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Abstract
This article focuses on narrative encounters between peo-
ple, cities, and stories, and the narrative, material, and 
futuristic urban plotting. It explores how people engage 
with narrative heritage, its objects – not just neoliberal wet 
dreams and dystopias, but also speculative street the-
atre, participatory utopian fiction, orature, or lyrics – and 
the practices of co-writing, reading, and listening to ask, 
beyond Henri Lefebvre, not simply ‘who has the right to 
the city’, but who can narrate its shared pasts and futures, 
and how. In the paper, I treat stories and urban architecture 
as interwoven and co-constitutive modalities of heritage 
preservation, destruction, repair and futurescaping, draw-
ing attention, after Don Mitchell and Sara Zawde, to the 
narrative affordances of built landscapes as ‘metaphors to 
live by’ and to the design-making force of narratives and 
words. The narrative heritages I center on are, therefore, 
not simply literary texts but diverse narrative acts, including 
narrators, different media, spaces, and situated rehearsals 
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of public and collective sci-fi storytelling, writing, and lis-
tening for togetherness and less violent futures. The arti-
cle meanders across several urban narrative situations: 
‘Society of the Future’ showcases designed by students 
after dystopian novels and urbanscapes in Boston; specu-
lative heritage live action role-play (LARP) in the streets 
of Cambridge, Massachusetts, US; ‘wave writing’ experi-
ments in Trondheim/Tråante, Norway; and Søstrene Suse’s 
Radiokino listening sessions in the footprints of Sámi Elsa 
Laula Renberg across Scandinavia. It concludes with a 
reflection on the archives of narrative ‘repair’ and urban 
otherworldliness as pedagogies of non-necrotic futuring.

Keywords
Archive, city, listening, narrative heritage, pedagogy, 
speculative playwork, repair, future

There are many debts that await to be paid, resolved, and 

the damage mended and repaired. Rather than producing 

more violence with futuristic plans, rather than thinking with a 

terminology of growth, we should think about doing less and 

repairing what was destroyed but persist in a painful way.  

        Ariella Aïsha Azoulay, ‘Ariella Aïsha Azoulay – Unlearning’1 

World literature [including orature], of which the postcolonial is an 

integral part, is our common heritage as much as the air we breathe. 

	     Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, Globalectics: Theory and the Politics of 

Knowing2

Urban futures and narrative heritage
This article, like this issue of Footprint, is an homage to 
marginalized but not marginal bodies, stories and breaths 
in urban space, all demanding space, oxygen, delight, and 
a ‘right to co-existence.’3 It centers on narrative heritage 
and people’s collective footprint(s), highlighting attempts to
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repair the city, narrate other ‘possibilities of living together’ 
in spaces bordered by carceral structures, ‘aesthetic aus-
terity’ politics, and its reductive narrative plots.4 Architects  
often look up to scholars of storytelling, as if, less bound 
by budgets, ideology and politics, they were more daring in 
their narration of future justice.5 In other words, they often 
reach for fiction in distress to find words for the emergent 
urban apocalypses, unspeakable, or yet to be named by 
urban studies.6 While empathetic to this approach, I do 
not engage with that position without reservation. Literary 
scholars and narrative spatialists understand that litera-
ture, like architecture, is an ideological project. Its ‘elegant 
technologies’ – the book, which can ‘fold a lot of surface 
area into a compact … volume’, or the library, ‘a temple of 
compression of many words’ – can also ‘perpetuate’ spatial 
injustice.7 Besides, all our unfair cities come from words – 
budget documents, philosophy, developmentalist fiction, or 
grotesque patriarchal blueprints alike – as much as steel, 
cement, or glass. Yet it is particular networks of narra-
tors, capital and power, often financial speculation rather 
than speculative fiction, that make a story into a public or 
carceral space, or an idea of a nation into a children’s play-
ground or a detention center.8 In other words, a recitation of 
W. H. Auden’s poem on suffering at an architects’ summit 
in Dubai, New York, Shanghai, or London will not prevent 
the destruction of another wetland’s patch chosen for res-
idential development. Neither will it prevent an investment 
in human-caging carceral industry and miraculously inject 
developers with urban justice and ethics.9 

And yet, narratives matter and are ‘spatial matters’.10 
For one, literary and architectural structures — say, 
the greyscale mall, whose façade walls off democratic 
encounters — are both ideological constructs that alter 
how we ‘read’  and relate to our sociocultural landscape 
and bodies around us.11 In that, narrative erasure and spa-
tial exclusion always go hand in hand. At the same time, 
reclaiming diverse communal storytelling practices and our 
complex narrative heritage – ‘world literature’, Indigenous 
‘orature’, children’s theatre, Black women’s fiction, queer 
songs, or spoken word alike – can ‘matter’ urbanscapes 
more equitably.12 Put differently, built landscapes are ideo-
logical scripts we are instructed to ‘live by’, but narrative 
salvaging, co-creation, refusal, and repair can transform 
the urban architecture of segregation and re-construct less 
disabling urban lifeworlds.13 The article, therefore, takes an 
ecosystemic approach to built urban environments and sto-
ries as interwoven modalities of co-creation, speculation, 
sharing, living, preservation, and destruction. Architecture 
and stories are both ideologically and materially entan-
gled, narrated, ‘scripted’, contested, performed, and serve 
equally as generative instruments of future violence and of 
its ‘refusal’ and urban ‘repair’.14 I engage then sincerely with 

Azoulay’s warnings about the toxicity of futuristic plots, as 
I center on living and peopled narrative heritage work and, 
specifically, the rehearsals of narrative resistance, reimag-
ining, and repair.15 This dialogical and narrative approach 
to urban space, while often neglected, is not novel, and 
has many predecessors and practitioners in print and in 
the streets.16 The article tributes its street narrators: chil-
dren and teenagers, students, feminists, migrants and 
Indigenous futurists, excluded in cultural heritage studies 
and urban spaces, while avoiding the uncritical celebration 
of futurity and world-building. ‘We don’t need other worlds’, 
warns the sci-fi visionary Stanisław Lem, because ‘we don’t 
know what to do with [them]’, and ‘we are already choking 
on … the one world’ that we have.17 Lem urges us to look 
for ‘mirrors’ instead, and ‘search for people’.18  Similarly, 
Christina Sharpe highlights the importance of ongoing and 
collective ‘acts and accounts of care’ that serve ‘as mass 
refusals of the unbearable [contemporary] life’ and ‘total 
rejections of the dead future’.19   

‘Urban Lifewor(l)ds’ heeds these ideas by expanding 
the narrow but violently operative definitions of heritage 
and future, which systemically exclude ephemeral narra-
tives, orature, spoken, or shared urban words, imaginings, 
and worlds, especially when these are untethered to cap-
ital but tethered to young, poor, queer, migrant, dis-abled, 
non-white, or otherwise marginal bodies instead.20 In this 
article, urban bodies are not just urban debris, or ‘texts 
on which powerful regimes have written their prescrip-
tions’, but narrating agents, archivists, and foundations 
of urban ‘infrastructures’ and heritage themselves.21 They 
are spatio-corporeal sensors of urban exclusion as much 
as agents and narrators of possibility and resistance. 
This essay wants to linger in their company in urban 
places haunted by ‘hateful energy’, as they look into the 
‘mirrors’ of the present in Boston or Scandinavian urban 
everywhere.22 The article also aims to record the different 
rhythms of their narrative footsteps, paying attention to 
the toxic futures they walk towards or away from, ‘imaging’ 
first and resisting ‘what exists’.23 Therefore, it  deliberately 
foregrounds urban bodies that know, salvage, and tell in 
a classroom and on stage; in a role-playing street game; 
a ‘wave writing’ communal workshop activity or recitation; 
and a curated decolonial listening zone, and across con-
tinents.24 The journey that follows is about learning from 
such ephemeral narrative acts, neglected by planners of 
space, accountants of urban heritage, and apologists of 
disciplinary violence in order to question dominant plots 
of urban futures. Renegade street storytellers have much 
to teach practitioners of architectural foresight about heri-
tage, future, and sharing. 
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Dis-orientation as method: meandering, learning, 
refusing
‘Walking,’ Rebecca Solnit reminds us, ‘generates a kind of 
[straying] rhythm of thinking’.25 It is also a particularly carnal 
way of ‘knowing the world through the body’.26 As such, 
notes Walter Benjamin, it promises to help us read the 
city as an ‘epic book’ shaped by historical ‘echoes’, mate-
rial spaces, and bodies and footsteps.27 Walking, in other 
words, as an embodied, spatial, and epistemic activity, can 
reveal the city as a complex, interdependent ecosystem, 
a partitioned, transhistorical, often violent, storytelling 
lifeworld. It is thus an unruly method of ‘engaging the body 
and the mind with the world’ that can defy what Anna Tsing 
sees as the limitations of ‘precision-nested scales’ of, in 
this case, hegemonic urban knowing.28 Not surprisingly, 
transdisciplinary scholars of urban dystopias that segre-
gate bodies by design with asphalt highways, a redline, a 
xenophobic text, or a cinematic shot, urge us to reorient on 
pedestrian, quotidian, and disobedient urban mobilities, 
and on the lived and shared experiences of different bodies 
in the city.29 They prompt us to recognize that ‘the city’ is not 
simply or only a pre-designed material holder for social life, 
nor ‘a computer’, or a scalable organization system for pac-
ifying human-nonhuman diversity, homogenizing its stories 
and lifeworlds alike.30 

Yet following urban footsteps is as generative as it is 
disorienting. Whose steps should we listen to in the cities 
built for able-bodied men, and how?31 And ‘what does it 
even mean to walk together in a city?’, ponder Judith Butler, 
Sunaura Taylor, Johny Pitts, Jan Grue, and many other 
female, queer, trans, Black, migrant, teenage, undocu-
mented or dis-abled urban residents.32 Embodied journeys, 
across then and now – in wheelchairs, on foot and on skate-
boards, in different bodies, across material and symbolic 
realms, across concrete, asbestos, flesh, cancer, streets, 
racial violence, fentanyl, sexual trauma, and stories – stray 
and surprise. They may reveal not only what the city was 
or is but how urban space is lived, and what might be in its 
future’s bloodstream. In this article, therefore, meandering 
is a metaphor and method of unruly thinking across mate-
rial and textual spaces, time, and bodies. What appears 
below, then, are embodied urban archives of communal 
storytelling, learning, futuring, and listening, which call into 
being different plots, worlds and words, ‘as common’ as the 
air we breathe.33 Teaching arrogant teachers and builders, 
author included, how to listen, and then, how to engage in 
the caring repairwork and non-dystopian worlds-building. 

First stop: Boston. Time: teenage futurelessness. Genre: 
dystopian fiction. Role: befuddled observer. Instructions: 
hegemonic futures simulation.
The lesson that transforms one’s understanding of urban 

futures often comes as a comet, a Benjaminian flash of 
illumination.34 Mine starts as a chance encounter with 
schoolchildren and the dystopias they read, experienced, 
and then re-enacted on a public stage. It’s 2013, and I am 
at an urban storytelling event at a diverse public school in 
Boston.35 Entitled ‘The Society of the Future’, it showcases 
the school’s seventh grades’ semester-long group projects, 
performed as a speculative fiction theatrical play, a kind 
of civics lesson in futurity.36 Each group spent a semester 
reading classic speculative literature and inventing a futur-
istic society, designing its econo-political system and social 
structure, its citizenship requirements and its anthem, 
as well as its aesthetic regime: ‘the culture’. The event is 
an opportunity to share children’s stories of the future as 
designed by them, that is, those who will live it. Kids are to 
perform these futures on stage in a spectacle of futuristic 
time travel. The auditorium is full, and we, the audience, 
are excited. But the showcase turns into an afternoon of 
horrors. All the future civilizations that young students from 
diverse backgrounds co-design are unbearably grim and 
dystopian. In these imaginary worlds, gender and racial 
inequality are widespread; heteronormativity is unques-
tioned and rigid gender roles uncontested.37 Slavery or 
a slave-like system of servitude is legal, and some of the 
roles of servants are performed on stage by children of 
color. None of the future societies are democracies – most 
rest on monarchic, dictatorial, and imperial governance – 
and their social structures are as hierarchical as they are 
unjust.38 Another revelation comes during the Q&A. When 
asked why they had all designed such dreadful visions of 
social futures, students say it was ‘much easier’ and ‘more 
interesting’. They didn’t see their projects as future fiction 
but as an urgent dispatch from their own contemporary 
urban battlefields. It is their grand lesson. Educators and 
urban planners routinely ignore it. 

Literary and political dystopias, it occurred to me then, 
are perhaps the only futuristic urban lingua franca that the 
schoolchildren  (and we) all share, and that we are all taught 
is possible. While we hope for urbanism to have, ultimately, 
an emancipatory impact on the planet’s political ecology, 
so far predictive global urban data is unforgiving in 2023.39 
Boston kids knew it already in 2013. In the post-pandemic 
moment – their future – accounts of deaths and urban dev-
astation proliferate. The 562 mass shootings in the first ten 
months of 2023 alone continue to terrorize the youngest 
urban residents, often at their schools and campuses in the 
US.40 Many devastating reports come directly from Boston, 
the city they were futurescaping a decade earlier. In this 
post-pandemic metropolis, its central urban pathway, the 
intersection of Melnea Cass Boulevard and Massachusetts 
Avenue, transformed in 2022 into a tent city of unhoused 
victims of neoliberal devastation, the pandemic, and the 
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opioid crises.41 An unscalable testimony to the failed sto-
ries we tell about what futures of urban co-existence are 
welcome, necessary or possible. It strikes me now, in 2024, 
that the young Bostonians I encountered a decade ago may 
not have had ‘the right to the city’, but they were right about 
it.42 They were merely, narratively, bracing for impact, aware 
of the dystopian scripts that await them, and the expected 
future roles to play as urban targets of violence or as its per-
petrators (urban roles are distributed across ethnic, class, 
and gender lines, after all). Perhaps, I reflect, those who 
know the city’s violent DNA and its futures so viscerally are 
not taught how to demolish their carceral borders, but sim-
ply tasked with bearing the burden of such constructions. 
And, perhaps, playing with utopian genres of non-toxic 
urban futurology is not only an unpracticed, atrophied skill, 
but a dangerous one to flaunt in public. Which trans, queer, 
female kids, or children of color know well.

Still, in 2013, I leave the dilapidated school building 
with questions: How is it possible that hundreds of kids in 
Boston’s public school cannot collectively construct a sin-
gle narrative blueprint for egalitarian futures? What does 
it mean to be a twelve-year-old living in one of the most 
renowned academic centers in the world and a prominent 
cultural heritage site in the US, and not to be able to imagine 
one just and shared future? Or, not to know the language, 
the genre, with which to express a more utopian urban 
vision? What does it mean for children to be able to predict 
apocalyptic violence with great accuracy? And how can 
we, scholars, architects, planners, educators, move away 
from dystopian urban re-enactments on the page, in the 
classroom, and in the streets? These questions I could not 
answer will shape my city-scale practice in the next decade. 
Boston students’ sense of futurelessness, exacting sense 
of impending dystopia, and punishing observations about 
narrative disenfranchisement and the exclusion from the 
social space they inhabit will haunt me, too, in other urban 
environments, storytelling acts, and classrooms around the 
globe. 

Second stop: Cambridge, Massachusetts. Time: her-
itage futures. Genre: live action role-play (LARP). Role: 
pedagogical thespian. Instructions: collective street 
improvisation.
If anti-racist participatory utopias, queer and feminist man-
ifestos, and other spatial imaginings of urban possibility 
beyond ‘the [neoliberal] dead future’ need to be modelled 
and rehearsed collectively, we, scholars-builders-educa-
tors, have a particular obligation to humanize and urbanize 
our curricula and model activities that foreground non-ex-
tractive collective narrative work in non-dystopian specu-
lative genres.43 For one, imagining the city’s less disabling 
futures requires different pedagogies of urban narration 

and a participatory, reciprocal approach to heritage (co)
creation.44 Which is why in 2013, the entire urban narration 
class, including its teachers, went back to school, which 
was the city.45 Using literature and mixed-media storytelling 
training, we began collaborative experiments with non-in-
strumental, utopian, and communal uses of writing and 
narrative arts in order to learn how my disciplinary instru-
ment – writing – can serve as more than a ‘tactical’, expres-
sive tool of ‘rage’ and ‘disengagement’ from the world, of 
dystopian ‘placelessness’ and ‘despair’.46 Together with 
numerous accomplices – designers, data scientists, tech-
nologists, engineers, activists, students, urban residents, 
and grassroots storytellers – we co-created several rounds 
of transdisciplinary ‘Narrating the Global City’ courses.47 At 
Simmons College, we began with assigned poetry, novels 
and films set in global metropolises – Chang-rae Lee’s 
Native Speaker, Alaa Al Aswany’s The Yacoubian Building, 
Marjane Satrapi’s Persepolis, Samuel Delany’s Times 
Square Red, Times Square Blue, Tony Gatlif’s Exils, Tsai 
Ming-liang’s The Hole, Audrey Lorde’s NY York Head Shop 
and Museum, lê thi diem thúy’s The Gangster We Are All 
Looking For, and many others – and with scholarship on 
‘the right to the city’, researched on globalization and young 
urban residents, and on carceral architecture.48 While we 
started with fictive metropolises – imaginary New York, Los 
Angeles, Cairo, Tehran, Taipei, Paris – soon we, and words, 
landed back in our city and its neighborhoods.

The classes’ utopian aim, a hunch perhaps, to bring 
diverse narrative heritage and crowd-sourced practices to 
re-narrate the city with storytellers excluded by the political 
and academic machinery of urban knowing, became more 
feasible after Northeastern’s and MIT’s Alicia Peaker, Jim 
McGrath, and Yves-Alexandre de Montjoye led guest work-
shops about archiving urban violence, Occupy Boston, 
digital humanities, and urban and cyber mobilities. The 
first narrative prototypes in Boston, wobbly as they were, 
were remarkable in the breadth of their transmedial imag-
inaries. Students produced eclectic projects drawing on a 
neglected and polylingual narrative heritage that they could 
access but that we, educators, could not. They contributed 
oral histories to a digital archive of migration and displace-
ment at the University of Massachusetts Boston. Some 
crafted digital cartographies of resources for migrants and 
rewrote atlases of local necropolises, common sites of her-
itage neglect; others wrote petitions demanding resources, 
translations, and accessible trans-media remediations 
for residents with dis-abilities, and suggested revisions 
of exclusionary school curricula.49 Their future-centric 
projects drew from their intimate knowledge of polylingual 
urban lifewor(l)ds and narrative heritages, and demon-
strated a caring commitment to more equitable futures for 
the diverse urban communities.50 
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Fig. 1: One of the LARPing game scenarios for a futuristic ‘An Exhibition Most Fanciful and Archaic’ and two role prompts for passers-by in 

Cambridge, MA. Jonathan Kindness co-wrote the prompt with Shannon Moore, Phoebe Roberts, and Matthew Kamm.
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One speculative project, a live action role-play (LARP) 
street action led by Jonathan Kindness, with Shannon 
Moore, Phoebe Roberts, and Mathew Kamm, offered an 
important retake opportunity of the futuristic assignment 
the middle schoolers on the other side of city could not 
complete in their theatre of urban dystopias. The LARPing 
game invited strangers to an improvised participatory 
street theatre, reimagining Cambridge from a temporal and 
spatial distance. The aim was to re-narrate public space in 
one of the notorious tourist locations near Harvard Square, 
by asking strangers to contribute to a futuristic exhibition 
about Cambridge heritage, which the game creators called 
‘An Exhibition Most Fanciful and Archaic’. [Fig. 1] LARP-
ers engaged directly and playfully with imagining heritage 
futures by asking passers-by to teleport to year 2560  to 
play a part in an urban narrative scenario.

The setting of this impermanent, choreographed, and 
improvised sci-fi heritage game was as significant as the 
narrative script. While the larger Boston metro area, and 
the Harvard environs in particular, is an academic mecca, 
it is also a city of stark inequalities, of spatial, racial and 
economic segregation, and the city offers few, if any, unpo-
liced, anti-racist, queer or feminist agoras. Staging their 
LARPing intervention in the Cambridge colony of high-
end franchises (Harvard being one of them) was no small 
feat. Performing and imagining urban futures live together, 
especially when taking up space in the streets, forced all 
to reflect on what and who can constitute urban heritage.51 
In public, and in a public urban space, outside of normative 
hierarchies and social roles, and away from the predeter-
mined functions that segregated Boston-metro area neigh-
borhoods play in the heritage ecosystem. It also taught 
us a lot about discomfort and participatory speculative 
practices and how they can bear on urban place-making 
and become an urban research method. LARPing not only 
encouraged diverse and random people to plot new sto-
ries together – something Boston middle school students 
were unable to achieve – more importantly, it literally, if 
only briefly, rearranged where different bodies, tourists, 
workers, students, migrants and residents, think and play.

Moreover, if the right to the ‘knowledge of the produc-
tion of space’ and to ‘refus[e] … to be removed from urban 
reality … by discriminatory and segregative organization’ 
is one of the fundamental political rights of a city dweller, 
LARPers disrupted the existing segregation frameworks 
that gender-, class- and color-code and regulate access 
to public space, workplace, play-space, knowledge, and 
storytelling.52 Literally, where certain stories and people 
go, how they disappear, and how they are (de)valued. 
LARPers’ narrative-kinetic act of refusal to be removed 
from space and stories of future meant trying on, defiantly 
and playfully, the narrative personas denied to most of us: 

as narrators, protagonists, and actor-agents of the future. 
Thus, what made their futurescaping work work, beyond 
dystopian simulation, was not simply the fact that these 
older college students read more sci-fi or had a better hold 
on utopian genres, or a better command of futuristic aes-
thetics. If, as Ariella Aïsha Azoulay says, we could end the 
‘violence’ of ‘futuristic plans’ and focus on ‘repair’, LARPers 
did that, too.53 They narratively repaired the unwelcoming 
urban square by repurposing it as an inclusive narrative 
agora open to all bodies. LARP seemed to break then, 
momentarily, the violent exclusionary hold of the carceral 
present on the urban space and narrative imagination, 
which had held younger students in a tight grip on the other 
side of the town. This situated intervention into sectarian 
urban cartography, its ‘segregative’ scripts and urban imag-
inaries, repaired the space and enabled a playful imagining 
of urban futures not limited by visions prescribed by domi-
nant planners of space.54 Such collective futures rehearsal 
playwork remains, invariably, one of the most needed but 
dismissed urban space-remaking acts. And yet, a decade 
later, in other cities, across continents, across research 
and pedagogical praxis, we continue to experiment with 
this generative mode of communal  speculative repair work 
in starkly different North European urban sites.55

Next stop: Trondheim/Tråante (a Norwegian and South 
Sámi port city). Time: precipice of another environmental 
disaster. Rehearsal: collective ‘water wave’ writing. Role: 
interdependent scribe of three words. Performance 
instructions: democratic sci-fi polyphony.
Scandinavian cities are often touted as the apogee of 
humane, ‘scientificities’ and ‘smart city’-sharing of public 
space, and they do a lot of admirable urban planning work 
not to overly limit the access different bodies have to public 
space.56 And yet, the limited presence of gated communi-
ties, barbwire, AK-15s, ghettos, and systemic redlining, that 
is, their cosier aesthetic of human ‘expulsion’ and urban dis-
placement, is not a high bar.57 Norwegian cities also design 
for neglect, foreclose many non-white futures, and engage 
in ethnic segregation, even if their urban ‘necropolitics’ is in 
a softer tone than in the US.58 Yet, different styles of social 
‘expulsion’, Azoulay argues, are still ‘paradigmatic act[s] 
of manufacturing the body politic’, which futures different 
bodies onto or out of an urban and public space.59 The 
exclusion of migrant residents and the poor, or segregation 
based on sexuality, race, ethnicity, or ability in education 
(teaching and administration) might seem less obvious to 
privileged citizens in Scandinavia. Yet they register clearly 
for the Norwegian, and Trøndelag region South Sámis, 
whose rights to sociocultural practices and even public 
school instruction in their own language, protected by 
international and domestic laws, are constantly violated.60 
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Fig. 2: Wave writing session led by Andreas Philippopoulos-Mihalopoulos, Parissa Chokrai, Libe García Zarranz, and other writers at 

work, co-written futuristic scrolls, and a recitation by Ysabel Muñoz Martínez. Photos: author and Lila Musiol Clark. Photo editing by Anna 

Trojanowska. 
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Urban exclusions are also legible to the (im)migrant poor 
relegated to the urban edges of manual labor, sex, or drug 
trade; to the undocumented, the ‘Afropeans’ forced to 
assimilate; trans and migrant children denied timely access 
to public health care; or environmental activists pointing out 
the toxic impact of extractive industries on fragile coastal 
environments.61 

Narrating futures of non-extractive togetherness here 
needs more than experiments with futuristic genres, espe-
cially when extractivist, neo-colonial, misogynist and tech-
nocratic urban colonization solution plots already dominate 
public spaces and research labs alike. Katherine McKittrick 
reminds us that ‘telling, sharing, listening to, and hearing 
stories are relational and interdisciplinary acts’; that they 
are performative encounters ‘animated by all sorts of peo-
ple, places, narrative devices, theoretical queries, plots’.62 
Reductive futuristic plots often begin with what is most 
obvious: hierarchical narrative relations and the exclusion 
of diverse narrators and their polyphonous vernaculars, 
aesthetics, knowledges, and dreamscapes. In other words, 
while limiting fictions of urban futures proliferate in every 
municipality, or at university leadership future strategy 
meetings – especially as fragile archipelagic biodiversity 
and coastal communities become concerns in Norwegian 
port cities, such as Trondheim/Tråante – more inclusive 
participatory storytelling of future possibilities beyond over-
development does not. 

A 2022 series of urban sustainability and extinction sto-
rytelling events in our port city nurtured a different narrative 
co-design approach. One of the narrative interventions 
included the ‘water wave writing’ workshop led by the legal 
scholar-poet-mixed-media-artist Andreas Philippopoulos-
Mihalopoulos and co-organized under the umbrella of 
Narrating Sustainability, itself an explicitly future-focused 
theme. Since artivists, community poets, scholars, edu-
cators, and humanities practitioners routinely engage 
the literate arts, their diverse genres, plotting techniques, 
and co-writing rituals, we drew on this narrative toolbox to 
transform hierarchical narrative relations, hoping that the 
communal craftwork of poetic, trans-media, and collective 
storytelling can be an instrument of democratic re-imagin-
ing, reflection, and sharing.63

To start, Philippopoulos-Mihalopoulos, and TransLit 
and Narrating Sustainability groups invited diverse partic-
ipants to the ‘wave writing’ workshop – advanced scholars, 
professional writers, students, migrants, teachers, poets 
– to use the metaphor of water wave as a method for col-
laborative future writing.64 Participants worked in groups 
of four or five at a table, and each writer was allowed to 
contribute only three words at a time to a short story written 
by someone else before, paying careful attention to the 
ethical and architectural weight of words and the textual 

minutiae – protagonists and capitalizations, metaphors 
and periods, tone and commas, exclamation and question 
marks – as powerful story- and world-shaping tools. [Fig. 2] 
After completing a round of short story-writing waves, each 
group had to pass their unfinished three- to four-line story to 
another table, and at the same time, add to a different story 
from another group. After several rounds within each group 
and across the room, several woven stories returned, like 
waves, to the tables where they originated. 

The wave exercise was, however, not yet complete. The 
next stage involved augmenting short stories visually on 
Instagram with site-specific liquid images, a collective rec-
itation of all narratives and, most important, a public reflec-
tion on the wave writing process. Aside from marveling at 
the beauty of poetic water plots and images, we noticed 
how profoundly creative, democratic and awkward the col-
lective writing process, beyond the storyline, became. For 
one, by allowing only three words at a time to be added, 
the exercise was simple and open to all – professional writ-
ers, less experienced speakers of English, migrants, stu-
dents from across the globe, first-time writers, designers, 
educators, published stars, and polylingual urban lurkers. 
The process also valued each word and each contributor 
equally, regardless of their off-the-page place in the social 
hierarchy. This in itself is a rare experience in aqueous 
urban place-making and storytelling. Future-focused meet-
ings in municipalities or other hegemonic narrative encoun-
ters in research labs and urban design studios rarely allow 
such generative and generous polyphony. Simultaneously, 
each narrator experienced a sense of narrative agency and 
responsibility. For instance, adding a full stop at the end of 
someone’s sentence could mean a brutal, untimely end to 
a plot still unfolding. Adding a sudden question mark or a 
colon could transfix an axiomatic statement into a question-
ing note, or function as a syntactical passageway connect-
ing us to other futures. What if? What now? Some writers 
commented on the opposite, experiencing a loss of narra-
tive control and a state of utter narrative vulnerability. We 
grew attached to our future plots, speculations, metaphors, 
observations, protagonists we birthed and spaces we gave 
life to and did not like to see them vanish. Our happy end-
ings could turn into others’ grim crime fictions; our poetic 
incantations, wrangled into corporate dystopian extraction 
scripts. Yet the process was also a generous opportunity 
for second, third, and fourth chances, when our stories and 
fictive spaces returned to us, like waves, some unrecogniz-
able, with echoes of other voices, after each circle around 
the room, and could be tended to, again. 

Although this collective narrating exercise seemed sim-
ple – what can happen in a space by adding three words 
at a time? – it was far from an exercise in narrative accu-
mulation. Each moment of adding was an ethical choice in 
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Fig. 3: Radiokino’s listening zone at the Luleå Biennial 2022, Luleå Konsthall, Sweden. Photo: Thomas Hämén. 
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narrative democracy, reconnection, and awkward re- and 
co-construction. Each writer-builder had to reposition their 
subjectivity, reflect on what had been written and archived 
on paper before, and decide how to relate their words to 
those of the ensemble before. In other words, futuristic 
plot development depended on a constant awareness of 
how narrative relations, not simply content, generate plot. 
Ultimately, wave writing gave us all a sense of plotting future 
tales together in a performance of repetition, co-creation, 
repair, dis- and reconnection, frustration and trust, narrative 
agency, and loss of control. Co-constructing stories collec-
tively helped us also arc our urban plots and story spaces 
differently, beyond paternalistic, savior-technocratic solu-
tion narratives, or hegemonic ethno-state dreamscapes of 
racial purity in the company of unusual scribes. The wave 
scrolls, luminescent in their complexity, and filled with wit, 
love, difference, and wonder missing from dominant urban 
narrations, did not tell us what our futures hold. What they 
did do was make us practice relational, collective, if anon-
ymous, storytelling and sharing of a democratic narrative 
urban stage. 

Request stop: Scandinavian ‘high colonial’ urban every-
where. Time: present tense of colonial crises. Role: unde-
cided. Rehearsal: collective listening for non-extractive 
futures. Performance instructions: immersive decolo-
nial larghissimo.
Let’s take a slow detour in the same urban space of ‘high 
Nordic colonialism and extractivism’ to listen to Indigenous 
and feminist footsteps: a transmedia Radiokino initiative 
titled ‘I Elsa Laulas fotspor gjennom Sápmi’ (In Elsa Laula’s 
footsteps among the Sámis), literally following Indigenous 
footprints in the Sápmi region in Scandinavia.65 The proj-
ect was created by the Sápmi region-/Norway-based 
decolonial feminist collective Søstrene Suse, as an hom-
age to Elsa Laula Renberg, an iconic South Sámi leader 
of the transnational Indigenous struggle against colonial 
extraction, dispossession and displacement. Renberg, a 
co-organizer of the first transnational Sámi Assembly in 
the city of Tråante/Trondheim in 1917, is a crucial figure in 
the history of feminist and Indigenous rights in the Sápmi 
Nordic region, spanning Norway, Sweden, Finland and 
Russia.66 As part of this ongoing project, the Søstrene Suse 
collective resurrected the Indigenous rights feminist activist 
and developed Radiokino, a multi-episode oral storytell-
ing, orature, a podcast-like kino-radio program devoted 
to Indigenous women, cultural practices, and the ongoing 
anticolonial resistance to extraction, animal culling, and ille-
gal land grabs in Norway.67 Yet their ‘audio-cinema’ project 
does not only focus on documenting oral and visual stories 
of Sámi ‘survivance’, that is Indigenous presence, survival, 
and resistance in the Nordic region.68 It is dedicated both 

to attending to neglected Indigenous stories and audiences 
in the North, and to a retraining of the colonial ear in many 
urban sites of the North. To this end, Radiokino is not just a 
transcript or a documentary broadcast of colonial violence, 
but a project that decolonizes the urban story-sharing and 
listening conditions. 

Søstrene Suse often curate communal Radiokino 
seances, staged as listening spaces in Oslo, Tromsø, 
Trondheim, Luleå, and other cities of the North. In such 
curated ‘reception spaces’ for collective listening, con-
structed in art institutions, lecture halls, and classrooms, 
audiences listen together to women; to Indigenous stories 
of resistance, friendship, and opposition to colonial dispos-
session.69 With or without accompanying visuals, people 
often engage with the voices alone and face each other 
instead of the screen. In this context, this new practice of 
careful listening becomes a transformative political act of 
solidarity, one that requires ‘unlearning’ colonial and ‘impe-
rial’ ways of listening as much as rehearsals of listening 
to site-specific stories together with others.70 Quietly, with 
attention to stories of those whose political investment in 
futurescaping differs from the accounts of inseparability of 
extraction from the national ‘good life’ and ‘smart city’. 

In Thomas Hämén’s photo, the Søstrene Suse curated 
listening space in the Luleå Konsthall seems empty, 
abandoned, unpeopled. [Fig. 3] This eerie image may 
capture the narrative invisibility that continues to haunt 
diverse Sámi communities in the North, as they engage 
in the very real struggle in the streets and in national and 
international courts against policies of forced assimilation, 
environmental destruction, and ‘green colonialism’ of the 
illegal placement of wind farms on reindeer herding lands 
not far from Tråante/Trondheim.71 Yet it also represents a 
dormant ‘space of possibility’.72 It serves as a rehearsal site 
that awaits listener-participants, who can hear the region’s 
ever-replicating violent colonial pasts, sense the toxic urban 
futures, already lived or in the making, but also fiercely 
fought against on the ground. It is also a space of reflection 
from which we can resist the roles we are compelled to play 
in the extractive nationalist discourse. Not less important, 
the image literally anchors storytelling in the material site, 
whose generative role in urban storytelling should not be 
forgotten. Stories makes space but space narrates as well.    

Coda: urban archives as pedagogies of futuring
The city, ‘a linguistic cosmos’, a sort of fleshy ‘library’, is 
now recognized as a justice laboratory, a spatio-material 
distribution site of rights on a planetary scale.73 In that 
context, say, UN-Habitat’s commitment to sustainable, built 
urban infrastructures to ‘promote socially and environmen-
tally sustainable towns and cities’ is welcome and promis-
ing.74 But even in 2024, the cultural preservation industry 
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still rarely engages urban storytelling, the babel ‘talk of the 
town’ – stories of young urban residents, Indigenous radio, 
the polylingual chatter of urban poets, or people’s street 
‘theatre-as-shelter … for every-body’ – as a ‘substantial 
component of the urban [futures] design ideation’.75 And 
yet, it is an invaluable urban archive of pedagogies of futur-
ing. There is no just sanctuary city without its grassroots 
laboratories of repair, respite, rebellion, care, and emanci-
patory storytelling.76 And if diverse narrative practices are 
heritage and pedagogies of futuring, that is, blueprints for 
and building blocks of violent or utopian urbanism, we need 
to learn how to listen to grassroots urban storytelling, its 
irreverent words and worlds. To breaths, polyphony, and 
people. Urban heteroglossia, possessed by conflicting 
voices of seemingly ‘unnecessary’, ‘un-geographic’ bodies, 
or ‘inconvenient’ neighbors and guests.77 Repairing and 
expanding  public urban infrastructures of care may need 
to be anchored precisely in the neglected archives of urban 
possibility in stories and sites: in decolonial listening zones, 
kitchens, sandboxes, rave parties, libraries, parking lots, 
urban waste dumps, bedrooms, dark rooms, prisons, and 
not just design studios, boardrooms, and smart data.78 The 
process requires attention to different narrative footprints; 
to developers, middle schoolers, as well as skaters who 
transform their cities by repurposing ‘the useless artifacts 
of the technological burden’ and ‘the handiwork of the gov-
ernment/corporate structure’ beyond the imagination of its 
‘original architects’; to Indigenous artists, migrant theorists,  
theorists, Black Lives Matter, and feminist activists in street 
and court actions; to urban planners but also drag ballers 
and trans ravers taking by storm a city that had no room 
for them, lipstick on, dancing with abandon.79 It may mean, 
in other words, stringing futures together, awkwardly, three 
words at a time, and paying heed to kids on skateboards 
stepping in and flying off. ‘Kick, push, kick, push, coast . . . ’, 
remaking the possibility for love, urban togetherness, free-
dom, and ‘looking for a place to [just] be’.80 Breathe, ‘kick, 
push’, sweat.81 Together. Making home in a space built on 
hate. 

Saskia Sassen, AbdouMaliq Simone, and Theaster 
Gates offer additional vocabularies of urban disobedience, 
placemaking, and hope here. Sassen calls the city itself 
a ‘hacker’ of urban plans, infrastructures, and ‘top-down 
desires’, of neo-colonial smart urbanism, always ‘foiling 
dominations’.82 Simone reminds us that we, urban resi-
dents, are the conduits, lifelines for urban reimagining and 
repair. We are the ‘hacking city’, too, its ‘infrastructures’ and 
lifeways, and can glitch its violent and segregatory archi-
tectural designs.83 Gates, on the other hand, shows how 
Black urban communities in the US manage to ‘resacralize’ 
violent space and turn it into ‘place’.84 This, to him, is ‘the 
manifestation of care’, and he draws a direct link between 

heritage work, ‘retaining objects of the past’ and ‘devel-
op[ing] a muscle for [urban] caring’. 

In that context, it is also important to account for the 
discriminatory heritage of our own disciplines, which is 
inseparably tied to the history of the city, to see how we, 
literary scholars, architects, historians, urbanists, geogra-
phers, designers of urban futures, execute heritage preser-
vation – by embalming, classifying, racializing, gendering, 
and monumentalizing what dominates and segregates our 
cities – and then, reorient toward living urban archives. 
‘Philosophers have thought the city’, expounds Henri 
Lefebvre, but the city is also a relational, tender, and living 
organism made of flesh, metal, streets, virus, love, touch, 
sound, data, archive, delight, capital, and desire.85 Besides, 
urban philosophers are in the streets, too, and ‘a space of 
possibility’ can be made in a song.86 It is time, as Nora N. 
Khan shows, to commit to ‘the necessary labor of thinking 
with’.87 Attending to live, situated communal space- and 
story-sharing practices in the company of others, in other 
words, may give us a glimpse into ‘urban tonicity’, its nar-
ratives as archives of otherworldliness, that may actually 
perform the spatiotemporal, poetic, urban justice magic 
we long for.88 Radiokino, spontaneous LARPs, inclusive 
recitations without borders, engaging with different bodies, 
words, lyrics, and beyond them, in peopled urban spaces of 
devastation and repair, offer us inclusive models and ‘sto-
ryways’ to urban futures to follow.89 Reciting poems, imag-
ining, wave writing, learning, connecting bodies, breaths, 
sites across time and space are embodied archives of 
possibility. Metaphors and rhythms, punctuation marks and 
tenderness, vulnerabilities and words we understand and 
those we don’t are building tools, too. And so are site-spe-
cific but ephemeral heritage practices that teach us how 
to ‘repair’ what is broken and bring new futures into being, 
for which we have no words yet and no architectural infra-
structures.90 Most important, regardless of how or where 
we place in the future temporalities of urban survival, we 
live together in this world and share its space already.91 
The task at hand is thus not to simply narrate or imagine 
a shared future – as we already live together, and in each 
other’s worlds – but to create one in which the conditions 
of that sharing are not violent, disabling, extractive, or 
lethal to women, queers, Sámi activists, youth of color, 
dis-abled residents, the unhoused, the undocumented, the 
‘unnecessary’, that is to those whose narrative heritage 
we constantly ignore and, often, destroy.92 Ultimately, we 
have ‘many debts that await to be paid’, because we, too, 
live in generous narrative futures, damaged as they are, 
made possible by others’ collective defiance and ‘refusal to 
disappear’.93 
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