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“Creative, hopeful, audacious. Here is a book that the city building professions have been, 
unknowingly, waiting for. Transcending technical and policy ‘fixes,’ this book addresses the 
cultural and spiritual dimensions of shaping cities as if people, land, and nature were sacred. 
An impressive, pluriversal collection of essays, asking arguably the most important question of 
our era: what will it take to build seven generation cities?”

Leonie Sandercock, FRSC, Professor in Community Planning,    
University of British Columbia, Canada

“Sacred Civics offers a forward-​looking framework that re-​imagines what our cities can be 
if we change our mindset to a more relational one. Through the voices of scholars and 
practitioners, the book gives a blueprint for how to put into practice the transformative ideas 
and principles so well articulated here. A wonderful achievement.”

Sheila R. Foster, Professor at Georgetown University, USA

“The old metaphors for cities have run dry. Cities as machines or technologies or mechanisms 
aren’t getting us anywhere. They aren’t computers … they aren’t smart. But they are systems 
that are built and managed by communities of humans and their non-human allies. As such, 
the values that we bear in mind as we do the work of city-ing matters. The work that we do 
together matters. It should be seen as sacred. Even the act of figuring out what this means is 
something that we should do together, and as such is a sacred process. This book ties many of 
the relevant threads together into the pattern we need for doing the work of cities in the 21st 
century. It liberates us from the mechanistic models of the past. It liberates us to figure out what’s 
next for cities. Those of us who work to build just cities and communities need this book.”

Nigel Jacob, Co-​Founder, Boston Mayor’s Office of New Urban Mechanics, USA

“Nature and the sacred have long been banished from the city. Yet can cities become the site 
of wisdom, wholeness, and healing? This is the urgent question this unique and wonderfully 
creative volume tackles by weaving together indigenous ontologies, the relational turn in 
urban studies, and decoloniality to persuasively develop the principles of ‘sacred civics’ and 
‘seven generation cities’ as the foundation for a substantial rethinking of city building and the 
democratization of city futures. Chung-Tiam-Fook, Agyeman, and Engle have assembled 
a truly outstanding and diverse group of indigenous and nonindigenous writers and artists, 
including some of today’s leading scholars in urban studies, to offer us a cogent framework 
of urban design as a praxis for the just co-existence of all within a living cosmos. Their call  
for a relational accountability for the urban worlds we design, grounded on a renewed Earth 
spirituality and a paradigm of interdependence and care, couldn’t be timelier. Along the way, 
readers are invited to inspiring and rigorous analyses on the implications of such rethinking for 
commons, property, governance, nature, and the economy. The book will be of great value to 
urban planners and designers as well as to scholars and students in Indigenous and decolonial 
studies and those concerned with urban natures, transitions, pluriversality, and the sacred.”

Arturo Escobar, Professor of Anthropology Emeritus, University of North Carolina, USA

“Cities need big ideas to fill small spaces. This book reveals how life’s details might better 
correspond with life’s broader sources to create healthier urban futures. I am impressed with 
the rich and varied angles of vision found in Sacred Civics. The book is practical and poetic. It 
cultivates hope even as it recognizes the significant challenges we face.”

John Borrows, Canada Research Chair in Indigenous Law, University of Victoria, Canada
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SACRED CIVICS

Sacred Civics argues that societal transformation requires that spirituality and sacred values are essential 
to reimagining patterns of how we live, organize and govern ourselves, determine and distribute 
wealth, inhabit and design cities, and construct relationships with others and with nature.

The book brings together transdisciplinary and global academics, professionals, and activists 
from a range of backgrounds to question assumptions that are fused deep into the code of how 
societies operate, and to draw on extraordinary wisdom from ancient Indigenous traditions; 
to social and political movements like Black Lives Matter, the commons, and wellbeing 
economies; to technologies for participatory futures where people collaborate to reimagine 
and change culture. Looking at cities and human settlements as the sites of transformation, the 
book focuses on values, commons, and wisdom to demonstrate that how we choose to live 
together—to recognize interdependencies, to build, grow, create, and love—​matters.

Using multiple methodologies to integrate varied knowledge forms and practices, this 
truly ground-​breaking volume includes contributions from renowned and rising voices. 
Sacred Civics is a must-​read for anyone interested in intersectional discussions on social justice, 
inclusivity, participatory design, healthy communities, and future cities.

Jayne Engle, PhD, is an urbanist, strategist, co-​creator of social change initiatives, and Adjunct 
Professor of Urban Planning at McGill University, Canada. She built a civic innovation 
portfolio with the McConnell Foundation in Canada and has worked globally bridging local 
participatory practice and research with long-​range structural transformation.

Julian Agyeman is Professor of Urban and Environmental Policy and Planning, and Fletcher 
Professor of Rhetoric and Debate at Tufts University, Medford, MA, USA. He is the originator 
of the concept of “just sustainabilities,” which explores the intersecting goals of social justice 
and environmental sustainability.

Tanya Chung-​Tiam-​Fook is Director of Research & Academic Programs at the Centre 
for Indigenous Innovation and Technology, Toronto, Canada, and author of Civic-​Indigenous 
Relationships in the Era of Truth and Reconciliation (2021) and Transformational Processes for 
Community-​Focused Adaptation and Social Change (2015).
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This series positions equity and justice as central elements of the transition toward sustain-
able cities. The series introduces critical perspectives and new approaches to the practice and 
theory of urban planning and policy that ask how the world’s cities can become ‘greener’ 
while becoming more fair, equitable and just.

The Routledge Equity Justice and the Sustainable City series addresses sustainable city trends 
in the global North and South and investigates them for their potential to ensure a transition 
to urban sustainability that is equitable and just for all. These trends include municipal climate 
action plans; resource scarcity as tipping points into a vortex of urban dysfunction; inclusive 
urbanization; “complete streets” as a tool for realizing more “livable cities”; the use of infor-
mation and analytics toward the creation of “smart cities”.

The series welcomes submissions for high-​level cutting-​edge research books that push 
thinking about sustainability, cities, justice and equity in new directions by challenging 
current conceptualizations and developing new ones. The series offers theoretical, methodo-
logical, and empirical advances that can be used by professionals and as supplementary reading 
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to city dwellers everywhere

We need to take responsibility for our future. Those of us alive right now are the only people 
who can fight against the present dangers; the only people who can build the communities, 
norms and institutions that will safeguard our future. Whether we are remembered as the gen-
eration who turned the corner to a bright and secure future, or not remembered at all, comes 

down to whether we rise to meet these challenges.
Toby Ord, The Precipice: Existential risk and the future of humanity (2020, 188)
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PREFACE

It is a long road heading toward that new and better world for all beings. Do we even 
dare to dream city-​civics can be built on a foundational understanding of Sacred Natural 
Law? … We must hold on tight to raise that vision of reworlding in the newly born 
Sacred Civics movement.

Catherine Tàmmaro, Wyandot Small Turtle Clan FaithKeeper and artist

In light of a long and tangled history of injustice and mistrust, how can we work together to 
create reciprocal and conscientious forms of city building, urban land stewardship, and civic 
engagement across our cities, communities, institutions, and systems that will help us move 
toward more equitable and generative relationships, and mutually valuable outcomes? This is 
a core question motivating this collaborative book. We are convinced that the scale of trans-
formation required to move forward in this epochal period in history calls for seeing our 
cities anew and through a relationality and futures lens. We refer to these cities of the future 
as “seven generation cities.”

Seven generation cities are based on the Seventh Generation Principle, which is emblem-
atic of Indigenous philosophy, ceremony, and natural law. This principle has lived through 
the teachings and lifeways of a multiplicity of Indigenous Nations across Turtle Island, Latin 
America, and the Caribbean, and is derived from the Gayanashagowa or Great Law of Peace/​
Great Binding Law, the Constitution of the Haudenosaunee Five Nations Confederacy (later 
six Nations)1 that was passed down by Peacemaker.

The Gayanashagowa forms the governance, ceremonial, spiritual, and social foundations 
of the Haudenosaunee Peoples, and the Seventh Generation Principle particularly articulates 
this ancient philosophy:

In our every deliberation, we must consider the impact of our decisions on the next 
seven generations.

The thickness of your skin shall be seven spans—​which is to say that you shall be 
proof against anger, offensive actions and criticism. Your heart shall be filled with peace 
and good will and your mind filled with a yearning for the welfare of the people of the 
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Confederacy. With endless patience you shall carry out your duty and your firmness 
shall be tempered with tenderness for your people. Neither anger nor fury shall find 
lodgement in your mind and all your words and actions shall be marked with calm 
deliberation. In all of your deliberations in the Confederate Council, in your efforts at 
law making, in all your official acts, self-​interest shall be cast into oblivion. Cast not over 
your shoulder behind you the warnings of the nephews and nieces should they chide 
you for any error or wrong you may do, but return to the way of the Great Law which 
is just and right. Look and listen for the welfare of the whole people and have always in 
view not only the present but also the coming generations, even those whose faces are 
yet beneath the surface of the ground—​the unborn of the future Nation.2

A sacred philosophy and pillar of governance for many Indigenous Nations, the Seventh 
Generation Principle has also inspired broader contemporary thinking and policy on sustain-
ability, especially regarding long-​term decisions about harvesting and use of lands, waters, and 
natural resources. It requires us to be more truthful about the world we are leaving behind, 
and more generous, intuitive, and futures-​minded in our city building and reworlding for 
current and subsequent generations.

Models of sacred civics leadership can co-​create seven generation cities that require each 
of us to be caring and responsible stewards of the lands and waters at the foundation of cities, 
and accountable to future generations in our thinking, decisions, and actions.

Our Positionalities

Tanya Chung-Tiam-Fook

Having grown up predominantly in Toronto, I feel humbled and privileged to be a visitor and 
conscious steward in the sacred homelands of the Michi-​saagiig of the Credit First Nation and 
the traditional territories of the Wendat, Anishinaabeg, and Haudenoshaunee confederacies. 
My Akawaio Indigenous and mixed ancestry from Guyana and the Netherlands, combined 
with interdisciplinary and international experiences, enable me to bring multifaceted and 
intersectional perspectives and sensibilities to my scholarship and praxis. My passion, and most 
important role, is to bridge worlds: cultural and ecological realms, Indigenous and Western 
paradigms, and global North and South, through pathways of reciprocity, Two-​Eyed Seeing, 
compassion, collaboration, (re)storying, and reworlding.

Julian Agyeman

I am of mixed British/​Ghanaian (Ashanti) heritage and grew up in Northern England. 
I was educated and worked in Britain before emigrating to the USA in 1998. I now live 
in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and work at Tufts University, which is located on colonized 
Wôpanâak (Wampanoag) and Massa-​adchu-​es-​et (Massachusett) traditional territory. I’m a 
critical urban planning scholar who is trying to close the gap between belonging in the city, 
and what cities are becoming, using the lens of just sustainabilities, defined as: “the need to 
ensure a better quality of life for all, now and into the future, in a just and equitable manner, 
while living within the limits of supporting ecosystems.”
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xix

Jayne Engle

A descendant of settlers from Europe, I grew up on a farm in Pennsylvania on traditional 
unceded homelands of the Susquehannock Peoples. My family’s custom of welcoming people 
seeking refuge from conflict zones and difficult home environments shaped my worldview. As 
an adult, I’ve worked globally, including as a participatory city planner in the USA, Canada 
and Western Europe; in regional policy and economic transition with the Peace Corps in 
Eastern Europe after the fall of the Soviet empire; and as a participatory researcher in Haiti 
following the devastating earthquake of 2010. I now live with my two children on the island of 
Tiohtià:ke, also called Montreal. As a city planner and builder, I’m committed to urban system 
transformations for the long term that are radically inclusive, decolonizing, and ennobling.

Notes

	1	 Also known as the Iroquois Confederacy, arguably the oldest living participatory democracy in 
the world.

	2	 The Council of the Great Peace. (No official date but conjectured by Haudenosaunee historians to 
be written sometime between ad 1142 and 1500.) The Great Binding Law/​Gayanashagowa, the 
Constitution of the Five Nations Confederacy.
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1
IMAGINE SHAPING CITIES AS IF PEOPLE, 
LAND, AND NATURE WERE SACRED

Jayne Engle, Julian Agyeman, and Tanya Chung-​Tiam-​Fook

The sacred is all around us, always. The sacred is in each of our bodies, a miracle of life 
and water and earth. It is present in every object we touch, every wall and window we 
somehow believe separates us from our Mother. We each hold the beauty of creation 
in every fiber of our being. We are never far from the answer to the problem we have 
created—​it is within each of us.

Tara Houska1

Our greatest challenges are not scientific or technological; they are deeper than that—​they 
are spiritual and cultural. Imagine shaping cities as if peoples, lands, and natures were sacred. 
What if each person were seen as inherently worthy of dignity, empathy, respect, and a life of 
flourishing? And what if the infrastructures of food, transport, housing, and other civic, cul-
tural, and economic systems were conceived to be in relationships of reciprocity with under-
lying natural ecosystems, which are essential for all life?

The motivation for this book is that recognizing peoples, lands, and natures as sacred lays 
the foundations for building equitable and regenerative cities where both present and future 
generations can thrive. All sorts of possibilities flow from such a recognition, which would 
mean improving upon how we construct places, shape civic infrastructures, systems, and 
economies, and how we organize and govern ourselves.

What do we mean by Sacred Civics?

The word “sacred” evokes many understandings, depending on context and tradition.2 For 
purposes of this book, sacred is not about formal religion or its manifestations.3 Rather, we 
intend a recognition of the sacred, or spiritual, as a divine or mystical force within all living 
beings. By sacred we mean unique, intrinsically worthy of respect and dignity, relational, life-​
giving and sustaining, and defiant of commodification. Practically, sacred relates to a sense 
of connection between people and with nature, a shared sense of purpose and meaning that 
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flows from that, and which translates to a shared sense of how to coexist: living better together 
in the shared space of cities. People, land, and nature in all forms, are considered sacred, 
worthy of merit, and having agency.

Civics in this book means “of the city,” and specifically of the peoples and life forms who 
live in proximity within place-​based communities. A sacred civics, then, would engender a 
sense of belonging, and have us collectively shape cities and communities as life-​centered 
places, where local residents shape what the city can become, building just and inclusive, 
regenerative economies for the long term, where we can individually and collectively flourish.

We expect sacred civics as a discourse and practice to grow, expand and evolve over time. 
The following are initial ideas for deconstructing and grounding sacred civics in order to tran-
scend current patterns and forge a culture of reciprocity.

Deconstructing. Sacred civics invites us to question why cities exist and to deconstruct 
assumptions about how we build them and why. As a practice, it involves deep listening, 
unlearning and relearning, and daring to challenge and change dominant paradigms. As 
Indigenous law scholar John Borrows said: “The sacred when it comes into the human com-
munity is about our deliberation … our listening to one another—​it’s conjunctions, it’s trying 
to conjugate life in a way that helps us to open to the possibility of human form and behavior.”4

City building, according to a sacred civics, is transformational work, as it recognizes the 
persistent paradigms of colonialism5 and imperialism, the horrific legacies and ongoing vestiges 
of genocide, enslavement of peoples and natures, systemic racism, ecocide, and oppression 
in all forms. It commits to upending extractive values and incentives (whether intentional 
or unintentional) which serve to concentrate wealth accumulation in the hands of the few 
while perpetuating inequality for current and future generations, and that destroy the natural 
systems we depend upon for life.

Grounding. Sacred civics means deep care for the common good for all peoples and entails 
a sacred responsibility to look after each other, and nature, in perpetuity. It demands culti-
vating a sense of purpose greater than ourselves that expands across space and time. Sacred 
civics applies a relational worldview to city building that sees cities as complex organisms 
comprising social-​ecological systems and webs of relationships. It is grounded in an earth 
spirituality, which is to “take into account the wellbeing, integrity, and even the dignity, 
of all beings, and not treat them as mere ‘resources’ ” (Eisenstein 2019, 158). This spiritu-
ality draws on Indigenous teachings and worldviews and recognizes the agency of people 
and nature.6 The Seven Sacred Teachings (also called Grandmother/​Grandfather Teachings) 
of many Indigenous cultures hold that the virtues of love, truth, bravery, humility, honesty, 
respect, and wisdom, are the basis to guide responsible individual behavior in support of 
healthy community life. Sacred civics invites cultivating everyday spirituality in the realm of 
the city—​the search for wholeness, connectedness, balance, and healing, and is a commitment 
to practicing reconciliation and reciprocity among peoples and with Earth. Practically, sacred 
civics would have us reimagine patterns of how we house, feed, and govern ourselves, deter-
mine and distribute wealth, inhabit and design cities, and construct relationships with others 
and with nature.7 It would give expression to biophilia through human–​nature collaborations8 
and the infrastructuring needed to support that.

While sacred civics is inherently a place-​based practice, its ideas and philosophical 
underpinnings draw from transdisciplinary literatures across geographic regions. From urban 
planning, we draw particular inspiration from traditions of insurgent, radical, decolonial, and 
progressive planning, including the works of Leonie Sandercock (2003); Faranak Miraftab 
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(2009; 2017); Victoria Beard (2003); John Friedmann (1987; 2011); Libby Porter (2010; 
2020); Ananya Roy (2011); Julian Agyeman (2003; 2013); AbdouMaliq Simone (2001); 
Edgar Pieterse (Simone and Pieterse 2018); and Vanessa Watson (2009). We draw as well on 
philosophies of social ecology (Bookchin 1995) and of development economics (Sen 1999) 
and sacred economics (Eisenstein 2021), of the commons (e.g., Ostrom 1990; Foster and 
Iaione 2015 and Bollier and Helfrich 2019), and quite significantly on Indigenous authors, 
such as John Borrows (2019); Sherri Mitchell (2018); Robin Wall Kimmerer (2015); Carol 
Ann Hilton (2021); Michelle Thompson-​Fawcett and Quigg (2017); Thompson-​Fawcett, 
Ruru, and Tipa (2017); Thompson-​Fawcett and Freeman (2006) and Blair Stonechild (2020).

Sacred civics is also inspired by practices from the field of transition design (Tonkinwise 2015), 
ecological design (Benyus 1997; Watson 2019) and futuring (Fry 2015), as well as the public 
intellectual traditions of Naomi Klein (2014; 2019), Achille Mbembe (2021), and David Suzuki 
(2007). There is strong resonance with the anthropological notion of pluriversality (Escobar 
2018; 2020; Vasudevan and Vovoa 2021) in the pathway it foretells, whereby a homogenous, 
globalized, dominant city building paradigm gives rise to a civics that makes visible spirit of place 
and spirit of people who inhabit the worlds within cities, past, present, and future.

Transcending. The dominant narrative of cities as separate from nature reproduces itself 
in cultural artifacts, including on screens and in books. It pervades cognitive models across 
traditions, and even futurists rarely represent cities in decades and centuries to come with 
nature as having any agency. And while there are wonderful exceptions to this lack of 
urban–​nature imaginary, they are notable for their relatively small number.9 Sacred civics 
is intended as a galvanizing invitation and a cultivation of capability to transcend the per-
sistent, cultural narrative of separation and its continued reproduction in the space and 
imaginaries of cities. In his works on the pluriverse,10 anthropologist Arturo Escobar 
evokes the Zapatista Movement’s notion of “a world where many worlds fit” and draws out 
principles for transition (re)design that support the idea of partially connected but radically 
different worlds, that would relocalize and communalize social life, and enable autopoiesis 
(self-​creation of living systems). These notions help transcend myths of separation such as 
city/​nature and materiality/​spirituality, yet real-​world examples of city building enactment 
at scale are still few.11

In spite of their standing as the largest system that humans make, cities lack transcendent 
metaphors. The technocratic tendency to reduce cities to categorization by issue, sector, 
discipline, or component parts helps with analysis, study, and prediction, but does little to 
create collective imagination and raise expectations about how differently cities could be 
conceived. Some recent exceptions include city building in Afrofuturism, such as Wakanda 
in the Marvel Black Panther films. The world building of Wakanda invites imagining what a 
city and civilization that escaped colonialism and external imperialism could look like. Such 
transcendent metaphors for city building could be developed, such as cities as vast human–​
nature collaborations, mini-​planet worlds, or giant living, breathing beings. Various digital 
technologies and other creative arts can be brought to bear in helping to collectively imagine 
and shape reworlding of cities. There is transformational possibility for harnessing new and/​
or revitalized ancient technologies to serve a sacred civics ethos. Bringing a sacred civics sens-
ibility to new technologies to heighten awareness of spiritual and cultural dimensions is an 
important part of what is needed. Participatory futuring, discussed later, provides promising 
ways to democratize city reworlding and to catalyze collective wisdom and imagination with 
artists, technologists, and communities.
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Reciprocating. Sacred civics holds that those of us alive now on Earth have a sacred respon-
sibility to leave the planet in a healthier condition than we found her, so that she can continue 
to sustain life in all forms for generations and millennia to come. Conscious and responsible 
planning means use and stewardship12 of Earth’s gifts, ensuring that we never take more than 
we need, and that we always give back. This is what we mean by reciprocity. In practice, reci-
procity must be the foundation of structural decisions about institutions and places, and also 
everyday decisions about what we build, and how we choose to live, work, give, share, and 
relate in the communities and cities we call home. But how will we know if we are making 
progress in reciprocity, and working toward a sacred civics, for that matter?

These emergent, transformative concepts require different knowledges, and ways of 
understanding success, measuring progress, and holding ourselves accountable. By defin-
ition, the notion “sacred” defies conventional measurement which tends to reduce value 
to financialization. It is critical to develop alternative ways of gauging advancement toward 
a sacred civics and to establish proxies for assessment. Because the aims of sacred civics are 
bold and ambitious with long-​term, common-​good outcomes, we propose a way to gauge 
progress is the application of a sacred civics lens to investment, infrastructure, and institu-
tional decisions, that adheres to accountabilities of the health of all people, across bound-
aries and into the future, and the health of Mother Earth and the materials crafted from 
her bounty.13 Proxies established can inform emergent learning and an adaptive approach to 
ongoing decision-​making.

These accountabilities are incredibly ambitious and raise more questions than they answer, 
but how can we expect anything less of ourselves if we are to be good and wise Ancestors? An 
excellent scale at which to see and gauge progress is that of communities and cities. In local 
worlds, adhering to these accountabilities would be transformative; it could evolve our notions 
of a social contract, which is an abstract, citizen–​state relationship, to one of sacred covenants 
in place-​based systems, between people, and with Earth, across geographies and time.

Bringing into Ceremony

It is important to acknowledge the Faith Keepers, Knowledge Keepers, Elders, and com-
munity leaders from spiritual and cultural lineages all over the world whose ceremonial and 
cultural leadership and work are central to city building and placekeeping14/​placemaking. 
They provide teachings, protocols, wise counsel, world-​bridging, and continuity between 
past, present, and future generations that give civics meaning and life. How much more 
conscious, inclusive, enduring, and grounded in relationships with land, place, and commu-
nity would our city building be if our collective work was guided by protocols such as Land 
Acknowledgements and responsibilities and accountabilities to all peoples, future generations, 
and the Earth? Acknowledging the lands, first peoples and complex relationality of the urban 
places where we live, connect and work, for example, and the learnings, creations, innovations, 
and collective wisdom left by those who came before us, is a powerful way of connecting our 
words and actions within sacred space.

Core Arguments of the Sacred Civics Thesis

Three core arguments underlie our sacred civics thesis: (1) cities are critical sites of soci-
etal transformation; (2) holism, including attention to the sacred, is needed to help upend 
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dominant patterns that shape current city building; and (3) enacting a sacred civics means 
honoring higher order responsibilities and accountabilities.

1.	 Cities are critical sites of societal transformation and civilizational change.
Cities have evolved as the largest sets of systems shaped by humans. And while the largest 
cities on the planet together occupy just 1–​3 percent of the Earth’s land surface, each one 
is a whole world in itself, and contains multiple worlds within it—​a pluriverse of sorts.15 
The worlds within cities are shaped by people and all life that sustains them. West refers 
to cities as “emergent complex adaptive social network systems resulting from the con-
tinuous interactions among their inhabitants, enhanced and facilitated by the feedback 
mechanisms provided by urban life” (West 2018, 253). West refers to our epoch as the 
“Urbanocene,” the period that began with the industrial revolution, characterized by 
the exponential growth in size and number of cities. Cities are the crucible of modern 
civilization—​centers of power and hubs of innovation, education, creativity and convivi-
ality—​and they are also sites of extreme and proximate inequality, material poverty, social 
isolation, oppression, disease, and consumption of energy and resources. Given that the 
majority of people on the planet live in cities—​a trend that is expected to continue for 
the foreseeable future, especially in the Global South—​there is a pressing need to recon-
sider how we build them. In short, “the future of humanity and the long-​term sustain-
ability of the planet are inextricably linked to the fate of our cities” (West 2018, 214). If 
societal transformation is to manifest, it must be tangible in the largest sets of systems that 
humans have collectively built.

2.	 Holism is foundational to evolving social constructions and upending 
assumptions in dominant worldviews that currently shape most city building.
Seeing holistically—​that is, understanding people and cities as multitudes of inter-
dependent and complex systems, and with attention to spirituality and the sacred—​can 
unlock a different set of city building pathways. Such a holism comprises intellectual, 
physical, emotional, and spiritual dimensions of people, and recognizes inherent kinship, 
equality of all people, and relationality of all life; and that everything besides sacred 
natural laws is socially constructed, and therefore in the realm of possibility to change. 
Adding the spiritual, or sacred, dimension represents the potential that people, cities, 
and societies have capabilities to transform and transcend that which exists. For diverse 
Indigenous and land-​based Peoples, the sacred dimension is not an addition, but rather 
something inherent to building social institutions and community.

The level of consciousness that sacred civics invites is not reducible to siloed progress or 
addressing problems with single-​point solutions. It requires holistic system thinking and 
system innovation as well as awareness of inherent holism of people and interrelationships 
between people and place. The places where we live are embedded in—​and rely on—​
natural systems which provide the gifts offered by ecosystems that support human survival 
and flourishing. From the air we breathe, the water we drink, and the soil in which we 
grow food. If we are not in conscious and reciprocal relationships with the land in our 
patterns of living, our making of housing and urban development, and in the ways we 
work and grow our livelihoods, then we will not be healing and regenerating Earth in 
ways fit for future generations. These patterns and habits start where we live, and in our 
inhabiting holism within ourselves and the systems within which we are nested.
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Figure 1.1 provides a conceptual diagram for understanding sacred civics and bringing 
it into being. The inner circle is inspired by dimensions of holistic life that are often present 
in Indigenous teachings and other cultural traditions: intellectual, emotional, physical, and 
spiritual. We make the case for bringing this holistic sensibility to bear in city shaping and 
placekeeping, where spirituality and the sacred have rarely been valued within mainstream 
interpretations. Our use of the term “spirituality” does not necessarily refer to formal reli-
gion or its urban manifestations, but rather to constructing cities with a sense of the sacred 
and spiritual that recognize the inherent dignity, worth, agency, and energy of all people 
and of nature across space and time. It also recognizes that the human spirit needs wisdom, 
knowledge, connectivity with nature, and love to thrive, and that cities, as the sites where 
most humans live, ought to provide everyday expression of these for everyone.

The second nested circle of Figure 1.1 shows the fundamentals of sacred civics trans-
formations: value(s), commons, and wisdom, described below. Outside the circles are the 
accountabilities for future-​fit institutions, which we turn to next.

3.	 Enacting a sacred civics invites an ennobling of city builders and placekeepers 
to honor higher order responsibilities and accountabilities.
A sacred civics ethos ennobles people to honor sacred responsibilities of care for one 
another and all life. This means a different set of accountabilities must be built into 
governments, institutions, and systems in order for them to be fit for the future. These 
include accountability to all people, including future generations, and to Earth and that 
which is made from her gifts.

Accountability to all Peoples. Currently, governments answer to a subset of people; in 
liberal democracies, this subset consists of voters and special interest groups. Others, like 
children, migrant workers, and people in prison, have little to no say. We also need to 
be accountable for extraction and externalities beyond political boundaries. The obscene 
inequalities within and between cities and countries must be acknowledged and acted 
upon through local and global expressions and coalitions of solidarity—​and proxies for 
accountability to it—​if we are to heal and move forward as a species.

Accountability to Future Generations. The origins of democracy enshrined accountability 
to future generations, a commitment that has fallen away over the past several hundred 
years. Societies are currently handcuffed by the hegemony of short-​termism, character-
istic of political election cycles and quarterly corporate logics. If we are to be accountable 
to generations not yet born we need long-​termism in policy, funding, and investment 
decisions, and new forms of engagement and proxies for accountability, such as civic 
assemblies with representation of future peoples.

Accountability to Earth. Most constitutions and legal systems acknowledge rights of 
persons and corporations, but not the inherent rights of nature. Indigenous governments 
are an exception; a healthy and generative relationship with nature is considered a sacred 
responsibility of people. Being in a respectful and reciprocal relationship with Earth 
and having accountability for healthy ecosystems is essential if we are to mitigate dis-
astrous climate impacts, stop biodiversity loss, and also stop exceeding other planetary 
boundaries. Cities have a critical role to play in this given that their ecological footprints 
extend well beyond political and geographical borders.

Accountability for the Designed World. Addressing material life cycles, reducing or 
eliminating extraction of resources and their transportation, and building an economy 
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that is circular are essential to restoring and regenerating Earth’s systems. Cities can 
reimagine our relationships by what we make—​including buildings, products, plastics, 
and electronics—​while building new economies based on wealth-​sharing, collabor-
ation, growing, and production at neighborhood and city levels.

How do we translate these accountabilities to the city level? There are myriad ways, 
from enacting statutes of Rights of Nature and Rights of Future Generations, to ecological 
footprint analysis, mapping, and measuring city flows and their externalities; participatory 
budgeting for ecological transition; city commitments to produce nearly all that they con-
sume; and applying decision filters to infrastructure investment decisions that honor higher 
order accountabilities with appropriate and robust proxies.16 Additional ways are explored 
throughout the book.

Valuing and Commoning with Wisdom: Fundamentals for Sacred Civics 
Transformations

Shifting to a sacred civics requires at least three transformations: (1) evolving societal systems  
to value the common good; (2) developing stronger cultures of commoning and collective  
action; and (3) cultivating and practicing wisdom that opens pathways to creating healthy cities  
for the long term—​what we call seven generation cities. Value(s), commons, and wisdom are  

FIGURE 1.1  Cultivating sacred civics: Valuing and commoning with wisdom and related 
accountabilities
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dimensions of transformation, and they can also be nested. That is, sacred civics can be seen  
as an invitation to value the wisdom of the commons and commoning.

We discuss these dimensions below and chapter authors refer to these themes throughout 
the book. As a preface, we question several assumptions that have become part of the soci-
etal DNA of modern/​colonial economic and political systems, even though they are social 
constructions and therefore possible to challenge and change. The following three are ubiqui-
tous in our current globalized societies to the extent that they are often mistaken for natural 
law and seen as impossible to change.

Assumption Bust 1: Ownership/​Property

The right to private ownership, particularly of land, is sacrosanct in many societies. But in the 
world we need to create, should this be the case? Or should land be self-​sovereign, like air and 
water arguably are? How can we rethink property, land rights and legal systems that underpin 
how cities are built? What collective ownership, guardianship and stewardship models of land, 
products, and companies can we scale or create anew? We also need to ask, who owns the city 
and its component parts, and why? If the answer is that all residents have a stake and respon-
sibility, then how can we re-​conceive ownership?17

Assumption Bust 2: Role of Corporations

What should the role of the corporation be in today’s world? Should we expect shareholder 
interest to give way to public interest? (And what does public interest mean?) What about 
data and digital rights/​sovereignties? Who should own or steward data, and who should get 
to use which data for which purposes? Should we expect private technologies such as smart 
phones, digital media platforms, and applications to actually be good for us, for our children, 
for democracy? How can we invent institutions and regulatory systems in parallel with new 
technologies to strengthen civic democracy and data sovereignty, and build trust?

Assumption Bust 3: Sovereignties

Political boundaries of nation-​states have been constructed from various circumstances of 
history, often forcibly by war or peace treaties. They are inherently unjust and fraught with 
collective action problems, such as adherence to the transnational targets set in the Paris 
Agreement on climate change. They also disrupt the natural formations of landscapes, and 
the movement and behavioral ecology of diverse species. We need to question existing sov-
ereignties and jurisdictions of political and other powers. An ecosystem view, for example, 
might have watersheds or biomes and their agents as the basis for governance and sover-
eignty. In a similar vein, Indigenous Nation maps, like that of Turtle Island,18 have overlapping 
boundaries.

There is also a great deal of dissonance between sovereignty and solidarity. COVID-​19 
vaccines are a case in point. Nation-​states’ actions are based on a set of interests that run 
counter to vaccine equity from a global perspective. This has significant implications for our 
future, even if rational from a short-​term national perspective. And at the city level, jurisdic-
tion issues are frequent impediments to positive change, as cities often lack jurisdiction over 
policy and investment decisions for critical infrastructure.
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Valuing: Evolving Common-​Good Worldviews

The function of Aboriginal values and customs is to maintain the relationships that hold 
creation together.

Leroy Little Bear

At the heart of current societal crises is the Western addiction to a certain worldview of glo-
balism that stands in opposition to the global solidarity, or internationalism, that flows from 
common-​good or pluriversal worldviews. This worldview is the primary ideology of the 
dominant political and financial establishment and it runs so deeply in our societal systems, 
that often people believe that the dominant economic system is value-​free or value-​neutral, 
which dismisses the central role of genocide, slavery, and colonialism in its evolution over the 
past five hundred years or so.19

The nation-​state political system also runs counter to global solidarity. “To care about the 
fate of the common good … is what democracy requires,”20 said Michael Sandel; it cannot 
be border-​restricted as such limitations are a vestige of colonialism and ongoing imperialism. 
The axiology of the modern/​dominant worldview has power, speed, efficiency, and product-
ivity as its summum bonum. In contrast, a common-​good worldview places human equality, 
flourishing, and regenerative nature as the apex.

Axiology matters, because it determines behavior, attitudes, thought, and action. As 
economist Joseph Stiglitz said, “you can make money destroying the world … and there’s 
something wrong with that.”21 Currently, the tectonic plates of irreconcilable worldviews are 
crashing, and the wreckage is rapidly exacerbating human inequality and ecological disaster. 
Science fiction author Kim Stanley Robinson put it like this:

It is not true that leaving finance to the market will arrange everything well, as the past 
40 years have shown. The market systemically misprices things by way of improper 
discounting of the future, false externalities and many other predatory miscalculations, 
which have led to gross inequality and biosphere destruction. And yet right now it’s the 
way of the world, the law of the land. Capital invests in the highest rate of return, that’s 
what the market requires.22

So what values and new value creation models and understandings could most effectively 
shape our relationships to one another and to nature?

We need to evolve worldviews that foster core values of promoting human dignity, of 
respecting and being in reciprocity with nature, and of nurturing and regenerating the 
commons. Several chapters in this book show clear pathways and possibilities for doing this. 
Even in our current economic system, the root source of value is nature, and destroying her, 
as we are currently doing, will lead to the system imploding.

“Property will cost us the earth”23

The persistent legacy of colonial systems has divided land into pieces in ways that create and 
perpetuate structural inequality. From an ecological perspective, it is as absurd to assume 
the right to owning land as it is to owning air or water. Why do we continue to repro-
duce extractive, colonial land ownership systems that concentrate wealth and power? This 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



12  J. Engle, J. Agyeman, T. Chung-Tiam-Fook

12

will likely need to change if we are to build equal societies and be good stewards of nature. 
Evolving a common-​good worldview would mean breaking up the system of massive private 
ownership and wealth accumulation in the hands of a few. In our current urban economics 
regime, private owners of land and property in cities accumulate wealth through the labor 
of those who pay rents and through the benefit of all in the city who contribute to value by 
living, working, and transacting in close proximity. Urban land ownership could be thought 
of as a monopoly of access in this sense. It is a model that is inherently unjust and by design, 
it exacerbates inequality over time. As John Ralston Saul put it, “the crude European concept 
of ownership [involves] a great deal of control with very little responsibility.”24 Property own-
ership is seen as a sacred right by many, which causes direct conflict with the accountabilities 
mentioned above, and with that which is just, now, and for future generations, and planetary 
health.

Sacred Values

Economist Thomas Picketty (2020) argues that “ownership societies” justify inequality in 
part through a “quasi-​sacralization” of property rights, that is, as if the unfortunate outcomes 
of disparities of wealth and power that come from property ownership are an externality 
resulting from a higher good. Similar logics helped create conditions for big tech platforms 
to gain their monopolistic power. When private wealth is seen to contribute to a greater 
good, far too many deep and extensive societal externalities are simply accepted. Our laws, 
regulations, and institutions currently significantly lag capabilities to advance in parallel with 
the societal bads of our economic systems.

Building better civic futures will require changing our understanding about value and how 
it is created, extracted, and distributed. It will mean adding sacred values to the equation, 
which are visceral and tied to humanity and all life. Sacred values include freedom, cap-
abilities, health, nature, equality, trust, participation, honor, justice, respect, care, honesty, 
humility, love, compassion, cooperation, courage, friendship, interdependence, commitment, 
responsibility, and sharing. They reflect rights to voice, difference, human flourishing, and the 
city, and the rights of nature and future generations. Sacred values hold transcendent signifi-
cance. They are often non-​negotiable and protected from trade-​offs with non-​sacred values 
(e.g., money), because they tap into ethical principles and spiritual values.

People sometimes risk their lives for sacred values, and they are among the most important 
values for communities. While it may seem obvious that people, land, and nature should 
be considered in sacred value systems, the dominant global economic system has been built 
on extraction, and, in many ways, enslavement of these through legacies of colonialism 
and imperialism. The persistence of this system is in evidence throughout the landscapes, 
institutions, and infrastructures of our cities. Applying a sacred civics lens to major institu-
tional and infrastructural investment decisions could address this. A challenge of sacred values, 
however, is that they tend to defy conventional (financialized) measurement. No one can pre-
cisely define or measure justice, democracy, security, freedom, truth, or love, or any value. But 
if no one speaks up for them, if systems aren’t designed to (re)produce them, if we don’t have 
dialogue about them and their presence or absence, they risk ceasing to exist.

Value questions that arise in a sacred civics context, include: If we built economies to value 
human flourishing for all on a healthy planet and for the long term, how would that trans-
late to the civic realm and urban economic geographies? How could we value the care and 
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creativity that people contribute to their communities, and build local circular economies of 
care, production, and stewardship of life?25 How should we organize and govern ourselves for 
our great social, ecological, and economic transitions?

Commoning: Reconceiving who Owns the City

It is clear that the current dominant institutions of state and market are not the answer, either 
alone or together. Their logics lead to extraction of systems that need to be regenerated (such 
as nature), and to either further privatization or nationalization, neither of which provide 
adequate incentives or means for collective stewardship of community and natural assets. The 
notion of the commons has evolved as a school of thought with many different branches, 
and which provides institutional arrangements and practices for societal transition. Commons 
have existed since time immemorial as malleable social relationships in place-​based commu-
nities. Long before the social construction of property ownership and property rights, people 
have collaborated and coordinated to devise arrangements for how they share, manage, and 
contribute to collective goods and resources. And people and communities continue to do so 
today outside of strict government and market paradigms.

Today, commoning is a transformative concept, as a form of social practice and organ-
ization and also as an ethic and a platform for reimagining how we live and work together, 
locally and globally (not to mention a way to bust the assumptions above!). At its heart, 
the commons is “both collective and non-​commodified—​off-​limits to the logic of market 
exchange and market valuations” (Harvey 2012, 124–​125). Elinor Ostrom won a Nobel Prize 
in Economics in 2009 for her extensive study of real-​world scenarios of commons-​based 
stewardship in which small communities around the globe have devised ways to successfully 
manage common resources like grazing land, forests, and irrigation waters. Other authors 
with recent books and papers on the commons include Sheila Foster, Christian Iaione, David 
Bollier, and Michel Bauwens, and many more include commons notions in their works, 
including in this book.26

The term “commons” goes under other names in some cultures, and it is also a contested 
term. Many Indigenous Peoples and other ancient place-​based cultures, for example, do 
not use the terms “commons” and “commoning,” but have similar concepts and systems for 
collective stewardship and guardianship of lands, water resources, data/​knowledge, cultural 
productions, and wealth-​sharing. And some Indigenous activists criticize urban commons 
initiatives, groups, and advocates for not acknowledging the Indigenous homelands/​treaty 
lands that the commons occur upon, or consulting with contemporary treaty holders. As 
such, the commons are naturalized as settler spaces. Similar contentions exist around open 
data and Indigenous knowledges and data. We recognize this problematization and welcome 
further development and evolution of the concept and framing over time.

Enabling the Commons

The commons provides a set of ways to think about and reorganize for transformation in 
spatial and digital realms. Some promising pathways to imagine commoning with a sacred 
civics lens are set out below, and organized under headings of scale, institutions, and mindsets. 
Fundamental questions that underlie this inquiry include: What if the city were understood 
as a shared system provisioning for the good of all, in current and future generations? How 
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could we better share and care for civic assets and commons such as air, land, and water, 
city infrastructures and our data? What if a viable land base in cities was restored to urban 
Indigenous communities and other racialized and displaced peoples, in order to support all 
facets of their social wellbeing? How could we law together at city level to bring out what is 
noble in people? Could commons-​based governance models provide a hybrid arrangement of 
state, market, and civil society to strengthen local democracy and build civic trust?

Scale. Practices of commoning can be applied at any scale, from global to local. At one 
end of that spectrum, global commons law was created to protect certain areas of Earth 
(e.g., Antarctica, the high seas, the seabed, and the atmosphere) for all humanity and future 
generations, and deliberately not restricted to nation-​state boundaries or interests (Garcia 
2021). At the other end of the scale are specific place-​ and neighborhood-​based commons 
forms. The idea of micro-​treaties with the Earth, is one example, whereby a human guardian 
or steward is in a treaty relationship with land, with responsibility for care and reciprocity, 
rather than in a fee simple ownership position which consists of a bundle of rights to extract 
value from a parcel.27 Most people live in between these two scales, that is, in cities.

The city has emerged in recent years as a critical site for commoning. By commons of the 
city, we mean collective assets and resources (or gifts), including land, infrastructure, goods 
and services, and also intangible assets of culture and spirit of place. Commoning is not new 
in cities, which are by definition places of coexisting and continually negotiating life and 
relationality in shared space. And while state and market mediate a great deal of contemporary 
urban life, residents are often involved outside those realms in co-​creating shared lives (e.g., 
community gardens, bike sharing, collective cooking). At the neighborhood scale, commons-​
based organizing often involves building participatory ecosystems and movements, even if 
they are not called that. Sheila Foster and Christian Iaione have done seminal work on the 
city as a commons, including adapting Elinor Ostrom’s institutional design principles for the 
commons to the city context.28,29

A number of cities have adopted extensive urban commoning plans, including Ghent, 
Seoul, and Sydney.30 Barcelona has been a leader in applying commons principles to the city’s 
digital realm, which means data are seen as collectively produced public assets to be owned, 
managed, and distributed for the common good.31 Together with New York and Amsterdam, 
Barcelona has built on this work to create the network of Cities for Digital Rights, a group 
which now has more than 50 member cities.32

Commons applications in both spatial and digital realms of cities holds tremendous poten-
tial, particularly in thinking about how smart city approaches can serve the common good 
by increasing equality, building civic trust, and regenerating nature for climate, biodiversity, 
and health outcomes. We can imagine, for example, how differently the failed Sidewalk Labs 
Quayside Project proposal with Waterfront Toronto could have gone if it had been constructed 
within a commons ethos. Perhaps it is utopian to imagine parent company Alphabet subor-
dinating market interests for common-​good outcomes, but it feels like a missed opportunity. 
Radical interpretations of urban economics to create shared value and truly affordable housing 
would have been possible if governments and civic leaders had invented institutions in parallel 
with the technologies in ways that would strengthen local democracy and contribute to the 
health and vitality of communities and ecosystems. That is the opportunity for truly smart 
cities.

We are now in an age in which cities everywhere are facing increasing resilience challenges, 
and building robust civic commons will be critical in addressing them. In times of disaster, 
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mutual aid groups (a kind of commons) can do what the market and state cannot, for example, 
“caremongering” groups that developed in response to the COVID-​19 pandemic provided 
solace and care to members at the community level. These commons are more humane, 
trusted, legitimate, adaptive, participatory, and rooted in place. They open possibilities for 
people and communities to connect in more holistic ways, and have the power to address 
physical, emotional, intellectual, and spiritual needs.

In the face of continually evolving emergencies, such as housing crises, a commons 
approach could also help to create more perpetual affordability mechanisms and collective 
ownership or stewardship models of property and of companies. For if the answer to the 
question, “who owns the city?” is that we all do, it means that we have collective responsibility 
as stewards of our collective rights to the city. This reframing opens beautiful opportunities for 
how we choose to value and share gifts of nature, and how people cultivate more meaningful 
and convivial ways of living and working together.

Institutions. Our hypothesis is that ecosystems, social movements, and other commons-​
based mechanisms are becoming more effective organizing forces than individual organizations, 
for strengthening local democracy and enabling more equitable and regenerative local 
provisioning. But what are the institutional arrangements that might make this work?

Commons-​based institutions are characterized by a move away from a vertically (top-​
down) oriented world to a horizontally organized one in which the state, citizens, and 
a variety of other actors collaborate and take responsibility for common resources.

Foster and Iaione 2015, 336

In many fundamental ways, our largest institutions and governments are not built for the age 
of long emergencies we now inhabit.33 Systemic societal dissonance is increasing with the visi-
bility of obscene and growing inequality among people in an economy that rewards extraction 
and unfettered private wealth accumulation. Most policy interventions are mere band-​aids 
to the growing problems. The deep change needed is unlikely to grow from institutions that 
were built for a different era and with logics of colonialism and systemic racism that perpetuate 
the problems that plague humanity and the planet today. Societal institutional innovation is 
needed that will support collaboration among people to take responsibility for building better 
lives for all on a healthy planet. Commoning is necessarily a part of this.

Promising possibilities for transforming existing institutions or creating new ones to enable 
commoning are happening from global to local scales. Global commons law, referred to earlier, 
is unique in ascribing rights and duties to humanity and individuals (including Indigenous 
Peoples) rather than single nation-​states (Garcia 2021). Similarly, in Anishinaabe governance 
practice, people have a duty “to law” together, which means continually negotiating in dia-
logue with each other and nature to resolve issues and make collective decisions. The growing 
field of global commons law has as its purpose “intergenerational guardianship of the human 
heritage” (Garcia 2021, 17) rather than satisfaction of individual nation-​state interests. The 
underlying philosophy that can be applied to other institutions is that, unlike state interests, 
governing the commons is shaped by higher aims and serves specific purposes that transcend 
national boundaries and considerations. Well, isn’t that what is needed? Shouldn’t that be part 
of our collective sacred duty to future generations?

A number of commons-​enabling institutions, platforms and networks operate at local level 
across the world and as digital platforms. These tend to be independent of state and market, 
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though some are hybrid or have links to either or both, and they entail policy, regulatory, legal, 
and financial mechanisms coming into play. Examples include the Office of Civic Imagination 
in Bologna, Italy; the LabGov Harlem E-​project (a community-​owned edge cloud computing 
architecture in New York); worker cooperatives in Cleveland, USA, Preston, UK, and the 
Basque Country, Spain; and the Village Community Movement and Sharing City platform 
of Seoul, South Korea.34 Another way of manifesting commons-​based relationships is through 
perpetual people–​nature collaborations.35

Tools that are changing systems to enable commoning include mutual credit, coopera-
tive finance, mutual aid societies, insurance, community land trusts, community supported 
agriculture, time banking, and platform cooperatives.36 More recently, the world of Web3, 
blockchains, cryptocurrencies, NFTs (non-​fungible tokens), and DAOs (decentralized 
autonomous organizations) is also quickly evolving and will likely grow as an important 
source of commoning tools.

We see tremendous potential for more robust connections between commons-​based 
institutions, movements, and technologies across the globe. A global commons platform could 
link a critical mass of these, possibly in coordination with existing networks of cities which 
are already transforming systems, and have similarly aligned values, such as C40 Cities, Mayors 
Organized for Reparations and Equity (MORE), Mayors for a Guaranteed Income (MGI), 
the Global Parliament of Mayors, Transition Towns, and other global resilient cities networks.

Mindsets. Shifting systems and institutions to enable commoning also requires shifts in 
mindsets, consciousness, values, and, ultimately, narratives. Commons invite transcending 
how we currently organize and govern ourselves. A starting point for commons conscious-
ness involves seeing land more as a bundle of relationships and responsibilities, rather than 
as private property that bestows a bundle of rights. Such an ethos is consistent with diverse 
Indigenous traditions and values, and is also communicated in the Land Back movement.37 
Various African and Afro-​descendant philosophies, and many others, also have deep cul-
tural relationships with nature and social systems that are consistent with commoning, but 
don’t necessarily use that term. Examples include “Ubuntu” in various African traditions and 
“Konbit” in Haiti.38

Regarding language, the term “commons” itself can be a barrier. While it is well theorized 
in academic circles, it does not resonate in some cultures’ vernacular. On the ground in the 
USA, for example, some practitioners found that the term “co-​cities” is more understandable 
and resonant, and more easily interpreted as residents co-​creating and co-​governing shared 
resources and assets.39

Whatever the language, communities are increasingly seeing the transformative possibility 
of the commons and commoning as a means to enable community agency and create tools 
to organize differently for a better, more inclusive urban life for everyone, and which places 
reciprocity with nature at the heart. The commons, and specifically thinking in terms of the 
city as a commons, and adapting global commons law to local contexts, represent potential for 
mission-​level building as part of a sacred civics.

Awakening the Wisdom of the Commons

How can collective wisdom be cultivated to realize such visions for a sacred civics embeddedness in city 
building that would harness value of the commons in the interest of public good for all life and into the 
future?
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Wisdom is a complex topic, which does not provide for a singular, essentialized way of seeing 
and addressing challenges. Awakening wisdom begins with acknowledgment of the wisdom 
of Earth and all her landscapes and beings. Earth teaches people the gift of wisdom when 
we learn to be rooted in place, in presence, and in relationship. We understand wisdom not 
as a state to achieve but rather a presence of (inter and trans)being with other human and 
more-​than-​human beings and the animacy of place (or pulse of life), that must be continually 
nurtured with reciprocity and care. Wisdom is sometimes conflated with intelligence, but it 
is much more; it adds layers of meaning, spirituality, kinship, phenomenology, intuition, and 
emotionality to cognition. Indigenous social entrepreneur Nadine St-​Louis once wrote:

The emotional, spiritual, cognitive and physical dimensions of knowledge are common 
in Indigenous epistemologies … while colonial constructs have prioritized corporations, 
consumerism and individual wealth, which results in poverty and social isolation.40

How can we change fundamental aspects of dominant cultures which are not wise? How 
can we be practical about wisdom and apply it to transformation? Wisdom is a vast topic 
which we approach with humility and even some trepidation, not least because we cannot 
begin to do it justice in this brief section. We broach it here because we see cultivation 
and enactment of collective wisdom as critical, particularly because in many ways the 
wisdom of humanity seems to be growing little, if at all, and it lags dangerously behind 
our power.41

Wisdom Grandfather/​Sacred Teaching

Nibwaakaawin (Wisdom) teaches us that to live life based on our unique gifts is 
to live wisely. Look, listen and learn. Observe your life and the lives of others. By 
watching and listening, you can learn everything you need to know. Knowledge 
can be learned. Wisdom must be lived. Live and learn. Look into any clear lake. 
You do not see your reflection. You see that of those who came before you—​the 
Ancestors. Through All Your Relations and this Teaching of Wisdom, you will come 
to use your gift to direct your life’s journey. Do not live based on what you wish you 
were. Live in honour of what you are. If you have been given the gift of song, then 
sing. If yours is the gift of dance, then dance.

Inspired by Seven Sacred Teachings of White Buffalo   
Calf Woman (Bouchard, Jones, Martin et al. 2009)

Wisdom of Practical, Embodied, Relational, and Multiple Knowledges

For purposes of this book, we are interested in wisdom that can manifest from practical, 
embodied, relational, and multiple place-​based knowledges, as well as experiential, intuitive, 
and other ways of knowing that go beyond the Western-​scientific, instrumental-​rationality 
which is but one paradigm. We are inspired by collective wisdom cultivations and expressions 
such as ubuntu,42 buen vivir and sumak kawsay,43 Etuaptmumk/​Two-​Eyed Seeing,44 and in 
co-​creation with artists.45 We note as well that varied traditions and disciplines have associated 
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wisdom directly with love.46 And some traditions see an inherent relationship between spir-
ituality and wisdom.

Indigenous scholar Blair Stonechild offers this vision:

Had humanity’s growth taken place according to spiritual wisdom and had knowledge 
and technological development occurred carefully over thousands of years rather than 
a few feverish centuries, humanity would have created a brilliant and durable civ-
ilization in which peace, harmony, and happiness thrive. Entire sciences and tech-
nologies would have to be assessed in terms of determining their wisdom—​what the 
impacts are on human and natural welfare and whether they are beneficial for future 
generations.

Stonechild 2020, 247

And John Borrows refers to the gift of wisdom as “an expansion of ourselves and our 
relationships with others.”47

Wisdom is connected to how we understand rationality, which over the past couple of 
centuries in the Western world, including in city planning theory, has evolved narrowly 
as an instrumental-​rationality. Much earlier, Aristotle espoused value-​rationality, which 
centers understandings of power, relationality, and values that then inform scientific analysis 
of instrumental-​rationality. This idea of practical wisdom or phronesis is the least known of 
Aristotle’s three ways of knowing.48 Value-​rationality is the underlying logic of phronetic 
social science, which focuses on agency-​structure dynamics in local, practical knowledges, 
and addresses questions from community perspectives: Where are we going as a community 
(and society)? Is it desirable? What power dynamics are at play? What should be done about 
it, and what should we do?

“The goal of the phronetic approach becomes one of contributing to society’s capacity 
for value-​rational deliberation and action” (Flyvbjerg 2001, 167). The collective learning 
and action brought to bear through such inquiry creates conditions for cultivating collective 
wisdom. In a sacred civics, we imagine bringing a value-​rational approach to city building that 
centers the Seven Sacred Teachings for city building for the next seven generations.

Wisdom in Lawing Together

Legal traditions of the First Nations, in particular those of Anishinaabe,  tend to focus on 
responsibilities to the collective through individual virtues gifted to peoples by Creator: love, 
truth, bravery, humility, honesty, respect, and wisdom (Borrows 2019). This represents 
a cosmovision in which individual behaviors contribute to social good. It is notable that 
European legal traditions tend to focus on rights of the collective which are social virtues—​
liberty, security, equality, freedom—​and these have individual benefits. The Anishinaabe 
worldview involves “pro-​social individual virtues” and the European traditions tend toward 
“pro-​individual social virtues.”49

In many First Nations’ traditions, law is a verb, and people have responsibility to law 
together. Constitutions and law are living institutions, ever evolving. In his book, Law’s 
Indigenous Ethics, John Borrows discusses the Seven Sacred Teachings—​Love, Truth, Bravery, 
Humility, Wisdom, Honesty, and Respect—​which are the principles of Anishinaabe law 
(Borrows 2019). The book’s thesis is that people’s lives could be much better if we embodied 
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the Seven Teachings within all our laws. In a sacred civics, an inquiry is how to apply these 
more fully in city building decisions. Devising policies, systems, and practices that apply the 
Seven Sacred Teachings is a key collective wisdom opportunity for us as city builders.

How do we bring sacred values to bear in how we law together? Rights of Nature and 
Rights of Future Generations statutes provide pathways. They help us question basic Western 
assumptions, such as: Should people have the right to own land, or does the land own us? 
Are rivers and other natural assets resources to consume or our relations? How would we 
coproduce city life and economies if the Seven Teachings were the guiding, sacred values, and 
the basis for creating value? One of the questions of a sacred civics is how can we apply these 
teachings in city building decisions?

How would we coproduce city life and economies if the Seven Teachings were our 
guiding, sacred values? Wisdom and spirituality have not, historically, been core in city 
planning discourses and practices. Sacred civics thus invites transcending current city-​making 
paradigms. Can cities themselves develop capabilities for transcendence in the ways that 
human beings can? How can we evolve collective consciousness and commitment to aims 
higher than ourselves, to what biologist E. O. Wilson called in his quote a “sacred narrative”?

People need a sacred narrative. They must have a sense of larger purpose, in one form 
or another, however intellectualized. They will find a way to keep ancestral spirits alive.

Devising policies, systems, and practices that apply the Seven Sacred Teachings is a key col-
lective wisdom opportunity for us as city builders. What would it mean to bring (collective) 
wisdom to the center of city building? Some questions that arise include:

•	 What are the physical, digital, and social infrastructures needed so that children in seven 
generations will thrive in just, radically inclusive, caring, and regenerative cities?

•	 What if we applied lenses of common good for current and future generations and reci-
procity with Earth to decisions about building infrastructure and institutions?

These are questions with both societal and philosophical implications, and we daily enact 
individual and collective responses to them in conscious and unconscious ways. A starting 
point of wisdom is consciousness including consciousness of what we are not seeing and 
understanding and acting upon. Will those of us alive now have the wisdom to build seven 
generation cities?

Organization of the Book

In the first two chapters, the editors provide frameworks for cultivating a sacred civics and 
for imagining possibilities to awaken seven generation cities. This introduction provides a 
theoretical and practical transdisciplinary grounding that challenges assumptions about dom-
inant city building paradigms of globalized cities and invites other ways of futuring together. 
Chapter 2 extends the thesis with original instructions as a gateway to identifying seven 
foundational keys for seven generation cities, along with seven pathways of praxis for moving 
into this radical way of reworlding that embraces and nourishes all peoples, lands, and ways of 
being, knowing, and creating.
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The rest of the book is organized in parts of Space, Time, Agency, and Togetherness. 
We perceive and imagine the world through space and time, and we think and act and take 
responsibility as individuals and collectively. Though there are not fixed lines between these 
elements of space, time, agency, and togetherness, we have organized the remaining chapters 
in this way to give structure to the volume—​and ensure attention to—​each dimension, while 
recognizing their interdependencies.

Space

The site is to the city what the cell is to the body.

Through a sacred civics lens, spaces and places are precious, imbued with meaning and spirit, 
and non-​commodifiable. This ethos clashes with dominant urban land economies, which 
have largely been built on logics of colonialism, private ownership, rights of extraction, and 
concentrated wealth accumulation for a few. Works in this section provide glimpses of both 
oppressive past legacies and current day improvisations required of so many for survival, as 
well as imaginaries for what cities could be, and the potential of urban land to have agency in 
co-​creating very different urban relationalities.

Chapter 3: Honouring the Sacred in Cities: Indigenous Teachings for    
City Building

By Tanya Chung-​Tiam-​Fook

Through the lens of two prophecies, Tanya Chung-​Tiam-​Fook demonstrates how Urban 
Indigenous Peoples across Canada are working to decolonize and reclaim cities and public 
spaces to imagine and self-​determine the worlds they want to live within. She describes how 
civic institutions can make cities more inclusive of Indigenous models and practices through 
genuine forms of community-​engaged planning and co-​design; creating synergy between 
the cultural values, protocols and technologies that have sustained Indigenous societies for 
thousands of years, and contemporary forms of social and technological innovation. Being 
conscious and responsible city builders is good medicine for urban communities, ecologies, 
and public spaces, and lays a spiritual foundation for seven generation cities.

Chapter 4: The Black Commons: A Framework for Recognition, Reconciliation, 
Reparations

By Julian Agyeman and Kofi Boone

In their chapter, Julian Agyeman and Kofi Boone situate the Black Commons in the context 
of Amartya Sen’s concept of capabilities which shows the need for Black communities to build 
new kinds of wealth and wellbeing that can support their ability to thrive. Through analyzing 
historic strategies of the Black Commons, Agyeman and Boone argue that these Commons 
offer a foundation for sharing the values of mutual aid together with information sharing and 
building community sustainability. The concept of a Black Commons is expanded to include 
many cooperative forms of ownership, even extending into digital forms of production. 
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Agyeman and Boon apply these ideas to equitable strategies for overcoming current racial 
justice challenges including the need for recognition, reconciliation, and reparations to com-
pensate Black communities seeking to be made whole and sustainable.

Chapter 5: (Un)situated Improvisation

By AbdouMaliq Simone

AbdouMaliq Simone’s chapter addresses critical and growing issues regarding the mismatch 
of masses of people subject to precariousness and extraction of existing power structures and 
elites, the financialization of urban life, and the growing divide this represents for mega-​
cities everywhere. Simone shows how trajectories of urban change in cities such as Jakarta 
exert a substantial unsettling force that not only resituates residents across a wider space but 
also induces a more provisional, temporary orientation to practices of inhabitation. Beyond 
accelerated circulation of bodies, goods, experience, and information, increasing numbers of 
residents hedge their bets, avoiding firm commitments to place and occupation, while also 
systematically attempting to expand their exposure to the wider urban context. Engaging 
some of the practices of outward movement employed by youth in Jakarta’s working-​class 
urban core, the chapter considers the configuration of collective life on the run.

Chapter 6: Co-​creating the Cities We Deserve through Indigenous Knowledge

By Ginger Gosnell-​Myers

Ginger Gosnell-​Myers argues that if urban cities represent the identity of modern civilization 
and the power of that civilization, then the erasure of Indigenous Peoples and Indigenous know-
ledge from cities is a perfect illustration of contemporary colonization in modern form. In an era 
of truth and reconciliation, Indigenous urban planners are pushing back in resistance to this con-
temporary colonization to create the conditions for an Indigenous cultural comeback in every 
neighborhood, bike path, and downtown core. Through every installation of Indigenous public 
art, incorporation of Indigenous design into a building, or daylighting Indigenous knowledge 
on how the lands and waters sustained life for millennia before settlers bulldozed and renamed 
it all, this chapter shows how cities are being engaged on a new path with Indigenous urban 
planners and communities demonstrating what respectful and meaningful reconciliation can be.

Time

The teachings of our Elders are not about the past but about the future.
Douglas Cardinal50

Time is the most frequently used noun in the English language. Perhaps an indication of 
the stifling tyranny of now that most of us are caught in due to increasingly short attention 
spans, short-​term political cycles, market-​driven logics, and for many, precarious work that 
makes food on the table and shelter overhead prevailing concerns for daily survival. While 
full presence in the now for mindfulness is healthy, the tyranny of now can mean too little 
time and energy are invested in manifesting flows of memory and imagination which open up 
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possibilities to be in relation with the wisdom of Ancestors, the lives all around us, and those 
of future generations. Practices of foresight, Land Acknowledgement, social innovation, and 
transition design, and insurgent urban planning can enable collectively facing histories and 
ongoing cultures of violence, racism, and colonialism in order to reveal imaginaries of future 
possibilities, and write new narratives about what cities can be.

Chapter 7: Unsettling the Coloniality of Foresight

By Aarathi Krishnan

We are accountable for the futures we create. In her chapter, Aarathi Krishnan argues that the 
practice of foresight is not neutral but is conditioned by our cultural values, our economic 
systems and our capacity for collective imagination. She presents an emergent approach to the 
decoloniality of foresight that requires us to interrogate and repair the deep systemic levels of 
oppressions that have marginalized and minoritized so many. It requires us to consider justice 
in the governance of our futures so that we are not locking those that are often missed from 
these conversations into future indebtedness or inequity. It ensures that the responsibilities of 
intended and unintended consequences of actions are embedded into design, decision-​making 
and governance processes so our reimaginations of societies, economies, governments, and 
cities are spaces of safety and flourishing for all, and not just some.

Chapter 8: Inhabiting the Edge

By Edgar Pieterse

Edgar Pieterse’s chapter engages with the depth and effects of spatial inequality in Cape 
Town. He reflects on learnings derived from a series of design studios organized by the 
African Centre for Cities over the past decade and focused on addressing the racialized spa-
tial dynamics of the city. Pieterse describes an emergent thought experiment to figure out 
how to institutionalize these conversations in the form of a multi-​dimensional innovation 
cluster of initiatives called “the Edge.” The initiatives include a museum, urban science hub, 
green economy incubator focused on Black entrepreneurs, and youth outreach. For the Edge 
Innovation Cluster to work it must engage the complex and multivalent spirit of the city, 
scarred by colonialism, dispossession and intergenerational violence, with an eye on animating 
a more inclusive current of civic spirituality and social justice. Eight principles are explored 
to animate what the connective tissue of the Edge Innovation Cluster could become. Pieterse 
concludes with a description of a process to foster a novel culture of engagement and listening 
around the initiatives’ elements and animating principles.

Chapter 9: Reconciling Relationships with the Land through Land 
Acknowledgements

By Deborah McGregor and Emma Nelson

One of the limitations of conventional Canadian conceptions of reconciliation is the under-
lying assumption that reconciliation applies, virtually exclusively, to relationships among 
peoples. Deborah McGregor and Emma Nelson, an Anishinaabe scholar and a settler planner 
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respectively, claim that the Indigenous conception of reconciliation extends beyond peoples 
to the natural world and is informed by direct relationships to the Land. They explain how 
Land, Spirit and relationships have endured through time and can offer profound insights if 
one can learn to relate to the People and Land. McGregor and Nelson embrace the themes 
of values, commons, and wisdom as they investigate this question through an examination of 
the Land Acknowledgement and provide strong recommendations for practice and teaching, 
and implications for institutional policy.

Chapter 10: Urban Planning Oscillations: Seeking a Tongan Way before   
and after the 2006 Riots

By Yvonne Takau and Michelle Thompson-​Fawcett

In Tonga, upholding anga fakatonga (the Tongan way of life) is a defining feature reinforced 
over the last 200+​ years of relations with the West. Key values of honoring family, faka’apa’apa 
(respect for seniority), loto to (humility), and collectivity continue to shape the way the 
nation operates. Unlike most other Pacific nations, Tonga managed to remain sovereign, 
then gained independence from protectorate status under Britain in 1970. In their chapter, 
Yvonne Takau and Michelle Thompson-​Fawcett describe the lingering impacts of colo-
nial interventions and Tonga’s reactions to them in urban, administrative, and governance 
arrangements. Takau and Thompson-​Fawcett appraise the urban context and potential of 
the Tongan city of Nuku’alofa, hinging around the 2006 democracy riots in the city. They 
explain that while there is still much to be achieved in urban planning, it is important in a 
Tongan context to keep perspective, avoid hastiness, and maintain a posture of gratitude while 
looking to the future: oua lau e kafo kae lau e lava: stay positive and count your blessings.

Agency

Transformation is not accomplished by tentative wading at the edge.
Robin Wall Kimmerer (2015, 88)

Agency is the power of all people to co-​create society. Everyday embodied experiences and 
expressions of agency are directly relational to the spaces we inhabit, and are mediated by 
constructions of social infrastructure and the memory and history of land and nature that give 
us life. That people and nature have agency is not about isolationism, but rather about justice. 
And collective agency in a sacred civics is integral; values of social justice, feminism, partici-
pation, and antiracism are core and cannot be separated from policy making, whether about 
climate, technology, transportation, or other urban fields.

Chapter 11: Social Infrastructure for Our Times: Building Participatory Systems 
that Value the Creativity of Everyone

By Jayne Engle, Tessy Britton, and Pamela Glode-​Desrochers

In their chapter, Jayne Engle, Tessy Britton, and Pamela Glode-​Desrochers introduce 
social infrastructure as the spaces, facilities, services, systems, and platforms that foster civic 
interactions and help individuals, families, groups, and communities meet their social needs, 
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maximize their potential for flourishing, and improve community wellbeing, vitality, and 
resilience. They explain that social infrastructure becomes participatory when people have 
agency to contribute their creativity to building collective action projects and collective 
imagination for the future. Their chapter addresses the questions: Why does (participatory) 
social infrastructure matter, and what are we learning about the potential of the participatory 
city approach as a critical infrastructure to enable local and societal change? We explore par-
ticipatory systems initiatives underway in the UK and Canada that model what societal change 
can look like when we build regenerative, circular, wellbeing economies from the neighbor-
hood up. Engle, Britton, and Desrochers discuss progress and limitations of current work 
underway, as well as intentions for future-​building, scaling and research.

Chapter 12: The Ceremony of Reclaiming Agency through Wonder

By Catherine Tàmmaro

Catherine Tàmmaro’s chapter invites us into a time and space not of critical mind, but of 
dwelling mind, and powerfully evokes a sense of wonder and depth. This chapter explores 
sacred connectedness of spirit as it moves us toward sovereignty and agency within and 
without. Tàmmaro illustrates how our bodies are connected to Mother Earth, Father Sky, 
Elder Brother Sun, and Grandmother Moon. The wisdom of ancestral knowledge Tàmmaro 
brings as a practiced Elder is woven throughout as she presents themes of time from the 
ancient past of the lands and Ancestors within it, and the sense that they are ever present with 
us and in the city. She invites us to dream of city-​civics built on a foundational understanding 
of Sacred Natural Law, and a letting go of old notions of inequality. She invites us to shift 
our mindset from Taking to Thanking, from War to Peace and from Commodification to 
Resonance and Reverence.

Chapter 13: Feminist, Antiracist Values for Climate Justice: Moving beyond Climate 
Isolationism

By Jennie C. Stephens

In her chapter, Jennie Stephens argues that the injustices of the climate crisis require societal 
transformation, a great reset that involves a restructuring, reclaiming, and resisting of the con-
centration of wealth and power. She makes a critical argument regarding the need to move 
beyond climate isolationism to climate justice, which would center value on social justice, fem-
inism, and antiracist values in climate policy. This chapter reviews the inadequacy and dangers 
of climate isolationism, and explores why feminist and antiracist values are essential for trans-
formation. Stephens calls for more consistent and intentional consideration of power and power 
dynamics as well as different forms of wisdom and knowledge to empower more transformative 
and inclusive climate decision-​making by shifting from climate isolationism to climate justice.

Togetherness

We were born at just the right moment to help change everything.
Eric Holthaus51
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City building involves continually negotiating coexistence and co-​creation in shared urban 
space, and it has the potential to foster togetherness, inclusivity, and regeneration if we under-
stand the city as a commons where people share resources, care for each other, and make kin 
with all forms of life. Cultures of commoning and participatory futuring can help to construct 
the collective narratives and radicle/​radical imagination and possibilities that enable social and 
system transformations.

Chapter 14: Participatory Futures: Reimagining the City Together

By Kathy Peach and Laurie Smith

Kathy Peach and Laurie Smith argue that overcoming the complex challenges we face in 
our cities won’t happen unless we democratize futures thinking and create new platforms 
for public imagination. They weave values of togetherness and participation for healthy, 
democratic future-​building throughout their chapter as a response to the current practice 
of thinking about the future being dominated by a small group of academics, consultants, 
government foresight teams, and large organizations. Democratizing futures means creating 
new capacity among many more diverse people to explore and articulate their alternative and 
desirable visions of the future. This is anticipatory democracy, not the extractive surveying of 
needs and wants against a narrowly prescribed set of options that characterizes many public 
engagement exercises. Showcasing a range of examples of participatory futures methods from 
around the world, this chapter highlights the role of new digital technologies and techniques 
from art, design, and theater in creating these new platforms for public imagination.

Chapter 15: Basque Civics

By Gorka Espiau and Itziar Moreno

At the end of the 1970s, the Basque Country, home to one of the oldest Indigenous cultures 
in Europe, was emerging from 40 years of dictatorship in which any expression of local cul-
ture had been repressed. The area was experiencing an industrial collapse that generated high 
unemployment and an international image directly associated with terrorist violence. In this 
chapter, Gorka Espiau and Itziar Moreno draw attention to the values of equality and soli-
darity and common-​good narratives that created conditions for transformation in the Basque 
Country. Despite the circumstances in the 1970s, Bilbao and Basque society managed to 
transform its economy and industrial base. Espiau and Moreno describe how the Basque 
Country now leads international rankings in advanced manufacturing, education, and health 
care, and has also generated a balanced distribution of wealth. Their article shares some of the 
key elements that made this extraordinary civic transformation possible.

Chapter 16: Commons Economies in Action: Mutualizing Urban Provisioning Systems

By Michel Bauwens, Rok Kranjc, and Jose Ramos

In this chapter, Michel Bauwens, Rok Kranjc, and Jose Ramos set out a promising 
commons-​centric model of resource-​sharing, contributive economics and cooperative, 
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polygovernance. They examine the latest in urban commons developments which serve 
as both an accessible introduction to the fundamental concepts used to describe contem-
porary urban commons and commoning, and as an overview of recent experiences of cities 
interested in promoting models of public-​commons cooperation and governance where 
these cities have adapted them through a variety of collaborative protocols, institutional 
designs, and social innovations. The authors make the case for cosmolocal production, a 
planetary mutualization of knowledge and alternative mode of production, in which local-
ities benefit from and contribute to others at the global scale through open design and 
open knowledge infrastructures, fueled and guided by new types of contributive economy 
and thermodynamic accounting. In this way, readers have at their disposal both a local and 
global overview of key developments, proposed institutional adaptations, possible futures 
and potential facilitating actions to co-​design multi-​generational good lives within urban, 
and regional to planetary boundaries, by harnessing the latent potentialities of the commons 
as a form of social organization.

Chapter 17: Radicle Civics—​Unconstituting Society: Building 21st-​Century Civic 
Infrastructures

By Fang-​Jui “Fang-​Raye” Chang and Indy Johar

In Radicle Civics, Fang-​Raye Chang and Indy Johar explore alternative pathways of organ-
izing the future, based on distributed agency and a superdiverse public, which challenges 
concentrations of both power and responsibility. They seek to draw out the roots of our 
future societies, expanding the horizon of both the possible and necessary. This future is 
explored from the perspective of recognizing we exist in an unbounded world that will 
be inhabited by diverse autonomous agents, be they humans, future humans, and non-​
humans (trees, rivers, mountains, etc.). Chang and Johar describe a future that invites us 
to unconstitute and reconstitute society, embrace emerging possibilities to build on new 
practice of civic institutional infrastructures, and enable all beings to thrive in a safe and 
just space.

Notes

	1	 Quote from Sacred Resistance chapter by Tara Houska (2020, 218–​219) in Johnson and Wilkinson 
(2020, 213–​219).

	2	 We recognize “sacred” can be a dangerous word, as it can be used or appropriated in ways that lead to 
shutting down dialogue. We come to this exploration from a place of humility and respect, mystery 
and wonder.

	3	 “Sacred” in this book is not primarily about formal religion. References to “sacred commons” and 
“spiritual infrastructure” are provided in C. L. Bombino (2017), “Sacred Commons: Building both 
physical and spiritual infrastructure in America”: http://​irfa​llia​nce.org/​.

	4	 From a lecture by John Borrows at McGill University, 2019.
	5	 References to colonialism include settler–​colonialism as one variant of colonialism.
	6	 The agency of nature can manifest, for example, through “rights of nature” statutes, such as in 

Ecuador, Bolivia, and New Zealand, and in municipalities including Pittsburgh. See the Global 
Alliance for the Rights of Nature for more on the rights of nature movement and legal and jurisdic-
tional applications: www.therightsofnature.org.
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	 7	 A number of discussions, talks, and essays helped lay the ground for “sacred civics” framing and this 
collection, which aims to bridge worlds and ways of thinking, doing, and being. Some of the spe-
cific ideas, projects and convenings that led to this are set out in Dark Matter Labs (2020a; 2020b); 
Engle (2019; 2020; 2021); and Engle, Johar, and Ryan (2020).

	 8	 Astbury (2015).
	 9	 Examples of works that evoke urban–​nature imaginaries for future cities include: Ecocities: Rebuilding 

cities in balance with nature (Register 2006); City Futures in the Age of a Changing Climate (Fry 2015); 
and films, Black Panther and 2067.

	10	 Designs for the Pluriverse: Radical interdependence, autonomy, and the making of worlds (Escobar 2018) and 
Pluriversal Politics: The real and the possible (Escobar 2020). Interestingly, Escobar refers frequently to 
communities and the communal in these works, yet rarely to cities.

	11	 Vasudevan and Novoa (2021) set foundations for expanding pluriversality in urban planning scholar-
ship, creative methodologies, and community-​based approaches (or “local worlding”), making links 
to traditions of insurgent planning, radical planning, and decolonialism, such as works by Leonie 
Sandercock, Faranak Miraftab, Victoria Beard, John Friedmann, Libby Porter, Ananya Roy, Vanessa 
Watson, and Oren Yiftachel.

	12	 The language and cultural understanding of “stewardship” is contested. For a problematization of 
stewardship, see Weber (2015).

	13	 Accountabilities to all people, future generations, Earth, and the designed world: described in Engle, 
Johar, and Ryan (2020).

	14	 “Placekeeping” is a reframing of the more commonly known term “placemaking” from an 
Indigenous lens of holism and relationality. Building on the understanding of placemaking as a pro-
cess where people collectively reimagine and shape public spaces in order to maximize shared value, 
placekeeping conceives of place (and the land that provides a foundation for place) as having inherent 
being and agency. As people, we can hold place, be caretakers and stewards of place, and form 
relationships to place. For Indigenous peoples, place is both the setting and co-​creator of our being 
in the world, ancestry and memories, stories and ceremonies, languages, land stewardship, cultural 
paradigms, and social identities (Chung-​Tiam-​Fook 2020a).

	15	 The term “pluriverse” has come into more frequent usage in works by Arturo Escobar (2020; 
2018). It centers relationality and an orientation of collective good and the agency of people in 
reshaping through transition design. It draws from Indigenous traditions and movements, especially 
the Zapatistas of Chiapas.

	16	 Some such measures and proxies are being developed by: Center for Democratic and 
Environmental Rights (rights of nature): www.centerforenvironmentalrights.org/​; Fab City 
(city production and consumption): https://​fab.city/​; Doughnut Economics Action Lab 
(meeting social foundations within planetary limits): https://​doughn​utec​onom​ics.org/​; and 
City of Montreal (participatory budgeting for social and ecological transition): www.makingmtl.
ca/​participatorybudget.

	17	 Some questions around land ownership and stewardship are addressed beautifully in Micro-​treaties 
with the Earth, by Jonathan Lapalme and Marie-​Sophie Banville, Dark Matter Labs (2020b).

	18	 Map of Indigenous nations, including of Turtle Island, the Indigenous name for the land mass also 
known as North America: https://​nat​ive-​land.ca/​.

	19	 Kehinde Andrews (2021) makes the case that the ongoing legacies and racism of genocide, slavery, 
and colonialism persist and manifest today in what he calls “The New Age of Empire.”

	20	 Michael Sandel in an interview with John Ralston Saul, discussing Sandel (2021).
	21	 Joseph Stiglitz in an interview with Leilani Farha in the film, PUSH, 2019.
	22	 Kim Stanley Robinson in the Financial Times, August 20th, 2021.
	23	 Quote by Andreas Malm in a blog, www.versobooks.com/​blogs/​4985-​property-​does-​not-​stand-​

above-​the-​earth, January 27th, 2021.
	24	 John Ralston Saul (2014, 62).
	25	 Examples that invite a different way to understand and transform our understanding of value    

include well-​being economies and doughnut economics. For more on well-​being economies, see 
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https://​weall.org and Katherine Trebeck (2019), and for doughnut economics, see https://​doughn​
utec​onom​ics.org and Kate Raworth (2018). The City of Amsterdam is one of a growing number of 
places that are adapting doughnut economics to the city scale: https://​time.com/​5930​093/​amster​
dam-​dough​nut-​econom​ics/​.

	26	 Some additional references that elucidate the commons and commoning include: Co-​Cities, by 
Sheila Foster and Christian Iaione (2022); Designing Regenerative Cultures, by Daniel Wahl (2016); 
Sharing Cities, by Duncan McLaren and Julian Agyeman (2015); Free Fair and Alive, by David Bollier 
and Silke Helfrich (2019); and Assembly, by Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri (2017).

	27	 See Dark Matter Labs (2020b).
	28	 The discourse of the “city as a commons” is grounded in Foster and Iaione’s seminal paper (2015) 

of same name. Right to the city and spatial justice movements are foundational, including Lefebvre 
(1996), David Harvey (e.g., 2012; 2014), and Edward Soja (2010).

	29	 Foster and Iaione (2018). Ostrom in the City: Design principles and practices for the urban 
commons. In Cole, Hudson, and Rosenbloom, eds. The Routledge Handbook of the Study of the 
Commons.

	30	 Ghent commons transition plan: https://​stad.gent/​en/​city-​gov​ernm​ent/​ghent-​comm​ons-​city/​
comm​ons-​tra​nsit​ion-​plan-​ghent; Seoul sharing city plan: http://​engl​ish.seoul.go.kr/​pol​icy/​key-​
polic​ies/​city-​init​iati​ves/​1-​shar​ing-​city/​; Sydney commons transition plan: https://​drive.goo​gle.
com/​file/​d/​1TxN4-​XFOR​uS6i​_​xgL​0QhL​yWOD​XXWS​6zx/​view.

	31	 By Francesca Bria, Our Data is Valuable: Here’s how we can take that value back. The Guardian. 
April 5th, 2018.

	32	 Cities for Digital Rights: https://​cit​iesf​ordi​gita​lrig​hts.org/​.
	33	 Toby Ord (2020, 195) argues in The Precipice: Existential risk and the future of humanity, that “we can’t 

rely on our current intuitions and institutions that have evolved to deal with small-​ or medium-​scale 
risks,” as our systems of organizations, norms and laws that handle risk have not been built for the 
extensive existential risks the world now faces.

	34	 See Co-​cities web site: http://​common​ing.city/​.
	35	 People–​nature collaborations are described in Janice Astbury’s PhD thesis, University of 

Manchester, 2015.
	36	 The Alternative UK (2020). “From TINA (there is no alternative) to TAPAS (there are plenty of 

alternatives!). Commons, and commoning, just keeps on bubbling up.” www.thealternative.org.uk/​
dailyalternative/​2020/​5/​30/​tina-​tacos-​commons-​bubblng-​up.

	37	 #LandBack is an Indigenous-​led movement. To learn more, see three short documentary films, 
produced with support of the David Suzuki Foundation: https://​davi​dsuz​uki.org/​what-​you-​can-​
do/​what-​is-​land-​back/​.

	38	 For Ubuntu and commons thinking, see Shumba (2011). Commons thinking, ecological intelli-
gence and the ethical and moral framework of Ubuntu: an imperative for sustainable development. 
Journal of Media and Communications Studies 3(3): 84. For more on Haitian Konbit, see Robillard 
(2013). Konbit: finding Haitian solidarity in modern times. Master’s thesis. Future Generations.

	39	 Principal investigators of the Co-​Cities Project are Sheila Foster and Christian Iaione: http://​
common​ing.city/​.

	40	 Email from Nadine St-​Louis to Jayne Engle, August 2019.
	41	 This is the thesis of Toby Ord’s book, The Precipice: Existential risk and the future of humanity (2020).
	42	 Ubuntu is an African philosophy and form of humanism often expressed in the phrase, “I am 

because of who we all are.”
	43	 The Republic of Ecuador (2010). National Plan for Good Living 2009–​2013: Building a Plurinational 

and Intercultural State, SENPLADES. Sumak Kawsay is a cultural syllogism in Kichwa (Ecuador)/​
Quechua (Perú) meaning “the plentiful life.” It refers to a philosophy of life based on ancestral 
Indigenous knowledge and practices, where ayllu (family–​community) coexists in harmony with the 
pacha through certain principles and values.

	44	 Bartlett, C., M. Marshall,  and A. Marshall. (2012).
	45	 See Collective Wisdom, by Cizek and Uricchio (2019).
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	46	 Several to note: bell hooks (2021), adrienne maree brown (2017), and Bertrand Russell, who in 
1959 near the end of his life, responded to the question, what would you say to future generations?, 
with: “to love is wise, to hate is foolish.”

	47	 See Borrows (2019, 175).
	48	 Aristotle considered three ways of knowing: episteme (scientific knowledge), techne (knowledge of 

craft), and phronesis (ethical knowledge and practical wisdom). Phronesis has been the least explored 
and emphasized in the development of Western academic and cultural practices.

	49	 From the Preface of Borrows (2019, 22–​23), written by Andrew Stewart.
	50	 Quote by Douglas Cardinal in his talk “Indigenizing Cities: Honouring the Truth and Reconciling 

for a Collaborative Future,” Future Cities Canada Speaker Series, July 3rd, 2019.
	51	 Quote by Eric Holthaus in “How did a small town in Canada become one of the hottest places on 

Earth?” in The Guardian, June 30th, 2021.
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AWAKENING SEVEN GENERATION CITIES

Tanya Chung-​Tiam-​Fook, Jayne Engle, and Julian Agyeman

Original Instructions for Awakening Seven Generation Cities

Indigenous origin stories and original instructions inspire and serve as a compass for our 
sacred civics foundational keys. Nation states and cities also hold origin stories1 that are most 
often told through the singular lens of the colonizers and/​or dominant politico-​economic 
ideologies, while erasing the stories and experiences of the peoples and lands whose very 
gifts, labors, and lives form the foundation—​and often the heart—​of cities. Cities originate 
from accreting layers of multiple, collective, and divergent “truths,” worldviews, narratives, 
and aspirations that shift over time and space and manifest in the public spaces, buildings, 
institutions, and arteries of commerce, trade, mobility, and connectivity of urban centers. 
By working to liberate cities from centuries of colonial legacies and impacts on peoples and 
natures, and the straitjacket of neoliberal urbanism that increasingly works to transform com-
plex, pluriversal urban worlds into commodities ruled by the dictates of technocratic-​eco-
nomic systems and elites—​we can begin to also recover and give momentum to the many 
intermingling values, wisdoms, and stories that constitute the heart—​and future reworlding—​
of cities.

Seven Foundational Keys to Unlock Imaginaries and Possibilities

Our diverse communities, cultures, and ecologies hold a wealth of interwoven stories that 
constitute the heart and soul of cities. These stories animate landscapes, physical structures, 
social and sacred infrastructures, and multiple generations of people; and if we are open to 
receiving, they provide an orientation for how our collective dreams and gifts can activate 
more democratic, equitable, and sustainable futures for the next seven generations. Guiding 
and breathing life and possibility into pathways of transformative praxis and the co-​creation 
of seven generation cities are seven interrelated, foundational sacred civics keys: relationality, 
agency, reciprocity, decoloniality, spirituality, responsibility, and pluriversality.

Relationality. At their core, cities are built from our social relationships to land, commu-
nity, and place, transformed over time by how those relationships and their underlying values 

 

 

 

 

 

http://doi.org/10.4324/9781003199816-3


34  T. Chung-Tiam-Fook, J. Engle, J. Agyeman

34

evolve. Understanding our complex and multiple relationships and perceptions of place and 
land enables a more critical and layered engagement with urban systems, spaces, and ecologies, 
and it enables our ability to reimagine those beyond our own human-​centered existentiality, 
consciousness, rights, needs, desires, and actions. Relationality with place can be manifest 
through intentional land acknowledgments and cultivating cities of reconciliation backboned 
by the principles of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.

Agency. Cities are not just a human construct; they are alive, sensate, and enact collective 
forms of agency manifesting through the self-​determination of each person, community, 
collective, and institution to think, dream, co-​create, act, protest, embody, transform, and 
demand justice and positive social change. Cities are also activated by the agency of the lands 
and beings that support and sustain them. As hubs of life and embodied experiences and 
expressions of agency, cities can activate the collective values of a sacred civics: belonging, 
justice, equity, and sovereignty for all peoples, the Earth, and future generations with relation 
to all spheres (e.g., health, food, climate, technology) and across sectors (e.g., institutions, 
investments, and infrastructures). Individual and collective agency of people and nature can 
make for more effective collective action, such as through enactments and codifications of 
rights of nature and civic assemblies.

Reciprocity. One of our greatest responsibilities as humans within our nexus of relationships 
with the lands and more-​than-​human kin we live among in cities is the dynamic of reci-
procity and gift-​sharing. Reciprocity shifts the prevalent anthropocentric logic of unfettered, 
unilateral extraction, accumulation, and consumption into a genuine sense of accountability 
to and reconciliation with the Earth. Reciprocity is about an ethical and equitable exchange 
of gifts: between humans and the Earth; and between people. As people, we are dependent 
on and benefit from the Earth’s bounty in immeasurable ways but while those gifts are freely 
given, there are associated teachings and responsibilities that we must learn to put into action 
better. Reciprocity can show up through, for example, transitioning capital and investment 
models; responsible harvesting, regenerative agriculture and land restoration; and modifying 
urban planning pedagogies, methodologies, and practices.

Decoloniality. Decoloniality is a monumental commitment. It requires local and global 
solidarity and long-​term action to decenter and dismantle the dominance and damage of 
coloniality in all of its logics, ontological and paradigmatic underpinnings, matrices of power, 
and extractive, subjugating relationships, including in urban planning, governance, finance, 
and regulation. The legacies and impacts of colonialism continually reproduce throughout 
society. Despite the diversity of ethno-​cultural, spiritual and geographic lineages, citizenry, 
and influences within cities of all sizes, there has been a systematic and systemic denial of the 
rights, perspectives, and ways of being and doing of Indigenous, Black and other racialized and 
marginalized communities regarding access to the spaces, social infrastructures, planning, and 
decisions that impact their communities and heritage. Coloniality and racial capitalist systems 
have oppressed and often erased the presence and expressions of creativity, placekeeping, and 
innovation by Indigenous, Black, and People of Color in public spaces and civic institutions 
throughout cities globally. Decolonizing city building needs to be at the heart of societal 
transition.

Spirituality. Becoming more conscious, intentional, and deeply engaged city dwellers, 
stewards, and builders from a sacred civics lens requires seeing the city as a living matrix 
of social-​ecological relationships constituted from the many parts that include land and 
nature, people, and institutions. Grounding and enlivening the city organism and the creative 
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and innovative forces, infrastructures, and institutions that drive urban life, are the spiritual 
relationships and values that interconnect the human, ecological, and sacred dimensions of 
the city through embodied experiences and expressions of reciprocity and accountability for 
the wellbeing, integrity, and justice of all beings and future generations. While each person 
has their own understanding of spirit/​spirituality and sacred relationships, knowledge, and 
practice, as residents and city builders, we are all called upon to live in ways that coexist with 
and are in reciprocity with all peoples and the Earth. In addition, we are called upon to be 
more reflective about: the purpose of cities and who/​what they are built for; who is validated 
and who is marginalized through urban systems and why; the logics and structures driving 
the divides and barriers that make urban life untenable for many people and other beings; and 
the policy levers and societal transformations to create more inclusive, caring, just, and sus-
tainable cities for all beings now and into the future. Opportunities for everyday expression of 
spirituality are possible through sacred and ceremonial spaces, including those that recognize 
Indigenous or cultural ancestry of place and land, and invite spiritual and ceremonial practices 
of Faith Keepers, Knowledge Keepers, Elders, and healers as central elements of placekeeping 
and city building.

Responsibility. From planetary to personal, we each carry ethical, cultural and sacred respon-
sibilities to the Earth, our fellow humans and future generations that are key to sustaining our 
own lives, and the complex webs of biotic and social life in which we participate. When we 
perceive the Earth’s abundance as gifts and not as commodities, our relationship to the Earth 
is transformed from human-​centric need, extraction, and consumption to one of respect, 
kinship and reciprocity—​including our sense of responsibilities to live in balance with and 
steward the natural systems and beings with whom we share the world. As self-​sovereign 
beings living in the interdependent and densely networked social-​ecological systems that cities 
represent, each person is called upon in the spirit and sacred responsibilities of relationality, 
agency, reciprocity, decoloniality, care, and stewardship—​to live as if the future generations 
of all life matter. While we are intricately dependent on the gifts of natural systems, and the 
social and civic infrastructures within cities, the values of self-​responsibility and self-​sufficiency 
are core to realizing our capabilities to thrive as individuals, communities, and institutions. 
Although traditional holders of power and responsibility in the political, regulatory, eco-
nomic, and planning realms of cities are governments, banks, industry, and corporations, they 
are often not the main agents of innovation, creativity, and positive social change. We need 
to reimagine more primary leadership roles and responsibilities for the network of residents, 
practitioners, creators, youth, Knowledge Keepers, and scholars who are courageously and 
boldly reinventing cities, often from the bottom up—​as well as investments, policy lenses, and 
infrastructures that can effectively and sustainably work to manifest their visions and initiatives 
from now into the future.

Pluriversality. Pluriversality recognizes worlds within which many worlds are present. It 
invites us to reimagine cities as constellations of placeworlds where diverse peoples’ values, 
sacred foundations, relationships, creations, and innovations are the building materials for 
a plurality of futures. Positive images based on cultural values and narratives in particular 
can enable powerful future imaginaries, helping to catalyze social change and overcome 
internalized logics and beliefs that create barriers to change. Pluriversality enables cosmolocal 
production whereby place-​based communities and initiatives collaboratively contribute to 
and benefit from multiple, interacting sources of shared or open design, technology, innov-
ation, storytelling, knowledge and cultural productions, and services and resources. These 
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mutualistic forms of sharing gifts across a cosmos or pluriverse of placeworlds can transform 
damaging status quo logics into exciting and generative new cultural, economic, social, and 
political models for cities. Through reworlding, urban Indigenous, Black and other historic-
ally marginalized peoples are reimagining and activating their own futures, as well as reshaping 
the cultural and natural worlds within cities through transformative frameworks and calls to 
action on truth and reconciliation, reparations policies, rights and justice-​based movements 
and models, land stewardship and guardianship regimes and community land trusts, participa-
tory social infrastructures, braided knowledges and technologies, reconciliation and regenera-
tive economies, civic transformation, buen vivir and kawsay sacha (living forest), Te Aranga 
Māori Design Principles, and equity and radical inclusion. These and many other possibilities 
have the ability to set new pathways out of coloniality and structurally unjust systems; ennoble 
and enable multiple peoples, natures, worldviews, and stories in cities; and create synergies 
across placeworlds and forms of reworlding.

Pathways of Praxis to Awaken Seven Generation Cities

How do we move forward together in these times of flux, uncertainty, crisis, hope, and 
transformation? When brought to bear together in our mindsets, behaviors, and institutions, 
the seven keys above can unlock pathways of praxis for seven generation cities. Based on 
wisdoms and cultures of commoning, Indigenous-​inspired teachings, Afrofuturisms and other 
traditions, we can learn to invest in and care for natural and built civic assets of cities as what 
are today shared homelands for most of humanity. The following pathways of praxis can help 
bring the foundational keys to civic life. The outcry and increasing momentum—​particularly 
by younger generations—​for social, ecological, and climate justice; radical inclusivity and self-​
determination; and transformative systems and paradigmatic change in cities across the globe 
is manifesting in tangible ways through inspiring forms of embodiment and action. We’ve 
grouped these as seven pathways of praxis.

1.  Becoming Good Ancestors

Imagining cities of the future as hubs of creativity, innovation, conviviality, wellbeing, and 
prosperity for forthcoming generations of peoples and natures, how can we work together to 
build reciprocal and conscientious forms of city building, urban land stewardship, and civic 
engagement that contribute to the enduring vitality of cities? As descendants, we can learn to 
be good ancestors by maintaining the original instructions and sacred duties that our diverse 
cultural ancestors enacted through their sacred roles and responsibilities. Being conscious and 
responsible caretakers of the Earth, placekeepers, and city builders is good medicine for urban 
communities, ecologies, and public spaces, and lays a spiritual foundation for seven generation 
cities.

2.  Reconstituting Sovereignties and Treaties, and Lawing Together

Since time immemorial, Indigenous Nations around the world have exercised their inherent  
rights, responsibilities, and legal and governance traditions as the original sovereign nations  
over the lands and natural abundance of their territories. Their diverse ways of visioning and  
law making were and continue to be guided by the natural laws of the land and all aspects  
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of life, including water and land stewardship, food, health and medicine, education, and  
economy. Shared leadership and decision-​making processes and structures, and distribution of  
roles and responsibilities vary depending on the particular cultural and governance traditions  
of each Indigenous Nation. Indigenous lifeways, rights and relationships of reciprocity with  
land (as opposed to unilateral land use) and land guardianship (not ownership) need to be  
better recognized and embedded within settler governments as foundational to transformative  
reconciliation processes and public policy more generally.

3.  Commoning and Futuring with Wisdom

When we strip away the status quo conventions that define current urban development, 
we see that cities are living, thriving organisms interconnected through a mycorrhizal-​type 
network of relationships and flows that enliven and sustain natural and civic systems. If we 
recognize the agency, inherent rights, and sovereignties of natural systems, then the con-
cept of human ownership and control of these life systems and beings becomes untenable. 
Through a sacred civics lens, city-​organisms comprise many diverse social, digital, and infra-
structural commons that should be accessible to all residents, and collectively stewarded 
and governed through participatory frameworks and according to commonly developed 
rules and protocols. While natural, social, and digital commons provide many resources 
or gifts for communities and cities, they must be activated through the social relations of 

FIGURE 2.1  Awakening seven generation cities: foundational keys and pathways of praxis
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decoloniality, social and ecological justice, and participatory community action and gov-
ernance. Indigenous perspectives on commoning bring us to the heart of collective guard-
ianship and property regimes, placekeeping and the interconnected relationships that bind 
people to land and place, and to a stewardship community. Commons thinking and practices 
mirror the principles embodied by Indigenous treaties and covenants, Afro-​diasporic models 
for mutual aid and cooperatives, and many diverse cultural examples of collective prop-
erty regimes, farming cooperatives, community land stewardship, and knowledge and data 
commons. As such, commoning provides a culturally relevant model for restoring a land base 
in cities to urban Indigenous, Black and other racialized and displaced peoples, in order to 
support all facets of their wellbeing.

4.  Expanding Human Capabilities and Flourishing

Obscene inequality in cities is rising. Even in countries highly ranked on indices such as 
the United Nations Human Development Index (HDI), there is still a high level of spa-
tial inequality within most cities. Many factors contribute to this, including the increasing 
financialization of urban life, and the dissonance of the logics of government actors whose 
rational interests are typically to keep expectations low among their constituencies. That said, 
a growing number of visionary possibilities can address these challenges, such as establishing 
new shared value creation models, such as the Black Commons, and decolonized foresight 
and participatory futures practices. To counter the financialization and dissonance in ways 
that support human capabilities and flourishing new local governance mechanisms are needed 
such as civic assemblies and mayors or commissions for the future (e.g., a city-​based adapta-
tion of the Wales Future Generations Commission). Such examples can test new cosmolocal 
value creation models and provide for positive improvisation to enable co-​creation of new or 
renewed social covenants and operating systems (the crowdsourced constitution of Mexico 
City is but one example of this).

5.  Reconciling and Repairing with Indigenous and Black Peoples

In the spheres of urban planning, placekeeping, tech, and innovation, movements are 
growing to ensure Indigenous cultures, approaches, and futures are reflected through city 
building, design, and the innovation economy driven by the commitment of Indigenous 
practitioners and ally institutions to advancing reconciliation. Aligned movements among 
Black-​led groups are also burgeoning across the world including #BlackLivesMatter (BLM), 
which grew significantly during the pandemic period and following the police killings of 
George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and too many others. Alongside these movements, there 
are growing responses and calls for increasing efforts of reconciliation and reparations with 
Indigenous and Black Peoples. Mechanisms include City of Reconciliation frameworks (e.g., 
City of Vancouver), adoption by governments of the United Nations Declaration of Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples, and Truth and Reconciliation Commissions (such as in South Africa and 
Canada). In the US context, reconciliation is being pursued by Black communities as a critical 
strategy toward reckoning by the US state regarding structural racism and racial violence. US 
President Biden’s recent Infrastructure Bill, for example, has invested specific funds to remove 
racist infrastructures, and a number of city mayors joined forces in 2021 to create a network 
of Mayors Organized for Reparations and Equity (MORE).
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6.  Transitioning from Ego-​ to Eco-​centric Perspectives

Anthropocentric narratives of human mastery and dominance relative to the natural world 
are deeply ingrained in urban systems. Cities have largely been shaped by the social, political, 
and ecological realities of distinctly human worlds, privileging resource-​dependent corporate 
interests and technological innovation often at great cost to the health and integrity of eco-
logical and climate systems. How do we decenter “human” in urban policy so that there is a 
more integrated and holistic eco-​centric2 focus on cities as whole social-​ecological systems, 
comprising a complex, interconnected multiplicity of natural systems? Nature-​inspired and 
biomimetic design and infrastructure can revitalize and hybridize innovations based on 
ancient or emerging technologies from around the world. Cities can be designed to resemble 
and function like extensions of the natural world of which they are part, with healthy organs, 
arteries, and connective tissue. Cree Elder, architect and city planner Douglas Cardinal and 
other renowned Indigenous architects and designers have created exquisite works that emulate 
natural landscapes and communities they reside within; are energy and water efficient, and 
re-​presence cultural values, identities, and practices.3

7.  Infrastructuring with Imagination and Accountabilities to Earth and all 
Peoples across Time

Societies and civilizations live or die by the infrastructure they build. Many infrastructures are 
no longer fit for purpose, and in some cases, they are on the brink of collapse. What are the 
social, ecological, cultural, economic, physical, and institutional infrastructures that we need to 
create and build for this new age? And how can they be built in ways that exemplify global soli-
darity? It is rare for modern cities to build with imaginaries that extend for seven generations 
or with a sense of responsibility to the many billions of people who will, hopefully, dwell here 
in the future. Cosmolocal infrastructuring provides a vision and mechanisms for collectively 
solving mutual sustainability problems through the means of planetary mutualization of know-
ledge in which local places contribute to and benefit from other communities’ sharing open 
knowledge, technologies, design, and hardware. Infrastructuring with imagination through 
working with artists and others on participatory futures processes has great potential for pro-
ducing decolonized and wise strategic foresight practices. Assessing infrastructure investments 
through lenses of climate justice, future generations, and feminist and decolonizing values 
will be foundational to building seven generation cities. In a similar vein, wellbeing cities is 
growing as a rubric to center infrastructures of deep care for the common good. Transforming 
urban commons infrastructures—​social, physical, and digital—​to improve wellbeing, com-
passion, care, shared wealth, and participation in deep democracy exemplifies sacred civics 
in action. Critical questions to address in assessing how to build forward include: What does 
decolonized, emancipatory social and civic infrastructure look like? What learning, scaling, and 
financing architectures are needed to build more robust and systemic social infrastructure for 
seven generations that communities anywhere can adapt to their contexts?

Looking Forward: Elders Are the Nurturers and Youth are the Builders 
of our Futures

Like Grandmother Toad we must rise with that rich black earth in our little fist. That 
handful of good earth, we cannot let stream through our fingers and wash away. We 
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must hold on tight to raise that vision of reworlding in the newly born Sacred Civics 
Movement. We must plant the seeds in our governmental bodies and foster them, carry 
them through to harvest to be put through like ceremony in the next cycle of growth.

Catherine Tàmmaro (chapter 12, this volume)

How to leverage civic assets in ways that dismantle systemic barriers and unlock diverse 
human capabilities?4 How can cities forge transition pathways to mobilize needed systemic 
and place-​based social, ecological, and technological change? How can seven generation cities 
transform our relationship to Earth from one of rampant extraction to one of kinship and 
reciprocal generosity through the embedding and activation of sacred civics keys and pathways 
for praxis? The reflections and actions shared across the following chapters come from many 
parts of the world, and they share fundamental commonalities as to what a good life and well-
being entail: reciprocal gift-​sharing between human and more-​than-​human beings, commu-
nity and interdependence, sovereignty and participatory democracy, and transformative shifts 
in urban systems, institutions, investments, and infrastructures to secure the common good 
for all.

Co-​creating sacred civics imaginaries for cities of the future invites birthing of a sacred 
civics movement nourished by collective belief that social change movements and commons-​
based systems are effective organizing forces for cultivating relationships of reciprocal gift-​
sharing, strengthening local democracy and enabling more equitable and regenerative local 
provisioning. Imagining futures collectively can be unifying and galvanizing, to elevate com-
munities’ collective action capabilities and to transcend their contestations.

As taught through the stories and prophecies of the Ancestors, times of crisis compel us 
to recover and rebuild or transform what is broken. Anishinaabe Elders from the Great Lakes 
Region of Turtle Island foretold this time of the Seventh Fire and looked forward to lighting 
the Eighth Fire with two paths in front of humanity: one well worn, marred by greed and 
industry and without wisdom or respect for life; the other less worn, spiritual, respectful 
of all life, ecologically healthy, and enduring. As we work toward recovery and civic trans-
formation, our opportunity is to be more truthful about the world as it is, and to be regen-
erative and seven generations-​minded in reimagining cities. Indigenous and other lifeways 
of the pluriverse are being recovered and revitalized and shared with peoples around the 
world. Based on teachings of Algonquin Elder and spiritual and environmental leader William 
Commanda, Penawapskewi writer and lawyer Sherri Mitchell reflects on the spiritually sig-
nificant moment at the closing of this generation: “Every time we share those teachings and 
walk upon the path, we are kindling the Eighth Fire and moving toward peace and harmony 
and the renewal of the Earth.”5

As the crashing of irreconcilable worldviews becomes more evident in this epochal 
moment, may we harness collective wisdom and seize the possibility to light the Eighth Fire, 
and build cities where children in seven generations will thrive.

Notes

	1	 Gómez-​Mont, G. (2021) What—​and who—​is a city for? Policy Opinions. https://​policy​opti​ons.irpp.
org/​magazi​nes/​aug​ust-​2021/​what-​and-​who-​is-​a-​city-​for/​.

	2	 Rowe, S. (1994). Ecocentrism: the Chord that Harmonizes Humans and Earth. The Trumpeter, 11(2).
	3	 See also Watson, J. (2019). Lo-​TEK: Design by Radical Indigenism. Taschen.
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	4	 Sen, A. (2001). Development as freedom. New York: Oxford University Press.
	5	 Mitchell, S. (2018). Sacred Instructions: Indigenous Wisdom for Living Spirit-​Based Change. North 

Atlantic Books.
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HONOURING THE SACRED IN CITIES

Indigenous Teachings for City Building

Tanya Chung-​Tiam-​Fook

A Time of Transformational Shifting

Within their collective memory, most Indigenous cultures hold allegorical prophecies1 about 
a time of darkness and uncertainty that precipitates a deep transformational shift in the eco-
logical, spiritual, philosophical, epistemic, and cultural foundations of society, leading to a 
period of deep reflection and accountability by the Peoples for their actions and how they 
impact the land and the future generations. It is also a time of awakening in the Peoples of 
their sacred relationships and covenants with the Earth and all beings, and their duties to cul-
tivate and activate their spiritual, cultural, and ecological understanding and responsibilities. 
According to our Elders, Knowledge Keepers, and the Ancestors, the darkness is not a mal-
evolent force but rather, a manifestation of the collective pain, trauma, fear, and ignorance that 
have not yet been brought into consciousness and integrated into our collective wholeness.

Colonial capitalist systems around the world have fundamentally transformed people’s 
relationships with the Earth, as well as global social, economic, and political systems and 
institutions. Over the past several centuries, capitalist forms of land ownership and use, eco-
nomic growth, extractive resource development, agriculture, health care, production, trade, 
consumption, science, and technology have become extremely unsustainable, unhealthy and 
inequitable for our social and ecological systems. Our dominant modes of living and produ-
cing have brought a prolonged period of intensifying darkness and physical, emotional, spir-
itual, and psychological distress for many impacted communities.

Consequently, the Earth’s systems and beings have borne levels of devastation and suffering 
that are pushing many ecological and human communities over their threshold for adapta-
tion and resilience. This time of shadow is a threshold to important environmental, social, 
and internal shifts, and often amplified with disasters caused by extreme weather events, and 
massive health crises such as the COVID-​19 pandemic. Such crises cause not only pain and 
loss to many families and societies around the world, but also cascading economic, mental 
wellness, social, and political impacts that reverberate into the forthcoming generation(s).
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In a spirit of rebirth and renewal, the prophecies also foretell these times of uncer-
tainty and distress are when the richest teachings, self-​discoveries and transformations can 
occur at individual and collective levels. Collective reflection and truth-​telling about the 
brokenness and inherent flaws within our national and global systems and paradigms have 
been happening at an unprecedented level throughout media platforms and boardrooms 
everywhere. People are looking more than ever for values and models that connect us to 
one another and to place; and that hold the promise of building a more regenerative and 
life-​sustaining world.

Two iconic prophecies from the Northern and Southern hemispheres that encapsulate an 
archetypal awakening of sacred energy and consciousness through both the deep transform-
ational shift happening in our planet and global society, and the path to transformative recon-
ciliation for Indigenous and settler peoples are: the story of the Harpy Eagle and the Condor 
from Indigenous lineages in the Amazonian and Andean regions of South America, and the 
Anishinaabe prophecy of the Seven Fires from Turtle Island.

The Harpy Eagle and the Condor Prophecy2 is an allegory of long ago when human societies 
split into two divergent paths—​that of the Eagle and that of the Condor. The path of the 
Harpy Eagle is the path of the mind, of the industrial, and of masculine energy. The path of 
the Condor is the path of heart, of intuition, and of feminine energy. Despite their differences, 
the two pathways are complementary, symbiotic, and interconnected—​similar to the Harpy 
Eagle and Condor who soar together in the same sky and in both the forest and mountain 
landscapes. In this way, the Peoples of the Harpy Eagle and those of the Condor will be able 
to create a new level of consciousness for humanity if they activate this potential and ensure 
that a new consciousness is allowed to arise.

After more than 500 years of conquest and colonialism in Turtle Island and Abya Yala 
(North and South America), many Indigenous Peoples across the Americas are working in 
partnership to fulfill the prophecy of the (Harpy) Eagle and the Condor, including a 2015 
gathering of diverse Indigenous women leaders in New York who joined in ceremony and 
signed a historic Treaty in Defense of Mother Earth (Indigenous Women of the Americas 2015). 
The Treaty states:

As Indigenous Women of the Americas, we understand the responsibilities toward the 
sacred system of life given to us by the Creator to protect the territorial integrity of 
Mother Earth and Indigenous Peoples. These responsibilities include the safety, health 
and wellbeing of our children and those yet to come, as well as the children of all of our 
non-​human relatives, the seeds of the plants and those unseen.

Indigenous Women of the Americas 2015

The Seven Fires Prophecy tells of seven prophets who came to the Anishinaabeg and told 
them of their journey into the future, marked by seven sacred fires. The story is quite 
detailed and portends of events that Indigenous Peoples have witnessed and experienced 
from the creation of Turtle Island to the present-​day impacts of settler colonialism and 
the global capitalist system. However, during this time, the Peoples would awaken from 
this time of illusion and suffering, retracing their steps to recover the gifts of the ori-
ginal instructions, stories, and teachings from the Creator that had been left on the path. 
William Commanda, late Anishinaabe Elder and holder of the Seven Fires Wampum belt 
shared this version:
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A New People would emerge. They would retrace their steps to find the wisdom that 
was left by the side of the trail long ago. Their steps would take them to the Elders, 
who they would ask to guide them on their journey … There will be an awakening 
of the people, and the sacred fire will again be lit. At this time, the light-​skinned race 
will be given a choice between two roads. One road is the road of greed and tech-
nology without wisdom or respect for life … The other road is spirituality, a slower 
path that includes respect for all living things. If we choose the spiritual path, we can 
light yet another fire, an Eighth Fire, and begin an extended period of Peace and 
healthy growth.

Commanda 1997

I share calls to action and transformational change interpretations of the spiritual teachings 
and featured in this chapter from my role as a conscious steward of the urban lands, waters, 
and places with immense humility and recognition of the ancestral and contemporary 
Indigenous knowledges and practices that inspire and enrich my own thinking. My lin-
eages include: Akawaio from Guyana; Dutch–​Romani from the Netherlands; and Fukien 
from southern China. Born to immigrant parents, I am a transplant and settler within the 
homelands of the Anishinaabeg, Wendat and, Haudenosaunee confederacies, governed by the 
Dish With One Spoon Wampum covenant in the place now known as Toronto.

The Indigenous Soul of Modern Cities

Contrary to industrial and commercial histories and visions of city building, cities are not 
created from capital, bricks, and mortar. At their core, they are built from our relationships to 
land, community, and place, transformed over time by how those relationships and their under-
lying values evolve. Unfortunately, many natural and built spaces and place names in cities 
across Turtle Island bear little resemblance to the original languages, ecological landscapes, 
and features upon which they are built.

Wetlands and watercourses have often been diverted, dammed, dredged, or artificially 
created. Wild landscapes like forests have long been fragmented and sculpted into parks and 
trails; or cleared and covered with asphalt, concrete, and built structures. Indigenous place 
names have been Anglicized or Gallicized from their original languages, or names have 
been changed altogether—​changing or erasing the original meaning rooted in First Peoples’ 
languages, relationships with and perceptions of the lands and places where they lived, seeded 
lands with crops and stories, harvested food, navigated trade and hunting routes, and held 
gatherings and ceremony.

Although these transformations were driven by the colonial interest to build settler cities as 
a marker of material and commercial progress—​in Canada, they were grafted upon the ances-
tral territories and permanent or seasonal use sites of First Nations, Inuit and Métis Nations. 
As part of our collective placekeeping, city building and reconciliation work in cities, it is 
immensely important that we honour the Indigenous lineage of and vibrant contributions to 
municipalities, and develop an expanded vision of what a city means today, and for the next 
seven generations.

In 2021, more than 80 percent of Indigenous Peoples in Canada call cities home, and are 
active in every sector of society and the economy. As such, urban hubs across Canada are in 
fact not settler cities, but Indigenous cities. In fact, the urban reserves of: Muskeg Lake Cree 
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Nation and Roseau River First Nation (two of many under the Treaty Land Entitlement 
Framework Agreements) in Saskatchewan and Manitoba; Squamish, Musqueam, and Tsleil-​
Waututh Nations in British Columbia; St. Mary’s First Nation in New Brunswick; and the 
Yellowknife Denes in Northwest Territories are some examples of First Nations that are 
within or adjacent to major municipalities.

Yet despite this, settler urban planning and policy processes often sought to erase, dispossess, 
and dismiss Indigenous rights, presence, and expressions of placekeeping in public spaces and 
civic institutions throughout Canada’s cities. In response, urban Indigenous and ally collectives 
and organizations have been working to unsettle built and natural commons and reclaim public 
spaces around settler cities. As part of this decolonizing work and reclaiming Indigenous rights 
to the city and models of city building, is the imperative for both Indigenous Peoples and civic 
allies to dismantle an entrenched colonial settler worldview in policies and practices, thereby 
creating space for Indigenous and other worldviews and forms of placekeeping.

Indigenous city building also extends to rural and remote Indigenous communities in 
that many Indigenous Nations and regional Indigenous organizations provide governance, 
social, health, public infrastructure, and environmental services that are similar to munici-
palities—​albeit different in scale and approach. For Indigenous Nations, the path toward the 
resurgence of peoples’ sovereignty and self-​governance centres on increased self-​sufficiency 
for their communities and bridging systemic divides by closing gaps in data and digital infra-
structure; health and social services; and opportunities in economic development and educa-
tional and entrepreneurship advancement.

In particular, there is a lot of momentum among Indigenous business and community 
leaders to restore, build, and strengthen Indigenous economies and reconciliation economies 
aligned with the wisdom of traditional Indigenous economic models, relationships with 
the Earth and community, and Indigenous cultural and humanistic values.3 A reconciliation 
economy is a promising model for advancing Indigenous economic and social development 
in all spheres of wellbeing, and enabling the equitable distribution and sustainable manage-
ment of a community’s or city’s natural and economic wealth among Indigenous and non-​
Indigenous Peoples.

As the First Peoples of their respective lands, the Ancestors of contemporary Indigenous 
Nations built vibrant settlements, governance structures, housing, land and water steward-
ship, and food production technologies, and social and health systems. They were the ori-
ginal placekeepers and city builders, artists, planners, innovators, scientists, and architects. 
Indigenous models have transformed natural environments and urban landscapes and embody 
connectivity to land and place, kinship, holism, sovereignty, vitality, and cultural continuity.

As Indigenous urbanism and models for planning, placekeeping, urban land stewardship, 
and governance emerge more within mainstream spaces, there is a growing shift in con-
sciousness, values, and models toward greater inclusiveness, humanism, and relationality. Such 
shifting will hopefully shake governments and institutions out of their status quo complacency 
and power structures while also laying the foundation for Indigenous-​informed futures for 
cities.

Critical self-​reflection by settler governments and institutions of structural inequi-
ties, epistemic racism, policy biases, and blind spots, especially those that privilege dom-
inant settler views and reproduce unequal power dynamics and exclusionary practices, is 
the only way to disrupt status quo patterns and inequitable practices. When dominant para-
digmatic assumptions are challenged in an honest and reflective way, there is the possibility 
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of transforming dominant narratives into multiple place-​based narratives grounded in the 
situated experiences and practices of diverse peoples. A number of core actions are needed for 
such transformation to implant in a way that is sustainable and aligned with urban Indigenous 
sovereignty and futures. These actions are at the heart of a more genuine process of decol-
onization and transformative reconciliation and are commonly asserted across the Indigenous 
worlds in Canada, USA, Australia, and Aotearoa/​New Zealand:

•	 Honouring and integrating Indigenous sovereignty in all Indigenous–​settler relationships 
and engagement with Indigenous Peoples;

•	 Restoring land rights and access to Indigenous Nations and Peoples (including urban 
contexts);

•	 Recovering the health and wellbeing of rural and urban ecosystems and species; and
•	 Righting Indigenous–​settler relationships and building a regenerative reconciliation 

economy based on collaborative and equitable sharing and stewardship of the abundance 
of Turtle Island across Indigenous and settler societies (Manuel and Derrickson 2017).

Anishinaabe arts journalist and Chair of the Canada Council of the Arts Jesse Wente advises 
that the recognition of sovereignty, restoring land, and rebuilding a reconciliation economy 
together is the only recipe for system-​level reconciliation. He states that this is the “promise 
of realizing a new and regenerative relationship that our future generations can be proud of” 
(Wente 2021).

Politics and Sacredness of Urban Space and Place

Space

While many urban spaces within natural, social, and built places and landscapes in cities are 
open to the public and are intended as civic commons for all residents to live, work, play, 
celebrate, and engage, they have often been designed and planned in ways that privilege the 
worldviews and rights of access of particular settler groups above those of urban Indigenous 
and racialized communities. A key element of urban planning and city building is for civic 
leaders to work with Indigenous partners to decolonize public spaces by addressing and dis-
mantling the settler colonial histories, policies and practices that have marginalized or erased 
Indigenous Peoples from those spaces. Concurrent to decolonizing space and place is for civic 
institutions to learn from and champion Indigenous transformations of those spaces to reflect 
the myriad forms and expressions of Indigenous culture, urbanism, and decolonial action.

There are infinite ways to understand, inhabit, decolonize, and Indigenize space beyond 
the three-​dimensional understanding of physical space measured by Euclidean geometry or 
the distance between waypoints in cartographic space. For Indigenous Peoples, perceptions of 
space have taken on political, legal and regulatory, ethical and sacred dimensions that deter-
mine for whom space is activated and under what conditions.

Indigenous space has a multitude of meanings but it often refers to how an Indigenous 
Community creates and sustains Indigenous geographies—​in cities and civic spaces that have 
been dominated by settler influence—​through diverse placekeeping activities such as place-​
naming, ceremony and cultural practice, artistic and design, land stewardship, planning, and 
resistance. Indigenous space is also a reflection of kinship, culture, community, and an extension 
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of ceremony and connection with the natural world. Public spaces or civic commons are 
renegotiated and transformed by Indigenous practitioners as sites alive with Indigenous phys-
ical, cultural, and spiritual presence.

Another conceptualization and practice of Indigenous space relates to place and 
Indigenous urbanism. The idea of “homelands” for Indigenous Peoples often refers to ances-
tral and treaty lands in rural areas but the overlap between modern cities and Indigenous 
territories—​and the reality that approximately 80 percent of people call cities home—​means 
that urban areas are also Indigenous homelands. Non-​Indigenous people often perceive 
Indigenous presence in cities as transient and incongruent with static ideas and assumptions 
of Indigenous culture. As such, civic institutions must expand their understanding of 
both cities and urbanism to include Indigenous city building and placekeeping models 
of reimagining urban spaces and environments through planning, design, arts, ceremony, 
activism, and scholarship.

Sacred space is perhaps the most integral to diverse Indigenous ways of being in the world 
as it is often anchored in ceremony, cultural and creative expression, and relationships to the 
Earth, the Ancestors, and the Elders and Knowledge Keepers. Sacred sites are often ani-
mate and spiritually alive places attached to particular land or water stewardship practices,  
cultural and ontological beliefs, myths, ceremonies, symbolism, protocols, and practices that 
protect and sustain peoples and their lands.

Within an area or public space, there may be a designated sacred space for Indigenous Peoples 
to practice ceremony and spiritual or religious devotion such as a longhouse, wigwam, teepee, 
teaching or healing/​sweat lodge, totem pole, medicinal garden, smudging area, church, and 
space on the land or by the water. These are spaces and moments when Indigenous Peoples 
are able to: connect with identity and lineage; feel a sense of deep belonging and relationship 
and kinship with Creation; and envision future journeys and future generations.

Ethical space (Ermine 2007) is an encounter between the distinct (and often opposing) 
worldviews of Indigenous and settler groups, where the space created in the middle enables 
respectful, cooperative, and collaborative engagement. The intersection between their 
respective systems of knowledge, governance, science, law, economics, culture, and spiritu-
ality can be quite fragile and often fraught with the weight of history and future expectations. 
Indigenous-​led ethical standards in research and data governance; and more equitable rules 
of engagement with the inherent Aboriginal Rights and Treaty Rights provisions under 
Canadian Law (and especially landmark Supreme Court decisions) have provided an eth-
ical space as a framework for dialogue and intercultural communication between Indigenous 
Nations and settler governments, institutions, and practitioners.

Place

Before we look at the social, built, and imagined places within cities, we must look at the 
land that forms the foundation and life support system for communities and institutions. 
Place, and the land it occurs upon, are alive, sensate, and possess agency. For Indigenous 
Peoples, the natural world is perceived as a world of self-​sovereign entities that have inherent 
rights, wellbeing and personhood to be honoured and protected by human societies and 
laws. Although natural laws have existed in many Indigenous and other ancient cultures for 
millennia, there has been a growing movement in modern times to advocate for and enshrine 
legal provisions and treaties regarding the personhood and inherent rights of landscapes and 
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species in many countries including Ecuador, Bolivia, Canada, USA, Aotearoa/​New Zealand, 
India, and Uganda.

To really know and understand a place i.e., its energy, social and ecological memory, 
stories, and the imprint of its inhabitants, requires that we peel back the layers to learn about 
the peoples, beings, and spirit that live there. The cultural, ecological, socioeconomic, and 
political contexts of resident and visitor communities shape the character and development 
of a place. For Indigenous Peoples, place is both the setting and co-​creator of our being in 
the world—​it is about recovery and internal (re)connections, relationships, journeys to self, 
land, clan/​kin, culture, and community. In the aliveness of place and the lands that nourish 
it, there is sacred energy and the imprint of those who came before—​the Ancestors. Even in 
the middle of a large city, place and its connection to the living Earth and to the peoples who 
keep place and hold space, has much wisdom and memory to teach us when we learn to be 
rooted in place, in presence, and in relationship.

Relational acknowledgement of place and land through a grounding in cultural protocol, 
land stewardship, and ceremony transforms that space into something both tangible and 
sacred; past and present. By learning and honouring the original caretakers, contemporary 
stewards, and future generations, we can honour the lineage of place. Within my own 
ancestral Akawaio and syncretic Caribbean traditions of honouring the animacy and life-​
giving energies of the lands, waters, and more-​than-​human kin, there is an understanding 
that akwalu (sacred force) animates all living beings and bonds us to the Imawariton 
(Ancestors); (A)Maiko’, Piyai’ma and Rato (classes of Master spirits of natural landscapes); 
and Makunaima (Creator). All natural and spiritual beings are ascribed personhood, and 
exist in a non-​linear, circular continuum of akwalu and a’kwarɨ (soul), between matter and 
spirit; life and after-​life.

Relationship to place can also be a fraught and painful concept for urban Indigenous 
Peoples as many share a history of removal, dispersal, and dislocation from family, origin 
nation/​community, homelands, language, and cultural traditions through state instruments 
of genocide and assimilation. Like seeds on the wind, many of our Ancestors were either 
stolen or had to migrate for opportunities, far from their lands and communities—​their fam-
ilies fragmented, and their futures uncertain. Having to take root and adapt to new places 
and cultures; and their Indigenous identity marginalized or even denied makes connection 
to place more complex and necessitates an anchoring in identity, community, land, and cul-
tural practice within urban hubs. For Indigenous Peoples who do not have a continuous 
shelter or safe housing, this connection and identity shifts in place more frequently. Despite 
the often disjointed and traumatic paths that bring Indigenous Peoples to cities, the land and 
relations (human and more-​than-​human) continue to be home, as beautifully captured by the 
Anishinaabe oral teaching that the land and animals are of our first family.4

Reworlding and Commoning in Shared Space

A good place to start discussion of civic–​Indigenous relationships is through the lens of 
Indigenous inherent rights and the treaties that govern many cities under both Indigenous 
natural law and Aboriginal Law under the Charter of Canada. Indigenous Peoples view 
treaties as sacred covenants between the peoples and the Creator, which include the land, 
water, animal and plant relations, the Ancestors, and future generations. The Dish With One 
Spoon Wampum agreement5 between the Anishinaabe Three Fires Confederacy (Ojibwe, 
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Odawa, and Potawatomi Nations) and Haudenosaunee Confederacy (Mohawk, Oneida, 
Onondaga, Cayuga, Seneca, and Tuscarora) is the most well-​known internation “one-​dish 
alliances.” Treaties also constitute ongoing agreements between First Nations and the settler 
governments of what is now Canada.

Treaty processes were grounded in the worldviews, languages, knowledge systems, and gov-
ernance structures of the nations involved, and they were governed by their natural laws and 
their values of justice, peace, respect, reciprocity, and accountability. As with most teachings 
and practices of the Indigenous world, relationships are central to treaties and other forms of 
agreements. Relationships between sovereign nations; between people and natural relations; 
and between people and the Creator, and the spirit world. Renewal and other ceremonial 
processes were paramount in maintaining agreements (Simpson 2008).

As immensely important as political treaties between sovereign Indigenous nations and the 
nation of Canada continue to be with respect to recognizing the inherent, unextinguishable 
rights of Indigenous Peoples in our modern cities and provinces/​territories, it is the spirit of 
treaties that are at the heart of our roles and responsibilities as both Indigenous and settler 
peoples. Although these agreements were political and diplomatic in nature, they “were also 
sacred, made in the presence of the spiritual world and solemnized in ceremony” (Simpson 
2008, 29).

The sacred relations, obligations, and responsibilities by Indigenous Nations vis-​à-​vis the 
lands, beings, rights, and cultural institutions that treaties protect are honoured by Indigenous 
Community through the elements of natural laws, sacred values, ceremony, cultural and land-​
based teachings, governance, and conscientious relationships. Indigenous treaties and other 
covenants are intended to be alive for as long as the living Earth flourishes. For the future 
of cities and the ways we conceive of and practise sharing space in those cities, it is incum-
bent on municipalities, civic institutions, and diverse communities to not only acknowledge 
treaties with Indigenous nations in symbolic ways such as land acknowledgements or as an 
element of colonial history, but to really understand and commit to the deeper, ongoing 
relational and sacred agreement of what it means to live on treaty lands and/​or Indigenous 
homelands.

The public natural and built spaces of the civic commons have often been designed and 
planned in ways that are more accessible to and representative of the preferences of socio-
economic and ethno-​cultural groups that are relatively more privileged economically vis-​à-​vis 
Indigenous and racialized communities. Moreover, those who advocate for, plan, design, and 
program the civic commons often fail to acknowledge that urban commons occur on stolen 
Indigenous lands, or consult with the rights and aspirations of urban Indigenous Peoples and 
the original treaty holders (Hardison 2006). They also do not acknowledge the many different 
types of commons regimes that exist—​in particular, that civic commons run by municipal-
ities, conservancies, and settler institutions are rarely similar to commons models envisioned 
and activated by Indigenous cultures (past or present).

A truth that is often challenging for city builders to understand is that while Indigenous 
and non-​Indigenous Peoples coexist in places and lands in cities, the way each group inhabits 
and keeps place reflects fundamentally different worldviews and are rarely common with 
each other (Porter and Barry 2016). In these ways, civic commons become naturalized settler 
spaces and can be complicit in producing and maintaining coloniality and forms of injustice 
(Fortier 2017; Barker 2009). In thinking about civic commons and the act of commoning, 
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Indigenous perspectives bring us to the heart of collective guardianship/​property regimes, 
placekeeping, and the interconnected relationships that bind people to land and place, and to 
a stewardship community.

Commoning is premised on a network of relationships, shared responsibilities and 
agreements, and collaborative practices and decision-​making among groups of people. These 
values mirror Indigenous treaties on Turtle Island. The Dish With One Spoon covenant and 
other “one-​dish treaties,” invite us to equitably share and responsibly steward the lands and 
natural abundance of the Great Lakes region; eating from a common dish, sharing one spoon, 
and only taking what each one needs. No knife should be used as there should be no conflict 
or violence; everyone has an equal right to eat from the dish or harvest from the land’s bounty. 
The sacred principles and spirit of treaties like the Dish With One Spoon Wampum connect 
people to the Creator, to the land, to one another, and to future generations.

This current era of truth-​telling, reckoning, and reconciliation for the unimaginable 
injustice, trauma, violence, and destruction of life perpetrated by colonial and state agents 
against Indigenous and Afro-​descended Peoples, and many other racialized and marginalized 
communities—​calls on all of us to look deeply at the ruptures in our systems and social 
fabric for new (or revitalized) values-​ and rights-​based models for collective guardianship 
and commoning. The added layers of threat multipliers such as climate change and a global 
pandemic add to the urgency of reworlding seven generations cities of the future. Based on 
the wisdom of Indigenous-​inspired teachings and other humanistic models for commoning, 
relationality, and building compassionate and just systems for all peoples, we can learn to invest 
in and care for the natural and built civic assets on Indigenous homelands that we share in 
common.

Although our systems and institutions have been reticent to confront the Eurocentric 
coloniality very much part of the DNA of the state of Canada, it is important to recog-
nize that many Canadians (including newcomers), are also eager for a reset in worldview 
and rebuilding relationships. They understand that it is in the best interest of all peoples and 
institutions across the country that we confront the shadows of the past and present through 
truth-​telling and restoration of what has been taken and denied, opening spaces for new 
futures for Indigenous and non-​Indigenous Peoples. That desire for deep change and agency 
held by diverse peoples across Canada can be mobilized to support Indigenous communities 
and Indigenous models in engaging governments and institutions, and transforming cities for 
future generations.

Indigenous Reworlding of Civic Spaces and Futures

Indigenous futures within urban settings imagine what life will be over the long term for 
Indigenous Peoples in cities—​including the next seven generations. This concept of a future 
imaginary draws on a synergy between ancient cultural values, principles, technologies, laws, 
and forms of governance that have sustained Indigenous societies for thousands of years, 
and contemporary forms of social, land-​based, and technological innovation.6 To create new 
pathways and new futures that are self-​determined and self-​reliant, Elders often encourage 
us to look back to our cultural teachings, values, and practices so that we can move forward. 
While Elders are invaluable stewards of their respective cultural and spiritual traditions, they 
are also the midwives and nurturers of Indigenous futures.
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Mainstream city building, planning, and innovation designs and activations in urban public 
spaces are rarely developed in collaboration and co-​design with Indigenous practitioners and 
community and thus reflect the dominant settler worldview and agenda of municipal and 
civic decision makers and practitioners. In contrast, Indigenous Peoples’ understandings of 
and approaches to planning and urban placekeeping are incredibly diverse and encompass the 
multifaceted relationships of peoples with their landscapes, and multiple expressions of what 
it means to be an Indigenous person in a mixed society. Placekeeping is about sharing our 
shared histories that have often been deliberately erased; harnessing the wisdom and history of 
our Ancestors to reawaken Indigenous markers of place, and re-​presence Indigenous Peoples 
and cultures.

Urban Indigenous practitioners and organizations across Canada are working to decol-
onize and reclaim public spaces to imagine and self-​determine the worlds they want to live 
within and the stories they want to share. Civic institutions can make cities more inclu-
sive of Indigenous cultural, governance, and innovation models through genuine forms of 
community-​engaged planning and co-​design, weaving in accountability to lands and to future 
generations. A telling indicator of how far into the journey of decolonization, transforma-
tive reconciliation, and democratizing a city has travelled with Indigenous Peoples is when 
Indigenous youth can see clearly the breadth of their cultures and identities in the urban land-
scape and design.

Reworlding or reimagining the places and spaces they inhabit as Indigenous Peoples, and 
the underlying settler paradigms that dominate them, opens up a multiplicity of ways for them 
to be, know, and do in cities and such ways connect them to their Indigeneity, community, 
Ancestors, and the land. Through reworlding, Indigenous Peoples are also imagining and 
activating their own futures, as well as reshaping the landscapes and futures of the cities they 
call home.

For Indigenous Peoples, sovereignty is the act of having rights to land relationship and 
guardianship, knowledge, culture and language, governance, foodways, and social well-
being. The recognition and embedding of these rights within government and civic policy 
and practice is foundational to a more realistic and transformative reconciliation process in 
Canada. Another core element of reconciliation—​and sustainable Indigenous futures—​is 
the restoration of a viable land base to urban Indigenous communities that would support 
housing needs, growing wild foods and medicinal plants, demonstrations of social innov-
ation and land stewardship in action, ceremony, art-​making, and other expressions of 
placekeeping.

In particular, sustainable foodways and food sovereignty for Indigenous Peoples in cities 
have been an ongoing challenge for communities across the country, from Vancouver to 
Iqaluit to Toronto. A dedicated urban land base for growing and harvesting healthy foods 
through long-​evolved ancient agricultural technologies would enable diverse community 
members to live in healthy, sustainable and cooperative ways—​thereby strengthening their 
self-​reliance and autonomy.

Indigenous governments and innovation leaders across Canada and globally are transforming 
their communities to be more self-​sustaining and to become leaders in clean energy and 
nature-​inspired technologies and designs, often integrating Indigenous and Western tech-
nologies and design principles. These innovations model exciting and viable solutions to the 
complex environmental, health, and socioeconomic challenges facing cities. Broad examples 
from the diverse forms of urban Indigenous placekeeping and social innovation embody the 
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lands, cultural motifs, and spirit of the Nations. These include ceremony, traditional healing 
and teaching lodges, landscape and culturally inspired architecture, and community-​led social 
infrastructure. Such examples can be supportive spaces for caring and co-​creating, artistic 
creations, Indigenous planning and urbanism, Earth working and food sovereignty, and land 
and water guardianship.

Indigenous science, technological, and infrastructural innovation excellence demonstrated 
across sectors and professional fields is on par with large municipalities, and is being harnessed 
by urban Indigenous practitioners to transform cities for the next seven generations. Examples 
include: land-​based and climate research and science institutes, community broadband 
networks, LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design) green building design and 
green infrastructures, e-​health and education platforms, digital-​based guardian stewardship, 
blockchain-​enabled data sovereignty and community-​backed assets, Artificial Intelligence-​
powered virtual Indigenous futurism and language revitalization, net-​zero housing innov-
ation, LED (light-​emitting diode) vertical farms, and culturally informed smartphone apps for 
safe food harvesting, mental wellness, and accessibility.

Connecting Cities to the Lands that Give Them Life

Spiritual teachings and metaphors across many cultural lineages act as rich and timeless tools 
that orient societies regarding their existence within the cosmos; nature of being in the 
world; nature of knowing, knowledge base, and forms of knowledge sharing; interconnected 
relationships with all beings and landscapes; and capacity to adapt to and transform 
knowledges, systems, and technologies in synchronicity with changes in their natural and 
social environments.

A similar philosophy and teaching moves through diverse Indigenous cultures about the 
extended web of kinship relations that interconnects all human and more-​than-​human nat-
ural and spiritual beings. Our interconnectedness with the natural world and everything in 
the universe links us in moral and ethical ways to all other beings and compels us to live by 
certain values, teachings, roles, and responsibilities. Our Ancestors knew their sacred roles and 
responsibilities in Creation and we are learning to be good ancestors by maintaining those ori-
ginal instructions and sacred duties. Being conscious and responsible caretakers of the Earth, 
placekeepers, and city builders is good medicine for urban communities, ecologies, and public 
spaces, and lays a spiritual foundation for seven generation cites.

Let us imagine for a moment, a network of human settlements that are each a thriving 
hub of life, sacred energy, interconnectivity, cooperation, innovation, and creative and (re)
productive activities aligned with the systems and rhythms of nature. These urban hubs would 
be based on regenerative economies, linked to human and ecological wellbeing and cap-
able of adaptive learning and self-​renewal in their capital flows, resources, and networks. 
Neighbourhoods and communities interlinked locally and regionally/​globally through a 
complex web of social and ecological connective tissue sustain diverse peoples, ecosystems, 
social systems, and future generations. Such communities are rooted in abundance, gifting, 
reciprocity, commoning, providing for future generations, and innovative practices inspired 
by the Earth.

This is how many Indigenous and ancient land-​based societies existed prior to colonial 
contact and it is a model that continues to inspire and be at the foundation of many contem-
porary Indigenous and non-​Indigenous communities around the world. Reimagining cities 
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as abundant, regenerative, and influenced by Indigenous cultures means realizing our vital 
connections to the land base that nourishes and sustains us. How can we work together to 
build a permanent relationship between the built structures of cities and the urban ecosystems 
that give cities life (Jamieson 2015)? Urban ecosystems are the life sustainers in our cities, 
generously providing the hydration, nourishment, medicine, recreation, and grounding to 
support our physical, emotional, spiritual, and mental wellbeing.

A very innovative and hopeful way out of contemporary crises such as climate change, 
the COVID-​19 pandemic, and structural inequality for our global society may well be to 
look back to ancient technologies, and design and planning practices so that we can look 
forward by creating regenerative cities of the future. Such cities are designed to resemble and 
function like extensions of the natural world and are led by Indigenous matrilineal govern-
ance, as described by Cree Elder and distinguished architect Douglas Cardinal.7 Cities are 
living, sacred organisms sustaining life. They link ecosystems and human communities; com-
prise healthy institutional organs, terrestrial, and wetland arteries, and a soul that nourishes all 
ways of being, knowing, and creating.

In her talk on Indigenizing Cities, Mohawk visionary and lawyer Roberta Jamieson 
(Jamieson 2015) calls on Indigenous and non-​Indigenous Peoples to create Wampum Cities 
whereby urban areas become places for all peoples to coexist and flourish together in shared 
space, according to their own worldviews, practices, and aspirations. Such places are where 
Indigenous and diverse peoples’ values, sacred foundations, creations, and innovations are 
understood and honoured as inspiring models for cities of the future. Seven generations cities 
have the potential to be grounded in sacred energy and intention; (re)generative economies 
and innovations; natural and humane laws; matriarchal and collaborative forms of governance; 
interconnected landscapes and systems; caring and resilient communities; beautiful diversity 
and wellbeing of all communities; and accountability to those generations which came before 
and those yet to come.

Notes

	1	 Prophecy is used here with some fluidity as it does not necessarily denote an event unfolding in the 
linear progression of historical time. Instead, Indigenous stories and prophecies witness/​foretell of 
events and realities that are perceived to occur in cyclical and synchronic time, or simultaneously.

	2	 While there are many versions of this prophecy and the origins, lineage and evolution are unclear, 
I refer to a version known to exist prior to European contact. It speaks of the ways of the harpy eagle 
(native to the tropical forests of the Amazon region) and the ways of the condor (native to the Sierra 
or Andean Mountain range). This is not the version that evolved in recent times to integrate concepts 
of North/​South dichotomies and reconciliation, and their respective archetypal and geographical 
resonances.

	3	 The Indigenomics Institute is a leading Indigenous economic advisory for Indigenous communi-
ties, public governments, and the private sector. http://​indige​nomi​csin​stit​ute.com/​indig​enom​ics-​
instit​ute/​.

	4	 Shared by Naveau, N. (p.c. 2020).
	5	 The Dish With One Spoon Wampum represents a formal peace agreement ensuring mutual benefit 

to all parties and extends to all other Indigenous nations and settlers who arrived in the area around 
the Great Lakes region. It reflects the principles that were given to the Haudenosaunee by the 
Peacemaker in the Kaienerekowa (Great Law of Peace), stating that Nation leaders should eat from 
this common dish, sharing one spoon and only taking what each one needs.
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	6	 See Initiative for Indigenous Futures https://​indige​nous​futu​res.net/​; and Centre for Indigenous 
Futures www.concordia.ca/​campaign/​priorities/​indigenous-​futures.html.

	7	 Cardinal, D. (2019). p.c.
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THE BLACK COMMONS

A Framework for Recognition, Reconciliation, 
Reparations

Julian Agyeman and Kofi Boone

Setting the Stage: Coalescences

In September 2021, we are, in the USA, reflecting on a series of intersecting crises whose 
roots can be traced back to the colonialist and White Supremacist ideologies of slavery. Clint 
Smith’s (2021) magisterial How the Word Is Passed: A Reckoning with the History of Slavery 
Across America lays out, across generations, the story of how slavery has been, and continues 
to be, central in shaping US collective history, and the histories of ourselves. The crises are 
intersecting in the sense that they are coalescing around the core issue of race, as many issues 
do in the USA.

We are, as of September 2021, beginning to emerge from a global pandemic. This period, 
marked by over 18 months of quarantines around the world, has forced critical reflection on the 
systems we have grown accustomed to for sustaining our lives. In both a global and US con-
text, the COVID-​19 pandemic response revealed and deepened profound societal disparities, 
inequities, and injustices. The murder of George Floyd by Minneapolis Police Officer Derek 
Chauvin in May 2020 (largely experienced through viewing a brutally visceral viral video) 
drove communities around the world, from Bristol, UK, to Sydney, Australia, into massive 
shows of outrage and protest. Additionally, we are recognizing the 100th anniversary of the 
1921 Tulsa Massacre, a mass murder of Black people and their hopes and dreams, alongside the 
destruction of property in the city’s Greenwood District, also known as The Black Wall Street.

All of these events, and others too many to mention that fly under the (social) media 
radar, have centered the persistence of systemic racism, inequality, and inequity throughout 
US society, as well as providing the impetus for grassroots, values-​driven collective action to 
fill gaps that have been exacerbated by neoliberal rollbacks in government programs. The 
COVID-​19 pandemic revealed US and global systemic inequities resulting in high infection 
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and death rates, as well as low health care access rates in Black, Indigenous and low-​income 
communities. In response, we have witnessed “caremongering,” communities mobilizing and 
forming systems of mutual aid to provide everything from childcare, to food and mobility 
access.

The murder of George Floyd propelled #BlackLivesMatter (BLM) into a major global 
social movement and the long-​standing issues of lack of police accountability and the possibility 
of restorative justice to the forefront, providing national political pressure for criminal justice 
oversight and reform. And although acknowledging a seminal event from a different era, the 
increasing recognition of the horror of the Tulsa Massacre has also provided a boost toward 
thinking about a more equitable society. Each of these events, and the legacies of slavery that 
underpin them, on their own have had a devastating effect on US equity and justice issues, and 
which cumulatively, have been catastrophic. It is therefore legitimate to ask, as we do in this 
chapter, where we are today as a society, and what, if any, are the green shoots of optimism?

In this chapter we situate the Black Commons in the context of Sen’s (1999; 2009) concept 
of capabilities which we see as the need for Black communities to build new kinds of wealth 
and wellbeing that can support our ability to thrive. We discuss definitions of growth, wealth, 
and wellbeing and argue for a reclamation of the idea of Commonwealth as a way of enabling 
human capabilities instead of extractive, consumption-​based measures of wealth. We review 
historic precedents to the Black Commons including Black and Black-​serving Cooperatives 
and Community Land Trusts (CLTs) and argue that they offer a foundation for sharing the 
values of mutual aid together with information sharing and building community sustainability. 
Thus, we argue, pooling individual resources into a common resource—​a commons—​was a 
strategy deployed by Black communities in the USA historically.

Since 2018, the Black Commons has been promoted by The Schumacher Center in the 
USA as a means of dismantling barriers to Black land ownership through the networked use 
of CLTs, and the creation of a just and regenerative economy (Witt 2018). The concept of 
a Black Commons can be expanded, as we do in this chapter, to include many cooperative 
forms of ownership, even extending into digital forms of production. We apply these ideas 
to equitable strategies for overcoming current racial justice challenges including the need for 
recognition of previous harms done, reconciliation with affected groups, and eventually reparations 
to compensate Black communities seeking to be made whole and sustainable.

Positionality Statement

We write this chapter as two African diasporic scholars who were born on both sides of the 
Atlantic Ocean; Julian in the UK, Kofi, in the USA. We acknowledge that we are settlers on 
Turtle Island, on a part also known as the USA. We are professors in Urban Planning (Julian) 
and Landscape Architecture (Kofi) at private (Julian) and public (Kofi) US universities. We 
are Black men who have worked our entire careers to transform how our disciplines address 
deep-​seated inequities and injustices in planning and landscape with approaches that demon-
strate the need to center equity and justice in commonly held notions of sustainability. In the 
pursuit of this key objective, we have had to grapple, personally and professionally, with many 
of the traumatic events of recent history. On a basic level, we acknowledge that our embodied 
experiences as Black men tie us to the ability of Black people to self-​define and protect our-
selves from external harms. The general lack of public protections from the harms of racial 
capitalism, settler/​colonialism, and slavery through police brutality and mass incarceration 
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have resulted in Black (and Indigenous) community identity formation that has relied on 
internal, communal, and mutual support. This includes building wealth in an exploitative 
capitalist structure; even in periods of extreme material deprivation.

Background and Theory

Wellbeing, a high quality of life for all, now and into the future, especially among those most 
disadvantaged in the US and elsewhere, is essential in achieving just sustainabilities (Agyeman 
2013). Conventional economic growth, predicated on racial capitalism and resource 
extractivism, cannot be relied upon to deliver this for a number of reasons. First, there is 
increasing and serious doubt over the ability of the economy to continue to generate rates of 
growth adequate to allow for population growth and consumption increases (Harvey 2011). 
Second, there are potentially serious limits to the growth model arising from environmental 
factors (most notably the climate crisis). Finally, there is little evidence of a sustained relation-
ship between economic growth as currently measured by Gross Domestic Product (GDP), 
and wellbeing, especially at higher levels of income and consumption, as was demonstrated 
in 1995, in the influential article by Cobb et al. in The Atlantic: “If the GDP Is Up, Why Is 
America Down?”.

Institutions respond to the indicators they measure: politicians routinely promise GDP 
growth, call it “progress,” and seek to deliver it regardless of the environmental or social 
consequences. In the USA and elsewhere, the beneficiaries of “growth” are typically the 
more affluent, while those who suffer the consequences in terms of environmental and 
social injustices are typically poor and Black, as evidenced by the growth of the Civil Rights 
Movement-​aligned environmental and economic justice movements. A wide range of alterna-
tive indicators to GDP have been suggested, ones that attempt to measure what really matters 
to people. Typically, they either adjust economic measures such as the Index of Sustainable 
Economic Welfare (ISEW) (Jackson et al. 1997) or the Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI) 
(Cobb et al. 1999), or combine economic indicators with others, such as health and educa-
tion, which affect Black lives disproportionately, to create a composite indicator such as the 
Human Development Index (HDI) (Klugman 2010). The ISEW adjusts GDP to take account 
of defensive expenditures on environmental protection and health care, and to value leisure 
and unpaid work (primarily carried out by women in the home). Some countries, notably 
New Zealand, are moving from solely measuring economic production to measuring people’s 
wellbeing as well (Roy 2019).

Sen (1999; 2009) reminds us that justice is measured in more than consumption or even 
wellbeing. It is measured in capabilities and freedoms too. He also points out that with freedoms 
come accountabilities—​in this case justifying state intervention, which has been rolled back, 
as a result of over 40 years of neoliberalism. The capabilities approach sees people as assets 
rather than burdens, invests in their capacities, and uses peer-​support networks in addition 
to professionals, to transfer knowledge and capabilities. Further, Kretzmann and McKnight’s 
(2005) development of the Community Asset Mapping process emphasizes documenting 
community relationships and potentials and was an intentional counter to the definition of 
assets and wealth solely as material possessions . Brown’s Emergent Strategy goes further to 
challenge people to do assessments that include emotional and spiritual measures ranging from 
the personal to global scales (Brown 2017).
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Clearly, for Black, communities of color, and low-​income communities, for whom wealth 
accumulation has been a struggle either because of the theft of their land, home, and other 
resources, or because they’ve been deprived of the access, capabilities, and opportunities 
needed to accumulate intergenerational wealth, issues such as wellbeing, capabilities, and 
freedoms are critical. We would argue, through the idea of the Black Commons, that both 
these, and individual, collective, and intergenerational wealth accumulation are possible.

The term “Commonwealth” is most often used in a political sense and as a way of 
describing the political affiliation of a state or nation. In the case of the USA, scholars 
theorize that places like Virginia, Pennsylvania, and Massachusetts chose to self-​identify as 
Commonwealths and states as a means of further distancing themselves from the monarchy 
from which they separated. However, the definition of “Commonwealth” has changed over 
time and Kohn’s (2016) argument for the idea of an urban commonwealth aligns with some 
of the positions of this chapter. In The Death and Life of the Urban Commonwealth, Kohn 
questions why social goods need to be directly connected to the benefits of private prop-
erty ownership and extends the definition of “commonwealth” to those social goods held 
in common. Social justice advocates argue that social goods shouldn’t be distributed solely 
based on wealth gained from private property and wealth. Linking Kohn and Sen’s ideas 
on social goods and capabilities, could result in a further redefinition of “commonwealth.” 
Leveraging social goods held in common to resource the capabilities of Black communities, 
is not an idea without precedent.

The Commons

The term “commons” is used to describe a wide array of shared resources ranging from 
natural resources to digital information. Commons is an English word describing shared 
resources with equal interest (or stake) by each stakeholder. It derives from the Latin word res 
communis, used by the Roman empire to distinguish resources that were for everyone. The 
concept predates the English take on it, and can be found in many cultures around the world. 
But the role of England and Europe in establishing settler colonial land uses and patterns that 
treated land as property gives a focus to the use of the term “commons.” From its beginnings, 
not all things were held in common. And the commons existed in the context of private 
property rights.

“The Tragedy of the Commons” is a well-​known Malthusian critique of the commons 
(Hardin 1968). Hardin argued that in the absence of strong social controls and governance, 
shared resources become exploited by individual self-​interests until they collapse. This con-
cept had an impact on broader conversations about the need for strong top-​down governance 
and penalties to prevent individual exploitation of shared resources. However, Ostrom, and 
many others, have rebuked Hardin’s assumptions as Hobbesian and Malthusian, and presented 
numerous examples of local communities effectively managing shared resources without 
Hardin’s heavy-​handed prerequisites (Ostrom 1992). Not only are local communities capable 
of avoiding the depletion of shared resources without formal governance, their effectiveness 
demonstrates the ability of communities to engage in polycentric forms of organization infused 
with shared values and beliefs and not just laws and regulations. The Feminist Commons 
Movement emerged as a way to liberate women by uncoupling gendered definitions of work 
and household responsibilities from mainstream norms and processes.

 

 

 

 



62  J. Agyeman, K. Boone

62

Black Fugitivity and the Black Commons

Since European colonialism and the Transatlantic Slave Trade, African people and their 
descendants have grappled with maintaining and transforming their own identities within 
dehumanizing structures imposed by White Supremacist policies and actions. This has been 
reflected in open conflict and acts of rebellion against their oppressors. But this is also inclu-
sive of countless acts of resistance where people engaged in activities that are reflective of 
a collective “dream of being elsewhere” (Hartman 2007). Harney and Moten (2013) have 
characterized the sum of these large and small acts of resistance as “Black Fugitivity” and 
in pursuit of life outside of the pathologies associated with Blackness in a settler colonial 
state. These acts included the fusions of imposed Christian faith with African traditions, 
sustaining African culinary traits in the Americas, and countless other attempts for self-​defin-
ition embedded in the daily lives of the enslaved.

Concepts of shared land and property extended from this impulse to make spaces out-
side of Black pathologies. In one definition of the Black Commons, the commons was 
the place-​based setting enabling these activities. The Black Commons, in a US context, 
has been discussed in historical context, but has garnered more attention since the 2000s. 
Roane (2018) situates it as a place of Black community engagement with practices sustaining 
Black cultural, material, and spiritual needs in the midst of the horrors of slavery. He cites 
the Yam Grounds as an early precedent focusing on the survival needs of enslaved Africans 
in early America. The grounds were subsistence agricultural plots created by enslaved 
African people within plantations as places where information, traditions, and other spir-
itual and material resources were shared. The Jamaican social theorist Sylvia Wynter (1971) 
called Yam Grounds “The Plot.” Wynter has explained how these parcels of land were 
transformed into spiritual, communal areas where enslaved people could establish their own 
social order, sustain traditional African folklore and foodways—​growing yams, cassava, and 
sweet potatoes.

The connection between food, land, power, spirituality, and cultural survival was subversive 
in its nature. By appropriating physical space to support collective growing practices within 
the heart of the brutal constraints of slavery (the plantation), Black people also demonstrated 
the need for common, shared mental, and spiritual space to enable their survival and resist-
ance. Herbalism, medicine and midwifery, and other African American healing practices were 
seen as acts of resistance that were “intimately tied to religion and community,” according to 
historian Sharla M. Fett (2000).

Following the end of the American Civil War in 1865, Reconstruction involved sweeping 
policy and resource redistribution strategies that included the Federal taking of land formerly 
held by members of the Confederacy and redistributing them to Black people. This program, 
often referred to erroneously as “40 acres and a mule” was fraught with crippling bureaucratic 
complexity and faced intense resistance by White southerners. Despite the hostile environ-
ment, Black people did acquire land, including land in what is now known as Oklahoma, and 
other parts of the American West.

Savi Horne, Executive Director of the Land Loss Prevention Project suggests that Black 
people in the USA during this time were trying to maintain pre-​colonial African land 
rights traditions by continuing the practice of heir rights (Mendelson 2018). Heir rights 
mean that when a landowner dies, land ownership is divided evenly between all of the living 
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heirs. However, this practice does not align with American legal land rights protections. 
Additionally, racial intimidation and White violence often prevented Black landowners from 
formally documenting their land rights or wills (if they had them). The lack of deeds and 
wills directly contributed to devastating Black land loss a century later. Today, Black farmers 
own less than 2 percent of all of the nation’s farms, down from 14 percent in 1920, because 
of decades of racial violence and unfair lending and land ownership policies, translating into 
a land value loss of USD $1 trillion.

Reconstruction policies had uneven effectiveness and even those gains for Black people 
were contingent on Union soldiers occupying wide swathes of the American South to enforce 
societal change. President Andrew Johnson overrode Reconstruction policies and ordered 
the Federal government to return confiscated land to their original owners. Many other 
Reconstruction policies were ended and with the Compromise of 1877 and the removal of 
Union soldiers from the American South, Reconstruction ended, giving way to the Jim Crow 
Era, where state and local laws enforced racial segregation, especially in the Southern States, 
and elsewhere within the USA.

Black Cooperatives

Faced with legalized state and local racial discrimination, as well as the threat of lynching and 
White violence, Black people still pursued land, development, and settlements throughout 
the later 19th and early 20th centuries; much of which reflected the components of the Black 
Commons (Figure 4.1). Black churches and religious institutions were formed across the 
country. Many Black churches became places where communities pooled resources for shared 
benefit ranging from mutual aid and building funds, to the purchase of land. Nembhard 
(2014) catalogs the rapid expansion of these cooperatives acknowledging the critical role of 
research by WEB DuBois in codifying methods and promoting cooperatives as a cornerstone 
of Black community empowerment in the Jim Crow Era. This accelerated during “The Great 
Migration”; an era from 1916–​1970, in which six million Black people migrated from the Jim 
Crow South to fast growing northern cities such as New York City, Chicago, Detroit, Los 
Angeles, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Cleveland, Baltimore, and Washington, D.C.

Black business districts emerged across the country in no small part due to the success 
of cooperative thinking and practice. The most famous, the Greenwood District of Tulsa 
Oklahoma, was, at its height, the most successful Black business district in the country and 
housed cooperative enterprises. The infamous Tulsa Race Riot of 1921 carried out by racist 
White residents of Tulsa resulted in the destruction of the Greenwood District and the murder 
of hundreds of Black people. However, it is important to note that the moniker “Black 
Wall Street” was not conferred to this district before the massacre; it received that title after 
thousands of Black people from across the country donated to the surviving Greenwood 
business owners who rebuilt the district after the riot. The Greenwood District was not the 
only Black Wall Street; another existed in Downtown Durham, North Carolina. Parrish 
Street was the home of North Carolina Mutual Life Insurance Company and Mechanics 
and Farmers Bank. Collectively, both businesses were key institutions resourcing Black 
cooperatives across the country and employing the most Black people in the country until 
the mid-​20th century.
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A Contemporary Form of Cooperation: Community Land Trusts

The land trust model is not unique to the concept of the Black Commons. It has appeared 
over time, and in different cultural contexts. Ebenezer Howard’s (1898) Garden Cities of To-​
morrow, theorized about the land trust as a means of social reform and provided allotments to 
working class people in England. In an American context, land trusts were first executed by 
White social reformers in northern states like New York and Ohio as a counterpoint to the 
exploitative land practices of industrial capitalists.

But in the context of the Black Commons, the formalization of CLTs in the USA is dir-
ectly tied to the extension of the goals of the Modern Civil Rights Movement. Fannie Lou 
Hamer, leader of the Mississippi Freedom Party, envisioned cooperative ownership of live-
stock and land as a means of elevating the poorest Black Mississippians out of poverty. She 
and others created a “Pig Bank” where farmers could receive pigs, breed them, and return 
the piglets to a collective pool for others. This expanded into Mississippi Freedom Farms; 
680 acres of land in rural Mississippi being owned and held in trust and used for living and 

FIGURE 4.1  Components of the Black Commons
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working by Black farmers. The trust was conceived as a means of separating the cost of land 
ownership from the potential to gain resources from its cultivation. This land trust did not 
come to pass. But in southwest Georgia, Civil Rights pioneers Charles Sherrod and Robert 
Swann showed that CLTs were a means to move forward within the goals of economic justice, 
particularly in Black communities. In 1967, they and others formed the Schumacher Center 
for a New Economics and issued the first formal CLT policy. Today, it remains the foundation 
for countless CLTs across the country.

Out of this came the Schumacher Center’s proposal, The Black Commons (Witt 2018). It 
puts forth an ambitious strategy for greatly expanding the scale and impact CLTs can have on 
Black communities. They propose a national entity acting as a fiduciary for non-​contiguous 
land donations to a national trust. Often CLTs are controlled by local boards. In this approach, 
those local boards would need to coordinate in a national network and participate in col-
laboration with the national fiduciary institution. The land loss challenges that have already 
afflicted rural Black communities are being magnified in the current wave of rapid urban-
ization, city growth, and gentrification/​displacement. Extending and connecting the CLT 
model, along with solidarity economy initiatives as described in regard to local food systems 
in Boston, by Loh and Agyeman (2018), could have far-​reaching positive impacts by bringing 
the benefits of collective land ownership to scale with countervailing capitalist efforts.

Perhaps the foremost example of CLTs and the Black Commons, is The Dudley Street 
Neighborhood Initiative (DSNI) which straddles the Roxbury–​Dorchester line in Boston, 
MA. DSNI is an excellent example of what can happen when non-​profit organizations under-
stand that the framing of their activism should be proactive and based on a vision of place as 
a commons. In fact, the center of the neighborhood is called Dudley Town Common. This is a 
vision that sees not “community deficits” but rather “community assets,” and capabilities, in 
Sen’s (2009) sense. Medoff and Sklar (1994), who chronicled the DSNI effort in their book 
“Streets of Hope,” call this “holistic development”: a combination of human, economic, and 
environmental development.

DSNI’s 34-​member board of directors is diverse, with equal representation of the 
community’s four major cultures (and therefore historical narratives of place): African 
American, Cape Verdean, Latinx, and White. It works to implement resident-​driven plans 
with partners including community development corporations (CDCs), other non-​profit 
organizations and religious institutions serving the neighborhood, banks, government 
agencies, businesses, and foundations. It was formed in 1984 when residents of the Dudley 
Street area came together out of fear and anger to revive their neighborhood, which was 
nearly devastated by arson, disinvestment, neglect, and redlining practices, and to protect it 
from outside speculators. DSNI is the only community-​based non-​profit organization in the 
USA that has been granted eminent domain authority over abandoned land within its bound-
aries. However, it soon realized that retaining community-​driven development would not be 
sufficient to halt the kind of gentrification that displaces residents in other parts of Boston. 
DSNI’s solution was the creation of a CLT, Dudley Neighbors, Inc. (DNI), which uses a 99-​
year ground lease1 that restricts resale prices in order to keep the land available for affordable 
housing. It protects 30 acres of community-​controlled land with 98 permanently affordable 
homes, urban farm sites, parks and open space, and commercial properties for use by local 
small businesses, non-​profit organizations, and affordable rental housing providers.

Another contemporary example of a Black CLT includes Seattle’s Africatown CLT (“We 
are here not for income, but for outcome”). It was developed to acquire, steward, and develop 
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the land assets needed for the Black/​African diaspora community to grow and thrive in 
place in Seattle’s rapidly gentrifying Central District. It also supports other individuals and 
organizations in retaining and developing land. In June 2020, the City announced it would 
transfer a decommissioned fire station to the Africatown CLT, saying “we understand the 
urgency behind making bold investments in the Black community and increasing commu-
nity ownership of land” (Roseland and Boone 2020). The building is slated to become the 
William Grose Center for Enterprise and Cultural Innovation, a long-​planned incubator for 
Black-​owned businesses. The development could include meeting rooms, technology labs, 
and maker spaces, along with up to 20 units of housing for young adults.

Roseland and Boone (2020) note that “as cities reflect on their roles in perpetuating insti-
tutional racism and what they can do to relieve it, they can use their zoning laws and nego-
tiating power to support CLTs, as one way to keep housing affordable and benefit minority 
communities.” There are now roughly 225–​280 CLTs in the USA (not all Black-​focused), 
which include 15,000 home ownership units and 20,000 rental units. Incentivizing this 
cooperative development, New York City passed a bill in 2017 exempting CLTs from certain 
taxes and in 2019, Houston announced a plan to use a CLT to develop 1,000 affordable units.

It would be remiss of us not to mention another form of cooperation and commons: the 
digital commons. Organizations such as #BlackLivesMatter and the Movement for Black 
Lives are demonstrating a renewed vigor around collective action and a blueprint for how this 
can be achieved in a digital age. At the same time, Black Americans are also forging a “cultural 
commons” through events such as DJ D-​Nice’s Club Quarantine—​a hugely popular online 
dance party. Club Quarantine’s success indicates the potential for using online platforms to 
facilitate community building, pointing toward future economic cooperation.

Recognition, Reconciliation and … Reparations?

The previous eras we have described show how the adaptive/​coping mechanisms of Black 
people working in common have been used to claim spaces, sustain spirituality, gain wealth 
and political power, and build social cohesion. How can these ideas and mechanisms be used 
to build equitable strategies for overcoming our current, pressing racial justice challenges? 
Here we focus on the three Rs: the need for recognition of previous harms done, the need for 
reconciliation with affected groups, and eventually some form of reparations to compensate Black 
communities seeking to be made whole and sustainable.

Recognition

Increasingly important is the concept of recognition: recognizing and respecting another 
human, their status, and rights. A similar concept is that of a Land Acknowledgment with 
respect to Indigenous lands. Clearly, in the context of this chapter, recognition, first, of 
Black trauma as we have described it, and second, the varied concerns and barriers Black 
people face in participating in traditional economic activity, is critical. Broader examples 
of recent US-​inspired, but now international justice movements focused on recognition 
include #BlackLivesMatter, the #NeverAgain movement fighting gun violence in the 
USA, and the #MeToo movement that promotes gender equality and campaigns against 
sexual harassment.
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After taking office, US President Joseph Biden issued an Executive Order On Advancing 
Racial Equity and Support for Underserved Communities Through the Federal Government 
(White House 2021). This Executive Order, a form of recognition, requests that all Federal 
agencies develop racial equity assessments and measures within a year of the Order. This 
Order does not solely focus on Black people and communities. Instead, it aggregates Black 
communities into “underserved communities”; “populations sharing a particular charac-
teristic, as well as geographic communities, that have been systematically denied a full 
opportunity to participate in aspects of economic, social, and civic life.” The move made 
by the Executive branch of the US government to recognize Racial Equity at the com-
munity scale is unprecedented. The Executive Order recognizes systemic inequities and 
the role government resources play in sustaining them. However, the Executive Order’s 
focus on “equality of opportunity” in some ways distances the effort from equity: explicitly 
connecting contemporary strategies to the specific historical context of Black community 
underdevelopment.

Reconciliation2

Once a harmed group has been recognized, as Biden’s Executive Order does, the process of 
reconciliation can start. The exact line between reconciliation and reparations can be blurred, 
but we want to offer up the USD $1.2 trillion Infrastructure Bill pending before Congress, 
with USD $550 billion in new spending, as a form of reconciliation. Roads, bridges, 
expanding rail and public transit networks, improving water infrastructure, upgrading electric 
power grids, improving broadband networks, replacing lead pipes, and boosting traffic safety 
are all important. However, it is in the specific funds to remove racist infrastructures—​such 
as the highways that were built with the specific intention of isolating Black neighborhoods, 
that we find the truest alignment with the notion of reconciliation. But, although Biden 
has proposed USD $20 billion for reconnecting neighborhoods isolated by historical federal 
highway construction, the bill delivered only USD $1 billion for these efforts—​enough to 
help only a few places.

In 2014 Rochester, New York, the city buried nearly a mile of the Inner Loop East, 
which served as a barrier, isolating the city’s downtown from Black neighborhoods. Since 
then, the city has reconnected streets that were divided by the highway, making the neighbor-
hood whole again. Other cities that have removed or are removing highways dividing Black 
neighborhoods from other amenities include Cincinnati, Chattanooga, Detroit, Houston, 
Miami, New Orleans, and St. Paul.

The challenge with many of these efforts is that, although reconciliation via physical infra-
structure is advancing, reconciliation to mitigate economic exploitation manifesting in gentri-
fication and displacement is not. The ties between public investment and its impact on rising 
adjacent private property values is well known. In New Orleans, grassroots resistance to plans 
for converting part of Claibourne Avenue in the Treme neighborhood from elevated urban 
freeway to at-​grade boulevard was driven by the lack of provisions protecting the commu-
nity from the real estate speculation and gentrification that can happen after freeway removal 
(Reckdahl 2018). The next frontier of reconciliation could be to learn from the legacies 
of cooperatives, CLTs, and other approaches to building local community organization and 
wealth in the face of transformative infrastructure investments.
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Reparations

There is much debate over the nature, extent, type, and eligibility for reparations which, for 
the purposes of this chapter, we are characterizing through Sen’s capabilities theory as restoring 
and sustaining the capability to succeed. MORE (Mayors Organized for Reparations and Equity) 
is a mayoral coalition that believes “cities can—​and should—​act as laboratories for bold ideas 
that can be transformative for racial and economic justice on a larger scale, and demonstrate 
for the country how to pursue and improve initiatives that take a reparatory approach to 
confronting and dismantling structural and institutional racism.” Three cities, Evanston, IL, 
Providence, RI, and Asheville, NC, have begun exploring what this might look like. The 
mayors of the latter two cities are MORE members.

Evanston will pay reparations available to eligible Black residents for what it describes as 
harm caused by “discriminatory housing policies and practices and inaction on the city’s part.” 
The program is believed to be the first of its kind in the USA and is seen by advocates as a 
potential national model. Providence has released a “truth-​telling” report representing the first 
phase of a three-​phase initiative announced by Mayor Jorge Elorza in July 2020. It chronicles 
the history of racial injustice against Black and Indigenous People over 400 years, as a first step 
toward understanding how best to provide reparations to those communities for the trauma 
they’ve suffered. In June 2021, Asheville City Council voted to appropriate USD $2.1 million 
of the proceeds from the sale of City-​owned land at 172 and 174 South Charlotte Street to 
fund community reparations. A portion of this property includes land the City purchased in 
the 1970s through Urban Renewal of East End/​Valley Street.

The Asheville case reveals the limits of existing political and economic structures in con-
ceiving and achieving reparations. Their plan has been criticized locally as a rebranding of 
existing policy initiatives already within existing structures of power. Allocating funds from 
the sale of publicly owned parcels is a good first step in developing a sustainable resource base 
from which to support reparative work. However, the sum is minuscule in the face of historic 
harms done to Black communities in Asheville, especially through urban renewal and freeway 
construction. Current proponents of reparations are moving their claims up, from equity, to 
justice, to liberation. As a process of resourcing structures that are designed to help harmed 
Black communities succeed now, current efforts at reparations clearly have a long way to go 
to define, nurture, and sustain Black capabilities and longer-​term wellbeing.

While cities are a natural scale for reparations, companies such as Tacoma’s Sacred Design 
Lab can lead the way. As part of their collective liberation efforts, they have committed to 
a reparational payment of 24.4 percent to all contractors and employees who are descended 
from African people who were enslaved in the USA and Caribbean.

The Black Commons: Scaling Up, Scaling Out, Scaling Deep

In the face of centuries of oppression, exploitation, and violence, but also moments of pro-
gress and reform, how can we learn from the rich legacy of Black community building as a 
means to inform the broader project of forming a Black Commons?

In late 2021, there are place-​based “islands” of good practice as we showed above, but 
they are interspersed within seas of indifference. There are concerned groups of mayors, such 
as MORE, but again, they are in a minority. But there are many governments around the 
country, such as Seattle, using racial equity screens to ensure that their policy and planning 
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centers these issues. There are non-​profit organizations such as Boston’s DSNI, or Atlanta’s 
Partnership for Southern Equity working toward the goal of a Black Commons, even if this 
is implicit, rather than explicit in their work.

Clearly, a bold vision for a thriving and enduring Black Commons would connect this 
good, already existing, community-​based work, bringing it to light, to a wider audience. 
Perhaps a Black Commons Working Group, building on the Schumacher Center and MORE’s 
work, made up of representatives from city governments and major non-​profit organizations 
could look at what it would take, financially and institutionally, to scale these ideas up such 
that they affect laws, policies, and institutions; impact more cities and more people, and more-
over, change cultural values, beliefs, and ultimately hearts and minds (Moore, Riddell, and 
Vocisano 2015).

Ultimately however, the Black Commons, in addition to the work suggested above, also 
requires a nationwide process that begins with a national conversation on recognition, recon-
ciliation, and reparations which would be, in effect, a truth and reconciliation process such 
as those held in South Africa and Canada. In light of the “culture wars” raging in the USA, 
we don’t see this happening within the next few years. However, the goals of treating each 
other in humane ways, being empathetic to the needs of others, and affording each other the 
dignity of personhood are more important than ever, in personal, policy, and political realms.

Notes

	1	 Terms such as these represent a real forward step compared to what is currently available, but clearly 
fall far short of Seven Generation Cities’ thinking that we highlight in this book.

	2	 We recognize that “reconciliation” has a particular meaning in South Africa and Canada where there 
have been Truth & Reconciliation Commissions.
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5
(UN)SITUATED IMPROVISATION

AbdouMaliq Simone

Unsettled Arrangement

This chapter is an attempt to address a critical question of contemporary urban living across 
many regions of the so-​called Global South: What does it mean for inhabitants to collaborate, 
to operate in some semblance of collectivity as they spend more of their time in motion? 
Drawing upon an ethnographic vignette from Jakarta, I think through this question with 
some local idioms that point to the quasi-​sacral dimensions of shifting the capacity to witness, 
to see anew where one has come from, and to extend the capacities of that place through 
particular practices of movement.

Our imaginations of collective life tend to gravitate toward people gathered together in 
place, or tied together in complementary actions with a simultaneity that approximates the 
sense of such gathering. Such imaginations still inform the activation of political technologies 
and their tropes of democratic deliberation, consensus, where everyone plays their part for the 
attainment of shared political goals.

But as the trajectories of urban life’s transformation increasingly alter the very underpinnings 
of the collective sociality with which we are familiar, there is a need to supplement these con-
ventional understandings with notions of more feral, dispersed, and provisional collectivities 
whose forms and objectives are not settled as urban inhabitants increasingly live through 
structurally unsettling situations in unsettled ways (Berlant 2016; Jensen 2015; Escobar 2008; 
Esteva 2015; Moten and Harney 2013). Here, rather than cultivating lives worth living in place, 
increasing numbers of residents in the Global South are, for the moment, investing in lives 
out of place, prioritizing the elaboration of itineraries of circulating through the urban. This is 
not just movement here to there, but ways of moving through different spaces, experiences, 
people, and possibilities. The objective is to defer definitive emplacement in specific terri-
tories, in order to piece together contexts in which to operate—​to generate income, acquire 
different kinds of knowledge, take advantage of particular institutional and social affordances, 
to avoid excessive obligations and dependencies (Furniss 2016; Clare 2019). We seek to dis-
cover how to move around particular urban regions, or among them, in order to best situate 
oneself in order to take advantage of the right opportunity at the right time. This is an 
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opportunity that is not so much planned for, not so much the function of mapping or even 
anticipation, but concretized only through actually moving around, or rather, circulating 
(Caldeira 2012; Fallov, Jørgensen, and Knudsen 2013).

This does not mean that the aspiration of a settled life is any less important. Rather, just not 
for now. While there remains a need to have a place to sleep, anchor children and schooling, 
“park” aged parents, store things, and fulfill the bureaucratic necessities of having an address, 
the aim is often to fulfill these functions with a minimal level of investment and commitment. 
This is not to shed the responsibilities of social reproduction or to concentrate it within the 
scope of a particular number or kind of household members, but an orientation that disperses 
the household across multiple sites and social networks, where each site operates as a hedge 
against the insufficiencies of the others, or conversely, as ways in which to extend the poten-
tialities incumbent in any one location.

De Boeck and Baloji (2016) describe how poor families in Kinshasa speculate on where 
the city is headed by investing in small parcels of land often great distances apart, and that 
require inordinate amounts of labor in order to access and manage. Given all the things that 
households have to attend to in order to evaluate the efficacy of any livelihood strategy or social 
arrangement, “bad” decisions or placing “all of one’s eggs in one basket” risk a failure more 
debilitative than perhaps was once the case. Calculating how particular kinds of work address 
particular kinds of living arrangements, transportation costs, domestic consumptions, invest-
ment in education, health coverage, untoward social exposure, local political atmospheres, and 
care infrastructures often lead households not to balance out expenditures in a single location, 
but to extend household functioning across a variety of spaces in order to facilitate access, 
forge complementarity among diverse livelihood activities, and reduce costs (Yotebieng and 
Forcone 2018; Kopper 2019).

While Southern urban contexts have long been replete with extended household systems, 
with their circulation of members, collaborative economic arrangement and support systems, 
these entailed the multiplicity of nodes largely consolidated within specific places. Children 
would be sent to live with an uncle or aunt, for example, whose official residency enabled 
them to access better schools or employment. Cycles of visitation and gathering were critical 
aspects for the exchange of information and support. Additionally, extended families were 
often rooted all together in specific locations that enabled them to consolidate businesses 
availed to multiple family members and exert significant influence in the governance of local 
affairs. While such arrangements certainly endure, individual families tend to extend their 
own operations across multiple territories, which often is occasioned by the dissipation of 
substantive extended family ties. Here, mutual kinship obligations become oppressive burdens 
and overwhelm the economic capacities of particular family networks. Particularly as land 
politics become increasingly cutthroat and dispossessing, family conflicts around land and 
property generate rifts not easily repaired (Plueckhahn and Bayartsetseg 2018).

The dispersals of households have clear impacts on collective life, as households face both 
reduced time and resources to commit to developing locally based solidarities and neighbor-
hood relations. While such practices may remain incumbent to the roles of particular house-
hold members, who may continue to participate in local religious and social institutions, 
savings clubs, and support networks, these often deeply gendered roles inevitably have to 
be counterbalanced with the increased labor intensity of a household management that is 
extended across a plurality of situations and challenges. The intensified complexity of everyday 
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exigencies subjects local institutions to more individualized instrumentalities—​i.e., the ways 
in which individuals engage collective experiences as a means of furthering particular agendas 
and self-​aggrandizement (Gago 2017; Gandolfo 2018; Thieme 2018).

Additionally, the hard-​won struggles of some urban residents to concretize their rights 
to settlement, formalize land tenure, own a house, and be full citizens of a particular urban 
locality have often meant their emplacement in locations of urban regions far from where the 
“economic action” is now located, or within built environments that remain under-​serviced, 
under-​repaired, and which exude the atmosphere of being marginal to the life of the city. 
In such instances, a younger generation of residents is increasingly disinterested to stay put. 
Without the means to definitively relocate to other parts of the city, the original residence is 
maintained simply as a place from which to launch repeated forays elsewhere, thus imbuing 
those original places with a heightened sense of provisionality.

In part, this emphasis on circulation and extending households is based purely on vol-
ition. It emanates from the sense that no matter how valuable and familiar particular living 
situations might be, they will soon prove inadequate to what is required to sustain urban 
residence. But often, residents are unclear about what exactly will be required, unclear about 
exactly where things are headed. While in the past many residents have sold land holdings 
in the urban core, taken part of the money and invested in locations in the urban periphery 
while retaining the rest to either invest in other kinds of assets or to establish savings, some-
times for the first time, there has been a shift in emphasis in recent years toward deferring 
such decisions. In part, this is because the promise of new, well-​serviced settlements at the 
periphery have never materialized, often rapidly deteriorate, or prove untenable in terms 
of managing transportation needs, Additionally, the trajectory of substantive opportunity 
and economic growth follow corridors that end up circumventing many of these peripheral 
developments (Keil 2018).

Even in more stable, middle-​class-​oriented neighborhoods, pressures of various sorts 
impinge upon the confidence of residents. Here, historically, households forewent holding on 
to long traditions of making-​do, of the rambunctious, irreverent sociality that characterized 
everyday relations, the wheeling and dealing that composed specific domains and practices 
of work and accumulation in favor of the modes of respectability that were proffered as the 
tickets to middle class attainment. Organizing life around heteronormative, nuclear families 
ensuring the proper upbringing and education of children and the performance of disciplined 
comportment that reigned in the more carnivalesque features of everyday sentience were 
the signs of eligibility for accumulation. But after several generations of such respectability, 
manifested in measured moves to urban suburbs, while grandparents remained in the original 
neighborhoods, and the consolidation of middle-​class status—​often through jobs in public 
bureaucracies—​there is anxiety about what all of this respectability and accumulation really 
means. Through a multiplicity of small trading activities, micro-​investments, and improvised 
social gathering, many of those who left these urban core districts, return to it as a space of 
play and operations. While there may be no place to reside, or only places of temporary stay 
in the majority of residential buildings now converted to hostels, they are engaged as arenas 
of recouping the transgressive behaviors that were relinquished, recuperating sensibilities of 
disregard to property, to careers, to status, which are now seen as tactical advantages to iden-
tify new ways of being in cities where steady employment wanes, costs increase, and general 
dissatisfaction grows.
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Extracting the Collective

It is important to keep in mind how many residents have been pushed to the limits, pushed 
out of familiar ways of working, pushed out of their homes and neighborhoods. Collective 
life is then also pushed, extended beyond the configuration of defined entities. In response, 
residents may have continuously pushed their particular agendas and aspirations, but were 
willing to be indifferent to them as well (Tadiar 2013).

This is because endurance was an atmosphere of abiding, of a willingness to “stand 
by” various trajectories of possible futures. “Stand by,” both in the sense of waiting to see 
how things unfolded as well as a commitment to see through various initiatives to improve 
livelihoods and environment; a willingness to operate “in reserve,” prepared to make some-
thing out of dispositions seemingly out of their control (Escobar 2018).

A process of extracting from popular collective efforts is increasingly enacted through tech-
nical operations. These are all of the specific interventions that impact directly on the “sens-
ibility” of the overall environment, generating a subjectivity that is not bound to any particular 
subject or clear-​cut representations of what is going on. It is aimed, for example, at how and 
where people walk, the loads and occupations that buildings can bear, the way spaces are 
designed to frame particular ways of seeing and paying attention, densities of sound that obscure 
or heighten discernment, and goods that are shifted across locations, and types of consumption 
(McFarlane 2016). What transpires is an “unmaking” materialized by taking the ways people 
speak, the kinds of buildings they live in, the corridors along which they move, the codes by 
which they manage various relations, the sacrifices they make to get ahead, the risks they take in 
order to ensure opportunities become probabilities. These probabilities are then to be addressed 
by specific media content, policy, political messages, or social engineering (Beller 2018).

In many ways, Jakarta reflects the convergence of all of these considerations. Everyday 
life proceeds within a multiplicity of apparently contradictory trajectories. The complexities 
of managing inhabitation within narrowing bounds of available support and upon terrain 
subjected to intense environmental crises, massive overbuilding, seemingly unlimited terri-
torial expansion, and patchworked governance, propel many households into identifications 
with the more conservative forms of Islam. A preponderant image is that of the “happy Muslim 
family”—​incessantly documented with Instagram photos and WhatsApp testimonials. Well-​
educated women consign themselves to domestic kitchen enterprises, contributing to an 
almost infinite inventory of online sales of baked goods. The actual loss of household income 
through subtracting larger numbers of women from the labor market is compensated by 
attempts to reduce household expenditures, the ramifications of which can be felt across the 
urban economy. Through other trajectories, the less Islamically inclined—​not in terms of reli-
gious devotion but in the adherence to specific lifestyles—​are ensconced in an interminable 
restlessness, often holding down multiple jobs, participating in scams, taking on subcontracts 
and freelance work, and moving across various improvised gatherings at 7–​11 shops, coffee 
houses, and informal eating places late into the night amidst various compositions of friends, 
strangers, and associates in an often frenzied process of scheming, plotting, and exchanging.

Circulations across the Belt Black

At Jakarta’s vast and increasingly dense peripheries, the contiguities of discrepant spatial 
functions and built environments largely remain unrelated, in contrast to the thick social 
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relations-​based economies of popular districts in the urban core. It is the various itineraries of 
circulation across these discrepant spaces that largely bestows some measure of coherence—​
i.e., the lines drawn between migrant hostels, agricultural workers, fabricators of everyday 
items, scavengers, security guards, and retail workers that forge temporary complicities to 
forge local economies based on moving things around and repurposing the large volumes of 
underused or dilapidating spaces for “hit-​and-​run” operations of all kinds.

Disparate tenure regimes, fragmented governance structures, competing “mafia” 
organizations, and vast amounts of foreign direct investment into mega-​residential developments 
and industrial zones often remain unsettled in terms of how they actually function, as if they 
exist in parallel universes. Many of these projects remain under-​utilized or their efficacy seems 
only to exist on paper. In these peripheries or urban extensions, residents seem to continu-
ously hunt for new partners, new games, and rarely settle into specific jurisdictions, con-
stituencies, or styles of work. Collective organizations rely upon constant improvisation that 
enables them to raise money for a particular charitable event, that forces through the repair 
of leaking roofs in migrant dorms, eliminates shakedowns of workers on payday, or manages 
to convert an unused shophouse into a temporary day-​care center. But these are largely one-​
off victories, just effective enough to carry them through to the next problem, but without 
altering the overall scheme of things.

In contrast to the past, when young people held on to any job or vocation they could find, 
there is an inclination now toward the temporary. If things don’t look to be heading in pre-
ferred directions; if there doesn’t seem to be real prospects for advancement, the youth tend 
to move on, look elsewhere, as they circulate through various types of employment, accruing 
what they can in terms of skills and contacts, and then trying to marshal them into advanced 
credibility somewhere else. Charting the itineraries of scores of young people from the “black 
belt” of Jakarta’s urban core—​i.e., the popular districts of Tanah Tinggi, Kampung Rawa, and 
Galur, with whom I have worked for over a decade, there are discernible patterns of circula-
tion focused on spiraling. Most of the time, it is young men that venture out of these districts, 
but increasingly young women are also part of this pattern. Often, they will pick a nearby 
commercial center, shopping mall, market, or small industrial zone where casual jobs can 
often be found, along with a bed in a boarding house. They, too, will assess the opportunities 
offered to them in whatever job they have chosen to do, and in particular, pay attention to 
what others around them have to say. Usually, they will take up residence within a short radius 
of their home but often temporarily settling in a district close to where their home is located.

They experiment with living in the variety of outskirt locations relative to their ori-
ginal home. They familiarize themselves with the area and then venture further into more 
unfamiliar terrains. Such behavior means that they initially stay close to home without neces-
sarily being easily located by family or associates. In the process they cross paths with others 
who have their own itineraries. It is at these encounters where conflicts might sometimes 
occur, where the women’s efforts to secure temporary residence become intensely com-
petitive. Unlike gang conflicts that focus on the consolidation and defense of territory, the 
women’s conflicts are focused on their schedules, their ability to secure temporary circuits of 
passage, and of young people literally caught in a crossfire of competing aspirations as they 
attempt to secure temporary ways to keep going.

In Jakarta jargon, spiral refers to sex without commitment—​a connotation anchored in ref-
erence to IUD contraception. Extending the notion of the spiral as sex without commitment, 
spiral here is a way of accumulating jobs, money, experience, and information without 
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commitment. It is a way to venture into the wider world where the real opportunities may be 
found. But it is never clear exactly where they are to be found. More importantly, such oppor-
tunities, whatever they are, are not to be approached head-​on, but rather in a more indirect 
way. It is about trying to have a broad perspective on things, and this is based on looking at 
the familiar terrain from different angles, and then making the immediately unfamiliar more 
familiar as one heads outward. It doesn’t mean that the youth from these districts only navi-
gate the city in this manner, or that they will live their lives by this kind of circumnavigation 
alone. To spiral is one of many ways of doing things. But in Jakarta an entire infrastructure has 
grown around it, a practice of mobility supported by cheap boarding house rooms and food 
stalls, cheap places to hear the conversations of strangers, to be enticed into various schemes 
and projects that mostly never materialize but which also never cease to be offered and tried 
out. At the same time these practices are seen less as individual projects but rather as a col-
lective, even civic responsibility. They encapsulate not only their own aspirations but those of 
their “hoods.”

Indrawan:

At first I was delivering pampers (drug packets) for the cops because they had me 
boxed in with some fake charges and it was part of them trying to break up this Kota 
Paris [district in Tangi Tinggi] operation, and one of the sub-​bosses decided to try and 
make an example out of me so I had to leave, but meanwhile I had learned a little 
bit of the cop’s operations around the area and managed to rip off a pretty big supply 
of stuff that I could sell to raise some money, and then there were these guys in the 
market of Johar Bahru who were selling in their clothes stall, so I helped them set 
up a delivery service and got rewarded with managing another cellphone store they 
rented. I didn’t know much about phones or anything but I started to practice and 
found all of the ways you can put things on the internet to sell and stuff, so after a 
while I finally made it to the Ambassador (large electronic market) where they make 
all kinds of prototypes on cheap software, and then I was going around helping small 
shops install the stuff.

It is well known that Indonesians are the world’s most prolific users of social media, and for 
these youths, the constant use of WhatsApp and Instagram provides a medium that con-
tinually repositions their physical location to align with the oscillating networks of contacts, 
gossip, advice, and images. As their bodies literally circulate across Jakarta, their texts and 
photos circulate back and forth, opening up beckoned calls for returns back home where 
situations have changed, invitations to join parties which have been quickly organized, or 
warnings to take detours around hot spots which might be best avoided at that particular time. 
More importantly, such media fuels conversations which can cover a multitude of disparate 
topics including politics, ghosts, genetics, spaceships, microchips, Muslim minutia, porn sex, 
automated vehicles, medical cures, and housing finance.

The youth hesitate; they wait, but not for long, just long enough to build up enough 
confidence to make the next move without overwhelming themselves with anxiety, without 
rushing home. It doesn’t mean that they don’t know how to play their part when they need to, 
play being the youth from the black belt who know where the drugs are, know the police that 
can be bought off, know where to get discount prices for almost anything, or know where 
to get things fixed cheaply.
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This performance comes in handy when they find themselves hanging out in some of 
Jakarta’s key gravitational nodes—​such as the strategically located and super heterogeneously 
mixed housing project, Kalibata City, with its scores of coffee shops and small eating places. 
This is where journalists, artists, non-​governmental organizations (NGO) staff, designers, 
freelance workers, musicians, and young aspiring entrepreneurs often converge, where 
they tirelessly gather to propose different projects, moneymaking schemes, and DIY urban 
interventions, and where the particular capacities of the black belt often come in handy in 
order to keep costs down or acquire something to lure investors, grease wheels, facilitate 
favorable outcomes.

But again, black belt youth do not want to get stuck in this role; they don’t want to be 
simply adjuncts to the competencies of others. But through these professionals and hipsters, 
they learn more about where the venues of value are located. Afterward, some may pour 
over YouTube videos learning the vernaculars of particular ascendant trades, such as baristas, 
apartment brokers, or app designers. Most will never secure something in these areas but the 
attempt trying is added to an expanding repertoire of knowledge exhibited in some of the 
most menial jobs to their advantage as everyone in Jakarta appears increasingly restless to do 
something more with what they have. There are, for example, youths who end up as sales 
clerks or porters in the massive retail markets, who quickly demonstrate how stall owners, 
distributors, fabricators, and contractors can maximize their yield. While they, themselves, 
may never become the big players in the marketing game, they demonstrate a particular acuity 
in manipulating small differences, know how to rescale their poor wages in such a way as to 
increase their free time and access to other opportunities.

While this incessant self-​refashioning through circulation may reiterate the familiar neo-
liberal game of constantly having to improve oneself, what’s different here is that the spiraling 
is also a matter of collective positions, of knowing how to be part of an assembly of contacts 
and friends that one has gathered along the itineraries of movement and where one has also 
been the target of such gathering. The spiral is about knowing how to make the shift, which in 
Islamic vernaculars of hijra, becomes a religious responsibility to move the terms of one’s life 
so that the place where one comes from—​one’s extended family and community—​might be 
availed a different, perhaps better world in which to operate. This shift, through the practice 
of the spiral then comes to represent a distribution of care, information exchange, locational 
advantages, points of access, refuge, and destination. None of these are ever fixed over time, 
but still make up a matrix of resourcefulness that may not restructure the conditions of precar-
ious work and life, but constitute a hedge against it, a way of enduring with it. Importantly, 
it means that the black belt doesn’t remain simply a swathe of defined territory, a simmering 
mass of uncertain density awaiting implosion and subsequent urban regeneration that the 
majority of inhabitants will never be a part of.

While spiraling points to a medium of collective life in circulation, compression indicates a 
mode of collectivity within the context of provisional settlement. Within the uncertain, inter-
mediary spaces of facing unsettling conditions in places of origin or long-​term attachment 
and deferring definitive resettlement as something that is more widely considered as pre-
mature and fraught with risk, Jakartans come to hedge this dilemma through investments 
in “affordable” apartments in large vertical complexes. These usually are no larger than 42 
square-​meter spaces that average around USD $60,000, usually settled by around 20 separate 
financing arrangements so as to accommodate a wide variety of incomes and repayment 
schedules. The bulk of apartments are conventionally sold prior to construction. Around half 
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of the units sold are intended for onward rental, and of those that will be owner inhabited, 
another half of these are intended only for short-​term residence.

In the actual day-​to-​day operations of many of these vertical living situations, so many 
different realities, games, authorities, distribution systems, pricing allotment, and servicing 
practices are at play, compressed into an appearance of relative homogeneity and standard-
ization, that it becomes nearly impossible to detect which of the many facets, logics, and 
operating procedures are activated at any particular time. While residents may basically share 
the same “platform” of residency, and come to know each other as “neighbors,” there are so 
many different “regimes” underlining this residency, that forging a sense of common purpose 
is difficult. The reality that constitutes the particularities of each neighbor’s tenancy may be 
so markedly different as to attenuate any practical sense of commonality. Or, it simply points 
to a locus of commonality based on common exposure to a situation where the prospects of 
a shared existence are modified by the workings of a multiple of specific arrangements whose 
actual compositions are not easily decipherable.

For most Jakartans who acquire these apartments, they are not mostly seen as a destination. 
But at the same time, what they might lead to is also not clear. The acquisition, whether lived 
in or not, whether rented long term or on a daily basis, is experienced as a kind of holding 
pattern. This holding pattern is underwritten by arrangements, financing, and governance 
that in many ways is itself a holding pattern. As an abruption of clear genealogy, so many 
different realities are compressed into these projects that not only are empirical investigations 
always being thrown off track, but any semblance of collective life always entails the need for 
improvised arrangements across heterogeneities that are not afforded any contractual basis of 
settling into definitive patterns of association and exerting impact. Individual buildings will 
have their own WhatsApp groups to act as bulletin boards, mobilize complaints about bad 
services, or attempt to exert some kind of regulatory framework for dealing with various 
problems. Resident committees will be formed to deal with issues of security and moral 
turpitude, or organize events and various support systems. But in terms of engaging the 
fundamental structures informing residency, the bulk of collective actions remain rooted in 
highly (un)situated improvised arrangements that seek to capitalize, compensate for, under-
mine, or strengthen the highly particular conditionalities that underpin each individual 
residency, themselves never clearly stabilized. Collective life here is a circulation through 
differing circumstances, compressed in ways that render the specificities simply as incompar-
able specificities.

Conclusion

If work was once generated through spatial enrichments of urban inhabitation—​i.e., residents 
interconnecting different activities, needs, aspirations, and spaces—​as these possibilities 
through residency decline, more intentional mobilizations of effort will have to be generated. 
Mobilization of available assets and skills—​in training, care, repair, and service provision—​will 
be required. Rehabilitation and retrofitting of spatial assets, local environmental and commu-
nity management, and various forms of service provision are areas to be developed.

But these efforts must not simply view the collective formations emanating from circu-
lation and provisionality as a problem to be solved, to be settled once and for all. Just as the 
very ethos of popular economies attempts to think through the conditions and potentials 
of the operations of any discrete experimental, alternative-​seeking activity in terms of the 
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conditions and operations of others, the structural conditions informing circulation are not 
rectified through forcing through emplacement. It entails the imagination and governance of 
territories in motion, finding ways to take seriously the perceptions of residents who are in 
motion, and to find multiple instances where the operational landscapes and modes of inhab-
itation that do not correspond to administrative geographies of the present can be mapped 
with them—​where the very acts of understanding become the occasion for new collective 
ventures. It entails identifying forms of participation, provisioning, and regulation capable 
of more judiciously anticipating and specifying the urban futures, whose uncertainties now 
largely occasion the circulations that attempt to hedge against them.
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CO-​CREATING THE CITIES WE DESERVE 
THROUGH INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE

Ginger Gosnell-​Myers

Introduction

If urban cities represent the identity of modern civilization and the power of that civilization, 
then the erasure of Indigenous Peoples and Indigenous knowledge from cities is a perfect 
illustration of contemporary colonization in modern form. In an era of truth and reconcili-
ation, Indigenous urban planners, and policy makers are pushing back in resistance to this 
contemporary colonization to create the conditions for an Indigenous cultural comeback in 
every neighbourhood, bike path, and downtown core. Through every new installation of 
Indigenous public art, incorporation of Indigenous design into a new building, or daylighting 
Indigenous knowledge for sustainability plans on how the lands and waters sustained life for 
millennia before settlers bulldozed and renamed it all—​Indigenous urban planners and policy 
makers are ensuring that the next generation of city dwellers understand that they reside on 
ancient lands by building Indigenous knowledge into all aspects of city planning.

When you think about Indigenizing cities, what comes to mind? Perhaps it is the poetic, 
connected, and powerful Indigenous art forms. It could be the growing awareness of the his-
tory of colonization of Indigenous nations, or the thousands of children who were taken away 
to Indian Residential Schools where the conditions were brutal and inhumane. Whatever is top 
of mind, there is an awareness that there is still much to discover when it comes to Indigenous 
Peoples, culture, identity, history, deep knowledge, and connection to these lands and waters. 
This is a perfect illustration of the current intersection of Indigenous Peoples and city building.

What does this mean for city officials looking to ensure that the next generation of urban 
dwellers have an innate understanding of why reconciliation and creating space that reflects 
Indigenous knowledge matter? And similarly, how can they ensure that space created within 
institutions helps staff to learn about the hidden history of colonization; why healing and 
cultural revitalization matters for Indigenous communities? How can they support learnings 
about the rich and diverse aspects of Indigenous knowledge? How can cities create space for 
Indigenous identity to be reflected in all aspects of the public built form, or rename places 
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currently honouring the architects of colonization to instead honour Indigenous names? And 
most importantly, how can space be created for systemic change within cities, recognizing that 
many current policies reinforce white supremacy and Indigenous erasure? There is a future 
where Indigeneity is easily articulated throughout city planning, but we need to create space 
for this dialogue to happen.

Before We Can Move Forward, We Have to Look Back

Indigeneity throughout cities has been excluded or marginalized by design. Early settle-
ment of cities first grew around local Indigenous communities, then actively started to push 
Indigenous Peoples out of their communities to outskirt locations. Indigenous place names, 
sites of cultural and spiritual significance within cities were renamed after predominantly 
Eurocentric settlers as a means to entrench their legacy as city founders. This continues to be 
reinforced today—​references to the history of cities centres on settler activities while leaving 
out details, names, or connections of Indigenous nations. Indigenous families were forcibly 
removed from their homes and displaced for urban development; sometimes multiple times 
over as new settler plans looked to expand. The process of city building in North America has 
been violent, and has wiped out any trace of the Indigenous Peoples who occupied and cared 
for those lands for thousands of years, while city planners over many generations have engaged 
in furthering the larger goals of cultural genocide in the name of urban progress. Indigenous 
Peoples have been physically removed and erased from history to become non-​existent within 
cities and are largely invisible within their homelands.

When examining colonization in contemporary city planning and urban policy making, 
there remains an attitude of manifest destiny in taking the lands by any means to plan cities 
that reinforce Eurocentric or culturally neutral identities—​approaches that erase Indigenous 
Peoples and knowledge from the landscape. This is compounded by the lack of relationships 
cities have with Indigenous communities and a general lack of willingness to explore what 
cities can do to support Indigenous communities. Because of this, city planning and policy 
making deserves critical thought, and no practice or process should remain as it is or go 
unchallenged.

There is much learning to be gained through thinking critically about the impact city 
planning has on either supporting Indigenous identity or erasing it. These insights are 
key to informing what actions cities can take to build Indigenous knowledge into their 
practices. One may assume that the answers to the meaningful Indigenization of cities can 
be found in some exotic location halfway around the world, and while there is inspiration 
to be found (ahem—​Auckland, New Zealand), the reality is that cities need to begin their 
reconciliation efforts by looking in their backyard. City officials who want to create an 
authentic, unique, urban identity through Indigenous culture and knowledge will come 
to realize it is a collaborative process, co-​created with Indigenous communities, led by 
Indigenous planners.

In Canada, it is largely the municipality (city) that is responsible for determining the design 
and identity goals of the city. What modern cities look like today was decided once upon 
a time by mostly male, white, urban planners who were keen to imprint their colonially 
inspired or culturally neutral designs all over their city. Have you ever travelled to Europe and 
wished your city back home reflected that richness of culture? (I studied in Italy for a summer. 
That country routinely brought me to tears with its culturally rich beauty. It also made it 
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hard to look at my city without feeling a deep sense of loss by the complete subjugation of 
Indigenous cultures.)

When it comes to city policies, especially those that provide direction around design, 
naming, arts, heritage, and culture—​we should think of them as outdated and needing to be 
updated—​because they are. Indigenous Peoples are not the only cultural communities absent 
from the urban landscape. Black, Chinese, Filipino, Japanese, Latinx communities—​just to 
name a few—​are also not represented in any equitable manner. Imagine how powerful a city 
that embraced all its cultures respectfully would look and feel? Cities are ultimately places 
of cultural collection and its planned redistribution as decided by elected representatives, is 
lobbied through various cultural and political groups, and finally determined through the 
actions of city planners. This is why building place-​based planning into city processes is 
so vital.

Stories of Place Rooted in Indigenous Knowledge Are Foundational to 
Indigenizing Cities

Integrating Indigenous culture into cities has primarily focused on Indigenous art, which is 
a beautiful way to showcase culture and is certainly an important visible outcome. However, 
inclusion of Indigenous perspectives into city projects must go beyond the standard “decoration-​
only” approach and include innovative ways of demonstrating that local Indigenous nations 
have always been the original stewards of these lands.

Here are some examples of what this can look like:

•	 Incorporation into city projects’ values and principles;
•	 Architectural design into buildings, landscape;
•	 Incorporating historical and contemporary stories into a site;
•	 Street (re)naming and place naming;
•	 Environmental stewardship considerations;
•	 Protocol exploration—​what does it mean to design layered cultural significance into sites?

At the same time, it is important to recognize how the sharing of any Indigenous cultural, 
historical, and ecological knowledge of surrounding lands and waters, especially when done 
by Elders, must benefit those Indigenous communities and ensure that this intergenerational 
knowledge sharing be part of any planning process.

To only create learning processes on Indigenous cultural, historical, or ecological know-
ledge for city officials or designers only is not inclusive—​we must find ways to share these 
learning opportunities more widely. Indigenous Peoples are vocally stating their desire to 
see urban residents learn about their history and deep connection to these lands. At the 
same time, Indigenous cultural leaders are working hard to ensure that their own commu-
nity members have access to learning opportunities on their histories, stories, and traditional 
ecological knowledge. Much of Indigenous culture and language has been eroded due to 
the devastating impacts of colonization and the Indian Residential Schools. Knowing this, 
it becomes more critical that both Indigenous Peoples and urban residents be provided with 
opportunities to learn about the cultural history and traditional ecological knowledge of these 
lands and waters.
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Building up this knowledge base will take time and must take into consideration the com-
plexity of Indigenous communities: iterate that there are many family stories of place and time 
rather than the more convenient approach to learning from a handful of individuals from the 
Indigenous nation who are deemed to represent the collective. Indigenous stories are layered 
and nuanced, and to access them requires trust and relationship building. Not all stories are 
meant for public consumption—​being prepared to take the time to understand this and to 
co-​create new ways to share this knowledge through a range of city projects is reconciliation 
in action.

It is only through learning about these unique cultures, stories, and histories that wide-
spread respect for Indigenous Peoples can grow. It is only through gaining new insight about 
these lands through an Indigenous worldview that a future for meaningful reconciliation can 
really emerge. It will be a complex journey to navigate such learnings. There is then one more 
key area that must be understood.

Urban Indigenous Communities Are Different to Local Indigenous   
Communities

There is another Indigenous population within cities that must also be considered in city 
planning: the urban Indigenous population. These are Indigenous People whose traditional 
homelands are elsewhere, and who do not have inherent Indigenous rights or title to the 
lands of the city in which they now live. Indigenous People decide to move to cities for many 
reasons: Work, education, family, urban life. Many urban Indigenous People consider the city to 
be their home, and we now see multiple generations of urban Indigenous families raised in cities, 
while keeping connections to their family back in their homelands. In Canada, the majority of 
all Indigenous Peoples are considered urban and reside in both large and small urban centres.

Knowledge of the larger urban Indigenous Community has been lacking within local 
governments who see Indigenous issues as outside their jurisdiction. While contemporary 
urban Indigenous life has found ways to grow over time, this community has remained 
invisible to city leaders. Narratives of Indigenous Peoples in cities have been kept in a “no 
longer here” past tense or worse, have only focused on harmful activities rooted in poverty 
or stemming from the devastating impacts of Indian Residential Schools. This deficit lens has 
impacted how decisions regarding urban Indigenous People within cities have been made.

In 2010, the ground-​breaking Environics Urban Aboriginal Peoples Study (UAPS) 
(Environics Institute 2010), the largest national research of its kind in Canada explored the 
identities, values, experiences, and aspirations of Indigenous People living in 11 major cities 
and pushed back against the misconceptions held to that point. This was a research project, the 
implementation of which, I led, collecting the voices of over 2,500 Indigenous participants 
who responded to 150 questions. The UAPS research found that the urban Indigenous popu-
lation was a permanent population, not just “passing through,” that the majority of urban 
Indigenous People considered the city to be their home, felt they could make a positive 
impact, and had aspirations for a good life for themselves and future generations.

The UAPS also found that culture was a vital aspect of a healthy, successful life for urban 
Indigenous Peoples. Those who felt a strong connection to their culture (demonstrated 
through knowledge of their family tree) were more likely to say they were happy in their life, 
had a post-​secondary degree or were in the process of completing their education goals, and 
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were more likely to volunteer, vote in elections, and could see themselves advancing in their 
career. Cultural knowledge and connections were clearly an essential factor. Those Indigenous 
People who did not have a connection to their culture through knowledge of their family tree 
were less likely to identify with these positive life features and were also younger in age—​there 
was a generation gap in cultural knowledge. When asked if they wanted to learn more about 
their culture, the answer was a resounding “yes” along with the recognition that opportunities 
to connect with their culture had not been presented before.

Indigenous cultures, once targeted by government policies for eradication—​later iden-
tified by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission as acts of “cultural genocide”—​are 
very important for Indigenous People living in cities. When it comes to urban Indigenous 
planning, it’s about creating opportunities for intergenerational cultural sharing in order for 
Indigenous self-​determination to be expressed in as many ways as possible.

In Canadian cities, where more than half of Indigenous Peoples now live, there is an 
economy of scale in larger urban centres where tens of thousands of Indigenous Peoples 
are trailblazing contemporary expressions of identity and using arts, music, fashion, thought 
leadership, environmental and sustainability advocacy, education, and sporting opportunities 
to create vibrant urban Indigenous communities. These efforts are providing cities with an 
electrifying new scene that welcomes all, connecting everyone to Indigenous knowledge 
through contemporary Indigenous innovation and expression. The challenge for cities is how 
to ensure that these communities are finally recognized, reflected, and supported. This is 
where I need to start my personal reflections on these issues based on my work to date.

A Personal Reflection

Since the early 2000s, I have been creating research and policy solutions aimed at understanding 
and supporting Indigenous communities within cities. I remember early on in my career how 
alienated urban Indigenous Peoples were from government and First Nations political dis-
course. There was a sense that Indigenous People in cities were not worth supporting, and this 
was demonstrated by the lack of investment in understanding urban Indigenous issues beyond 
that of simply looking at homelessness.

Politically, First Nations and urban Indigenous advocacy groups at the national level con-
sistently fought over “who speaks for and represents Indigenous peoples outside of First 
Nations reserves.” All levels of Canadian government—​Federal, Provincial, and Municipal—​
seemed not to mind this infighting. It was just one more matter they wouldn’t have to deal 
with and they chose to ignore the seemingly unimportant policy gap and let it fall between 
the cracks without giving it much thought.

As a young Nisga’a and Kwakwaka’wakw woman who had made the city her home, 
I watched the disorganization of the urban Indigenous political scene and recognized that 
those who suffered were ordinary Indigenous People and families. Who we were and what 
we aspired to achieve went unnoticed and was not questioned. When attention was given, 
it usually focused on the negative, the result of which would embed harsh stereotypes. 
Any urban Indigenous-​community building efforts underway were created without much 
external support. Municipalities seemed uninterested in acknowledging the potential roles of 
Indigenous People in cities. I often heard, “it’s outside our jurisdiction—​it’s a federal respon-
sibility.” Moreover, philanthropic organizations did not support Indigenous Peoples in cities. 
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It felt like we, the urban Indigenous Community in cities, were on our own. It was just us 
and our local Friendship Centre.

Fast forward to the present day, and so much has changed in a short while. From 2008 to 
2011, I led the implementation of the Environics Urban Aboriginal Peoples Study, which not 
only demonstrated the vital importance of Indigenous culture but uncovered so many (dare 
I say) humanizing insights of the identities, values, experiences, and aspirations of Indigenous 
People in cities. Not only were urban Indigenous populations a significant policy gap at any 
government level, but they were largely invisible communities within cities, whether they 
were local First Nations who had resided on their homelands for millennia and watched 
settler cities grow around them, or Indigenous Peoples who had moved to the city for work, 
education, or family.

As we were undertaking the UAPS survey and asking Indigenous Peoples about their 
aspirations for themselves and their families, we received feedback that the survey was the first 
time that anyone had ever asked them about their hopes for their future. That was a revelation 
for me: It had highlighted the need to identify the aspirations we have as Indigenous Peoples 
in cities and to ensure that any initiatives at the policy level incorporated this important con-
sideration. We cannot build or create without knowing what we aspire to as a community. 
Without knowing these aspirations any policy efforts undertaken were limited, paternalistic, 
and prescriptive. In other words, they continued to entrench a colonial “we know best” atti-
tude over Indigenous self-​determination. If cities were places to support modern cultural 
vitality, it was quite the opposite for Indigenous Peoples. We had to work twice as hard to 
create the sense of community that we needed—​and deserved.

How to Begin to Address Reconciliation within a Large City

In 2013, I joined the City of Vancouver to undertake hosting the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission and the historic Walk for Reconciliation by Reconciliation Canada. That same 
year, Vancouver proclaimed a “Year of Reconciliation 2013–​2014,” challenged cities across 
Canada to do the same, and engaged Vancouverites and City staff in a year-​long effort to learn 
about the history of colonization and the government-​sanctioned Indian Residential Schools.

Concurrently, I led a city-​wide policy and service review that evolved into the creation of a 
City of Reconciliation Framework that ushered in systemic change within all city departments to 
ensure that the City of Vancouver found new ways to conduct its work in acknowledgement 
of the unceded Musqueam, Squamish, and Tsleil-​Waututh Nation homelands on which it is 
situated. Within five years, close to 100 new initiatives and policy changes were implemented 
that ensured reconciliation was reflected as a core value throughout the City. So much space 
was created for systemic change—​it was breathtaking.

Municipalities aren’t known for being a place of innovation with regard to Indigenous 
rights recognition. But we moved forward with our commitments, within our jurisdiction to 
act, guided by the City of Reconciliation Framework.

There were three foundational pillars of the City of Reconciliation Framework (City of 
Vancouver 2014):

•	 Cultural Competency: All City staff should have access and opportunity to learn about 
the history of Indigenous Peoples, starting with the acknowledgement of the history of 
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residential schools and the impact of harm from the loss of land and culture. City staff 
should provide access and opportunities for Indigenous Vancouverites to engage in City 
businesses and services;

•	 Strengthening Relations: Continue building and strengthening relationships with 
Musqueam, Squamish, and Tsleil-​Waututh Nations, and Vancouver’s urban Indigenous 
community with a focus on the Metro Vancouver Aboriginal Executive Council;

•	 Effective Decision-​making: Enhancing how the City of Vancouver works with First 
Nations and urban Indigenous communities, conducting work differently and taking 
thoughtful risks, making exceptions to normal processes that still align within the 
City mandate, while having better alignment with First Nations and urban Indigenous 
priorities.

In order to help guide this new way of city planning and policy making, a long-​term vision 
was developed:

As a City of Reconciliation, the City of Vancouver will form a sustained relation-
ship of mutual respect and understanding with local First Nations and the Urban 
Indigenous community, including key agencies, to incorporate a First Nations and 
Urban Indigenous perspective into the work undertaken and decisions made by the 
City of Vancouver and, ultimately, to provide services that benefit members of these 
communities.

We found that having the framework was not sufficient enough direction for staff to move 
toward the type of systemic change needed to facilitate reconciliation, and thus, long-​term 
goals were developed in 2015 which provided clarity, guidance, and accountability for all City 
departments to integrate into their workplans:

•	 Strengthen Local First Nations and Urban Aboriginal Relations;
•	 Promote Aboriginal Peoples Arts, Culture, Awareness and Understanding;
•	 Incorporate First Nations and Urban Aboriginal Perspectives for Effective City Services.

Some of the many initiatives created and supported through the City of Reconciliation Framework 
included those outlined in the box below.

CITY OF RECONCILIATION SAMPLE OF CROSS-​DEPARTMENTAL 
OUTCOMES

•	 Two Indigenous health, healing, and wellness centres were built and supported through 
grants from the city, and partnerships with urban Indigenous service providers;

•	 Implementation of the Truth and Reconciliation Calls to Action report which identified 
that 28 of the 94 calls to action were actionable through 59 city initiatives aligned 
under three themes: Healthy Communities and Wellness; Achieving Indigenous 
Human Rights and Recognition; and Advancing Awareness, Knowledge, and Capacity;

•	 The City released the Aboriginal Health, Healing, and Wellness in the Downtown 
Eastside (DTES) Study, which identified the critical role that access to traditional 
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and culturally appropriate health care practices play in supporting the well-​being of 
Indigenous People;

•	 Vancouver’s 2017 Canada 150+​ program included reconciliation as a key theme and 
hosted three signature events: The Gathering of Canoes, the Drum is Calling Festival 
(Canada’s largest Indigenous music and arts festival) and Walk for Reconciliation (over 
50,000 participated);

•	 The development of Archaeology policies and creation of Chance Find Management 
training for Engineering operations were introduced—​both in collaboration with local 
First Nations;

•	 An online three-​module course for City staff focused on Reconciliation and Indigenous 
Peoples, as well as in-​person cultural competency training offered to thousands of city 
staff in all departments;

•	 Eligibility criteria in all grant programs was expanded to include local First Nations 
(City of Vancouver 2017).

The City of Reconciliation Framework was not to be a “cookie cutter” prescriptive set of 
policies or programs. Rather, it was to focus on the important elements of what the United 
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples and the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission’s Calls to Actions outlined, and we used them to provide direction and policy 
alignment. We empowered staff to respond to a respectful government-​to-​government 
working relationship. It provided the City of Vancouver and First Nations the time to create 
municipal tools, along with the training staff needed to undertake it well.

Vancouver’s City of Reconciliation Framework wasn’t about a government trying to just “deal” 
with Indigenous rights. It was about creating a pathway forward, together. It set the City of 
Vancouver on the path to reconciliation. The real work took place in every department, based 
on working alongside First Nations and the urban Indigenous community, and ensuring that 
there was collaborative agreement on the next steps and objectives.

GINGER’S GUIDANCE FOR CITY OFFICIALS

•	 Acknowledge the Indigenous community in the way they want to be acknowledged. 
Recognize them in the way they want to be recognized. And know the key differences 
between First Nations and urban Indigenous communities;

•	 Planning must consider inequities between the City and Indigenous communities, 
and must take account of the time and capacity involved in planning processes on 
both sides;

•	 If you can’t break your own policies, you’re not going to see the change you want to 
see. Decolonization is a long-​term process meant to completely disrupt and dismantle 
an unjust system—​the system in which we are operating today;

•	 Be prepared to feel like you’re making it all up. International best practices will only 
get you so far. Localized investment requires relationship building and at the end of 
the day, you need to figure out what that actually looks like to make the relationship 
work. It will take time;
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•	 Without trust between the City and Indigenous community, any efforts are probably 
going to fail;

•	 It’s important to try, fail, learn, try again. And again. And again.

Ultimately, it’s about creating space within a process normally closed off to Indigenous 
communities, then finding ways to honour Indigenous voices within processes that have 
been absent of cultural perspectives.

Yes –​ this IS special treatment for Indigenous communities. Righting historic injustices 
and cultural genocide requires it.

Yes, there is still a long way to go. But that’s the nature of meaningful reconciliation. It will 
take time and involve all of us to get it right. When I left the City of Vancouver, I shared this 
message with my Facebook contacts to summarize how I saw my efforts unfold and the space 
created in the process:

I’ve spent the past 5 years in an important position to create a bridge with the 
Indigenous community, something that wasn’t clearly understood at a municipal level 
when I started. Reconciliation was adopted as the approach we needed to take to deter-
mine what we needed to do. It helped us see and has taken us far!

To the first government to proclaim a Year of Reconciliation, to creating a workable 
framework to become the world’s first City of Reconciliation. To officially acknow-
ledging that Vancouver was on unceded Musqueam, Squamish, and Tsleil-​Waututh 
homelands. And committing to systems and policy change—​all City departments had 
to create a work plan that responded to our City of Reconciliation goals.

This was where much of my work was, with taking a policy or process full of red tape, 
understanding where we needed to go, breaking the barriers, and then figuring out 
how to do the work. My favourite sayings were “We are figuring this out as we go 
along”, and “Even if we make mistakes, we are learning”. Some things we could change 
fast. Others, still working on it. But staff know the status quo is not an option if it is a 
detriment to who we are as a City of Reconciliation, and that was often frustrating to 
point out but also incredibly hopeful because change was and is occurring.

I worked with every single department, every day, on over 100 City initiatives in iden-
tifying what we needed to do and how we needed to do it. And when we were ready 
to listen and learn and made space within our policies to change, we then took these 
projects to the Nations, or to the Urban Indigenous Peoples Advisory Committee, or to 
the Metro Vancouver Aboriginal Executive Council to set new direction, priorities, and 
to co-​develop next steps and a long-​term approach. These initiatives are changing the 
culture of the organization and giving new options and perspectives for how Vancouver 
as a City will be. There is so much space created right now … thinking back on every-
thing and looking at where this is going—​it literally takes my breath away. I won’t and 
can’t go into details, there’s too much. Starting things, stopping things, predicting then 
pivoting, pushing, pulling, cajoling, inspiring, supporting, editing, saying maybe –​ yeah 
let’s do it, jumping then leaping, falling then getting back up again and again …
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Many lessons have been learned along the way about Indigenous Peoples in cities that 
requires thoughtful investigation and dialogue. Cities in Canada have been able to reflect in 
their policies the learnings from the Environics Urban Aboriginal Peoples Study and have 
seen the success of the City of Vancouver’s commitment to reconciliation and followed 
Vancouver’s leadership. It is still, however, early days in understanding the goals of reconcili-
ation at a municipal level, and what this inspires for new aspirations in city building.

The Path Forward

Cities and municipal governments in Canada have had a hands-​off approach when it comes to 
Indigenous community relations, often leaving matters that involve Indigenous Peoples to fed-
eral and provincial governments. This “not my jurisdiction” approach has created an environ-
ment in which cities have conducted their business over many generations without any regard 
for Indigenous communities. City staff have not been expected to consider Indigenous Peoples 
within their planning processes, would develop heritage designations without any regard for rec-
ognizing Indigenous forms of heritage, and would create urban identities for neighbourhoods 
and parks that excluded Indigenous knowledge. Cities have existed as places of innovation, cul-
ture, and economic activity but have reinforced the erasure of Indigenous Peoples.

Since release of the TRC Calls to Action, there has been a growing movement to ensure 
Indigenous history and culture is reflected through city planning, driven by their commitment 
to advancing reconciliation. This is a new goal of cities across the country—​to acknowledge 
the truth of these lands having always been the unceded homelands of Indigenous Peoples and 
co-​creating a city and urban identity that benefits all.

New Zealand as a country is moving forward on their reconciliation journey as well. They 
are co-​creating a national identity that is rooted in Māori culture and language. Much of it 
stems from Māori activism in the late 1970s for New Zealand to promote their language. In 
1987 Māori was recognized as an official language of the country. Many cultural institutions 
have grown from this and there are now a couple of generations that are benefiting from this 
national recognition and respect for Māori culture. Because of this, it could be said that a goal 
of the Māori peoples is for all New Zealanders to have Māori pride through respectful rights 
and knowledge recognition.

You can see it, it’s visible, from architecture with Māori design, to Māori place names 
being recognized, to having significant representation in elected positions in government, 
and also incorporating the Haka as a sports team tradition. This is identifying New Zealand 
as a unique place on earth, and they are co-​creating a country and identity that benefits all 
and connects everyone to the land they share through Indigenous knowledge. This is what 
respectful and meaningful reconciliation can be.

Māori leadership in planning and design have created the Te Aranga Design Principles 
which set the standard for what Indigenous design in the built form should strive to under-
stand and reflect locally. City building and place making across New Zealand is providing us 
with the greatest contemporary examples of Indigenous identity within cities, and anyone 
interested in urban Indigeneity must look to Māori leadership for inspiration.

How we get from here to there requires us to not treat Indigenization of cities or recon-
ciliation as a time defined program. If we are going to move forward as a society in a truthful 
way, we all need to know whose lands these have always been—​we need to understand the 
deep-​rooted connection Indigenous Peoples have to this earth, and we need to learn from that 
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knowledge, especially in the midst of a climate emergency and ongoing sustainability plans 
that will determine how we need to change in order to support ecosystem health. Cities are 
positioning themselves to be significant responders to climate change, as they should—​but 
if Indigenous knowledge isn’t reflected in those plans, I fear we will reinforce colonization 
through new forms of erasure of Indigenous People’s roles as stewards and key knowledge 
holders of these lands and waters.

While I’m proud of my efforts and the space I’ve created to change the discourse on the 
Indigenization of cities in Vancouver and across Canada, there is still so much work and 
learning to do. My aspirations for city life are based on experiencing Indigenous knowledge 
in all aspects of urban living. I want people to know the stories of these lands from Indigenous 
perspectives—​ to see an Indigenous person as a future City Manager or Mayor of Vancouver. 
I see so much potential through Indigenous leadership being truly respected and embraced 
throughout cities. Will I see this in my lifetime? I’m not sure, but I have hope.
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UNSETTLING THE COLONIALITY 
OF FORESIGHT

Aarathi Krishnan

Who Controls the Imaginations of Our Futures?

My name is Aarathi Krishnan. I am Malaysian. I am Australian. I am of Indian heritage and of 
two different castes. I have lived in many countries, and I currently live on ancestral Lenape 
homelands now known as New York. I am an immigrant. I am a cis woman of colour. I have 
multiplicities of identities that don’t fit perfectly into a checkbox, nor do I want them to. 
I stand here on the shoulders of everyone that has come before me, and I have an obligation 
to all who will come after me. I have worked in humanitarian and development aid for almost 
two decades and now research how technology futures might be more ethical as it intersects 
with the humanitarian system. My work is at the intersection of humanitarian and develop-
ment aid, strategic foresight, and complexity.

The common threads throughout my career are the questions: How do we serve all of humanity 
without bringing the inequities of our past into our futures? How do we avoid flattening people’s identities into 
stereotypical ideas of who they are and what they desire so that when they most need the best of humanity, 
they feel safe and seen in the support being offered to them? This isn’t merely a technical pursuit, but a 
deeply personal one, driven by the notion that people who look like me, who come from the 
communities I come from—​my grandparents and great grandparents—​are often denied voice. 
We are spoken on behalf of when it comes to the choices available to us for our futures and our 
children’s and grandchildren’s futures. It is in this vein that I ask these questions. As complexity 
and uncertainty recasts our understanding of ourselves and our place in the world, it also provokes 
new answers to the question: What does it mean to be human in these 21st-​century futures?

Our world is in a liminal place—​that space between one form of existence and the next. 
As we strive now to redesign our places of living and belonging, of redesigning cities and civic 
spaces, how do we ensure that the designs of these new spaces are not relegated to the imagin-
ations and actions of a few? How do we reimagine our futures weaving in the principles of 
Sacred Civics such that wisdom, commons, and our values guide the tools and approaches we draw 
on? The rallying call of 2020 and 2021 has been that we must “build back better” to “new 
normal”—​a Great Reset recognising that our commons have fundamentally and irrevocably 
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shifted and our futures are complex and uncertain. The challenge that we face as humanity in 
this transition, is how we steward our planet and our people well—​not just for ourselves today 
but for current and future generations. We must—​all of us—​ask ourselves one fundamental 
question: What kind of ancestors do we want to be? It is the answer to this question that will 
determine the actions we choose to take today.

As Kathy Peach (2019) notes: “Overall, the future is dominated by privileged white men.” 
Our global systems exist within complex, interlocking imperial formations. The fundamental 
practice of foresight is the process of imagining and designing what our futures can and should 
be. This process has predominantly been constructed in communities that uphold pockets of 
monopolies, capitalism, power, and privilege that shape our views of what is possible. What 
this does, whether implicitly or unconsciously, is reinforce dominant, hegemonic narratives 
that assume:

•	 The experiences of all people, of all civil society, is homogenous;
•	 The singular Global North values that underpin such futures are the only ones that all 

people aspire to, regardless of their lives or their physical, mental, cultural, societal, eco-
nomic, or geographic bearings;

•	 Power dynamics will continue to be affirmed in the hands of those that currently hold 
it, without considering the cascading impacts of policy decisions on those that are most 
affected by it.

We are in an imagination battle. Imagination turns brown bombers into terrorists and 
white bombers into mentally ill victims. Imagination gives us borders, gives us super-
iority, gives us race as an indicator of ability. I often feel I am trapped inside someone 
else’s capability. I often feel I am trapped inside someone else’s imagination, and I must 
engage my own imagination in order to break free.

adrienne maree brown

As we draw on new tools and approaches to help in our reimaginations, this chapter argues, as 
the quote by adrienne maree brown’s (2017) illustrates, that traditional, hegemonic approaches 
to foresight are not adequate. This chapter posits that these tools, as they are today, need fur-
ther expansion for the types of complexities we are facing. It provides a brief description of 
strategic foresight and how it has traditionally been utilised. It further posits that the baseline 
of foresight is coloniality and that this very baseline is also its fault line. Coloniality narrows 
analysis to what is merely plausible, possible, preferable, and probable, rather than futures 
that are just and equitable. Finally, this chapter puts forward an emergent approach to a new 
decolonial model of foresight that works to liberate our futures so our reimaginations of 
societies, economies, governments, and cities are spaces of safety and flourishing for all, not 
just for some. This chapter puts these arguments forward through the three pillars of Sacred 
Civics: wisdom, values, and commons, all of which are based in decoloniality.

Understanding Strategic Foresight and its Fault Lines

Strategic foresight is a multi-​dimensional approach aimed at driving strategic transform-
ation and anticipation to guide future-​oriented decisions and planning. It is the discipline 
of exploring the future to anticipate changes, develop possible transition pathways, and to 
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withstand shocks to “help us act in the present to shape the future we want,” (European 
Commission 2020). It is not about predicting the future, but rather exploring different pos-
sible alternatives of how the future might unfold and how our world might be affected today. 
Formal foresight practices emerged in the 20th century through military practice, consumer 
marketing, and science and technology (Careful Industries 2021). Royal Dutch Shell is most 
often cited as an example of early foresight methodology development. As described by the 
Asia–​Pacific Center for Security Studies, “[s]‌ince the 1970s, they [Royal Dutch Shell] have 
explored alternative scenarios of the future to help leaders make better decisions,” (Canyon 
2018). As a practice, it attempts to blend imaginations of what the future might be with 
action in the present that requires changes in policies, practices, culture, and investments that 
governments, institutions, and societies need to adopt.

But, these realms of imaginings and design of democracy, progress, social good, and what 
it means to thrive have traditionally followed a static, rigid view of these ideas, steeped in 
pillars of a Northern-​dominated world order. Official reports about the future put forward 
ideas about how the world might evolve. Research on the future of work greatly influences 
how governments and powerful corporations consider the evolutions that we are experien-
cing (PwC 2018). We limit the possibilities of what might evolve in our world to four binary 
scenarios, as if these scenarios are the only things available to all of us, without considering 
the interconnectedness of risk and complexity that drive how human beings live (ARUP 
2019). The very practice of foresight can be steeped in bias and surface-​level rhetoric without 
interrogating what is needed for us to change and adapt to an uncertain world. As Rachel 
Coldicutt explains, “partly because of its origins, there is a tendency for formal foresight to 
be ‘top down,’ reinforcing the requirements of those with existing power … and is often 
characterized by trust in the inevitability of technological innovation.” As a result, these 
futures can easily be “mistaken as self-​evident truths” (Careful Industries 2021).

What is the result of futures that become a singular truth? The systems and frameworks that 
have served us to date may have improved outcomes for many but haven’t done so equally and 
have been at significant cost. The global COVID-​19 pandemic showed in harsh light the fun-
damental cracks in our global systems and structures. Our systems, our societies, our actions, 
and our behaviours were a million wounds in a structural ecosystem that was rupturing at its 
sides. The system has now blown wide open, revealing to humanity’s collective shame the 
ways in which we have all failed: to lift people out of poverty; to make health care sustainable 
and accessible; to safeguard our planet; to make the world more equal, just, and safe. We have 
failed, not because the challenges were impossible to solve, but because of our collective leth-
argy and apathy to truly reimagine a completely different status quo.

The measures against the #Coronavirus pandemic are made by and for those parts 
of  the world that can afford to retreat in individualism. But for millions of people 
around the world there’s no such thing as socially distancing yourself.

OluTimehin Adegbeye

These singular truths for the future result in policy design that is created with very narrow 
ideas about humanity. We saw this in pandemic policies designed for wealthy countries and 
blindly rolled out across the world as the quote above by OluTimehin Adegbeye (2020) 
illustrates. These policies were not designed with consideration for migrant workers or for 
communities that are unable to socially distance (Kugler and Shakti 2020; Adegbeye 2020). 
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The poor, the uninsured, the disenfranchised, the information-​poor, and the less mobile are 
bearing the brunt.

To design anew, we must ask ourselves how humanity arrived at this unique point in time. 
What systems corral how humanity exists? How do they play out in people’s experiences and 
why? Quite often, those that utilise foresight approaches in change efforts assume emanci-
pation and liberation through systems transformation and reimagination. They leave out a crit-
ical understanding of history, power, and who is deliberately unseen or exploited. Without 
this analysis, the use of hegemonic foresight might paradoxically expose or expand harm on 
marginalised minoritised constituents.

Coloniality—​Understanding what Precedes to Inform, Situate, and 
Construct Knowledge of the Future

Hillary Cottam (2021) argues in her publication, The Radical Way, that “deeper change does 
not start with improvement of what is existing, but rather asks a bigger question of what is 
needed now to flourish.” To truly flourish, we cannot design futures that merely replicate or 
reinforce existing and past inequalities; we must address why and how those inequalities exist 
in the first place.

One of the reasons for grave inequality is due to historic colonialism and how it manifests 
in ongoing agony today. The act of colonialism, or colonisation, removes power from the 
colonised, dispossesses and transfers economic resources, and removes culture in the name 
of “civility.” Colonialism isn’t just physical; it is also mental and metaphysical. Colonisers 
impose their assessment of the value of people, resources, and land. The axiology of 
coloniality, explained by Arum Linh, is how (colonisers) impose their assessment of the 
value of the people, resources, and land that become embedded in the institution that 
then creates the nation-​state in settler colonialism. “All of the established laws, policies, 
institutions, and governance structures are based on those beliefs that were brought upon 
contact” (Linh 2020).

Coloniality presents itself in a matrix of power that operates through control or hegemony 
over the economy, including land, labour, and natural resources; authority; gender and sexu-
ality; and subjectivity and knowledge (Martinot 2004). Coloniality was presented to the world 
as “modernisation” but this was at grave expense to freedom, justice, equality, and a homo-
genous world view. The ideas of modernity that resulted—​such as nation-​states, citizenship, 
and democracy, come as a result of this domination (Grosfoguel 2011). How we then con-
ceive and transfer knowledge, as well as what knowledge we see as credible and valid are also 
based on these colonial beliefs. How we exist within these structures and how we interpret 
reality is deeply influenced by colonisation as well. All of these come together to create a 
narrative that defines how “normal” is understood (Linh 2020).

A colonial relationship is hierarchical, extractive, and exploitative. It produces uneven 
consequences and malevolent paternalisms. Colonial relationships create presumed super-
iority and infertility, also known as hierarchies, between colonising and colonised people 
and places. They are extractive as the uneven consequences of colonialism are felt across the 
entire system. The malevolent paternalism of colonial relations means that solutions are always 
proffered in the name of and for the good of the colonised; yet the colonised themselves are 
not recognised as full and legitimate participants in producing those solutions.
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So, Is Foresight Colonial?

Foresight approaches have traditionally been homogenous in their design and thinking. Born 
from an ideology of a dominant Western perspective, the roots of strategic foresight have 
maintained its homogeneity regardless of how and where it is applied. Essentially, it has been 
to look to the future to anticipate what might be coming and be better prepared. It draws on the 
principles of thinking in causal and strategic ways, extrapolation, and imagination. It is also 
fundamentally based on the idea that all people have the same access and the same ways of 
thinking about the future. In doing so, futures and foresight specialists have recreated in their 
own image.

How is the future talked about in vulnerable contexts such as when people juggle crippling 
poverty or feel unsafe; in contexts where young people do not feel that they have full agency 
over their own decisions; where family, culture, and religious obligation play a greater role in 
how their lives play out? What about spaces where indigenous culture and history were over-
taken by capitalist labour markers of progress—​whose visions of the future ought to prevail? 
How do we talk about long-​term possibilities when desperation is a fundamental baseline in people’s 
lives? Do we consider these issues when we design ideas about the future?

The practice of foresight is not neutral. It is conditioned by our positionality, cultural 
values, our economic systems, and our capacity for collective imagination. Are we chasing 
only one idea of what being “progressed” looks like? Do we end up replicating versions 
of ourselves or the stories we want to tell? The recent Technology Futures Report 2021, 
for example, put forward different scenarios of technology futures but did not include any 
aspects of whom these types of futures were privileging, or who would be dispossessed. Nor 
did it include any ethical considerations of the types of futures these ideas might bring for-
ward (World Economic Forum and Deloitte 2021). Without further critical analysis, it was 
launched through arguably powerful platforms as an “inevitable truth.” Foresight can frame 
our choices and help us choose the pathways ahead of us; however, the more rigid our 
dependence, the finer the line becomes between foresight seduction and foresight coercion. 
We end up gently bending our choices, our perspectives, and our sense of ourselves to fit 
these rigid frames—​reducing the breadth of our humanity to those templates that are designed 
and understood by a privileged few.

Though foresight and social change practitioners might speak and work on transformation 
and paradigm shifts with their best intentions, such work rarely involves a challenge to the 
fundamental centrality of the status quo. Part of this reason is that current foresight approaches 
do not challenge linear and historical ideas of (a) what it takes for change to happen, and 
(b) how risk and harm might evolve. Instead, foresight approaches constrain future possibil-
ities to current, narrow assumptions of power and static ideas of harm. Ironically then, it is 
this linearity that limits our imaginations that other possible futures could be tangibly created 
and have very different outcomes for current power structures.

For truly equitable futures, the coloniality of foresight must be unsettled. This requires 
going beyond rhetoric and narratives. Unsettling coloniality does not merely mean to 
tokenistically include historically oppressed, excluded, and impacted communities. Instead, 
the methods and approaches used must fundamentally de-​centre coloniality and simplistic 
solutionism; centre justice and equity; and actively work to mitigate harm, now and into the 
future. Current emerging practices on the decolonisation of foresight focus on participation 
and inclusion, collective visioning, and futures literacy. Though these are wonderful efforts, 

 

 



98  A. Krishnan

98

we must amplify and evolve this further. Decolonisation is not a metaphor, as Tuck and 
Yang (2012) argue, meant to replace diversity and inclusion measures or social justice efforts. 
Without a deep interrogation behind the motives and approaches behind the practice of fore-
sight, claims of “participatory futures,” “democratising futures,” or “decolonising futures” act 
as a cover for essentially continued Anglo–​European coloniality. As Ahmed Ansari argues, 
“mere representation doesn’t necessarily equate to radical alterity.” (Raval 2021). If we retain 
these imaginations and ideas of our futures as an existential reflection or conceptual phil-
osophy, we fail to understand that which created the million systemic wounds that our world 
is suffering from today.

The decoloniality of foresight requires us to interrogate and repair the deep systemic levels 
of oppressions that have marginalised and minoritised so many of us. It requires us to consider 
justice in the governance of our futures and our commons, so we are not locking those that 
are often missed from these conversations into future indebtedness or inequity. It must restore, 
elevate, renew, acknowledge, and validate the multiplicity of lives, lived experiences, culture, 
and knowledge; at the same time, it must de-​centre hetero/​cis-​normativity, hierarchies, and 
structural racial privilege. Most importantly, it must decolonise our minds so we can embrace 
and draw on the ideas that (a) many different philosophies and principles are valid—​a plur-
alistic approach; and (b) multiple truths can exist at the same time, experienced by different 
people in different ways—​a multiverse.

When decolonial practice is applied to foresight, we challenge the normative ways in 
which we are encouraged to think. It opens our minds to the notions that add more 
critical nuanced analysis into our imaginings. Where the Deloitte Technology Futures 
report (2021) drew on technical signals and drivers, a decolonial foresight approach can 
interrogate political and capitalist ideology through the lens of those most impacted by 
these approaches. The recent Think South report analysed the meaning and impact of data 
colonialism and technological sovereignty through the lens of Global South communities 
to challenge the notion that futures are unidimensional (Mhlambi, Freuler, and Ricaurte 
2019). Decolonial foresight can also help us expand on how we think about development 
more broadly. Buen Vivir has done exactly this through critically examining the discourse 
of sustainable development. The concept and lived practice is based on a “decolonial stance 
drawing on a new form of ethics that balances quality of life, democratization of the state 
and concern with biocentric ideals” and goes beyond putting a dollar figure on national 
well-​being (Salazar 2015).

Transformation for social good in the 21st century will only be effective if it is based 
on systemic interrogation that denies normative static frameworks and linear methodologies 
designed on outdated assumptions. This transformation must pull out systemic inequality and 
bias, be representative of all peoples and futures, and link to strategic reform. More than this, 
who gets to be part of the process and how it influences decision-​making is just as important as the 
outcome. If the COVID-​19 pandemic has taught us anything, it is how we seek a fundamental 
transformation of our ways of living and being. To truly break from the shackles of our past, we 
need the imaginations, hopes, and dreams of a new world.

Hope is a radical act. It is what makes us cross seas, skies, take risks, and jump without 
safety nets when the journey and arrival might endanger safety and might diminish us. We are 
propelled forward by the hope for a better future for our children and our grandchildren but 
hope by itself is not enough. We must translate this hope into action that befits the types of 
resets we need in the redesign of new commons, values, and wisdoms.
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Unsettling the Coloniality of Foresight

If the practice of strategic foresight is left to its current set of frameworks and approaches, 
it will merely relegate to its most simplistic form. As it exists today, strategic foresight is no 
longer adequate to tackle the complex futures that humanity faces. Our models of govern-
ance and strategic design require a broader evolution to consider the “sexual, gender, spiritual, 
epistemic, economic, political, linguistic, aesthetic, pedagogical and racial hierarchies of the 
‘modern/​colonial, western-​centric, Christian-​centric, capitalist/​patriarchal world-​system’ ” 
(Grosfoguel 2011). Linearity and hegemony are the cripplers of our futures. As Audrey Lorde 
(1984) argues “What does it mean when tools of a racist patriarchy are used to examine 
the fruits of that same patriarchy? It means that only the narrowest perimeters of change 
are possible and allowable.” Futures frameworks that push one dominant narrative limit our 
questioning of whether global poverty measures have considered colonial history, implications 
on inequality from brutal economic policies, or planetary implications from industrialisation. 
It reinforces future progress as singular, linear spectrums that build on the trajectories of our 
history and assumes that those ideas of progress are what everyone must aspire to in the future. 
It reinforces power imbalances and excludes those that don’t have the same kind of access to 
participate. It can result in crippling inaction if reimagination is not systematically linked to 
levers for societal, political, and institutional transformations.

To evolve the practice of foresight, we must elevate factors of privileging forces and ana-
lyse bias hot spots and flows of power. We can then see and understand systemic oppression 
and stop making blind assumptions about how those most impacted will be affected. We must 
also challenge our baseline assumptions about these approaches and embed new elements that 
speak to the multiplicity of futures that is available to all of us. Doing so allows foresight to 
be optimised for human and planetary well-​being, narrows the gap of agony, and provides a 
“dividend” to historically excluded and oppressed communities.

Imagination is one of the spoils of colonization, which in many ways is claiming who 
gets to imagine the future for a given geography. Losing our imagination is a symptom 
of trauma. Reclaiming the right to dream the future, strengthening the muscle to 
imagine together as Black people, is a revolutionary decolonizing activity.

adrienne maree brown

Foresight models baselined in decolonial theory interrogates patterns of power that shape our 
intellectual, political, economic, and social world as adrienne maree brown (2017) illustrates 
above. By embedding a decolonial critical approach within the technical practice of foresight, 
structural and systemic transformation efforts can ensure that the impacts of past inequalities 
and harm will not hinder historically oppressed communities’ ability to flourish in the long 
term, rather than just to survive in the short term. Incorporating these interrogations elevates 
current decolonisation of futures approaches from collective and participatory visioning to 
linking more intentionally to systems transformation efforts.

The focus on decoloniality provides a set of approaches that go beyond diversity, inclu-
sion, and empowerment, and arguably do not influence or guide decision-​making and priority 
setting. A decolonial approach turns us “towards a pluriversal epistemology of the future that, 
unlike universalism, acknowledges and supports a wider radius of socio-​political, ecological, 
cultural and economic needs” (Mohamed, Png, and Isaac 2020). Utilising a decolonial basis 

 

 

 



100  A. Krishnan

100

shifts the knowledge sources and experiences we draw on in the very design and decision-​making 
that foresight models underpin and ensures that we consider the multiplicity of ways in which 
issues of equity, justice, rights, fairness, harm, and agency are experienced the world over. 
Baselining decoloniality allows us to shift current models that are beset with calls for partici-
pation and inclusion but still centre decision-​making on a normative and power-​centralised 
status quo.

Decolonial foresight can intentionally help design flourishing futures for us. By utilising a 
decolonial model into our reimagining and redesign efforts, we can:

•	 Interrogate Future of Work analysis beyond just the automation of jobs, to determine 
how it can translate into more dignified work;

•	 Redesign cities, not just with “smart cities” ideals or green initiatives in mind, but rather 
designing for safety and inclusion for all, including populations that are not normally 
considered in design considerations (i.e. the unhoused, differently abled, LGBTIQ, 
ethnic groups, etc).

•	 Reimagine migration policies, not just to curb migration, but rather make all people feel 
that they belong in a city;

•	 Reframe discussions about future generations beyond just the ability to move across 
borders, but rather such that their identities are not diminished in the spaces they choose 
to reside in;

•	 Create climate-​resilient cities of the future that cater cool spaces for communities that 
can’t afford access to the costs of cooling;

•	 Expand our notions for cities of the future to include humanitarian considerations for 
displaced populations beyond makeshift spaces;

•	 Elevate future pandemic policies to go beyond tech solutionism and consider how those 
that don’t have access to the same types of technology, don’t speak the main language of 
a country or city, or might be undocumented or unsure may still be able to access infor-
mation and services without discrimination or bias.

Our futures do not have to be echoes of our past. I believe the hope we foster can allow 
us to be radical in our imaginations. But hope by itself doesn’t result in transformation. If 
redesigned civics are truly what we seek, we must intentionally design and evolve all our 
current models and frameworks, so they are fit for the types of futures we want to bring 
forward. As Sabelo Ndlovu-​Gatsheni puts it, can we see decolonisation as a process of our 
“rehumanization—​which is a fundamental planetary project”? (Omanga 2020). Unsettling 
the coloniality of foresight is an act of resistance. It is an act of resistance to the shackles that 
have held humanity back from evolving our potential of how we live with each other and 
with our planet. It is an act of resistance to the continued practice of designing for privilege 
rather than for equity and justice.

A New Model of Systemic Decolonial Foresight

This chapter posits an emergent framework of decolonial foresight that aims to dismantle 
harmful power asymmetries and concepts of knowledge. It is modelled on the following 
question: how do we stop locking people into future harm, indebtedness, or future 
inequity?
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This framework is based on the following considerations:

•	 Foresight approaches must be integrated with complexity and systems analysis;
•	 The structural and systemic forms of oppression and inequity need to be recognised and 

designed out of our futures. We cannot do this without understanding our history and 
the roles we have implicitly or explicitly played;

•	 Just as rights are not static, neither is harm. What is the current and future theory of harm 
that might arise out of a solution/​intervention?

•	 How might we actually undo the systems of oppression that have served only a select 
privileged few?

•	 What might be the impact of the solution/​intervention on future generations and on 
our planet? How might this impact be understood and experienced by different groups 
of people across the world?

•	 What are the values and risks of new preferred futures on the models, structures, 
frameworks, and institutions in which we operate?

•	 Will the assumptions we make that continue to centre the status quo and its corresponding 
business models result as a continued fault line?

This emergent decolonial foresight framework is aimed at taking designer and foresight 
specialists through a set of principles that can be applied to any element of a systems redesign 
process, from redesigning cities to governance systems. The model draws on the Sacred 
Civics principles of wisdom, values, and commons to help in the reimagination of policy and 
redesign efforts.

The framework acts as a compass, not a checkbox, to allow for emergence and relationality.
A set of principles by itself cannot be our solution. To be transformative requires 

practitioners, policymakers, designers, and funders to consider:

•	 The interconnectedness of different drivers of risk that might amplify or impede city 
redesign efforts;

•	 Complementing the framework with analysis on trade-​offs that must be incorporated 
into redesign;

•	 The transition processes for new roles and new structures that might emerge;
•	 The underlying assumptions of design efforts so that they don’t turn into fault lines.

Conclusion

Anil Dash (2016) wrote that “We are accountable for the communities we create … Our 
communities are defined by the worst things we permit to happen. What we allow tells the 
world who we are.” Extending this further, we are accountable for the futures we create. Foresight 
models and practitioners that work to transform systems, places, and institutions for good 
cannot absolve ourselves of the responsibilities of the intended and unintended consequences 
of our actions in the short and long term. If our actions enable negative outcomes in the 
future, then our very actions are a fallacy in the name of social justice and social good. To 
ensure that we don’t continuously relegate our responsibilities for the impacts our solutions 
have downstream on minoritised populations, current efforts must shift to critical foresight 
and decolonial approaches.
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TABLE 7.1  Current approaches to foresight versus systemic decolonial approaches of foresight

Current approaches to foresight Systemic decolonial approaches of foresight

Tight circles of “recognised” expertise:

Foresight sees similarity in expertise and little 
recognition of non-​academically qualified 
practitioners or people with lived experience. 
Recent years have seen a birth of practitioners 
from the Global South though epistemology of 
practice remains largely the same. Reflection 
of positionality, privilege or bias in facilitation 
approaches and practices is missing. Selin 
(2008) puts forward the argument that foresight 
methods have their own schemes on what 
counts as anticipatory knowledge and specifies 
through which channels such knowledge 
should be generated and shared. These futures 
then get accepted as “official futures” without 
nuance and become self-​fulfilling (Careful 
Industries 2021).

Recognising positionality:

When the same groups of “experts” facilitate 
foresight processes and workshops, we 
continue the same epistemology of knowledge 
and learning. Whether consciously or 
unconsciously, we recreate in our own image. 
Recognising the positionality of facilitation 
and decision-​making within our wider 
metropolis allows an assessment on impacts of 
bias or privilege.

Narrow epistemology:

The frameworks behind foresight tools and 
approaches have hardly evolved over the 
last few decades. Though recent years have 
seen expansion of epistemology in terms of 
storytelling and concepts of time, this has not 
translated in a legitimate way to mainstream 
curricula.

Legitimacy in pluriversality:

Utilising a wider range of knowledge sources 
and experiences legitimises a multiplicity 
of conceptual models and prevents the 
replication of an echo-​chamber worldview 
via limited perspectives that do not account 
for normative and cultural realities. The 
addition of perspective allows us to recognise 
that multiple truths and multiple realities exist 
at the same time and are seen, experienced, 
imagined and lived by different groups 
of people even within similar contexts. 
Pluriversality gives socio-​political and 
ecological momentum to affect relationality in 
literacy and challenges Eurocentric pedagogy 
that does not reflect realities the world over 
(Perry 2020).

As Arturo Escobar argues in Design for the 
Pluriverse: we must liberate the imagination 
to enable other definitions of possible futures 
(Escobar 2018).

The four Ps of futures:

The baseline of all foresight models draws on the 
four Ps of futures: possible, preferable, plausible, 
and probable.

Expansion to five Ps of futures:

Adding in an additional P for Perspective. 
The five Ps are no longer adequate for two 
reasons: (1) its terminology is not easily 
understood by all peoples; and (2) it misses 
the additional layer of perspective: “whose 
perspective do these four Ps privilege?”1
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Current approaches to foresight Systemic decolonial approaches of foresight

Binary impact assessments:

Current tools for impact/​implication analysis 
do not build in any rigorous, explicit, 
intersectional analysis of structural or systemic 
inequity. This results in future designs 
replicating inequalities of the past.

Privileging forces:

An analysis of privileging forces: patriarchy, race/​
ethnicity, colonialism/​paternalism, hetero/​cis-​
normativity, classism/​class privilege, ableism, 
and ageism, to interrogate impacts of futures 
design (Arcaro 2021).

Participatory engagement:

In an effort to bring diversity and inclusion into 
futures practice, we have seen a small rise of 
participatory futures practices engage a wider 
range of civil society (Peach 2019). Whilst 
this is a welcomed approach, participatory 
approaches are not enough by themselves. The 
issue behind participatory approaches isn’t the 
lack of “listening” to diverse voices, but rather 
the influence that those alternative points of 
view have over decision-​making.

Participatory decision-​making:

Participatory decision-​making is intentionally 
designed to seek out alternative points 
of view and ideas that feed into foresight 
models, and then design pathways for 
such points of view and ideas to influence 
decision-​making. This ensures that we 
move beyond “diversity and inclusion” or 
“participation” as a metric for mitigating 
bias. It also creates clear, transparent 
mechanisms that ensure the inclusion of 
historically excluded, impacted populations 
to influence decision-​making.

Hegemonic language:

Futures and foresight tools use the same language 
regardless of whether it resonates with people 
the world over or influences their cultural 
mental models. The same terms are used to 
describe approaches and methods regardless of 
whether it is understood or embraced, or even 
whether the term exists in other languages. 
When language and terms are not understood, 
it becomes a form of exclusionary privilege.

Democratising language:

When the language of knowledge is so out of 
touch and reach for much of the world and we 
dismiss people’s ability to understand it, we fail 
to recognise the fundamental factors needed 
in democratisation: resonance, understanding, 
and embracing. Democratising the language 
of futures to be accessible allows all people to 
represent their knowledge in ways that best 
speak to them.

Siloed linearity:

Current futures tools are ironically linear. Tools 
such as future cones, future wheels, and 
scenarios can end up creating “general” futures 
without a nuanced analysis of the complexity 
and systems in which those futures exist.

Complexity and non-​linearity:

Systemic decolonial approaches of foresight blend 
systems analysis and complexity modelling 
to analyse tension points within systems, hot 
spots of power and bias, and potentialities for 
systemic failure.

Simplistic solutionism and constructed 
representation:

Problem identification in futures and foresight 
approaches tends to be minimal, based on the 
perspectives of who is in the room. This often 
results in solutionism that narrowly focuses on 
what appears to be an obvious issue with some 
degree of certainty.

Objective truth and relational ethics 
(Birhane 2021):

Assessing patterns across a wider range of 
contextual social, technical, economic, and 
historical systems, norms, and structures 
to understand why rather than blindly and 
simplistically designing technical solutions 
and systems based on singular or similar 
representations.

TABLE 7.1  Cont.

(continued)
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The decolonial foresight framework is firmly grounded on the rights and equity of 
impacted, minoritised populations that are often left out of redesign considerations and are 
relegated as passive beneficiaries of the system, rather than as active agents. Anasuya Sengupta 
once put forward the following provocation: “that Wakanda isn’t just the idea of what could 
be, but also a reminder of a past possibility—​if we are to consider what was taken away” 
(Sengupta, Mhlambi, Zolli, and Krishnan 2021).

Let us not sleepwalk into unjust, inequitable futures. As bell hooks (1990) so eloquently 
argued:

Am I educating the colonizer/​oppressor class so that they can exert better control? … 
If we do not interrogate our motives, the direction of our work, continually, we risk 
furthering a discourse on difference and otherness that not only marginalizes people of 
color but actively eliminates the need for our presence.

Note

	1	 In conversation with Mansi Parikh and Wayne Pan—​Diaspora Futures Collective—​August 18th, 2021.
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8
INHABITING THE EDGE

Edgar Pieterse

Cape Town is ranked as the eighth most violent city in the world (Cape Town 2020). I am not 
surprised. Between February 25th, and March 4th, 2021, 14 murders took place, including 
that of two police officers and a few teenagers killed in a drive-​by shooting incident in 
Mitchell’s Plain, a sprawling working-​class suburb of the city (Stoltz 2021).

In the wake of this spate of gang-​related violence meted out by young black men against 
other black bodies, the usual ineffectual political fanfare ensues. The national minister of police 
decrees that the army should be deployed, implying that a heavy-​handed armed response is 
the most effective remedy. Residents want more visible policing and local politicians want 
to deploy technological solutions such as CCTV cameras and audio detection of gunshots 
through a system called ShotSpotter Flex. In the plume of public attention and outrage, 
some might make the throwaway comment about possible root causes for the epidemic of 
violence. But by and large, the focus remains on more uniforms and guns, until the intensity 
subsides—​only for the cycle to flare up again within a few days or weeks. Meanwhile, the sys-
temic causes of large-​scale youth unemployment, poor educational achievements, harsh living 
conditions and relentless cultural denigration hardly ever gets addressed. This dysfunctionality 
has been going on for a long time (Pinnock 1997). The spiritual and psychic implications 
are almost unfathomable. However, I suspect that the extremely high incidence of intra-​
family sexual violence that have roots in intergenerational trauma is an important symptom of 
these societal scars. There is considerable South African literature and discourse that explores 
the concept of woundedness which serves as a shorthand to capture the enduring effects of 
intergenerational trauma on individuals, communities, and places—​inducing a panoply of 
wicked problems (Manda 2014; Mogape 2020).

I was born and grew up in two hardcore working-​class neighborhoods in greater Cape 
Town—​Elsies River and Uitsig—​that remain at the epicenter of the kinds of routine violence 
intimated. I navigated my walks to school, friends, church, corner shops, and wasteland-​like 
play areas with an ingrained vigilance to always read the street. Thus, even though I am now 
comfortably ensconced in a leafy suburb, worlds away from the violence that structures the 
atmosphere of working-​class neighborhoods across the city, I cannot but feel the implications 
of the context and backstories that envelop the reported deaths and injuries. Also, a lot of 
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the research undertaken by the African Centre for Cities (ACC) where I am based is in 
these communities. It is this tightly woven web of anger, anxiety, fear, and frustration that 
compels me to imagine possible alternatives, or at least entry points into alternative pathways 
that young black people can explore—​signaling a break with the fate of histories marked by 
exploitation and routine denigration of being.

As an urbanist, I am fated to think spatially about these conditions and their potential 
remedies. Cape Town is uniquely endowed with incredible natural assets that translate into 
a picturesque playground for well-​heeled tourists and the upper middle-​class who can enjoy 
exquisite cuisine, breathtaking landscapes, opulent mansions, and just about any consumerist 
fantasy they can afford. However, for the majority of the city’s residents, the daily reality is 
the extreme opposite of enclave opulence. Barren, sandy landscapes dominate streetscapes. 
Housing is small and overcrowded and often filled with both dread and laughter. Dread flows 
from the foreboding specter of erratic gendered violence, and laughter comes from the endless 
capacity for humor characteristic of working-​class lifeworlds manifest through linguistic elas-
ticity. Access to basic services is intermittent or completely absent, especially for the 18 per-
cent of households (272,000) who live in shack structures.1 In other words, Cape Town is the 
preeminent case study of urban inequality, cultural erasure, and environmental injustice that 
intersect in the homes and streets of working-​class neighborhoods.

The roots of spatial inequality can be traced to the original colonial incursion in 1652 
and the subsequent experiments in urban regulation and management that were all a dress 
rehearsal for full-​blown Apartheid urban planning and governance, introduced in the 1950s 
and consolidated through market-​driven real estate logics in more recent times. The net effect 
is intergenerational dispossession for black families and intergenerational wealth creation for 
white families and businesses, both actively structured and stimulated by state practices. It is 
this cumulative legacy that has proven immovable in the democratic era since 1994, despite 
a raft of radical democratic laws and policies. Paradoxically, redistributive housing and infra-
structure policies served to exacerbate spatial inequality for reasons that I have documented 
elsewhere (Pieterse 2019; Pieterse and Cirolia 2016).

Interestingly, religious belief has served to both facilitate these structures of rule, and 
inform various forms of overt and tacit resistance. Indeed, religious ideology and beliefs 
played a central role in these regimes of exploitation, enrolment, and adaptation. South 
Africa is a predominantly religious society. Less than 8 percent identify as agnostic or do 
not believe in anything in particular. More than 84 percent of the population identify as 
Christian and the remainder is either Muslim or Hindu. However, most Christians belong to 
African Independent Churches that are not a product of missionary efforts. Their theology is 
syncretic, incorporating indigenous spiritual beliefs and rituals that have strong echoes with 
other indigenous belief systems pertaining to ancestors and relations with nature (Cultural 
Atlas n.d.).

One of the effects of engineered racialized inequality is that the Apartheid project 
produced a strange spatial tapestry marked by sharp delineations between land uses, classes, 
and of course, racial groups. Railway lines, highways, secondary roads, and industrial areas all 
perform as physical barriers to distinguish and prevent cross-​pollination. Due to the market-​
driven logics of both public and private housing markets, these distinctions were further 
entrenched in the democratic era.

However, there is an opportunity for radical transformation to be found in this spatial 
tapestry. Along the railway lines and key road arteries across the city, for example, substantial 
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buffer zones exist alongside, creating opportunities for new residential and economic typ-
ologies that can also reinforce corridors for increased public transport. These new typologies 
can potentially be radically mixed-​income (incorporating large income bands), include social 
infrastructure such as crèches, schools, and primary health care facilities, alongside quality 
public space and opportunities for small businesses. The buffer zones and liminal spaces are 
untapped opportunities to insinuate nature-​based placemaking interventions.

Another example is the ample green and open space pockets that characterize middle-​
class and upper middle-​class suburbs across the city. These spaces are ripe for the insertion 
of affordable housing opportunities for working-​class families, along with a mix of uses. The 
number of housing opportunities that could be supplied in these locations rank well above 
100,000 but it would obviously require steadfast political leadership and frontal engagement 
with widespread NIMBY-​ism (not-​in-​my-​backyard).

Alongside these geographies allowing spatial insertion of new ways of city and community 
building, Cape Town is also marked by extensive opportunities for more environmentally 
sound and regenerative forms of development. This ranges from the cleaning and regener-
ation of extensive river systems and wetlands to the introduction of low-​carbon construction 
materials (using redeployed alien vegetation) and improving densities and the footprint of 
the public transport systems. Both streams of urban innovation—​new housing typologies and 
the adoption of sustainable infrastructure models—​can further be conceptualized as a means 
to address the crushing problem of unemployment. Close to 64 percent of youth, between 
15 and 24 years old, is unemployed, according to official data (South Africa unemploy-
ment 2021).

There is a whole new economic system to be grown through a reimagination of the built 
environment and the “performance” of routine investments that are made to grow the city 
and attend to its maintenance and retrofitting requirements. In fact, I am certain that the only 
sliver of hope for young black citizens in the city is a radical expansion of the green economy 
through a transition to sustainable and green infrastructures. These conclusions derive from 
a series of projects that I have curated on the spatial inheritances of Cape Town and poten-
tial alternative futures. The question that arises is this: Where will the innovation come from 
to figure out how a transition to sustainable infrastructures can be ensured—​in ways that are 
labor intensive, restorative for peace and wellbeing, and enable experimentation with a col-
lective city identity? The remainder of this chapter sets out a thought/​practice experiment—​
the Edge Innovation Cluster—​that I am feeding into various institutional folds and networks 
of the city, building on its precedent, the Integration Syndicate.2

The Edge Innovation Cluster—​Grounded Imaginary

Opportunistic Provocation

Cape Town’s public sphere is marked by a macabre fatalism. Almost everyone across the pol-
itical spectrum agrees that the inherited legacy of racialized discrimination and exploitation 
has established a series of logics that reinscribe racialized class-​based exclusion. State pol-
icies all decry the continued legacies of spatial apartheid and its educational and economic 
consequences, yet these self-​same policies are complicit in reproducing the status quo. Interest 
groups representing middle-​class residents also acknowledge that something must be done to 
correct historical injustices, as long as it does not involve allowing poorer households living 
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within their suburban boundaries. Social movements campaign for radical social inclusion 
and their tactics range from direct action to targeted occupations of public facilities to draw 
attention to the housing crises but they remain marginal in terms of effective political power.

As a result, there is a continuous “rediscovery” of apartheid spatial ghosts, but a shrug-​
of-​the-​shoulders resignation follows because we don’t really know how to reverse the path-​
dependent flow of history. Nor can we expect the market to act against its own interest, or 
that of the businesses and households who buttress the municipal tax base. One of the key 
challenges is to find public policy hooks upon which to hang a more ambitious agenda, espe-
cially one that can activate a fresh cultural imaginary about ways to escape the trap of self-​ful-
filling fatalism that nothing can really change. How to do this remains opaque but I am keen 
to set in motion a series of discussions and explorations to distill a fresh synthesis based on the 
inputs and imaginaries of many Capetonians who share my concerns. The Edge Innovation 
Cluster as a concept is an institutional imaginary in the making to stage the necessary explora-
tory conversations.

It builds on several explorations since the 2010s. In 2014, for example, ACC initiated, with 
the New Town Institute, a design studio on the implications of pursuing increased densifi-
cation in three kinds of urban fabric in Cape Town: informal settlement context; brownfield 
post-​industrial areas; and a greenfield site where the land was predominantly in public own-
ership (Provoost 2015).

These research and design speculations fed into a substantial exhibition on Cape Town that 
I co-​curated from December 2014 to January 2015 with Tau Tavengwa, called City Desired.3 
The greenfield site that was explored is an amalgamation of publicly owned land that covers a 
ribbon of substantial land parcels that buttress a river system in the city. It is also the geograph-
ical center of the city, a veritable combination of dead spaces and buffer zones designed to 
keep racial groups and classes apart and distant (see Figure 8.1). The idea of reimagining this 
leftover zone as more than just dead space, potentially even the hub of a regeneration zone of 
metropolitan significance, was not lost on us.

We sought to capitalize on two imperatives. First, the metropolitan and provincial gov-
ernment had already designated one component of the zone—​the Two Rivers Urban Park 
(TRUP)—​as a priority site for development that could achieve broader goals of restitching 
the city. We wanted to latch onto this opportunity and preempt the planning ambition of the 
masterplan that would inevitably be produced by a private planning firm in the city.4 Our 
studio proposed a major ecological intervention to clean and regenerate the river systems 
while making room for labor-​intensive opportunities on the banks and introducing wetland 
ponds to enhance natural filtration. Furthermore, the rivers would be made much more 
accessible and public by deploying natural water-​management techniques that would effect-
ively create a major public park of metropolitan significance. Since the park is at the physical 
crossroads of working-​class neighborhoods such as Langa, Bokmakierie, Maitland Garden 
Village, and middle-​class areas such as Mowbray, Pinelands, and Observatory, there would 
be an obvious opportunity for greater social interaction, especially if cultural and social pro-
gramming were to be instantiated. These interactions would take place in a site that is still 
considered sacred by various First Nations groups.

This is not the occasion to reflect on the impacts of the above speculation, or lack thereof.  
I will, however, fast-​forward a few years from that speculative exercise to 2019 when the  
Western Cape and City of Cape Town governments published a draft development frame-
work for the TRUP and nearby Ndabeni elements of the territory that was the subject of the  
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Density Syndicate’s design experiment. Figure 8.2 is a summary extract of the plan and reflects  
the anticipated future uses of the site, and constitutes the second imperative.

The governmental proposals were underwhelming and failed to appreciate the metropolitan 
significance of the location of the area and the grander ambitions it could fulfill. The purple 
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FIGURE 8.1  Map of Density Syndicate research site in context of Cape Town

 


