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The Southern turn

This special issue is the result of some of the work carried out by the Nordic Network of

Global South Urbanisms (NEGSU) during 2025, concretely a lecture series and a collection

of interviews with five renowned scholars. NEGSU was born in 2024 at Malmö University

from conversations about epistemic injustice among five scholars from Latin America:

Claudia Fonseca Alfaro, Adriana de la Peña Espinosa, Bruna Rossetti Mendonça, Yénika

Castillo Muñoz, and Mateo Villamil-Valencia. We represented multiple disciplines and

career stages, and despite our different understandings of the urban and urbanity, a

common interest emerged. We wanted to contribute to the calls to present the

geographies of the global South in more nuanced and richer ways, responding to current

developments in academia.   

The discipline of critical urban studies within the Anglophone world has seen a

“Southern” turn over the last decades, guided and led by postcolonial, decolonial, and

feminist work. The “southern urban critique”, as Lawhon and Truelove (2020) broadly call

it, has not only reinvigorated debates about how we should study and understand cities in

the global South – a location outside Euro-America (Comaroff and Comaroff, 2012) – but

has also questioned the very foundations of urban scholarship. Powerful interventions

have encouraged us to postcolonize the discipline of urban geography (Robinson, 2003) by

putting to work “new geographies of imagination and epistemology” (Roy, 2009). Scholars

such as Tariq Jazeel, Mary Lawhon, Helga Leitner, Susan Parnell, Sujata Patel, Jennifer

Robinson, Ananya Roy, and Eric Sheppard have questioned how a field that is constructed

around the experience of a few cities in the West can give us the tools to analyze multiple

forms of urbanity and urbanization across the globe. Despite differences in theoretical

starting points, what could be broadly referred to as Global South Urbanisms seeks to

dismantle the production of urban knowledge that is carried out through Eurocentric

lenses by engaging with the global South through an approach that acknowledges

historical difference, embodied knowledge, and the existence of a pluriverse of

epistemologies (cf. Grosfoguel, 2011; Kimari, 2023).

A lecture series

Against this background, it became evident to us that, in the Nordic university context,

there was a need to create a space for intellectual discussions that challenged Western-

centric conceptualizations of the urban condition. With financial support from the

Institute for Urban Research (IUR), the network came to life and was able to organize a

lecture series around the theme of Global South Urbanisms. (It is noteworthy that the

support from the IUR went beyond financial means. With encouragement and guidance

from the IUR’s former director, Guy Baeten, the lecture series eventually became part of a

doctoral course led by me and complemented by interventions from Laleh Foroughanfar).

With the lecture series, NEGSU aimed to prompt discussions about the current tendencies

and challenges within the Anglophone field of postcolonial and decolonial urban studies.

We were aware that the Southern turn in critical urban studies now offers a variety of

entry points for rethinking the location, theories, and practices of the field. There have
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been calls to engage with the “overlooked” (Ruszczyk et al., 2021), the “ordinary” or “off the

map” (Robinson, 2002, 2006), the peripheral (Caldeira, 2017) or the “postcolonial city”

(Yeoh, 2001). These conceptualizations are complemented by strategies such as

decolonizing (Schwarz and Streule, 2016), provincializing (Sheppard et al., 2013), worlding

(Ong, 2011; Simone, 2001), and pluralizing through subalternity (Jazeel, 2014; Roy, 2011).

Methodologically, researchers have suggested decentering practices through comparative

tactics (Robinson, 2016; Schmid et al., 2018), reconceptualizing “the city as text” (Jazeel,

2021), acknowledging the contributions of global South scholars (Kanai, 2014), and

challenging epistemic injustice through “dirty research” (Shafique, 2025). However, we

also perceived that while this theoretical and methodological richness is cause for

celebration, there remains work to be done. Scholars have highlighted how the southern

turn has tended to ignore secondary cities (Ruszczyk et al., 2021), warned of the risks of

understanding the global South as a geographical location and not a relation (Parnell and

Robinson, 2012), and argued that there is a need to clarify “the precise objects and

objectives of the southern urban critique” (Lawhon and Truelove, 2020). Alongside this is

scholarship that reflects how the “postcolonial condition” exists beyond the global South

(Shin, 2021; Tlostanova, 2019), interrogates whether we can even speak of a “south”

perspective in urban studies (Patel, 2014) or goes further to question whether urbanization

in the global South is “fundamentally different” (Randolph and Storper, 2023).

Inspired by this context, our guiding questions for the lecture series were: How do we

address asymmetries in knowledge production? How can we present the geographies of

the global South, and other peripheries, in more grounded ways? Can we even speak of a

global South? How do we pluralize the field of urban studies through the contribution of a

multiplicity of urban experiences, strategies for theory construction, and comparative

approaches? We decided to invite scholars who could shed light on these questions

through a variety of disciplinary approaches and embodied knowledges. Choosing was not

easy, but taking into account our personal academic interests, we extended an invitation

to five brilliant scholars: Tariq Jazeel (University College London), J. Miguel Kanai

(University of Sheffield), Wangui Kimari (American University Nairobi), Kavita

Ramakrishnan (University of East Anglia), and Madina Tlostanova (Linköping University).  

A collection of interviews

As the lecture series approached, we began to think about ways to make the most of the

opportunities to meet, learn, and think alongside the invited scholars and came up with

the idea of a series of interviews that could eventually become part of Urban Matters. Our

guests graciously agreed, and the exchanges proved intellectually nourishing. Each visit to

Malmö University unfolded over a full day of activities – a seminar with PhD students, a

guest lecture, and an interview – during which we had the opportunity to deeply engage

with our guest and their work. It was intense but deeply enriching. This special issue is

the outcome of this organic work and comprises five interview transcripts, each exploring

Global South Urbanisms from a distinct location of embodied knowledge. In the first two

interviews, Mateo Villamil-Valencia brings his anthropological lens and interest in critical

ontology to his conversations with Wangui Kimari and Madina Tlostanova. Then, in the
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third interview, Yénika Castillo Muñoz, a feminist and decolonial interaction designer,

speaks with J. Miguel Kanai about the role of technology and infrastructure in shaping our

understandings of the urban/rural dichotomy. Laleh Foroughanfar – an urban scholar

with an interest in urban marginalization, sonic urbanism, and feminist-decolonial

epistemologies – facilitates the fourth interview, an encounter with Tariq Jazeel that

invites us to reflect on how an “indifference to the urban” can be productive. Last, but not

least, Bruna Rossetti Mendonça, a PhD candidate in Social Anthropology with an interest

in social movements and collective action, interviews Kavita Ramakrishnan. In their

conversation, Bruna and Kavita discuss everyday struggles, the strengths and limitations

of working with the concept of the global South, and the possibilities that creative

methodologies open up to foster solidarity without the appropriation of knowledge.

In our quest for epistemic justice through the creation of “spaces of fugitive complaint”

(Ramakrishnan et al., 2025) in the neoliberal university, I hope that readers find these

interview transcripts meaningful.
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