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Cityness refers to the lived, relational quality of urban life that emerges
through everyday practices operating across formal and informal
systems, historical layers, and shifting global conditions. Used as a
method, cityness begins from street-level observation and lived
experience, working outward toward theory rather than applying linear
models of urbanization or development. In this way, cityness functions as
a theoretical corrective that takes African cities seriously as sites where
multiple logics and temporalities are actively negotiated in practice.

cityness...



...as
methodology

1.Start on the ground:
street-level observation,
material form, everyday
use

2.Read overlapping urban
logics: formalization,
informality, neoliberal
redevelopment,
infrastructure, finance

3.Zoom out to global
relations: colonial
legacies, South–South ties,
spheres of influence,
geopolitical shifts



Urbanism is temporal negotiation as cities are constantly negotiating:
inherited pasts; simultaneity (old + new)
lived presents
imagined or anticipated futures
suspension (projects half-finished, laws half-enforced)
anticipation (building for futures that may not arrive)
reversibility (spaces shifting function daily)

What becomes visible at the street level is not only the coexistence of multiple orders, but multiple
temporalities of urban life operating at once.This means cityness is not just a way of reading space
but also:

a way of reading time and experience in space.

...as temporality



Street-level observation captures:
density                         noise

proximity                          vitality
exhaustion                              decay

These affective conditions shape how global forces are experienced,  influence compliance, resistance,
adaptation, and structure everyday decision-making.

Embodied observation matters as being on site reveals:
how global logics are felt, not just seen

how different urbanites experience the same space unevenly

...as lived reality



Before theory,  
interpretation, 

or judgment — look.



What you ask:
what kind of ordering is being attempted here?

what kind of value is being produced?
what kind of authority is being exercised?

what kind of workaround is visible?

what is a remnant?
what is “in progress”?
what is speculative?

what repeats over time?
what disappears and reappears?

How do these logics coexist in one field without
collapsing into one order?

Scale out: from urban field → world order
Only after you’ve built the grounded

reading do you zoom out.

What does this tell us about global
reordering?

Which logics are “integrating”?
Where does global power show up as:

finance?
commerce?

redevelopment?
governance?

What becomes “livable” through grey
spacing?

one snapshot, one corner, one
junction, one market, one walk.

what’s there (materials, structures)
what’s moving (flows, circulation)
what’s being negotiated (uses,

conflicts)
what’s unfinished (construction,

repair, abandonment)
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Start with a scene (street-level encounter)
Extract logics (what kinds of ordering/value?)
Read co-presence (multiple orders at once)

Focus on interfaces (where logics collide/overlap)
Track temporality (remnants, anticipation, unfinishedness)

Scale out (what the city reveals about global change)

Cityness as methodology is a way of reading how the city is held together.



1.Colonial urban form: the historic structure of Marché / Place Kermel as inherited spatial order
2.Postcolonial formalization: Centre Félix Éboué as an attempt to discipline and regulate

informality
3.Neoliberal urbanism: Projet Lacoste as speculative redevelopment tied to global capital
4.Multipolar economic presence

a.Chinese retail (not visually dominant, but present and embedded)
b.Moroccan banking infrastructure as South–South financial expansion

5.Grey Spacing - informal activity, daily negotiation, improvisation

legible logics



Cityness allows us to read the city not as a static
object, but as a lived, temporal field in which

multiple global logics are continuously negotiated
through everyday urban experience.



Colonial spatial order is a persistent spatial grammar
that continues to structure circulation, value, and
visibility. Colonial urban form doesn’t disappear—it
becomes the ground on which later orders operate.

colonial spatial order
Marché Kermel



Postcolonial formalization is an attempt to discipline
informality and is often framed as improvement, but also
a governance technique. Formalization here is less
about inclusion than about legibility and control.

postcolonial formalization
Centre Felix Eboué



neoliberal urbanism
Speculative urbanism is tied to global capital, branding,
and elite imaginaries.Neoliberal urbanism does not
replace earlier orders—it overlays them selectively.Projet Lacoste



Multipolar econimc presence is indicative of shifting
spheres of influence. These presences are quieter than
colonial power, but no less consequential.

multipolar economic
presence
Agence CBAO

Chinese Supermarket



grey spacing

Grey spacing refers to urban practices that exist
between legality and illegality, formality and informality.
In cities of the global South, these spaces are not
marginal — they are constitutive of how the city
functions. Grey spacing shows us how global change is
absorbed unevenly at the street level — not as policy,
but as practice. Grey spacing is not only a spatial
condition, but a temporal one—marked by uncertainty,
anticipation, and ongoing negotiation.

Place Kermel



colonial spatial order
Marché Kermel

Marché Kermel was a colonial device designed to impose order,
legibility, and control over urban exchange.
Colonial planning treated space as something to be organized from
above, with markets functioning as instruments of surveillance,
hygiene, and economic regulation.
The colonial spatial order establishes a foundational grammar that
later logics must work through, adapt, or contest.
The material framework persists but its intended logic has been
thoroughly reappropriated. 
The physical structure of the market remains largely intact, yet the
activities unfolding within and around it are shaped by the lived
realities, improvisations, and negotiations of the contemporary city.
It’s also worth noting, without dwelling on it, that the market’s neo-
Moorish architectural form was itself an imposed colonial aesthetic —
an external imaginary projected onto the city — which today persists
only as a shell, reinhabited and reworked by everyday urban life.
Thus, the market may be seen as a visual metaphor for how cities
metabolize power



Centre Félix Eboué represents an attempt to formalize informal urban life. On the
one hand, it acknowledges that informality is a permanent feature of the city and
seeks to provide infrastructure and protection for those who rely on it. On the
other hand, its deeper logic is one of legibility and control—fixing informal
practices in space so they can be regulated according to a formal planning
imaginary that draws heavily on Northern models of urban order. What becomes
visible is not the resolution of informality, but the limits of formalization.
The Centre is an attempt to reconcile the permanence of informality with a
planning imaginary that remains fundamentally formalist.
Informality is acknowledged as permanent
it must be managed rather than eradicated
Formalization is selective and uneven; not all informal workers are
accommodated and not all practices are allowed.
 Access is mediated by: permits, fees, compliance which produces new
exclusions.
Urban life exceeds the container - even when such centres exist, the informal
trade spills back into streets and spatial improvisation continues which reflects
the limits of formalization.
Centre Félix Eboué demonstrates how the state is struggling with urban reality,
exposing the gap between lived urbanism and planned urbanism and makes
visible the unfinished nature of postcolonial governance
Centre Félix Eboué reveals how postcolonial cities attempt to manage the
permanence of informality without fully abandoning a formalist vision of urban
order.

postcolonial formalization
Centre Felix Eboué



neoliberal urbanism
Projet Lacoste

Lacoste: A french-designed redevelopment project that is not as a separate
logic, but as a historical vector through which neoliberal urbanism is articulated in
Senegal.
Projet Lacoste reflects the  core signatures of neoliberal urbanism: a real estate /
redevelopment project, tied to land valorization, speculation, and urban branding,
operating through public–private partnerships and planning rationalities
Projet Lacoste exemplifies neoliberal urbanism through land redevelopment and
speculative planning. What is important to note, however, is that this project also
emerges through French institutional and corporate circuits, reminding us that
neoliberal urbanism in Senegal is historically entangled with post-colonial
relationships.
This does not mean that French influence operates today in the same way as
during the colonial period, but it does suggest that post-imperial ties continue to
structure access to urban land, capital, and planning authority.
At the same time, France’s political and military influence in West Africa is
increasingly contested, as seen in countries such as Burkina Faso, where ties have
been explicitly severed. This makes projects like Lacoste particularly interesting,
as they reflect a moment in which older post-colonial channels coexist with
newer, competing spheres of influence.
Projet Lacoste becomes a bridge object: shows neoliberal urbanism’s genealogy
(US-led development → global neoliberalism), shows France’s post-imperial
adaptation, not straightforward control
What we see in this single neighborhood is the overlap of an older post-imperial
neoliberal channel with newer regional and global economic presences.



multipolar economic
presenceChinese Supermarket

At the street level, Chinese presence appears as: retail, logistics,
construction, everyday economic embedding
The Chinese supermarket tells you that: global reordering is not only
happening at the level of states and megaprojects, but through mundane,
repetitive, and commercially embedded practices that quietly reshape
urban economies.
And crucially, African cities have already absorbed these shifts long before
they were named as geopolitical ruptures.
The Chinese supermarket reveals a mode of global engagement that is
pragmatic rather than normative, embedded rather than interventionist, and
already normalized within African urban life.
The Chinese approach is not Big-D development in the classical sense
because: It is not explicitly universalist, China does not propose a single
societal model African countries must adopt, it is largely non-conditional
politically (no overt demands for regime change, democratization, or
governance reform)
Project based -  Infrastructure, trade, finance, logistics — not wholesale
social engineering.
This is why many African states experience Chinese engagement as
pragmatically useful, even if uneven or risky
Unlike classical development, Chinese engagement does not seek to
remake African societies according to a singular normative model.
China fragments development into sectoral, infrastructural, and economic
engagements without claiming moral or societal authority.



multipolar economic
presenceAgence CBAO

The CBAO demonstrates that Moroccan banking embedded in everyday
urban life
This reflects a regional strategy rather than development intervention
Finance as influence without universal norms
Spoken takeaway:
Unlike development or neoliberal redevelopment, Moroccan banking power
operates through normalizing presence rather than transformation.
CBAO illustrates how regional spheres of influence are embedded not
through development projects, but through the everyday infrastructures that
make urban life function.
Morocco’s engagement operates through:
Regional proximity and historical ties
Financial and institutional embedding (banks, telecoms, religious
institutions)
Diplomatic strategy tied to the African Union (rejoined in 2017)
Explicit geopolitical goals (Western Sahara)
Crucially, Morocco is: African, postcolonial, still partially dependent on
Europe
Morocco is not replicating Big-D development, but it is replicating state-led
influence — just without universalist claims.
Engagement framed as partnership, finance, and regional integration
But: Power asymmetries remain, strategic interests are explicit
Morocco’s engagement illustrates a regional sphere of influence that is
strategic rather than developmental, relational rather than universalist.



By grey spacing, I mean urban practices and spaces that exist between
formality and informality, legality and illegality — tolerated, regulated,
displaced, and reabsorbed depending on context.
Grey spacing is the condition that allows all other logics to coexist, be
negotiated, and be made workable in everyday urban life.
Grey spacing shifts our attention from informality as a category to
negotiation as a process
Grey spacing is visible in:

vendors spilling beyond formal market boundaries
informal circulation around formal infrastructure
selective enforcement of rules
everyday adjustments to projects like Félix Eboué or Lacoste

Grey spacing allows:
Chinese retail to coexist with local trade
Moroccan banking to interact with informal economies
Neoliberal projects to be bypassed, adapted, or softened
Colonial forms to persist without controlling life

Grey spacing is neither outside power nor fully captured by it. It is where
power is negotiated, deferred, and made workable.
Grey spacing is not a failure of planning; it is how the city actually works. It
is through grey space that colonial forms are repurposed, neoliberal
projects are navigated, and new spheres of influence are absorbed into
everyday life.

grey spacing
Place Kermel



Having walked through these urban logics individually, let’s take a step back and ask what their coexistence tells us about
the broader configuration of global power.
What this snapshot allows us to see is that the contemporary global condition is less one of a unified globalization project,
and more one of overlapping and competing spheres of influence.
For much of the post–World War II period, the United States positioned itself as the central architect of the global
development project, institutionalized through the Bretton Woods system and reinforced through aid, policy conditionality,
and geopolitical pressure.

What we are witnessing today is not simply a crisis of development, but the explicit withdrawal of the United States from
that role — often accompanied by open hostility toward the very regions it once sought to ‘develop.’
Statements such as President Donald Trump’s description of African countries as ‘shithole countries,’ alongside the
closure or severe reduction of U.S. aid programs, signal something important: the abandonment — not the reform — of
the development project by one of its primary historical proponents.

The question, then, is not what replaces U.S.-led development, but how African cities and societies are already navigating a
world in which that project has been hollowed out.
Read from the street level, global reordering does not appear as a neat shift from one hegemon to another - it appears as
improvisation, diversification, and hedging in the face of abandonment.

spheres of influence



Seen this way, the city does not appear as a site moving from one global order to another, but as a space
where multiple spheres of influence overlap, collide, and are made workable through everyday urban life.

Neoliberal redevelopment

Postcolonial formalization

Regional financial
influence

Pragmatic commercial
presence

Grey spacing (diffuse)



If you don’t have a sphere of influence then you
are in a sphere of influence



Neoliberal urbanism → tied to U.S.-led globalization now hollowed out
Chinese presence → embedded economic sphere, not hegemonic replacement

Moroccan banking → regional sphere with strategic aims
Grey spacing → how urbanites navigate this fragmentation

What the urban snapshot reveals is that global reordering is not arriving in African cities — it
has already been underway. Chinese, Moroccan, and other non-Western presences have

been embedded in urban life for over a decade, while everyday practices of informality have
continuously adapted to shifting political and economic conditions. From this perspective,

Africa does not appear as a latecomer to global change, but as a site where multiple global
logics have long confronted one another in real time.



1.The city is the mediator of world orders
a.Global reordering becomes real only when it becomes

workable in everyday urban practice.
b.The flashy project (Lacoste) may be inert at street-level,

while the banal actors (shops, banking infrastructure)
embed smoothly.

c.Therefore , ‘influence’ is measured through integration, not
prominence.

2.African urban futures will be shaped not by a new
dominant model, but by the negotiated coexistence of
multiple global logics within everyday urban life.

a.The future of development is not a new paradigm — it is a
city learning to survive without a singular, normative project
of societal transformation.

b.The world order is changing, but African cities have already
been living the overlap; what replaces development is not a
new development model, but a condition of plural, partial,
and competing engagements.

Conclusions
3.African cities function as early diagnostic sites of global

change because they have long managed overlapping,
unstable, and competing orders as everyday reality.

The conditions of the present global moment —
fragmentation, competing blocs, uneven integration,
volatility — have been lived in African cities for a while.

4.What makes coexistence livable is grey spacing:
negotiation, improvisation, and selective absorption.

a.Cityness lives at interfaces — where logics touch each
other: the market edge, ground-floor frontage, sidewalk
thresholds, barriers, fences, planters, informal spillovers
around formal boxes

b.So grey spacing becomes the way people metabolize
contradictory orders and navigate the interfaces between
systems



How to spot grey spacing (what to look for)

Material indicators
Semi-permanent structures: makeshift stalls, extensions, patched roofs
Temporary fixtures that persist: cones, barriers, tarps, ropes, pallets
Threshold clutter: goods stored in doorways, sidewalks used as stockrooms
Mixed signals: “closed” shutters but commerce still happening through cracks

Spatial indicators
Blurred boundaries: market spillover into streets, curb becoming shopfront
Overlapping uses: transit + vending + storage + waiting all in one space
“Edges” doing the most work: corners, entrances, fences, setbacks, stairs

Regulatory indicators
Practices that appear tolerated but precarious
Periodic clearance signs: paint lines, relocation attempts, sudden removals
Informal occupation coexisting beside formal redevelopment without being
erased

Grey Spacing
Economic indicators

Transactions happening without formal infrastructure
Informal logistics: handcarts, micro-distribution, unloading zones
People using the same space for multiple income functions across the day

Social indicators
Workarounds: negotiation, improvisation, quiet rule-bending
Adaptation to pressure: vendors shifting position, time, or goods
Collective spatial intelligence: people “know” where things can happen

Grey spacing is what you see when the city’s lived order is more accurate than the city’s official order.
In a fragmented global order, grey spacing becomes the everyday technology through which people hedge uncertainty and make overlapping

spheres of influence livable.



If the old development order was a coherent script—however flawed—what we see now
is power without a single script. Cityness helps us read this shift not from official

declarations, but from the street: where multiple spheres of influence already coexist,
where some projects integrate and others remain inert, and where grey spacing

remains the condition that makes urban life workable. The question is no longer ‘who
will develop Africa,’ but what kinds of urban futures will become livable under plural

and unstable global orders.

 what now?



Youtube Video
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