great suspicion towards those people who call themselves 
scientists and tell over the radio that they know how to predict rain. Leboi continued to defend 
his position and told me about his encounter with God: 

Image 1: Two Maasai herders 
from Terrat attending a public 
hearing in Dar es Salaam, 
November 2011. Traditional 
leader Lesira Ole Samburi (left) 
and Leboi Ole Ngoira (right).

Source: S. De Wit
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One day when I was still very young I was walking in the forest. I was alone. Suddenly, a 
very big and dangerous snake appeared and then I screamed: Engai ai! Oh my God! I just 
mentioned it, and my parents had never even told me about the existence of Engai. So I 
wondered, if my soul seems to know about God, then He must really be present. 

This brought me to the final and perhaps most existential reason why climate change as a 
scientific and secular discourse is refuted in Terrat. The intrinsic transcendental and moral 
connection that exists between God, society and the weather is revealed by the most significant 
word in the Maa language: Engai, which concurrently means God, rain and the sky (de Wit 
2014). Remarkably enough, the first attempts to translate “climate” into the Maa language by 
the radio station were contested by the traditional leader of Terrat who stated that the climate 
can only be captured by the holy trinity of: Engai. According to the traditional leader, while 
explaining about the industries as the principle cause of climate change, the domains of rain and 
sky are — ultimately — in the hands of God.

This nascent scientific story about climate change with a secular causality appeared to be for 
many informants a true attempt to disproof the existence of God, to deny His power — a disen-
chantment of their understanding of the world. With the “arrival” of climate change discourses 
the message is now, borrowing the words of an NGO worker: “stop praying to God for He has 
nothing to do with it, but plant trees instead”.

References:
De Wit, Sara. 2015. Global Warning. An ethnography of the encounter between global and local climate- 

change discourses in the Bamenda Grassfields Cameroon. Bamenda and Leiden: Langaa and African 
Studies Centre.

De Wit, Sara. 2014. Denaturalizing Adaptation, Re-socializing the Climate. In: Gesing, F., Herbeck,  
J. and S. Klepp (eds.): Denaturalizing Climate Change: Migration, Mobilities and Spaces. Artec Paper 
No. 200, University of Bremen. 

Image 2: Pastoralist Leboi in the 
plains of Terrat with his herd.

Source: S. De Wit



“Who told them to decide for us, instead  
of us deciding ourselves?” 
The production of spaces in the Kigamboni  
New City Project

Shahadat Hossain

TU Dortmund, SPP Project: “Translating urban infrastructure ideals and planning  
models: adaptation and creativity in water and sanitation systems in African cities”
Contact: shahadat.hossain@tu-dortmund.de

Uncertainty and despair marked my first few days in Dar es Salaam. I blamed boredom with the 
recurrence of the same academic jargons masterfully replicated in every corner of the world, 
keeping pace with the problems they are trying to address. The privilege of being introduced to 
the Tanzanian planning organisation offered very little at the outset. I tried to crack the boredom 
with the novelty that the new city location offered, and my evening solitude on the beach was 
bliss. Some evenings were more social, filled with adda (casual talks without a specific subject) 
with some young planning graduates of a local planning school. The recurrence made all the 
new stories painstakingly familiar, as if it were not really a new place, as if I had been here 
before and spoken to them millions of times and heard the same story over and over. No story 
is a new story, no city is a new city, no new face is really a new face. As if I were stuck in the 
same place, with the same people and the same thoughts no matter how far on the globe I travel.

My photographic interest was well entertained one afternoon. I freed myself for some hours 
from city life and drove to a 20,000 plots project area,1 about 20 km from the city centre. The 
lack of public transport in the project area was a good enough reason to hire a car. Continuous 
halts and my hop-on-hop-off marked the way as I sought good framing for some of the pictures; 
my other snaps through the car windows were rather casual. The car was moving without a 
destination but within the project area that looked like a big desert, far from “civilisation”. No 
movement on the unfinished roads, no people in the few structures recently built, no person on 
the road to ask anything. Some shanty huts on both sides of my route in the project area were 
also without a human trace, the few water tube-wells on the corners had stopped operations. 
Strong winds had tirelessly been trying to loosen the polythene and old cloths that formed the 

1 A cooperation between the three municipal authorities of Dar es Salaam and the Ministry of Lands, Housing 
and Human Settlements Development (MLHHSD) of Tanzania initiated this project covering 20,000 plots in 
2002. The aim was to create surveyed and serviced land plots in the peripheral areas of Dar es Salaam. By 2006 
this project had surveyed more than 30,000 land plots in a total of 76 square kilometres of land and by 2007 
had sold about 25,000 plots to individuals. To date settlement development in the project areas is very slow 
due to reasons like poor transportation facilities, an absence of municipal services including water supply and 
electricity, and the interest in land speculation of the individuals, especially those who bought more than one 
plot. See, for example, Mwiga (2011) and Mwakalinga (2008) for details.
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huts, just like many “development” projects have been taking lands away from people, like 
these hut owners, making them homeless. Other than offering a place to sleep, these temporary 
places, like an emergency camp, have no attraction for these people whose memories are still 
full of their past, whose every cent of earning possibilities are located 20 km away in the city. 
No one is there to talk for them, they remain utterly foreign to the democratic state of Tanzania. 
On the other side of some bushes a huddle of newly constructed detached buildings slowly 
became visible to me. The reflections from their iron sheet tops were very eye catching. I had a 
destination.

A government department was constructing these new detached houses with the involvement 
of a private company. The plan is to sell them at a profit, like a business company where profit 
rules the game. I was about to click on my camera button, but was suddenly stopped by a 
six-foot-tall Norbert Justine. His sudden appearance and fierce query about why I was taking 
pictures startled me for a moment. I quickly pulled myself together and responded without a 
moment’s delay, a delay that could cost me a lot, cost me my new camera for which I had waited 
for years. I elaborated my reasons and without waiting for his reaction handed over my busi-
ness card. The new business card printed only a few months back worked like magic — thanks 
to my earlier research in Dhaka that had taught me the art of handing over business cards to 
others, so nicely. The “Dr.” attached to my name calmed him down and made him cooperative, as 
he told me later. I understood how only an academic title can pour credibility into a suspicious 
mind, transforming it into a different space where a trustful relationship can grow!

Norbert’s involvement with this private construction company was part-time; otherwise 
he was writing his master’s thesis on the issue of participation in the Kigamboni New City 
project — an urban redevelopment project aimed at building a world-class city in a country like 
Tanzania. Our half-an-hour talk led to an interest in discussion at a later date. Our thoughtful 
exchanges extended over the subsequent evenings, especially about how the world-class vision 
of Kigamboni is going to be realised at the cost of livelihoods and the property of the current 
inhabitants. The large amount of evidence and details he shared with me showed how deeply 
he is involved with this issue. Norbert’s attachment to the Kigamboni area was very close and 
personal. The sufferings of his grandmother, a Kigamboni resident, were a reason for his choice 
of the Kigamboni project as a master’s thesis issue. This personal attachment was also the 
reason why he never tired of talking about Kigamboni with me until late in the night, despite 
his long day with a part-time job and work on his master’s thesis. He described the destructive 
planning intervention in Kigamboni and its protection by state law and administrative practice. 
Deep sympathy for the local residents, anger at state politics and urban planning practices, 

Image 1: Temporary huts of recently evicted 
people. Source: S. Hossain

Image 2: New detached building for sale by a 
government department. Source: S. Hossain
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and his upset mental state were always evident. As our evenings at the beach restaurant got 
later and our discussions became more in-depth, the beach-bar music grew louder, the number 
of tourists increased, and similarly the number of young girls interested in foreigners. I came 
to understand the quality of Kigamboni New City as an empirical case for my research on the 
translation of western urban planning models and ideas into a local context. I decided to inves-
tigate Kigamboni, taking Norbert with me on this journey.

In a speech in the financial year 2007 / 2008, the President of Tanzania spoke of a dream of a 
world-class, competitive city fuelling national economic development. In a country where many 
political promises lack sincerity, who could predict that this president’s dream would be taken 
over so seriously, so powerfully, by the Ministry of Lands, Housing and Human Settlements 
Development (MLHHSD)? MLHHSD’s official activities speeded up, officials became more active 
than ever before, everything was conducted in a hurry, as if the lack of a new city were the 
only obstacle to Tanzania’s economic development and Tanzania could not afford to delay this 
economic opportunity for a single day. It took MLHHSD not more than a few months to finally 
select the Kigamboni area for a future world-class new city. A number of arguments quickly 
became active to justify the urgency of such a competitive city idea. These included the recom-
mendation of the 30-years-old Dar es Salaam Master Plan from 1979, the satellite city concept 
and images of other places like Singapore, Shanghai and Dubai. The poor living conditions in 
Dar es Salaam suddenly became unbearable and were placed at the top of a perceived unaccept-
ability list. The local complexities and the different socio-political and institutional settings of 
Tanzania that speak against the project were carefully played down. Associated professionals 
and government officials became even more creative in their articulation of all possible concepts, 
references and frameworks that lent a rational meaning to the project. It was interesting to see 
how such concepts, whatever their age and origin, were suddenly predominantly featured when 
interpretations in support of the project were formulated. The other part of this story was the 
completely blind eye that was turned to the specific local differences in Tanzania that do not 
fit with the project idea. I remembered Nietzsche as understanding the power of interpretation: 
“interpretation is itself a means of becoming master of something” (1968, 342) and “all subduing 
and becoming master involves a fresh interpretation” (1969, 77). I learnt also there, once again, 
how the translation of non-local ideas creates local-global contestation, necessitating the cate-
gorical placement of local contextual knowledge in a lower position and the locating of non-
contextual general knowledge that supports such imaginative project concepts in a superior 
position. A Korean company prepared the Kigamboni New City Master Plan. Such involvement 
of foreign expertise is unavoidable, as a higher level official of the MLHHSD explained: “We 
do not have the necessary knowledge; a world-class city needs world-class knowledge”. Like 
in Flyvbjerg’s Aalborg project (1998), I understood the knowledge-power relationship as also 
existing in the production of space in the Kigamboni project: knowledge is power, but only 
when it relates itself with power.

The Kigamboni New City project (KNC) comprises five wards of the Kigamboni administra-
tive division of the Temeke municipality in Dar es Salaam, four of them share a boundary with 
the Indian Ocean. The location has been an opportunity for the local inhabitants to earn their 
livings from fishing, informal business and agriculture (MLHHSD 2010, 28). The KNC turned this 
opportunity into a hardship. It aims to create a world-class business area, international tourism 
and recreational facilities, and luxurious residential buildings for 500,000 people (MLHHSD 
2010, 38), displacing about 83,000 of the current inhabitants of the five wards (ibid., 21). Local 
disagreement about population size completely corresponds with Foucault’s (1991) politics of 
statistics production and reporting. The fine relationship between population census (reduction 
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of population size, as complained of locally) and compensation is well known in this locality. 
History also gives inhabitants enough evidence not to believe in KNC’s promise of “modern” 
residences being provided for local inhabitants. Such local reaction is also grounded on the 
fact that local affordability and preference remain foreign to the planning of KNC’s choice of 
world-class residential facilities categorized as detached, semi-detached and high-rise buildings. 
The notion of changing lifestyles is an official recipe for solving the contestation between local 
culture and imported world-class facilities, as if it is as simple as the quick response of a high 
ranking officer of the MLHHSD: “They [local people] have to learn how to get used to it, new life 
and new standards”. I, intrigued, asked myself: “Is it the people who have to learn to live a new 
life or is it the professionals who have to learn how to bring planning closer to the people and 
their local culture?” How can we address this existing conflict between professionals’ visions on 
the one hand and local needs and priorities on the other?

Image 3: World-class vision of Kigamboni New City. 
1 Map of Kigamboni New City; 2 International business zone; 3 Tourism zone; 4 Modern 
residential areas. Source: MLHHSD (2010)

KNC’s implementation started with an official order (locally known as a stay-order) preventing 
any land and infrastructure development in Kigamboni, the creation of new institutions in 
support of the project and also the formation of a new implementation authority — Kigamboni 
Development Agency (KDA). The stay-order helped the government to set land compensation 
at a far lower price, distorting the local land market in Kigamboni. Although the order issued in 
2008 already lost its legal status after two years, development in Kigamboni by local residents 
remains almost non-existent, this time due to the KDA’s reluctance to issue any development 
permits and inhabitants’ fear of losing their investment once KNC is finally implemented, 
despite the delay. The KDA’s reluctance reminded me of Roy’s explanation of urban informality 
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as a state strategy that permits it “a territorial flexibility that it does not fully have with merely 
formal mechanisms of accumulation and legitimation” (Roy 2009, 826). While the stay-order has 
very negative consequences for local business and landowners, it does not necessarily apply to 
all. There are people who continue construction and other development activities on their prop-
erty, showing the “middle finger” to the stay-order and to the KDA’s reluctance. One of these 
people is Hhando Metle Sule, a retired army official and the vice-chairman of the Kigambomi 
Residents’ Special Committee.

It was never difficult to schedule appointments with Hhando. His retirement and, impor-
tantly, his commitment to the local protest against KNC made our meeting times very flexible. 
The challenge was rather to follow his description and find his residence on my first visit: “Take 
the back road from the ferry station, after about 10 minutes drive and crossing two small junc-
tions, you will see a big tree; take the road to the right just after the tree; drive along this road 
until you get to a few houses on the left; I live there.” After passing many junctions, several 
trees and many small shops along the road, and after making several mobile calls to him on the 
way, we finally found a muddy road massively used by heavy lorries transporting construction 
materials. We followed the ruts for about five minutes and found someone waving both hands 
at us. It was Hhando dressed in a lungi 2, trying to help us find him! He has a big brick one-
storey house surrounded by several other buildings that he has already rented out to others. He 
explained to us his plan for further construction in the coming years.

At every visit we sat with Hhando on a veranda attached to his house in Kigamboni. Why he 
always chose this place remained unclear; the frequent movements of heavy lorries disturbed 
our talks a lot. Perhaps his religious mind did not allow foreign people to enter his house’s 
interior where his female family members work or perhaps he just wanted to have the cool 
breeze on the veranda on those hot days. We always had three chairs surrounding a small table 
and on it several folders full of communication documents and Tanzanian laws including the 
Land Act of 1999, the Land Acquisition Act of 1967 and the Urban Act of 2007. This is a guy who 
can justify his claims by citing from state law — every time including page numbers, correctly! 
He made me understand how the planning practice of the Kigamboni project is a violation 
of the laws on which the project itself is based. As a member of the Kigamboni Residents’ 
Special Committee, he has been trying to get an answer to a very simple question: Which laws 
govern the Kigamboni New City project and how are these followed? He showed us a number 
of letters that the committee wrote to the Permanent Secretary of the MLHHSD, the Speaker of 
the Parliament, and the President. The committee has already managed to sit with the Perma-
nent Secretary and the Parliamentary Committee, but failed to get an appointment with the 
President despite several attempts. Although the MLHHSD Permanent Secretary recognised 
this committee with a letter, all its efforts to mobilise support at the government level finally 
ended up with a “no-response”. How can we link this state’s violation of statutory regulation 
and its reluctance to engage with local concerns with the process of translation and the produc-
tion of space?

Hhando gave us insights about his committee including its networks, connections and other 
strategies that it has been administering to establish its own space and thus to contest another 
powerful space, one which is protected by state institutions and, simultaneously, violations. 

2 Lungi is a traditional garment worn around the waist particularly in certain regions, like a large part of Asia, 
East Africa and the Southern Arabian Peninsula, where the heat and humidity create an unpleasant climate for 
trousers.
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He described how the security needs of the powerful space, the statutory one, necessitates the 
government to form several other spaces (project support committees) at the local level, hereby 
trying to weaken the protesting space he belongs to. This has been carefully materialised by 
forming alternative project support committees and seeking support from local government 
representatives in return for lucrative deals like a demonstration visit to China. He explained 
how the local Member of Parliament has been using their local protest for his own political 
benefits, despite his membership in a governing committee formed to support the project. He 
was talking about the local contestation of power and interest in the production of multidimen-
sional spaces in Kigamboni.

Hhando’s understanding of land ownership in Tanzania contradicts the government’s 
official interpretation used to force inhabitants to comply with the acquisition decision, i. e. 
all land in Tanzania belongs to the President. Showing me a paragraph from the Land Act of 
1999, he argued that the Tanzanian President is only a trustee of the land owned by individual 
owners and that it is not a trustee’s responsibility to take a trusted property from its owners 
to hand it over to international investors. He also does not see any sign of the public interest 
that the project claims as its own justification. Neither does he see any “real” justification for 
the high planning standards and world-class geographical image created by the professionals 
and government officials. Disturbed by the planning practice and its violation of existing laws, 
Hhando complained: “Who told them to decide for us, instead of us deciding ourselves?” A 
moment’s silence reigned in our discussion, a speechless time during which many more unan-
swered questions poured into my despairing mind: Is this local questioning of professional 
interventions not something that the professionals should start thinking about? While urban 
planning practices aim to promote orderly development, how far do these practices address the 
issue of social justice? How long can professional practice afford to turn a blind eye to local 
realities? How long will they remain silent when it comes to the adverse effects of professional 
practice? Is it really a blind eye or rather a strategic blindness and silence that guarantee a 
very differentiated and protected space in support of their professional practice? How can we 
address this local-professional conflict in order for urban planning practice to become effective, 
responsive and grounded on social justice?
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Arriving at the South African Beitbridge port of entry at the border to Zimbabwe I felt as if 
entering a fortress surrounded by a high fence of barbed wire. At a first gate, travellers in 
cars and on foot had to present a travelling document to guarding police officials. The only 
beings who could jump in and out as they pleased seemed to be a group of baboons waiting 
for their chance to steal food from travellers or border officials. I was on my way to the police 
commander of operations, who initially had refused to talk to me due to “security-sensitive” 
aspects of his work, but then had invited me to join him on an excursion so that I could see for 
myself how dangerous the border area was.

Before meeting the police commander at the port of entry, I observed long queues of travel-
lers standing in line to get “stamped out”, i. e. to get a departure stamp into their passports. 
The office building block, into which the queue disappeared, functioned like a second gate. 
Travellers leaving South Africa were on one side of the building, travellers arriving entered 
from the other side. They were separated from each other through a centre section, which was 
cut off through bars and a wooden counter. Here officials checked travellers’ passports, looked 
for overstayed visas, and scanned the travelling documents through their electronic system to 
retrieve fraudulent papers and wanted persons. From here travellers continued to the search 
bay before they reached the final gate leading to the bridge over the Limpopo River. At this gate 
people leaving and arriving had to show their travel documents once more. Travellers seeking 
to enter into South Africa also had to pass through four check points: after having been given 
way at the first gate, they got their travel documents checked in the office building, then cars 
and luggage were screened at a search bay, and a last check was conducted at a final gate.

I learned that police officials were rotated between the different check points and that 
this — together with a camera surveillance system — was to impede criminal activities within 
the port of entry. The commander of operations proudly explained to me that there was no 
occurrence of theft or robbing within the port of entry and that I was at the wrong place to do 
research on human trafficking. He emphasized that police officials working at the port of entry 
functioned like a barrier for criminal syndicates and that criminals had moved their routes to 
the bush along the borderline. Recognizing the camera that I had taken along because the police 
official had asked me to photograph pieces of evidence he would show me, he emphasized that 
it was forbidden to take pictures inside the port of entry or of police officials, for the port was an 
area of state security and the officials were state security forces. Depicting the port of entry in 
such a light and emphasizing the absence of crime, thereby hinting to a successful management 
of state security and human security, the police official created the image of an area of control 
and protection. 
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Accompanied by 15 police officials armed with submachine guns, the commander of opera-
tions took me into the security-restricted area beyond the South African border fence towards 
the Limpopo River. He considered this part of the border especially dangerous and repeatedly 
pointed at clothes lying on the ground, often including underwear of — as he stated — “women 
and girl children”. According to him this showed that at night migrants who crossed the green 
border in aspiration of a better future were raped and were mugged by maguma-guma, i. e. 
robbers. He also recalled that during one of his inspections a machete had been found — most 
likely an indicator of maguma-guma’s violence against people crossing the border illegally. 
Police, in his opinion, were unable to counter crime along the borderline since it was too long 
to patrol, undocumented migrants did not report crime, and maguma-guma could easily escape 
to Zimbabwe where nobody had an interest in securing the border. 

He also hinted to wildlife impeding an effective control of the area close to the river, meaning 
that animals, like crocodiles or hippos, which left the water by night, could attack police officials 
if they patrolled here. Alluding to his officials’ security, he justified that neither state security 
nor undocumented migrants’ security could be guaranteed in this area. However, at the same 
time he perceived these very animals together with the river stream during rainy season as a 
reinforcement of the porous border fence, since they partly impeded the illegal crossing via 
the green border. Thus to some extent he regarded river and wildlife as actants (Latour 1993) 
contributing to state security and hence as part of the law enforcement network. A bit later 
we observed some people walking on a small dam wall from the Zimbabwean side towards the 

South African side. Recognizing police, 
they jumped into the apparently croco-
dile infested river as if taking a bath. 
Provided the commander’s conclusion 
that they intended to cross the river ille-
gally was right: these people obviously 
perceived it safer to cross by day, despite 
the risk of being spotted by police or 
army, possibly in fear of falling victim 
to maguma-guma by night. 

While the commander had invited 
me to document holes in the fence 
and clothes and purses on the ground 
as “proof for the dangerous place”, 
his encouragement of taking pictures 
turned into a command when we met 
a man on an unladen donkey cart. The 
man asserted his donkeys had run to the 
South African side and he wanted to take 
them back to Zimbabwe; but according 
to the commander he was a cigarette 
smuggler, linked to a smuggling syndi-
cate. The police official urged me to take 
pictures not only of the donkey cart 
but also of the man, announcing that I 
should witness and record the interro-
gation at the charge office later.

Image 1: A hole in the border fence, close to Beitbridge 
Port of Entry, South Africa. Source: A. Hüncke



18

 

Space and the production of order and disorder

I met the commander a second time after I had established contact to some police constables 
working at the port of entry, who allowed me to join their shifts at the search bay for travellers 
towards South Africa. During one night shift, I was astonished about a high police presence 
in and around the border post. According to a constable on duty, police and the South African 
army were conducting raids on a group of maguma-guma, allegedly smuggling cigarettes. The 
next moment a car appeared with the commander of operations, calling the constable out. 
Shortly thereafter the constable returned and told me that I had to leave after the commander 
had complained that my presence was compromising state security in the port of entry, since it 
could distract police officials from their duty. 

During a day shift a week before, my attention had been drawn to men on bikes with boxes 
who disappeared and reappeared after a while. At times police officials whistled to them and they 
came promptly, disappeared and returned with a soft drink or some food for the officials. When 
I inquired about the bikers, a constable explained that they were Zimbabweans who transported 
goods between the South African and Zimbabwean sides of the border. He described them as 
unemployed people who tried to feed their families. And as if defending them, he pointed out 
that the cyclists were harmless and would just go up to the booths directly in front of the port 
of entry. So there was “no need to worry about safety”. The official had his own criteria whether 
he would let someone pass or not and explained: “If someone smuggles cigarettes, he makes a 
lot of money. Then I will not just let him pass. He will pay [me]. But if someone rapes or has 
killed someone, then I cannot accept it.” The fact that police officials followed their own rules, 
not necessarily in accordance with the law and the principles of state security, also became clear 
during another day shift when a constable offered to take me to Zimbabwe stating: “You are 
now under my personal protection, so we can just cross”. He pointed out that he was befriended 
with officials on the Zimbabwean side and would return the favour.

These vignettes exemplify what I witnessed time and again during my ethnographic field-
work, namely acts of classification by which spaces are marked to be secure or insecure, safe 
or dangerous, certain or uncertain. On the one hand, high-ranking security officials propagate 
the image of a safe port of entry under control of law enforcement personnel. The image of 
a fortress is materialized in the different thresholds, i. e. gates with a high presence of police 
officials, travellers have to pass through. Yet, for travellers and migrants, the border post is a 
space of uncertainty in so far as state security means are only visible at the surface, while their 
specifics remain in the dark for these actors “due to security reasons”, as the commander of 
operations stated. Means creating such “uncertainty for security reasons” include, for example, 
the police raids, the rotation of police officials, the tracking system, and the camera surveillance 
system at the port of entry. 

On the other hand, insecurity also plays an important role when danger and crime are 
rendered visible along the borderline outside the port of entry. Here, insecurity is emphasized by 
narratives about raping and murdering maguma-guma and aggressive animals. I was reminded 
of these narratives by the commander’s presentation of the area beyond the border fence when 
he asked me to take pictures and hinted to pieces of evidence for crimes. Thereby the green 
border, which appears open and accessible at the first glance, is turned into a dangerous space 
where movement is controlled by fear and where the outcome of the border crossing is uncer-
tain. 

However, as I demonstrate in my PhD research, police officials, commuters, migrants, travel-
lers, and maguma-guma seek for — and often find — ways to cross or to benefit from the border, 
be it the green border or the port of entry. I argue that neither of the two spaces are controlled 
and restricted spaces only, but can become spaces of possibility. Depending on their resources 
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and on strategies to negotiate their access and to use their options, actors make experiences 
of success or failure. What looks secure from the one perspective, represents insecurity from 
another point of view; what appears a trustworthy situation at one moment, creates a feeling 
of uncertainty at another. Treating both, security and insecurity, as either enablement or cons-
traint, represents a coping strategy for many actors I encountered in the borderland between 
Zimbabwe and South Africa.
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Thinking with space, or rather thinking spatially, is wonderful in that it pushes us to take 
seriously the intertwining of social and material practices that make up our world. A case in 
point is the wildlife in Hüncke’s vignette: the hippos on the riverbanks of the Limpopo are 
referred to by the commander as both helpers in maintaining the border and as a constraint 
(preempting criticism over potential holes in the security). Hippos make illegal crossings at 
night more dangerous and thus more difficult. But they are also referred to as a hindrance, as 
they equally render patrolling at night more tricky. The hippos and the river, just like the smug-
glers, border patrols or the fences erected by state security forces, thus are an integral part of 
the socio-material knot that makes up what we know as “the border”. Why is attention to such 
socio-material knots important in analysis of creativity and adaptation in the making of order 
and disorder? 

It is important because they make two things visible. They show us that actions, or indeed 
social order, is not simply a matter of humans in or out of control, but depends on complex 
constellations of actors. It focuses our analytical attention on practices, and the messiness of 
the everyday practice of border controlling. In this sense, hippos are already one element that 
renders the border less controllable, predictable and secure, than the state / policy discourse 
would want us to see at first. But not only the wildlife are ambivalent “actants” (Latour, 1988), 
as Hüncke’s vignette beautifully shows the border is a porous place of possibilities and negoti-
ations — for police officials, smugglers, commuters, migrants, travellers, and maguma-guma 
alike. It too is a place submerged in power and social inequity, which makes the securing of 
the border necessary in the first place and renders the possibilities of negotiation for travellers, 
migrants and police officials starkly unequal. Borders are thus complexly situated and fluid in 
character. Rather than as a fixed place, it may be better to think of borders as spaces of ordering 
that are continuously in-the-making, characterised by unequal socio-material arrangements 
and socio-economic power distributions.

And this brings me to Hossain’s vignette, as his story too is a story of power in space-
making. A story of the tensions between locality and globality. While Kigamboni New City 
is a valuable site for the Tanzanian government in their plans to boost their international 
esteem and strengthen high-powered economic ties, current inhabitants are being displaced 
and their needs and voices ignored in — Hossain put it nicely — “strategic blindness”. Sadly an 
all too familiar story of tensions between local and national interests, and between universal 
design ideas of swish modern business districts and the “ordinariness” of cities, as Jennifer 
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Robinson (Robinson 2006) calls it. To Robinson taking cities serious in their ordinariness implies 
to not work with (implicit) hierarchies of world cities and developing cities, but rather to pay 
close attention to the contingent geographies of all cities (ibid.). Arguably, this is exactly what 
Hhando is doing when he is contesting the stay-order and legal grounding of Kigamboni New 
City. He is drawing attention to the multiplicity of the uses and understandings of space. The 
contested space that Hossain describes is the outcome of different socio-temporal trajectories, 
as Doreen Massey puts it: “entangled and enfolded within each space is a multiplicity of trajec-
tories, each of which has its own spatiality and temporality” (Massey 2005, 143). Thus, Hhando’s 
contestation of the planning process is emphasizing that Kigamboni is not an empty place to 
be developed, but a home for many with a specific history. New City is indeed not as “new” 
as its name might suggest. Read in this way spatialisation becomes an activity with multiple 
trajectories (in contrast to space as a static representation). In other words, while Kigamboni 
for the government officials is mainly a space of business potential, for the residents it is a 
home, a place that has long been characterized by small-scale fishing, semi-urban agriculture, 
and informal businesses. Place in this sense is an ever shifting constellation of trajectories, a 
throwntogetherness (Massey 2005, 151), that we are well advised to address head-on, rather than 
conceal or ignore, as Hossain suggests the Tanzanian government is doing.

In de Wit’s piece the universal and the local clash too, her vignette is a beautiful reflection 
on spaces of knowledge production. In turning one of the key research questions of this priority 
programme topsy-turvy, Sara asks why ideas do not travel. “Leboi’s revelation” does not only 
point to the intricacies of climate change and its communication, it teaches us that the often-
quoted trope of local ignorance is very far from what is actually going on. Indeed, I think in 
Leboi’s case the idea of climate change has travelled, but did not stay the same in the process. 
The idea rather has been appropriated by Leboi (creatively if you like), as he allows climate 
change into his life, he speaks about it and travels for it, but — at the same time — he rejects the 
scientific message behind it. Crucial is though that he is not ignorant of what the concept of 
climate change entails, far from it. Climate change as a concept is rather too simple for him. It 
does not even begin to account for his lived realities. Rather, climate change cuts up the world 
in unhelpful ways for Leboi. It attempts to divide god, rain and the sky from each other — a divi-
sion that is not tenable for the now-not-nomadic-anymore Masaai population living in Terrat. 
Dividing changes in climate from the everyday experiences of changeable weather is simply 
not convincing for Leboi. This, not ignorance, is also the reason why climate change does not 
successfully travel to Terrat, as de Wit too suggests. De Wit’s vignette provides a powerful 
reminder of why we have to take the multiplicity of trajectories seriously. As Leboi’s story 
shows, mere inclusion will not be sufficient; it simply results in glossing over of processes of 
power and exclusion, instead of bringing them to the fore and starting a deliberation process 
from there. This is a process that would require starting from Engai in its full meaning, begin-
ning perhaps with the reasons for and consequences of the shift away from nomadism for 
many of Terrat’s inhabitants, and from the inherent local climate variability as it is experi-
enced. In contrast to such an approach, de Wit’s vignette recounts how climate science and 
its message — seemingly without knowing it — serves to “educate”, to disenchant the beliefs of 
Terrat’s people, for whom god and the weather are not easy to disentangle. It has thus exerted 
an — if you like — “accidental” violence, a violence of ignorance. So, rather than reading Leboi as 
ignorant, de Wit’s story to me is suggestive of the ignorance of the NGO climate campaigners. 
And the dominance of the scientific view of climate change shapes practice: the advise to plant 
trees for instance might make (local or even global) sense, however it does not start to take into 
account the wider socio-material configurations that people in Terrat live and struggle with.
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This implies that if we follow Doreen Massey and understand space both as relational and 
multiple, there is also a multiplicity of epistemologies and ontologies at play that cannot be 
ignored. Such an understanding of space I suggest not only helps us to understand why certain 
ideas travel and others do not, but also draws attention to the relationship between space-making 
and “ontonorms”, as Annemarie Mol has recently called the — often implicitly inscribed — norms 
and politics that come with (scientific) “facts” and shape realities. Mol writes: “If, by contrast, 
realities are adaptive and multiple, if they take different shapes as they engage, and are engaged, 
in different relations, then questions of ontological politics become important“ (Mol 2013, 381). 
Following this I would like to suggest that it is our role as social scientists to carefully attend to 
the dynamics between creativity, adaptation and resistance in the various socio-technological 
orderings that our projects study. How can we as scholars contribute to keeping space open, 
multiple and contestable? How can we contribute to giving space, to opening up scenarios in 
ways that allow for lived realities to matter? In ways that allow other scientific (rather than 
“the mainstream” of science), as well as other-than-scientific understandings, other business 
and other-than-business interests, and other-than state security discourses to shape practices 
of order and disorder?
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Imagine that you’re in Guangzhou, a mega-metropolis of 9 million strong inhabitants. After 
hearing that there is a part of the city that doesn’t feel like China at all, but a “mini-United 
Nations” or “little Africa”, you decide to explore this neighbourhood in person. After coming 
out of the metro station, you immediately notice modern high-rises with advertisements in 
English, French and Chinese languages. There are many non-Chinese pedestrians, some dressed 
in colourful traditional African clothing. “Welcome to Xiaobei”, a news article on the Global 
Times writes, “welcome to the home of China’s largest African enclave and a microcosm for 
the billion dollar trade boom taking place between African nations and China” (Cottrell 2008).

After getting used to the high concentration of African passersby, you take a turn and 
walk through a tunnel underneath an elevated railway crossing. At the end of the tunnel lies a 
square roughly the size of one third of a soccer field, packed of people, tricycles and mini-vans. 
Enclosing the square are hotels, trading malls, retail stores, restaurants, and modest looking 
low-rise residential buildings. The spatial constellations suggest that this square could be a 
village centre in 1980’s China, though the very salient African presence adds another dimension 
to this small place. 

This square is known locally and internationally as the start of “African Street”. Before the 
arrival of the Africans, it was the centre of a typical decaying village which got submerged into 
Guangzhou’s city proper by rapid urbanisation. Developments paving the way for the Africa-
bound trade sector started around 2002 in the area. But the square did not pick up until 2006, 
when some Chinese investors put in considerable capital into areas adjacent to the square. 
Bankrupted hotels were renovated to welcome more travellers from Africa; shabby buildings 
were converted to trading centres with shop spaces adequate for wholesaling and retailing; 
residential buildings facing the streets welcomed entrepreneurs to set up restaurants and bars 
on their ground floors to cater to the foreign population. 

As a result, more and more shops have mushroomed with shelves full of goods appealing 
particularly to African tastes and needs. In these shops, an African trader can easily find prod-
ucts ranging from heavy industrial machineries, to affordable consumer’s electronics, to wax 
and artificial hair, to plus-size garments, to suits and shoes in bright colours and bold designs, to 
diapers and toilet rolls. The trader can either place an order to be manufactured, buy from stock, 
or purchase for individual consumption. For shipment, the trader can easily arrange cargo and 
flights simply by walking across the square to the side streets full of shops specialising on 
logistics and transportation and bargain their way through. 

Unlike all other major trading hubs in Guangzhou, which start the day around 8AM and end 
at 6PM, the square and the business sites around it deliberately operate on what some referred 
to as “African time” — opening around 1PM and closing around 11PM. This convenient layout of 
the square has in turn attracted more travelling traders not only from all parts of sub-Saharan 
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Africa but also from the Middle East and South Asia. Over time this little square has been 
reordered to cover almost every daily need of African traders. Yet, these needs are fulfilled not 
primarily by fellow Africans but rather by various groups of Chinese actors who are migrants 
themselves from all over China. 

In the morning, unlicensed Chinese money changers congregate in the square to commu-
nicate the latest rates and tips. Many of them disappear after a while into their “territories 
of responsibility’; roaming around trying to ask every foreign looking person if they need to 
“change money or telephone card”. Then street sellers of small electronics, food, toys, T-shirts 
and even barbers file in to their usual space waiting for their African customers. Slowly, mini-van 
drivers and trolley-pushers also arrive, getting ready to approach African traders to transport 
their goods. Around noontime, African traders start to emerge, some from hotels and others 
from the residential buildings. They wander down the streets to meet their Chinese and African 
agents in the square, or just to commute to trading centres around the square, or to pick up one 
of the mini-vans to bring them to wholesale centres and factories in other areas in Guangzhou 
metropolis. If they are hungry, they may pick up some boiled corn and cut watermelon from the 
stands by petty Chinese sellers in the square on the way to their business.

In the late afternoon, restaurants and street vendors start to prepare for barbecued fish, 
chicken and lamb. The smell of spices and burnt grease quickly fills the air. After 6PM, the end 
of the working day for most policemen, a new set of Chinese street vendors file in, setting up 
their roadside eateries and cloths stands for African traders who are back after a day of serious 
buying. As it gets darker, more and more African traders arrive in the square. You may find 
them browsing through women’s and children’s garments trying to find some souvenirs for 
their families and friends back home, bargaining with sellers in English, French, Chinese or 
just using a calculator. Others may be chatting with other fellow countrymen about today’s 
business, or simply sitting back enjoying food and beverages. On the side, tens of motorised 
tricycles await for those who want to venture outside the neighbourhood, perhaps for fancier 
food, clubbing or karaoke. Scenes like such continue way after midnight, making the square one 
of the busiest night markets in Guangzhou. 

Such social order goes on all year round without anyone conscious organising. The only 
ordering principle of the square seems to be the organic, self-regulated logic of the market 
created by the presence of African traders seeking made-in-China goods. These Africans have 
created commercial and reproductive demands, and these demands are then met by various 
groups of Chinese entrepreneurs. Probably, the square we have been talking about would have 
remained a sad and deserted place overshadowed by a railway crossing, out-of-business hotels 
and lazy residential buildings had the African traders arrived somewhere else. 

The high concentration of African entrepreneurs in the neighbourhood has also attracted 
scholarly attention. Published studies often refer to the neighbourhood as an “African enclave” 
and “African ethnic economy” (Li 2008; Li et al. 2012). These buzzwords do to some extent 
capture the significance of the African presence. Given both the visible dominance of Africans 
and the usual African studies background of these scholars, such signifiers are fully understand-
able. Yet, they are not accurate. 

To begin with, the square per se is hardly a place for all Africans in the area. During the day, 
the square may be used by many Africans regardless of religion and ethnicity as a crossing 
point, a meeting point, or a place to grab quick bites and exchange small amounts of money. 
However, the Africans who frequent the square at night are mostly Christian West and Central 
Africans. Muslim Africans usually refrain from going to this “immoral space” where alcohol 
consumption and intimate interactions with opposite sex are common. 
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More importantly, calling the square an “African place” implies that it is dominated by Afri-
cans with regards to its usage, ordering and spatial significations. Africans may regard this 
place as their territory and feel at home there. But this is only part of the story, and I would say 
the smaller part. This square cannot function without the Chinese shopkeepers, street vendors, 
money changers, all other kinds of service providers. And despite of the high visibility and 
concentration of African actors in the place, they are nevertheless a minority. 

In the early 2000’s, African traders have played instrumental roles in promoting the spatial 
reordering of the square by buying goods according to their own preferences and setting up 
joint-ventures to provide food and venues appealing to the tastes of fellow Africans. 

However, subsequent waves of Chinese, with different social backgrounds and skills, have 
pursued copycat businesses replacing earlier developments. Some of them even created their 
own niche, which in turn made the square the bustling multicultural economic place as seen 
today. In fact, all the different economic activities, which are spread out during day and night, 
licensed or not, legal or illegal, and how they negotiate, order and signify the physical space are 
fundamentally Chinese. Thus, even though the place may look African at first sight, though it 
may bear African significations for many African actors, and though its economy may be driven 
by African demands, the decisive ordering power nevertheless lies in the hands of the multi-
tude of Chinese actors, ranging from the individual migrant peddler to government authori-
ties. African traders by their presence have created stimulants for socioeconomic and spatial 
reordering processes, which are based on the existing power relations within this place and the 
wider Chinese urban socio-economic and political environment.

It’s worth mentioning that spatial ordering is not the core interest within our research project. 
Hence this vignette is rather a by-product of our efforts to establish an integrated understanding 
of our field sites by systematically taking into account both the African and Chinese perspec-
tives. Without combining African studies and China studies expertise, a researcher can easily 
get overly intrigued by the ostensible “African-ness” of the square. He or she therefore might 
run into the risk of seeing the place as purely African and reducing the complex social realities 
of Africans in China to handy catchwords such as the “African enclave”, “African trading post”. 
What he or she will miss out is the organic joint place-making and mutual adaptations by both 
the African and Chinese actors. 
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Discussions about the socially constructed dimension of space relate, among many other things, 
to regimes of territorialization, or to the role of space in ordering practices. For example, in 
the 20th century, the dominant regime of territorialization was undoubtedly the nation-state 
(Brenner 1999; Engel and Nugent 2010; Maier 2000). 

In this vignette I am firstly going to introduce the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Demo-
cratic Front’s (EPRDF) attempt to make this dominant regime of territorialization fit the Ethio-
pian context. Focusing on the motivations for Ethiopia’s respacing as stated by officials during 
fieldwork1 shows that this process has been related to the adaptation of certain ordering prac-
tices developed elsewhere, and that it has been informed by the rejection of earlier adaptations. 
The stated motivations presented here should also be seen as part of a legitimizing narrative 
that has helped to put the new spatial order in place. 

Secondly, I argue that the state’s new practice of ordering space has important implications 
for the reformation of people’s sense of belonging, their ability to move and work, and the 
access to, or exclusion from, political power. 

Let me briefly introduce some background information about the Ethiopian government’s 
federal project. The EPRDF came to power after a long-lasting armed struggle in 1991, empha-
sizing the right to self-determination of nationalities within Ethiopia early on (Vaughan 1994). 
It is a coalition of several former insurgency movements, of which the Tigrayan People’s Libera-
tion Front (TPLF) from Northern Ethiopia has constituted the most powerful one (ICG 2009, 4). 
Dereje Feyissa, a social anthropologist from Ethiopia, writes: 

“The EPRDF’s main ideology of power and its legitimation was the recognition of the 
‘nationality question’ as the basic social contradiction in Ethiopia. […] [T]he EPRDF 
embarked on the task of restructuring the Ethiopian state from a radically centralised to 
a federal state” (Dereje 2008, 139–140), 

which involved the creation of nine new regional states and two city-states. 

“Drawing on the Stalinist definition of the ‘nationality question’, the EPRDF subscribed 
to a ‘primordial’ view of identity: The term ‘nation, nationality and people’ shall mean 
a community having the following characteristics: a common culture …, a common 

1 In October and November 2013, I conducted open and semi-structured qualitative interviews with Ethiopian 
intellectuals and former and current state officials in Addis Ababa. 
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language, belief in a common bond and identity, and a common consciousness the 
majority of whom live within a common territory … In EPRDF’s definition of peoplehood 
language, territory and ‘common psychological make up’ are important to qualify one as 
an ethnic group” (Dereje 2008, 140–141, my emphasis). 

Of course, this is a contested issue, also within Ethiopia, and there is no common “Ethiopian” 
view on the subject. Other movements put much less emphasis on territory than the EPRDF. 

I am now turning to the question how the spatial reordering of Ethiopia relates to the adap-
tation of certain ordering practices. To make this relationship clear, let me draw on an interview 
which I conducted with a general who used to be a member of the EPRDF government and 
currently works at Addis Ababa University. 

According to him, most African countries are trapped in a sort of “cultural dependency”. In 
his opinion, large parts of Africa are facing a transition from traditional to Western governance 
which they are not managing properly; instead, they are mainly copy-pasting European state 
examples. He went on to say that the EPRDF, however, has aimed at making the Western state 
model fit the Ethiopian context by focusing on the self-determination of nations and nationali-
ties, within Ethiopia. In the general’s view, Ethiopia continues to be a state, but it has dropped 
the intention of being a homogenous nation-state. 

Another interviewee, Sebhat Nega, made similar points. He has been with the TPLF since it 
was established and is still associated with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. In a personal inter-
view he claimed that since the reign of emperor Haile Selassie, every government in Ethiopia 
before the EPRDF had tried to turn the diverse country into a homogenous European-style 
nation-state. There was supposed to be one major language, one dominant culture, and mainly 
one national frame of reference for belonging. This process of homogenization, in his view, had 
gone along with increased centralization of power, increasing the presence of the imperial, and 
later the communist state, in remote areas of the country. Eventually, this had provoked the 
resistance of many national groups throughout Ethiopia, and in order to avoid history repeating 
itself, the EPRDF opted for federalization. 

According to Sebhat Nega, the federal agenda of the current government is supposed to 
correct earlier attempts to adapt the European nation-state. In this process, Ethiopia’s new 
leaders have in turn been inspired by different states across the world, including European ones 
like Switzerland, but also Canada and India, for example. Thus, transfers of ordering practices 
have been at the core of both what the EPRDF wants to get rid off, and the remedy which it 
suggests for that purpose. 

Restructuring Ethiopia into new regions has given new relevance to space in various inter-
related aspects. First of all, through the incorporation of territory into the official definition 
of ethnic or national belonging, space has become an important factor in reshaping people’s 
identities. For example, state officials from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs told me about their 
concerns that the solidification of formerly fluid borders was leading to increased identification 
with ones “own” region, which then caused an escalation of demands for group-based rights. 

Making space one of the defining elements of ethnicity also seems to affect the ability of 
people to move across the country and to find work. For example, a researcher at the Ethiopian 
Economic Association argued that even though moving across regional borders may still be 
possible, the chance of getting work in one region if one comes from another is constantly 
declining. He related this directly to the way how Ethiopia had been respaced: he was convinced 
that before the introduction of federalism and its separating effects, people had been getting 
along much better. He also saw federalism in Ethiopia mainly as an instrument of control. 
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The new ethnic meaning attached to space has also had an impact on people’s access to, 
or exclusion from power. Dereje Feyissa writes: “Some groups failed to meet the standards [to 
qualify as a nation, a nationality, or a people]; either they lack their own language or lost it, live 
dispersedly, while others found in it a new political possibility to fight for cultural identity at the 
local level” (Dereje 2008, 141). Thus, unconcern for space in terms of ethnic belonging and way 
of life translated into political disadvantage, whereas groups with a sense of territory-related 
identity could expect political payoffs. Furthermore, in those newly created regions which are 
multiethnic, “the fact that regional government now [represents] a prize worth winning intensi-
fied internal conflicts” (Clapham 2009, 187). 

Towards the end, I would like to draw attention to a comment which an Ethiopian NGO 
worker made in one of the interviews. He told me that when he was looking for work in 1990, 
he had to go to Addis Ababa, because under the Derg regime preceding the EPRDF, work could 
mainly be obtained from the central government in the capital. In this connection, he stated that 
before the EPRDF took power in 1991, the central government had actually not been that present 
in the provinces, which had changed significantly over the course of introducing federalism.

Thus, despite what officials said about intending to abolish the centralist state model, this 
interviewee was convinced that under the EPRDF, the central state had become more present 
in the provinces. To be clear, the interviewee had a highly positive view of the current govern-
ment, so it is rather unlikely that he made this comment in order to discredit the EPRDF. It 
seems to me that what this interview situation expresses is most of all the often conflicting 
simultaneity of federalism on the one hand, and a highly centralized party machine controlling 
most parts of the country down to the local level on the other (ICG 2009). The recent introduc-
tion of the centralist developmental state model in Ethiopia makes this concurrency even more 
complicated than it was before, at least on a rhetorical level.

In conclusion, let me highlight that the Ethiopian government’s federal policy contains an 
increased focus on territory in the definition of ethnicity. It constitutes a practice of ordering 
which has strongly affected the administrative and the identity-related landscape of Ethiopia. 
In both the centralization attempts of former regimes, and the (de)centralization agenda of the 
current one, transfers and adaptations of ordering practices developed elsewhere have played 
a significant role. 

The ethno-territorial respacing of Ethiopia has involved the attachment of new meaning and 
relevance to space. Space has become a crucial factor in reshaping people’s identities. Reterrito-
rialization in Ethiopia has also affected people’s ability to move and to find work. Furthermore, 
the new ethnic meaning attached to space has had an impact on people’s access to, or exclusion 
from power. This depends on whether groups fit within and are able to make use of the EPRDF’s 
territory-focused concept of ethnicity, or not. 
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As part of the Roadside and Travel Communities project, my research deals with major inter-
regional bus stations in Ghana’s capital Accra. My principal focus is on the everyday practices 
by which the roadside communities of the station contribute to the orders of the road and, 
reversely, how travel communities of the road contribute to the orders of the station. 

Now, when looking at Ghanaian bus stations, and in fact at African bus stations more gener-
ally, almost inevitably one’s attention is directed towards the procedures of departure, hence 
towards practices related to setting out onto the road. This is clearly reflected in the existent 
(though scarce) literature dealing with African bus stations, in which stations are approached as 
places of departure only (see e. g. Hill 1984; Jordan 1978; Stoller 1989; van der Geest 2009). In a 
way, this sort of biased approach is quite understandable. For, once captured by the “hustle and 
bustle” (Hill 1984, 2) of “bookmen”, baggage loaders, drivers, mechanics, vendors, hawkers, and 
itinerant priests all joining in the preparations for what is inevitably imagined to be adventurous 
journeys, little attention is left for looking beyond the organization — and the excitements — of 
departure. Yet, besides serving as gateways to other, distant places, stations obviously mark 
points of arrival as well. And, for many, the arrival is no less exciting than the beginning of the 
journey.

In this paper, I suggest a change in perspective by looking at the station as a place not of the 
beginning of the journey, but of its ending. To this end, I take up the perspective of the newly 
arriving urban migrant. In so doing, I want to bring into focus the significance of the roadside 
institution of the station in two interrelated processes of space making: the first concerning the 
role of the station in shaping migrants’ practices of ordering (urban) space, which I here under-
stand primarily as a task of spatial and social adaptation; the second concerning the role of the 
migrant, here understood as “the traveller who has arrived’, in shaping the station’s space. 

Let me briefly clarify the category of “the newly arriving urban migrant” I am concerned 
with here. In the West African migration circuit, many migrants to urban areas draw on 
extended networks of kin that facilitate their arrival. Having a relative in town that provides 
for a welcome, a shelter, and possibly a job significantly alleviates the states of disorientation 
caused by entering yet unchartered grounds. And the more a migrant is able to mobilize pre-
established ties within the urban destination, the less prominent the locale of the station will 
be in subsequent processes of space making. Many others, however, find no one to bid them 
welcome upon arrival. These are mainly (though not exclusively; see, for instance, Awumbila 

and Ardayfio-Schandorf 2008) comprised of young men. Seeking trading opportunities, work, 
education, security, or adventure, they have to shift for themselves after coming to town. It is 
this latter category of the urban migrant with no pre-established ties that I focus on here. And 
it is this kind of unbound new arrival for whom the station comes to serve as a crucial fix-point 
for gauging orientation, both in terms of spatial and of social navigation.
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Let me now qualify this assertion by way of the following vignette from my main field 
site, the Neoplan Station in Accra, which serves as the main hub for connections to (and from) 
upcountry Ghana and the West African sub-region at large. For this, let me introduce you 
to Abdoulaye, a twenty-five-year-old from Mali. Formally, Abdoulaye worked as a hotel clerk 
in Bamako. As the hotel closed down, he decided to invest his savings in a one-year English 
language course in Accra. At the time I met him at the Neoplan Station, he already spent half 
a year in town, settled in well, and had grown conversant in English. Upon arrival, however, 
things looked rather bleak for him:

When I came [to Accra], I see all the people is crazy here! They talk me tah-tah-tah-tah. 
I don’t understand nothing! I think to myself, why I decide to come to Ghana? I want 
to go back to Mali. […] I came with the school address and number. I call the number. 
But I don’t understand nothing, because the lady on the phone talk very fast and only 
in English. I say, please bring someone who speak French. But I say it in French. So she 
say, ‘I don’t hear French’. This is a problem. I call many times, but she only repeat what I 
don’t understand. When I ask people for the school, they don’t know. And they don’t speak 
French. I realize I am in Accra, I don’t know anyone. This is a big problem.

So, what did you do?
I was lost, fifteen days. At my first day in Accra, I arrive here [at the Neoplan Station]. 
I stay in a cheap hotel next to the station. The next day I come here in the morning. From 
here I start walk the city. I was afraid because I have all my money with me always. 
I don’t leave it with the hotel. I walk Accra with my money and my bag. Fifteen days 
I walk for discover. First I go around the station. Next I go around again, but I walk more 
far. Always I remember the station behind me. So I walk every day, more far every day.

For fifteen days you were searching the school?
Yes, the school. Or French people. But this is a problem. People see me as a foreigner. They 
fear me. They think I want to trick them. One time I find Ghana-people who hear French. 
They tell me to come with them. But the people I fear. I think they want to trick me. […]

So, in the end, how did you manage?
One morning I pass here [at the station] and hear people speak French. French people, 
from Abidjan. I stop and greet them in French. And we talk. And I feel, now I am freed. I 
stay here the whole day. And I meet more people, from Burkina, Guinea, and Mali people! 
They speak Dioula, Hausa, Arabic. I was so happy I cry. The next day they take me to the 
school.

The obstacles Abdoulaye faced upon arrival can be grouped into three main categories: spatial, 
social, and linguistic. Neither did he know the place, nor the people, nor the language. As such, 
he provides a prime example of the state of disorientation newly arriving urban migrants might 
find themselves in. With maps being more than rare in availability and usage, new arrivals have 
usually no (indexical) clue about the geographical dimensions of the city they entered. In a 
similar vein, their knowledge about “social coordinates” is limited to non-existent. This sort of 
social void exacerbates the topographic void they arrive with, and vice versa.

Here, then, the station comes in as a crucial point of spatial reference and social positioning. 
It is in here that one begins to take one’s bearings, making it a fix-point for explorations and for 
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concomitant processes of cognitive (or “mental”; Gell 1985) mappings of urban space. Abdou-
laye’s concentrically structured exploratory walks (his “walking for discover”) highlight the 
centrality he ascribed to the locale of the station; he used it as a compass of sorts. At the same 
time, the station also constitutes the main place for exit and return. For, in case of need or 
emergency, it is in here that one will find the way back to where one came from. In this dual 
capacity of providing the point of entry into, and a possible exit (or escape) from, the urban 
arena, for many migrants the station represents a safe place in terms of topographic and of 
emotional security. 

Yet, more often than not, geographical orientation alone will not suffice. As Thomas Widlok 
(1997, 324) remarks, the “objective of everyday orientation” is, in most cases, a matter “not 
primarily of getting somewhere geographically, but of getting somewhere socially”. That is 
to say, practical knowledge about spatial coordinates is but a side effect of efforts to access 
resources, establish contacts, and enter into exchange relations. The quotidian task of “ordering” 
space is, above all, one of navigating social coordinates. 

Abdoulaye had to learn this the hard way. Despite having a clear destination in mind (the 
language school) and “on paper” (its address), the language barrier and mutually nourished 
distrust thwarted him from getting guidance and directions. After two weeks of being adrift, he 
found his way out (or rather “way in”) as he stumbled across a group of fellow Francophones 
at the station. And although this encounter was coincidental, it was anything but improbable.

The communities of the station are formed almost exclusively by people who came from 
outside Accra, and often also from outside Ghana. Most station dwellers have, at some point, 
been new arrivals themselves. In most cases, they originate from a town or region that is served 
from the station. On the one hand, this pattern follows from pragmatics of the station trades. 
For the station vendor, for example, it is of considerable competitive advantage to know how to 
communicate with, and entice, the clientele of incoming travellers, the majority of which stems 
from outside Accra as well. While this competence in foreign languages and manners proofs 
especially expedient for the highly competitive trade of bus ticket sales, even station-based 
beggars appear to conform to its patterns, as most hail from places along Neoplan’s itinerary.

On the other hand, the station is also frequented by former new arrivals who neither seek 
work nor trade, but who come for purposes of conviviality found among kindred migrants, and 
furthermore for the sense of home its locale conveys. Connected to a plurality of distant places 
(and homes) via the roads served from its yard, it offers a place to learn at first-hand about news 
and gossip from home, to have a chat in one’s distant vernacular, to find one’s native foodstuff 
brought in from afar or prepared freshly in a station-based “chop bar”.

Thus, besides providing for a fix-point for spatial and social orientation within the urban 
milieu, the station’s locale and its diverse communities also offer what might be termed 
affective (or “sentimental”) connections to one’s distant home. It fosters forms of belonging 
that are simultaneously localized and trans-local. Often, these two forms of belonging will 
be put to use in a complementary fashion, as the station dwellers with which one shares 
affective connections to one’s distant home may also serve as brokers into the urban arena. 
Ultimately, it offers the new arrival a network of kin-analogue relations. And as the station’s 
space supplies the migrant with a sense of “emplacement”, the migrant, by way of his or her 
presence inside it, in turn helps reproducing the station’s role as a resource for spatial and 
social adaptations. 

Abdoulaye is a case in point here as well, although this was not expressed directly in the 
above-presented interview-fragment. The point is that he was still there, at the station. Half a 
year has passed since his arrival in Accra. He had found himself a room and he attended classes 
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daily. Yet every day after school, he came to the station. Not for work or travel that is, but 
for socializing — both with other long-established migrants as well as with those who had just 
arrived.
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As I am the second of two SPP commentators I see a slight danger of repetition and redundancy. 
All of the vignettes, as well as the comments, have so far been tempting offers on how to think 
spatially about adaptation and creativity, about order and disorder in the framework of the SPP.

With the vignettes of this session however, I will try to ask some “silly” questions in hope 
for serious answers — not only from the presenters, but also the audience in general. All of those 
questions are hidden by the amusing title I chose for the presentation; trying to capture some 
basic claims of the vignettes — as I will hopefully be able to develop. 

As we have seen: Space and place are powerful tools to put the world in order. But Where 
is place? and Where does space take place? What space? and How does space matter? Let me start 
with Felix Müller’s contribution and the shortest of these questions. 

What space?

Felix Müller’s contribution on Ethiopia’s adaptation of federalism raised some interesting and 
important questions about the relation of territory and territoriality. Clearly, here, territory 
becomes a political technology. But what territory is it that becomes political? One interpre-
tation would be to see cultural essentialism folded into the notion of a homogenized spatial 
container. This could then be read as a form of spatial rescaling — national territories are scaled 
down to an ethno-territorial sublevel. But this interpretation works only if we conceive of terri-
tory as a function of territoriality. However, there are other options. What if territory is not to 
be understood through territoriality, but through an examination of the relation of the state 
to the appearance of a certain category of “space”? A category of space that emerged through 
calculative practices of mapping, ordering, measuring and demarcation (Elden 2010)? Of course, 
this historical emergence of the category of space is contingent and tied to a “Western” gene-
alogy of political thought. Consequently the question would be — are there other (non-Western) 

1 The concerned vignette is not published in this working paper due to concerns of the respective author whose 
work focuses on the use of space and nature in b / ordering and fencing practices between South Africa and 
Zimbabwe. Klimm is a member of the SPP’s sub-project “Constraint and Creativity on African State Bound-
aries” at the University of Freiburg.
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categories of space informing the Ethiopian adaptation of territory as political technology? 
Spaces that are not mapped, not owned, not controlled and not bordered? Is this adaptation 
creating disjuncture, creative moments of friction where new mashed-up, hybrid, innovative 
figurations of territory are emerging?

How does space matter?

With Olivia Klimm’s contribution on the border we move from the abstract discussion of 
political technologies to the “material life” of territory as a bounded space. Here order becomes 
“b / ordered” (van Houtum et al. 2005) — with at least four important qualities. First, the border 
matters — it is a material arrangement. The national terrain becomes articulated through fences, 
but also through rivers, hippos, and crocodiles, through transfrontier conservation areas, game 
reserves and farms. Second, borders are important narrative elements of identity management. 
They are powerful means of othering to stabilize national and other imagined identities. Third, 
the border is only constituted through movement, through moments of (failed or successful) 
border crossings, the border then is not so much the function of a line on a map rather than 
becoming an event and the temporary result of performative practices (Boeckler 2012). Fourth, 
the border is multiplied through competing strategies of border management. Amongst other 
processes, migration, securitization and economization bring about their specific mutations of 
borders (Boeckler and Berndt 2014). So, how does space matter? Short answer: “space matters 
in practices”. But this raises a more difficult question: How are we actually dealing with the 
material and performative qualities of space in our assessment of ordering practices?

Where is place? (t / here)

Kelly Liang showed that “place is there” yes, there is place and it is always rather “there” than 
“here”. This bustling, vivid, colour- and meaningful “African place in a Chinese metropolis” is a 
nicely planned, well-ordered and administered place. It localizes global flows of people and in 
doing so enables the global flow of goods. And even though it was “here” a few minutes ago (on the 
screen, in a fascinating presentation), the place is brought about by a “collection of interconnected 
theres’, or — by the “throwntogetherness of multiple trajectories” (Massey 2005, 140–142). The 
specificity of the place is not the result of a primordial “africanness”, but derives “from the absolute 
particularity of the mixture of influences found together there” (Massey 1999, 22). This relational 
account of place is fundamentally important. But at the same time we don’t want to dissolve places 
into a networked world of frictionless movements. The consequence thereof would be that places 
are neither here nor there. But how to go about it? How to conceive of space and place in a way 
that allows for simultaneity of global connectivity and sticky places — without arranging the two in 
a binary opposition and without ordering them in neatly structured hierarchies of scale?

Where does space take place?

Michael Stasik’s story of Abdoulaye offers a very intriguing solution. It is a story that shows how 
territories and networks, topology and topography are linked in a global space of  assemblages 
(Collier 2006). A little detour is needed though. Some time ago Bruno Latour was enraged about 
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the “tyranny of geographers” in defining space. He complained, “all definitions in terms of 
surface and territories come from our reading of maps drawn and filled in by geographers” 
(Latour 1996, 371). But — outside of geographers’ geography — he continues to argue, “there is no 
such a thing as a proximity or a distance which would not be defined by connectivity”. Therefore 
he suggests lifting the tyranny of geographers in defining space and offers a notion of “space as 
associations”. Now, Michael Stasik and his beautiful story of Abdoulaye’s emplacement at the 
station support Latour and prove him wrong. Indeed there is the station as a zone of connec-
tivity, a bounded space filled with the geography of distant relations — the territorialisation of 
intimate associations. But outside the station, space is turned flat again. It is void and empty. 
Proximity and distance matter. Abdoulaye is returning space to its latin origin, “spatium”, that 
is “extent”. And in this meaning he “spaces and spaces and spaces” — he extends the proximate 
into the surface of the distant by circling the station and continuously widening the radius of 
the circle. “To space” means to add up signs, buildings, roads, humans, encounters, talks etc. 
Space becomes an associational practice (Thrift 1999). While Abdoulaye’s associational practice 
takes place in flat space, translating this flat space in associational space of topologies, he can do 
so only through the regular return to a place of territorialized connectivity — that is the station. 
And I would suggest that this multiplicity of associational practices is best summarized in the 
paradoxical term “Global Territories” (Opitz and Tellmann 2012). It entails bounded forms of 
territoriality, sticky places, grounded zones, material borders but also circulating narratives, 
travelling technologies, distant connectivity. Global territories locate places in a space of assem-
blage whereas local and global is not considered to be a type of scale, but a type of relations and 
recombination of relations. Or there would be a different option altogether. Maybe in the end it 
is only the concrete effects of places that matter more than the abstract level of conceptualizing.

Place (and also space) then would serve as a meta-concept that simply allows for the telling 
of particular stories associated with specific places; real stories, stories that are t / here, always. 
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