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Multisensory Urban
Regeneration in Practice

How Everyday Governance

and Spatial Management Shape
Perceived Comfort and Attachment
in African Inner-City Precincts

Lesley Takunda Mashiri
Urban Gurus of the South

Keywords
Multisensory Perception, Sensory Governance, Place Attachment, Urban Regeneration,
African Urbanism.

Abstract

The sensory conditions through which urban life is experienced—including comfort,
sound, smell, texture, rhythm, and thermal quality—are largely absent from how regenera-
tion in African inner cities is assessed and governed. This literature review argues that this
absence has real consequences: when regeneration privileges visible order over mul-
tisensory experience, it can disrupt the conditions that sustain community attachment,
livelihood, and spatial belonging. The review uses multisensory coherence and sensory
governance to synthesise scholarship on perception, infrastructure, maintenance, and
urban regulation in African inner-city contexts. Multisensory coherence describes how
visual, auditory, olfactory, tactile, thermal, and kinaesthetic cues interact to support com-
fort, wayfinding, familiarity, and attachment. Sensory governance concerns how mainte-
nance, lighting, security, and waste management shape sensory environments with une-
qual social consequences. Drawing on phenomenology, environmental psychology, and
African urbanism, the review shows that sensory conditions shape how places are valued,
inhabited, and contested. Evidence from Cairo, Harare, Bulawayo, and Johannesburg
shows that efforts to improve urban order may support belonging or reproduce exclusion,
depending on whose sensory priorities they serve. The review proposes a community-de-
fined sensory baseline and sensory impact statement as standard planning instruments,
ensuring regeneration is assessed by what it preserves, disrupts, or displaces.
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1. Introduction

Urban regeneration in African inner cities confronts a persis-
tent paradox. Projects designed to improve living conditions
often dismantle the very qualities that sustain community
attachment and spatial belonging. This occurs because con-
ventional planning privileges visual transformation over the
multisensory realities through which residents experience
place. The smell of street food, the acoustic rhythms of infor-
mal trade, the tactile familiarity of weathered materials, the
thermal comfort of shaded arcades, and the temporal pulse
of neighbourhood routines constitute sensory grammars that
give meaning to urban space. When regeneration erases these
registers in pursuit of modernist visual order, it can produce
spatial alienation rather than social uplift.

The implications extend directly into the politics of urban
governance. Much of the world’s urban growth is now concen-
trated in African and Asian cities, where the trajectory of global
urbanisation will largely be determined (UN-Habitat, 2022). Yet
African and Global South cities have too often been treated as
deficient versions of Northern urban models rather than as gen-
erative sites of theory (Robinson, 2006). This review treats Afri-
can inner-city experience as a primary source of insight rather
than a context to which Euro-American theory is applied.

This review follows a conceptual synthesis approach, con-
necting bodies of literature rarely linked in urban regenera-
tion debates, namely multisensory perception and phenom-
enology, place attachment and environmental psychology,
infrastructure, maintenance and repair, African urbanism and
informality, and regeneration and adaptive reuse.
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RESEARCH PROBLEM
African inner-city regeneration is often judged by visible order, investment, and tidiness,
while the multisensory lived experience through which urban life is actually experienced is overlooked.

L 2

LITERATURE STREAMS SYNTHESISED

African urbanism and
informality
How improvisation, colonial
legacies, and everyday urban
life shape alternative
sensory regimes

Place attachment and Infrastructure,

i i and repair
How everyday systems
produce affective and

material urban conditions

Multisensory perception
and

How urban environments
are experienced through
multiple senses

How familiarity, memory,
and embodied experience
support belonging

Regeneration and
adaptive reuse
How urban improvement
can either preserve or disrupt
sensory continity

and kinaesthetic cues are legible and mutually reinforcing, repair, and operational rhythms produce sensory environments
supporting comfort, wayfinding, familiarity, and attachment. with unequal social and political consequences.

v
TWO ORGANISING CONCEPTS
Multisensory coherence Sensory governance
The degree to which visual, auditory, olfactory, tactile, thermal, How maintenance, lighting, cleaning, security, waste management,

v
EMPIRICAL GROUNDING IN AFRICAN CONTEXTS

P { Cairo Harare Bulawayo ‘ l Johannesburg l
Place attachment as a Attachment sustained under i y i
form of spatial resistance deprivation and insecurity of public space and uneven spatial improvement
¥
CRITICAL SYNTHESIS
Potential positive outcomes | Political risks
o GEED « well-being The outcome depends on [ « exclusion o securitisation
\Wayfinding oW contiity who has the power to define . dlsplacemt?m o rovanchist order
& ] I ook sensory priorities. | « erasure of informal
sensory life
v
PLANNING PRACTICE — COMMUNITY-LED SENSORY ASSESSMENT
Sensory baseline Sensory impact statement
Records existing sensory assets, Assesses how proposed changes may affect comfort, access, safety,

stressors, rhythms, and attachments before any intervention. memory, livelihood, place attachment, and displacement risk.

Low-cost tools: sensory walks; participatory mapping; lighting and safety audits; smell and waste mapping; acoustic mapping; material-continuity assessment,

CONCLUSION

Regeneration should be evaluated not only by visual improvement, investment return, or physical upgrading,
but also by how it affects comfort, dignity, belonging, and spatial justice in African inner-city contexts.

Figure 1. Conceptual pathway of the review.

As mapped in Figure 1, the conceptual pathway moves across
seven stages, beginning with the research problem and mov-
ing through the synthesis of these five literature streams
toward two organising concepts, multisensory coherence and
sensory governance. These concepts are grounded in empir-
ical cases from Cairo, Harare, Bulawayo, and Johannesburg,

before culminating in a critical synthesis and a communi-

ty-led planning-practice proposition. The central proposition

is that regeneration in African inner-city contexts should be

evaluated not only by visual improvement, investment return,
or physical upgrading, but by how it affects the sensory con-
ditions through which people experience comfort, memory,

livelihood, dignity, belonging, and spatial justice.
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1.1. Conceptual Framework: Coherence and Governance
Both multisensory coherence and sensory governance func-
tion as organising concepts through which established bodies
of scholarship are applied to African inner-city regeneration.
Multisensory coherence builds on multisensory perception and
refers to the degree to which sensory cues in urban environ-
ments are legible, mutually reinforcing, and supportive of com-
fort, wayfinding, and attachment. Sensory governance builds
on infrastructural affect and maintenance theory and describes
how everyday governance practices produce sensory envi-
ronments with unequal political consequences. Infrastructure
generates the ambient environment of everyday life (Larkin,
2013), while repair and maintenance continually reconstitute
its material and sensory conditions (Graham and Thrift, 2007).
Service delivery produces unequal forms of citizenship and
dignity (Anand, 2017). Lefebvre’s (2004) rhythm analysis adds
a temporal dimension: urban environments are shaped by the
timing of cleaning, market activity, lighting transitions, and
security patrols. These practices determine whether places feel
cared for or exclusionary. This integrated framework treats
everyday urban management as implicit sensory design. Since
sensory norms are never neutral, sensory governance operates
as a distributive process shaping whose ways of inhabiting the
city are recognised, regulated, or displaced.

2. Multisensory Experience and the Built Environment
Contemporary architectural theory increasingly recognises
that people experience the built environment through multi-
ple senses. Architecture is an embodied event involving sight,
sound, touch, smell, movement, and memory (Pallasmaa,

PAD \ Pages on Arts and Design \ #30



Multisensory Urban Regeneration in Practice by L. Takunda Mashiri

210

1996), and neuroscientific research confirms that these stim-
uli interact to shape spatial understanding (Mallgrave, 2013;
Spence, 2020). In African inner-city contexts, sensory cues
are not incidental; they are the fundamental mechanisms
through which urban life becomes legible and meaningful.
Each sense produces a distinct mode of spatial knowledge
(Rodaway, 1994), yet these modes do not operate in isolation;
the senses function as socially organised ways of knowing the
world (Howes & Classen, 2014).

People come to know environments not through instantaneous
observation but through repeated movement, practice, and em-
bodied familiarity (Ingold, 2000). A materially worn environ-
ment may still feel coherent if its sounds, surfaces, rhythms,
and patterns of use remain legible to those who inhabit it.
Because urban environments are constituted through recurring
cycles of activity and maintenance (Lefebvre, 2004), regenera-
tion that disrupts these established sensory rhythms may weak-
en familiarity even where it strictly improves visual order.

3. Place Attachment, Comfort, and Emotional Response
Place attachment is a central constituent of identity, belong-
ing, memory, and social continuity (Low & Altman, 1992).
Scannell and Gifford’s (2010) tripartite framework links at-
tachment to person, psychological process, and place, while
the bonds it describes yield measurable benefits, including
identity stability and positive emotional responses (Scannell
& Gifford, 2017). Belonging develops through familiarity and
sustained engagement (Relph, 1976), and undifferentiated
space becomes meaningful place through sensory memory
and embodied use (Tuan, 1977). Regeneration that removes
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the sensory cues through which residents navigate and inhabit
an area can weaken this attachment even where it achieves
physical upgrading.

In African and Global South contexts, attachment cannot be
understood solely through comfort or formal spatial order.

In informal and marginalised environments, attachment may
persist under conditions of insecurity, overcrowding, and
infrastructural neglect. Studies of Cairo’s Manshiyat Naser
show that attachment operates as spatial resistance, allow-
ing residents to assert dignity and agency in environments
marked by hazard (Adel et al., 2025). In Harare’s informal set-
tlements, attachment rests on livelihood, routine, and social
survival despite material limitations (Bandauko et al., 2022).
Attachment here is a political and functional bond rather
than a straightforwardly positive affective state. Since even
subtle changes to the sensory environment shape emotional
response (Ellard, 2015), such attachments are easily missed
by conventional technical surveys and require participatory
methods able to capture everyday sensory patterns.

4. Multisensory Design in Regeneration and Adaptive Reuse
Architectural experience is shaped through sensory-motor
and meaning-making systems (Chatterjee et al., 2021). Inter-
ventions that replace familiar material conditions with vis-
ually ordered but sensory-unfamiliar environments weaken
the affective bonds crucial for orientation and belonging. As
demonstrated in Bulawayo, formal planning routinely priv-
ileges vision while neglecting the embodied sensory dimen-
sions directly linked to comfort and safety (Muleya & Camp-
bell, 2020).
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Adaptive reuse addresses this gap by preserving sensory con-
tinuity. Existing buildings carry acoustic qualities and pati-
nated surfaces through which users attach meaning to place;
adaptive reuse maintains these cues while extending building
life (Ibrahim & Eltarabishi, 2021; Zhang et al., 2025). However,
sensory evidence from tourism research must not be applied
uncritically to residents: what registers as atmospherically
rich for a visitor may be the vital sensory grammar of daily
survival for a resident (Lee, 2015; Bender et al., 2024).

Johannesburg offers a concentrated illustration of the ten-
sions between regeneration as economic improvement and re-
generation as lived sensory experience. National assessments
continue to document the entrenched inequality and uneven
service delivery that shape South African inner cities, condi-
tions that translate directly into uneven sensory environments
(South African Cities Network, 2022). While instruments such
as Urban Development Zones and City Improvement Districts
have produced perceived benefits predominantly for investors
(Ngwabi, 2009), accounts of renewed inner-city investment
(Bethlehem, 2013; TUHF, 2019) often obscure the lived expe-
rience of residents in precarious tenure. Because the geogra-
phy of these instruments concentrates in commercial nodes,
reinforcing apartheid-era spatial inequalities (Peyroux, 2006;
Ballard et al., 2021; Turok et al., 2021), sensory governance is
itself unevenly distributed.

5. Governance as Sensory Practice
Repair and maintenance are forms of secondary urban pro-
duction that hold cities together (Graham & Thrift, 2007).
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When maintenance is deferred, the consequences are sensory
before they are anything else: visible decay, the proliferation
of bad buildings, and acoustic disruption become the medium
through which neglect is communicated. Since infrastruc-
ture produces the ambient environment of everyday life and
service delivery shapes differential forms of citizenship, the
distribution of sensory goods, such as working lights, main-
tained pavements, and acoustic comfort, is itself a distribu-
tion of urban dignity (Larkin, 2013; Anand, 2017).

Operational governance determines the quality of these goods.
Illumination levels are associated with perceived safety (Port-
nov et al., 2020) and reduced crime outcomes (Chalfin et al.,
2022). Public-space governance relies heavily on maintenance,
strategic coordination, and resourcing (Jansson et al., 2020).
Contemporary management models distribute these respon-
sibilities across state, market, and community actors in ways
that shape service quality (de Magalhaes & Carmona, 2009). In
Johannesburg, municipal strategy has framed the upgrading
and safeguarding of inner-city parks as central to regeneration,
treating safe public space as a deliberate governance objective
(Johannesburg City Parks and Zoo, 2017).

Crucially, sensory governance is politically ambivalent as
interventions improving comfort for some may simultane-
ously displace or delegitimise the sensory practices of others.
The power to define order tends to reflect the priorities of
property owners and investors. City Improvement Districts
have become an established mechanism through which prop-
erty owners coordinate maintenance, cleaning, and security
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at precinct scale (Gauteng Precinct Management Association,
2022). In South African City Improvement Districts, however,
these neoliberal governance instruments produce commer-
cially ordered public spaces by excluding groups read as in-
compatible (Miraftab, 2007). Johannesburg’s pursuit of clean,
orderly inner-city space has historically relied on the policing
of bodies defined as disruptive (Murray, 2011). Spaces shaped
through security reflect the sensory tolerances of those who
govern them (Amin, 2008), risking the reproduction of a re-
vanchist city (Smith, 1996). Without commitments to spatial
justice, sensory upgrading reproduces dispossession under
the language of cleanliness.

6. African Urbanism and Informal Sensory Regimes
African urbanism demonstrates that informality, colonial
legacies, and everyday improvisation produce sensory re-
gimes formal planning often fails to recognise. Writing the
African metropolis on its own terms means treating its forms
of life as generative rather than deficient (Mbembe & Nuttall,
2004). In South African cities, postcolonial planning systems
clash with the improvised rationalities through which resi-
dents inhabit urban space (Watson, 2009). Formal planning
defines acceptable soundscapes and enforces them against the
practices of informal traders and commuters. Instead, frame-
works must recognise self-organisation as a form of urban
intelligence (Pieterse, 2008).

Simone’s (2004a) concept of “people as infrastructure” re-
veals that dense social networks and adaptive routines pro-
duce the acoustic textures and material surfaces through
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which inner-city life becomes liveable. These sensory atmos-
pheres are active forms of local organisation (Simone, 2004b).
Bayat’s (2010) “quiet encroachments of the ordinary”, such as
vendors expanding their space and residents pushing domes-
tic life into public thresholds, are practices that produce vital
sensory territories. Alexandra in Johannesburg illustrates
these tensions under conditions of acute urban stress, where
overcrowding sits alongside established social networks that
produce a dense and legible sensory environment. Treating
these practices as disorder risks dismantling urban survival
mechanisms. Multisensory approaches must recognise res-
idents not merely as stakeholders but as producers of indis-
pensable sensory knowledge (Tremblay & Harris, 2022).

7. Planning Practice Proposition: Community-Led Sensory
Assessment

If sensory conditions are constitutive of how environments
are experienced and contested, regeneration cannot be re-
sponsibly planned without understanding the sensory condi-
tions already present. This obligation is best met through a
community-led sensory audit undertaken before major up-
grading, ensuring that planners guide and contribute to these
environments rather than unilaterally creating them from
the top down. The audit should document visual, auditory,
olfactory, tactile, thermal, and kinaesthetic conditions, iden-
tifying both sensory stressors and sensory assets. This dis-
tinction helps planners differentiate between conditions that
harm well-being and practices that express legitimate, liveli-
hood-sustaining urban life.
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Low-cost methods such as sensory walks, participatory map-
ping, night-time lighting audits, and acoustic mapping cap-
ture dimensions that standard technical surveys miss. Con-
sequently, every regeneration plan for an African inner-city
precinct should include two linked instruments. The first is

a sensory baseline, which records existing sensory assets,
stressors, rhythms, attachments, and livelihood-supporting
practices before any intervention begins. The second is a sen-
sory impact statement, which assesses how proposed changes
may affect comfort, access, safety, memory, livelihood, place
attachment, and displacement risk.

8. Conclusion

Regeneration in African inner-city contexts should be as-
sessed not only through visual form, investment return, or
physical upgrading, but through the sensory conditions shap-
ing how environments are perceived, valued, and contested.
Sensory conditions are not a supplementary dimension of
urban quality but a constitutive one; governance practices
ignoring them actively shape who belongs and who does not.

Multisensory coherence and sensory governance connect per-
ception, infrastructure, and African urbanism to the political
realities of regeneration. In African inner-city contexts, these
practices are profoundly shaped by informality and commu-
nity improvisation. The central finding is that these practices
are structurally ambivalent: interventions strengthening safe-
ty for some can marginalise informal trade and visible forms
of urban survival. Sensory improvement and inclusive regen-
eration are not the same thing.
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Integrating a community-defined sensory baseline and sen-
sory impact statement ensures that interventions are assessed
by what is preserved, legitimised, or displaced, allowing lived
experience to guide genuine urban repair.
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