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Tatarization of the City: 

Ethnocultural Youth Identity Management in Kazan, Tatarstan1 

 

Andrea Friedli 
(Seminar of Social Anthropology, University of Fribourg, Switzerland) 

andrea.friedli@unifr.ch 
 

The youth as ‘constructors of the nation’ in postsocialist multicultural societies, such as Tatarstan, are confronted 
with different identity projects; be it official nation-building discourses or the impact of globalized youth 
cultures. In this article, the youth are not seen just as consumers of such official or global ‘identity outlines’ but 
as actors in a public sphere where identities are articulated and negotiated. Offering examples of the visualization 
of ‘Tatarness’ and ethnocultural boundaries through voice and body by Tatar youth scenes in Kazan, this article 
aims to analyze the construction of urban Tatar youth culture as a means of the identity management strategies of 
Tatar youth scenes in order to ‘recapture’ urban (and political) space by a ‘Tatarization of the city’. 
Keywords: youth, identity management, ethnocultural representation, Tatarstan 
 

‘Baltach2 will live, Kazan will live, no doubt./ 
The young Tatars have a flame in their soul, you see./ 

Try to put it out, ay, ay, ay, you will get your fingers burnt.’ 
(from Tatarlar by Ilyas Gafarov, Nazim Ismagilov, rap group Ittifaq)3 

 
Introduction 

Youth making use of urban arenas in order to visualize their ethnocultural collective identities 

are the subject of many migration studies that investigate identity in the context of social and 

economic marginalization. This article focuses on the articulation and negotiation of 

ethnocultural youth identity not in a migration context but in the context of what Will 

Kymlicka (1995) describes as ‘national minorities’. Reflecting on youth identity-building in 

postsocialist society (Pilkington et al. 2002), it looks at youth identity representations in the 

public sphere of postsocialist Tatarstan (Russia), where ethno-national belonging is highly 

politicized and contested by different nation-building projects. 4 

The outlines of the Tatar youth identity managers in the city of Kazan do not always 

correspond to the official ideology of ‘civic multiculturalism’ (Derrick 2008: 81), where 

                                                 
1 I would like to thank Giuliana Prato, Italo Pardo and two anonymous reviewers for their valuable 

input and Peter Heath for the English proofreading. 
2 Baltach: a rayon (district) in the North of Tatarstan. 
3 Translated from Tatar into Russian by Ilyas Gafarov. All translations of quotes from Russian into 

English are by A.F. 
4 In a sense, this can be said to extend to ‘plural worlds’ more generally (Nilan and Feixa eds 2006; 

Amit-Talai and Wulff eds1995). 



Urbanities, Vol. 2 ·  No 1 ·  May 2012 
© 2012 Urbanities 

 

 

5 
 

ethnocultural identities are handled in the Soviet tradition of a ‘friendship of the peoples’, 

whereby ‘nations were to be seen but not heard; [and] culture (…) was to be “national in form 

but socialist in content”’ (Brubaker 1996: 36). The Tatar youth scenes articulate political 

claims for recognition and visualization not only in folkloristic frames, such as museums or 

competitions, but make visible the ethnocultural boundaries in the local youth culture ‘on the 

street’. The building of a Tatar urban youth culture can be understood as a recapturing of 

(Russified and Westernized) urban space in terms of a ‘Tatarization of the city’ or, following 

Helen Faller’s (2002) description of the phenomenon of a symbolic visualization of Tatar 

culture and history, as part of the process of ‘repossessing Kazan’.  

Here, I will argue that the visualization and aesthetization of ‘Tatarness’ by Tatar youth 

scenes in an urban context is used as a means of identity management and is a boundary 

making strategy in the face of the perceived threats of ruralization, Russification and 

globalization against the authenticity of Tatar culture. At the same time, the construction of an 

urban Tatar youth culture is also used to contest and subvert official state and élite identity 

politics. 

 

Grasping Youth Collectivities: Youth Scenes as Arenas of Identity Management 

Many recent youth studies are oriented towards the increasing fluidity and multiplicity of 

youth cultural identities and affiliations (Bennett and Kahn-Harris 2004: 12). Still, youth 

research cannot do without concepts of collective identities such as styles (Wulff 1995), youth 

culture (Sansone 1995) or groups (Mayer 2011). In order to describe the outlines of the youth 

cultural collective identities articulated and represented in the public sphere, we have to find a 

concept that takes into account a boundary-making process within a space that is not 

territorially fixed, but rather functions like a social arena in which identities are constructed 

and bargained. The concept of scene is most useful to grasp youth cultural collectivity and its 

articulation (Hettlage 1997: 10) in Kazan. Scene designates particular clusters of social and 

cultural activity within a certain set of boundaries but without specifying the nature of these 

boundaries. Scenes can be shaped by location, by the genre of cultural production and by 

social activity (Straw 2004: 412). 

The articulation of collective identity should not be understood as a unilateral ‘organic’ 

process but as a contested, bargained and often politicized procedure as, for example, Gerd 

Baumann (1996) shows in his study on ethnocultural youth identities in Southall (London) 

drawing on the distinction between a ‘dominant’ and a ‘demiotic’ discourse (on ethnocultural 
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identities). Strategies of minority groups in Nation-states aimed at gaining recognition and 

justifying territorial, political and social claims and state strategies aimed at managing cultural 

diversity and power relations among cultural groups often have been subsumed under the 

notion of ‘identity politics’ or ‘identity management’. As Robert Hettlage (1997: 11) 

emphasizes, collective representation can only be successful if it is anchored in society, on a 

collective level, by a constant identity management (e.g. the introduction of specific 

institutions, the anchoring of particular themes in the media, historization, musealization and 

folklorization). The success of this process of construction is guaranteed only when the 

respective identities are incorporated into the social communication in such a way that they 

seem to be traditional, unchangeable and not questioned in everyday life. Very often, such 

identity management is in the hands of the (national) élites, but it can also appear in social 

movements (Giordano 1996). 

 

Methodological Remarks and Introduction to the Field  

The present discussion is based on empirical material collected in the city of Kazan, the 

capital of Tatarstan.5 The main research methods were participant observation and in-depth 

interviews. I regularly visited youth events (official and unofficial), mostly as an observer but, 

on occasions, also engaged in direct interaction. I established close everyday contacts with 

some members of the youth scenes, including joining them in their homes and leisure places. I 

carried out about 50 semi-structured interviews and four non-guided group discussions with 

young people involved in youth organizations and scenes. 

Tatarstan is territorially and politically embedded in the Russian Federation as a so- 

called ‘ethnic republic’, a federal subject with the Tatars as the titular nation. According to the 

2010 census, 53.3 per cent of the population of 3.78 million define themselves as ethnic 

(predominantly Muslim) Tatars and 39.7 per cent as ethnic (predominantly Christian-

Orthodox) Russians. However, in urban areas the proportion of Russians is often slightly 

higher than the Tatars’ (for example, in Kazan there are 47.5 per cent Tatars and 48.8 per cent 

Russians),6 which, among other factors, is linked to pre-Soviet and Soviet national policies. 

The Soviet understanding of ethnicity and territoriality (see Brubaker 1996: 24) was one of 

the reasons why during the Perestroika period, and especially after the fall of the Soviet 

                                                 
5 Fieldwork was conducted between 2007 and 2008. Until 2010 I have periodically updated the 

ethnography for my Doctoral project. 
6 These data stem from the 2002 census because the 2010 census data are not yet published in detail. 
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Union, ethnocultural consciousness increased in many ‘ethnic’ regions of the Soviet Union 

and was accompanied in some cases by the formation of nationalist movements.  

In the official discourse Tatarstan is presented as a multicultural republic, the fundament 

of which, namely the Tatarstan people (tatarstanskiy narod), is based on a balanced 

relationship of power between the most dominant ethnocultural groups, the Russians and the 

Tatars. The city of Kazan is seen as a symbolic mirror of balanced identity politics not only 

by political actors but also by scholars who understand Kazan as a place where ‘Tatar and 

Russian, Muslim and Orthodox, Eastern and Western and/or Asian and European cultures 

have existed side by side for centuries’ (Gdaniec 2010: 9; see also Graney 2007).  

The effects of external ethno-national identity projects in postsocialist Tatarstan society 

are accompanied by a pluralization of youth identity outlines, mostly influenced by Western 

youth sub-cultural styles (see Sergeev 1998). On the one hand, ‘Western culture’ is seen as a 

symbol of progress and of a new life-style; on the other hand, the idea of ‘global culture’ has 

been equated with ‘the Americanization of “peripheral” national cultures and economic and 

political globalization interpreted as a means of subordinating Russia (and the East) to the 

interests of the West, above all the United States’ (Pilkington 2002: xiv, see also Pilkington 

1994).  

Therefore, the Tatar youth identity management strategies have to be understood in the 

context of the interplay of civic outlines of nationhood, ethnocultural nation-building 

processes and the impact of globalized youth sub-cultural styles. 

 

The Making of Tatar Urban Youth Culture 

Kazan Youth Identity Managers 

As in many other cities, youth cultural belonging in Kazan is very diverse and fragmented. 

The focus of this study is on youth scenes explaining themselves as representatives of an 

alternative Tatar youth culture. Most of the members of such scenes are between 18 and 30 

years old, are in education or have received a university diploma, often in Tatar linguistics or 

journalism. Many members are involved in artistic activities such as poetry, music, literature, 

theatre and cinema. The main scenes are arranged around music groups (for example, the 

Tatar hip-hop group Ittifaq, the Tatar singer Mubai, the Tatar rock group Alqanat and others), 

poetry and cultural circles (mainly the Jaña Dulkın movement, founded by young Tatar actors 

and poets), youth organizations (such as Uzebez, an association founded by young Tatar 

journalists or the Youth Bureau of the World Congress of Tatars) or circles of friends (such as 
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Family 16, a self-appointed brotherhood of former students of the Tatar lyceum). Male 

members dominate many youth scenes, but female poets and journalists do, however, also 

participate. What links them together ideologically is the aim to ‘maintain the Tatar identity 

under conditions of globalization and ethnic boundary blurring’ by founding a new alternative 

urban Tatar youth culture (Press release, Uzebez 2007). Physically, the members of these 

youth scenes are linked only through loose personal networks, without concerted meetings or 

specific places where they gather regularly, such as the ‘park youth’ in Vienna (Mayer 2011) 

or youth cultural scenes in Sochi (Kosterina and Andreeva 2010). Gatherings take place 

spontaneously in different parks or courtyards during the summer and, in winter, in closed 

places such as the actor’s green rooms in the Tatar theatre after a play, in recording studios 

where they from time to time record each other, in different cafés and bars or at somebody’s 

home (if, for instance, the parents are not at home).  

 

Tatar Youth Discourses and Ideologies: Language, Religion and History 

Linking to Markowitz (2000) on the interplay of ethnic, religious, civic and gender elements 

in the identity of urban youth, boundary making strategies are multiple and very diverse 

among Tatar youth scenes. However, three main strands of discourses are observed: the first 

is focused on a boundary-making process against the ‘Russian Other’; the second emphasises 

a Tatar authenticity against globalizing tendencies associated with decadent consumerism and 

the homogenization of (youth) culture; a third strand of discourse has been developed by 

Tatar urban youth to distinguish a reflective ethnocultural consciousness of enlightened urban 

youth from a folklorized and ‘ignorant’ rural set up. Of course, these youth discourses about 

an authentic Tatar culture are strongly influenced by the ethno-nationalist discourse that 

underlines three constituting factors of ‘Tatarness’: language, religion and history (see, for 

example, Rorlich 1999). It is not so surprising, therefore, to see these factors playing a central 

role in the image of an authentic Tatar urban youth. 

In Soviet times (and before), Tatar language and culture were banned from the cities in 

favour of the Russian language, and Tatarness was associated with backwardness and rurality 

— better hidden in public. However, with the growing ethnocultural consciousness of the 

‘Tatar people’, the recapture of the urban space (meaning also political space) became part of 

nationalist ideology. The fight against ‘Russification’ is, thus, one of the most dominant 

topics in Tatar youth discourses: ‘If you don’t know your mother tongue, then you lose the 
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link to your ancestors, you lose your roots and become a Mankurt7’  (Azat, 24 years, 2008). 

The use of the Tatar language in everyday life as well as in public spaces, such as schools, 

universities and the media, is assiduously propagated by Tatar youth identity managers, as 

illustrated, for example, by the Min tatarça söiläşäm (I speak Tatar) action. This is a street 

event that includes concerts, flash mobs, speeches and competitions and is organised by Tatar 

youth scenes once a year on April 26th, the birthday of the Tatar national poet Gabdulla Tukay 

(1886-1913); all those ‘who are not indifferent to the fate of the Tatar language and the whole 

Tatar culture’ are invited. 8 Furthermore, it has become popular among male representatives of 

the Tatar youth scenes in Kazan to ‘de-Russify’ their family names so that Karimov becomes 

Karim, Batullin becomes Battulla and Zayniev becomes Zayni.  

In Tatarstan, religious affiliation is strongly linked to discourses of ethnocultural 

boundary-making, especially among the young (see e.g. Hodžaeva and Šumilova 2003). 

Although there are Tatar youth ethnocultural identity outlines that do not refer to Islam (see 

Friedli 2010; Khodzhaeva 2011), certain features of a Muslim life-style and traditions are 

integrated into Tatar youth identity discourses. Many youth identity managers refer to a pre-

revolution enlightened Tatar-Muslim urban culture. Rifat, one of the founders of the Uzebez 

movement, explains that Tatar urban intelligentsiya was systematically destroyed at the 

beginning of the Soviet era and, in order to revive a Tatar urban culture, one has to remember 

the Tatar-Muslim enlightenment movement at the end of the 20th century (Rifat, 29 years, 

informal conversation 2008). In this discourse, the historical image of the pre-revolutionary 

shaqird, a medrese student, embodies the values of an educated, open-minded but culturally 

rooted contemporary Tatar youngster.  

                                                 
7 A Mankurt is a figure from a legend in the novel I dol’še veka dlitsya den’ (The Day Lasts More 

Than a Hundred Years) by the Kyrgyz writer Džingiz Aytmatov (1980) and describes a person who 

forgot his roots and lost the link to his ancestors. The notion is used among Tatar youth in a pejorative 

way in order to describe Russified Tatars. 
8 Homepage of Uzebez: www.uzebez.org (last accessed 27 April 2012). 
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Fig. 1: A young Tatar dancer performing the ‘shaqird dance’. From the performance ‘Bie, bie, Khaybulla’ 
(Dance, dance, Khaybulla), by Ilgiz Zayniev, with Nurbek Batulla, 2010. Photo courtesy of Tabriz 
Yarullin. 
 

In the ideology of the young urban Tatar, Islam and religious consciousness are stressed 

as important aspects of urban Tatarness. One should follow the Tatar Muslim life-cycle rituals 

(sünnet, nikakh), men should ideally go to the mosque on Fridays (but it is not imperative to 

pray namaz five times a day), people should avoid eating pork (the taboo is less strict 

regarding alcohol) and should follow the Muslim norms of hygiene. In most cases, Muslim 

values are embedded into an understanding of Tatar tradition as opposite and morally superior 

to Russian cultural norms, especially concerning family relationships. Quotes from informants 

help to clarify this point. Aydar, a twenty-year old man, said, ‘In the Tatar family it is the 

husband on whom the family is based. The wife gives the family shelter (…) In Russian 

families you can meet women labouring while their husbands sit at home drunk…’. Ilyas, a 

twenty-three-year old man, remarked, ‘...they can even beat their wives. In Islam the beating 

of the wives is strongly condemned’.9 

Moreover, an urban Tatar youth should have a reflexive approach to ‘the history of his 

people’. Such a ‘reflexive approach’ is further nurtured through informal excursions to 

historical places in the old Tatar district in Kazan (Starotatarskaya sloboda) or through 

attending gatherings and youth scenes in the vicinity of historical monuments. As I have 

mentioned with reference to language, the link to the ancestors is seen as one of the key 

factors that would help to maintain Tatar culture in the future. This very link is also mobilized 

by Tatar youth scenes in order to visualize their ethnocultural belonging and to articulate their 

                                                 
9 Ilyas emphasized the harmonic and equal relationship between man and woman in the Muslim 

family. 
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claims in the public sphere, as exemplified by the yearly häter köne (remembrance day) in 

mid-October. Together with older activists and representatives of the Tatar national 

movement of the 1990s, members of Tatar youth scenes demonstrate in front of the 

Suyumbike tower10 in remembrance of the Tatar soldiers who died in the fight against the 

troops of Ivan IV, who conquered Kazan in 1552. Members of the Tatar youth scenes walk 

with banners bearing inscriptions like ‘The youth, too, is mourning’ or ‘We want 

independence’, and organize collective prayers and speeches and concerts in honour of their 

forefathers. 

 

Representation and Visibility of Belonging in Public Space: Voice and Body on the Internet 

and on the Street 

Tatar youth identity managers set the ideological standard of Tatar urban youth culture, but 

how is this collective identity made visible and ‘anchored’? The voice and the body are the 

two main vehicles for the public visibility of ethnicity for Tatar youth scenes in Kazan. By 

voice, I mean the verbal articulation of identity in the public space and its recognition and 

reception in society. By body, I mean the symbolic expression of identity through the body, 

with reference to Hebdige’s (1979) description of the expression of style by British youth 

subcultures. The articulations of Tatar urban youth identity and the connected political claims 

usually take place in (virtual or physical) public spaces, such as on the Internet, street events, 

youth performances and leisure arenas (particularly, music festivals and city youth concerts).  

For the Tatar youth scenes, the public space on the Internet is a very important arena for 

the representation and negotiation of collective identity. Ethnocultural cyber networks can be 

seen as powerful arenas that channel common interests and identity-building strategies (see, 

for example, Leung 2005). Tatar youth scenes represent themselves and their ideas through 

virtual groups in Internet communities, such as vkontakte.ru (see also Suleymanova 2009) and 

facebook.com, as well as in blogs. The ‘followers’ of these groups and blogs share ideas and 

orient themselves according to standards set in the forums and in discussions. The Tatar youth 

scenes in Kazan have their own virtual groups, where they announce forthcoming events, 

launch issues to be discussed within the community and post music and videos.  

                                                 
10 According to the legend, Suyumbike was the last empress of the Kazan Khanate, conquered by Ivan 

the Terrible in 1552. She is said to have chosen to commit suicide by jumping from a tower rather than 

to fall into the hands of the Russian enemy. 
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Another form of articulation of collective identity is style (see Hebdige 1979). The 

visualization of ‘Tatarness’ in clothing and fashion has become an important element in the 

identity management of urban Tatar youth. This not only involves wearing the Ichigi 

(traditional Tatar leather boots with beautiful decorations) or Tatar and/or Muslim headwear 

(such as Tubeteyka or Papakha for boys and Kalfak and Muslim headscarf for girls), but also 

T-Shirts with inscriptions like 100% Tatar kızı (‘100% Tatar girl’) or 100% Tatar malae 

(‘100% Tatar boy’), Öçpoçmak aşatam, R’n’B jaratam (I eat öçpoçmak11 and love R’n’B) or 

even Min Ivanny jaratmím. Suyumbike (I don’t like Ivan. Suyumbike). As the designers of T-

Shirts state on their homepage, this style represents Tatar youths ‘who keep up with the times 

without forgetting their roots’.12 

 
Fig. 2: Two members of Uzebez with papakha, headscarf and ichigi at the ‘Min tatarça söiläşäm’ action, 
April 2011. Photo courtesy of Marat Bayramgulov. 
 

Music as a form of expression of youth style and identity in ethnocultural terms is 

represented in many studies on migrant youth (Mayer 2011, Baumann 1996). For the urban 

Tatar youth scenes, music and ‘going out’ serve as a delimitating markers from popularized 

rural Tatar youth culture (for example, Tatar discos) ‘imported’ into the city by young people 

from the so called rayony (the countryside districts of Tatarstan), who moved to the capital in 

order to study or work. To the Tatar urban youth scenes, their events are pure entertainment 

and focused on Tatar popsa.13 On the contrary, the alternative urban Tatar youth organize the 

so-called Uzäk parties, held in the Tatar language. These series of parties promise to be the 

‘total opposite to the infamous Tatar discos’, do not play Tatar popsa and have no Tatar pop 

                                                 
11 A triangular Tatar traditional pastry, filled with minced beef, onion and potatoes. 
12 http://dressaytam.com/static/about, last accessed 25 March 2012 
13 This is a Russian word that stems from the English word ‘pop’. It is used by young people to 

describe (with a slightly pejorative connotation) mainstream commercial popular music and culture. 
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star performances, but only ‘high standard DJs and live Tatar alternative music’ (Press release 

by Uzäk party organizers, 2007). Or as a Tatar ‘alternative’ musician explains, ‘Our work is 

more intellectual than what you hear in the Tatar ‘estrada’14. In this sense, we are more… 

traditional than the Russian pop scene (…) in terms of form as well as content. On the level of 

the content, we try to propagate something more intellectual, something that makes people 

think. In terms of form, we chose something simple: Hip-Hop, R’n’B…this seems to be the 

most youthful form, which is developing very quickly and is most understandable to the 

youth. We grew up in this culture and thus we can best express our thoughts in this form. The 

content [of our songs], however, very much diverges from Western or Russian [songs]; you 

feel the influence of the Tatar classics.’ (Nijaz, Tatar rapper, 21years, 4 September 2008). 

 

 
 

Fig. 3: Ittifaq, Tatar rap group, gig at the festival ‘Tatarstan supergood’ in Kazan, July 2011.  
Photo courtesy of Ruslan Zakirov. 
 

To sum up, the Tatar youth identity managers do not open museums or build 

monuments in order to anchor their ideas about Tatarness. Instead, they create groups on the 

Internet, organize public events and visualize Tatar urban youth identity through fashion 

symbols.  

 

Conclusion 

In postsocialist Tatarstan, the young see themselves confronted with multiple ideologies of 

the state, while the national élites see them both as the ‘bearers of the nation’, in the civic 

terms of a Rossian ‘citizen in the making’, and, in ethnocultural terms, as the prospects for a 

revival of a ‘lost’ Tatar culture. The role of the ethnocultural factor in youth nation-building 

                                                 
14 Estrada is a Russian word that describes popular-entertaining scenic art. 
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projects has been emphasised by Fran Markowitz (2000), who reflects on the concepts of an 

ethnic russkiy and a civic rossiyskiy nation in the identity outlines of urban youth in Moscow, 

St. Petersburg and Dzerzhinsk, and on the complex interplay of different aspects, such as 

ethnicity, religion and gender. Furthermore, in order to study youth identity-building in a 

postsocialist context, we need to take into account the influences of state institutions and élite 

ideologies at federal and regional level, as well as the effects of globalizing tendencies (Blum 

2007). However, as shown by other studies on youth in postsocialist societies (Pilkington et 

al. 2002), as well as in ‘plural worlds’ in general (Nilan and Feixa eds 2006; Amit-Talai and 

Wulff 1995), the youth do not have to be understood as victims of (official and unofficial) 

identity projects and as consumers of global youth culture, for they are reflective actors who 

develop their own outlines of identity-management borrowing, contesting or subverting 

external (adult) offers of identity. 

A notable characteristic of the construction of the urban Tatar culture is the formulation 

of political claims of recognition in what is perceived to be a ‘Russified’ environment; yet, 

not only are the young urban Tatars conscious of their roots and standing in clear demarcation 

towards the Russian ‘other’, they are also critical towards Western mass culture and 

consumerism, meaning the above-mentioned Amerikanizacija (Pilkington 2002: xiv). Of 

course, elements of what may be called global youth culture have an influence on the life-

style of the Tatar youth. However, Tatar identity-managers emphasize that Tatar hip-hop 

music, for example, should not be understood as a Tatar version of Western music, but rather 

as Tatar culture packed into a youthful (global) form or, in other words, as ‘global in form but 

national in content’. 

Therefore, the Tatar urban youth see the city not as a cosmopolis where identities are 

merged and multiplied and boundaries blurred but as a place of distinction and competition 

for recognition. This is why their project is a ‘Tatarization of the city’, as well as an 

‘urbanization of Tatarness’. Tatar urban youth scenes in Kazan may not be seen as ‘national 

archipelagos’, as Aurora Alvarez Veinguer (2007) says in her description of Tatar schools in 

Kazan, but, rather, as a ‘search for Tatar roots’ that is determining the articulation of their 

identities. 
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Ethnographic and other qualitative researches are often relegated to a lesser status despite significant contributions to 
social science. However, ethnography as a research best practice is firmly anchored in theory, method, and subject 
matter. This essay synthesizes ways of looking at immigrant and gentrified urban neighborhoods in global cities as 
visible expressions of cultural and class changes that are expressed in vernacular landscapes. 
Keywords:  Visual, vernacular, global, methods, theory 
 

Introduction  

‘When we first pass through local spaces in global cities we are like tourists using our eyes to 

decipher the clues and cues to which we are exposed.  Is this a safe or a dangerous place? Am I 

welcome here or should I leave before it is too late? What kind of neighborhood is it?  Are the 

local residents rich or poor? What is their race, ethnicity, or religion and how (or why) does it 

matter? Some things are easy to tell on a street, such as are there things for sale here?  Legitimate 

merchants make it obvious that they are seeking customers with signs that compete for attention, 

but for the sale of illicit goods, the signs are subtler. Yet it seems that for the knowledgeable 

purchaser they are still there in plain view. This reading the “street signs” so to speak is not 

merely an aesthetic exercise. What we see makes a difference in how we respond to the places 

and the people we find in our increasingly complex and changing urban surroundings.’ (Krase 

2012: 1)  

Ethnographers are the griots of social science; the commentators on urban life that the 

quantitative ‘big boys’ analyze. However, statements like that above are more than merely 

journalistic utterances. Michel de Certeau might have written the same statement while creating 

the city in the act of walking (1985: 129). Ethnographers weave critical ideas into narratives of 

the places through which they pass. Mundane spatial practices make social agency visible as 

ordinary people change meaning by changing appearances. Similar city scenes crafted by the 

likes of Charles Baudelaire, Walter Benjamin, or Edward Hopper contribute a different kind of 

urban knowledge that social scientists can also translate into data. Ethnography provides what 

George Psathas might call a phenomenological bridge between what ordinary people do and 

social scientists say about it (1973: 16). Through a syncretistic approach the visual in urban 
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theory can be discovered in semiotics, phenomenology and symbolic interactionism. What 

follows is a brief synthesis of theories, methods and subject matter that makes ethnographic 

visual studies of urban neighborhoods possible as social science.  

As a fragmentary example of subject matter for this synthesis five photographs from my 

own ‘Paris Arcades Project’ are included (Figures 1-5). They were taken in the Passages 

Panoramas, Douffroy, and Verdeau, which loosely tie the Bourse de Paris, France’s financial 

center, to lesser markets in areas with growing migrant populations that are also contested by 

gentrification. Using a variety of theoretical rubrics we can seek contemporary explanations of 

the commodities, buyers and sellers we see along these routes, or simply compare them with 

those of Walter Benjamin (1999). 

 

Fig. 1 - Passage des Panoramas, Paris - by Jerry Krase, 2011. 

The Passage des Panoramas is the closest to the Bourse and has the highest concentration of 
 restaurants, ethnic and otherwise, mostly serving business people during the day, as well as 
 tourists. It is one of the least visually elegant arcades. In 2011, there was still a few leftover 
 bric-a-brac, philatelic, and secondhand postcard shops.  
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Visual Theories and Methods 

If we concede primary group face-to-face (eye-to-eye) interactions as the basis of social life, then 

we can argue that society, and therefore its study, relies on sight. In this regard, think of what a 

more primal scent-based society would look like. Seeing and spatial memory are also conjoined. 

Simonides of Ceos invented the ‘art of memory’ 2500 years ago. In his mindscape he attached 

images to things, put them in a familiar place and recalled them by mentally moving through it 

(Foer 2011: 9). In Kevin Lynch’s The Image of the City (1960), the same logic produced mental 

maps enabling navigation of cities by, as Anthony D. King might suggest, reading them as ‘text’ 

(1996). Similarly, Sharon Zukin noted that ‘Visual artifacts of material culture and political 

economy’ represent the city by making social rules legible (1996: 44). For Pierre Bourdieu this 

symbolic capital helps reproduce the established, hidden order that, for ethnographers, is in plain 

view (1977: 188). Henri Lefebvre wrote of this visual conundrum ‘People look, and take sight, 

take seeing, for life itself. We build on the basis of papers and plans. We buy on the basis of 

images. Sight and seeing which the Western tradition once epitomized intelligibility, have turned 

into a trap: the means whereby, in social spaces, diversity may be simulated and a travesty of 

enlightenment and intelligibility ensconced under the sign of transparency.’ (1991: 75-76). 

For continuity, I mimic Max Weber’s Verstehen method (1947). Society is made possible 

when social actors imagine themselves as the others with whom they interact and thereby 

correctly anticipate the mirrored behavior. Social construction depends on shared text, and in my 

case the texts are visual signs not unlike props creating Erving Goffman’s ‘settings’ for the ‘front 

region’ (1959: 22). Georg Simmel visualized urban theory by writing. ‘Modern social life 

increases in ever growing degree the role of mere visual impression which always characterizes 

the preponderant part of all sense relationships between man and man, and must place social 

attitudes and feelings upon an entirely changed basis’ ([1908] 1924: 360). Symbolic 

interactionists Anselm Strauss and Lyn H. Lofland enhanced his work by showing how people 

communicate through the built environment (Lofland  1998, 2003; Strauss 1961). For Lofland, 

‘city life was made possible by an “ordering” of the urban populace in terms of appearance and 

spatial location such that those within the city could know a great deal about one another by 

simply looking’ (1985: 22). 

Visual methods are important tools for all qualitative researchers according to Howard S. 

Becker (1995), as well as Carol A.B. Warner and Tracy X. Karner (2005). For Douglas Harper 
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(1998: 34-35) and Marcus Banks (1998: 11) visual work should also be firmly anchored to a 

discipline. Harper divided Visual Sociology into ‘Visual Methods’ in which researchers 

themselves create images and ‘Visual Studies’ in which researchers analyze images as cultural 

products. He also identified four modes of research; the ‘scientific’ - where one categorizes the 

world and creates data; the ‘narrative’ - where the data is structured into accounts; the ‘reflexive’ 

- where data is built from the point of view of their subjects; and the ‘phenomenological’ - in 

which researchers use their own subjective experience as a source of data (1988, see also 1989). 

Although discrete, these modes are not mutually exclusive and, in my opinion, scientifically 

useful ethnography requires more than one. 

Jon Prosser saw images cumulatively as signifiers of a culture and individually as artifacts 

that give specific information about existence. For him images are ‘… a different order of data, 

and, more importantly, an alternative to the way we have perceived data in the past’ (1998: 29, 

see also 2008). Luc Pauwels warned that the applied research focus of many scholars comes as 

the expense of improved theoretical and methodological frameworks that ‘… are essential in 

furthering the project of building a more visual science’ (2000: 10-11). Mario Small (2009), 

however, strongly cautioned ethnographers against ‘retreat’ toward models designed for 

statistical descriptive research and enjoined them to enhance their own. Sarah Pink also criticizes 

the ‘scientific-realist’ paradigm of sociology and anthropology because it ‘does not allow the 

potential of the visual in ethnography to be realized’, by trying to prove its value in disciplines 

‘dominated by the written word’ (2006: 5-6). 

 

Vernacular Landscapes in Global Cities 

For Saskia Sassen (2001) global cities are paradigmatic sites for symbolic competition wherein 

the advantaged and disadvantaged contest terrains. Two outcomes are gentrified areas and ethnic 

enclaves that are visually expressed in vernacular landscapes. These are part of the Cultural 

Landscape – human-made expressions of spatial relationships that John B. Jackson defined as ‘a 

portion of the earth's surface that can be comprehended at a glance’ (1984: 1). Jackson pointed 

scholars to the quotidian worlds of ordinary people, especially ‘commercial vernaculars’. 

Energized by his sensitivity and wider scope, the global study of cultural landscapes continues to 

evolve (Hayden 1990).  
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Visual attention to urban vernacular landscapes shows conflict, competition and 

dominance at a level not usually noticed. How better to introduce ethnic and gentrified 

neighborhoods than David Harvey speaking of spatial dominance: ‘Successful control presumes a 

power to exclude unwanted elements. Fine-tuned ethnic, religious, racial, and status 

discriminations are frequently called into play within such a process of community construction’ 

(1989: 266). In contrast, Wilbur Zelinsky (1991) doubts the authenticity of ethnic American 

vernaculars and would caution against over-estimating the power of marginalized groups. Until 

recently, ethnic vernacular landscapes in Europe were viewed as regional, micro-national, or 

products of immigrants returning from ex-colonies. More recent research looks especially at 

Islamic impacts on cityscapes (Metcalf 1996). Ethnic vernacular landscapes can also be found in 

rural areas as well as in multicultural ‘ethno-burbs’ and ethnically marked strip malls. Other 

distinctive variants can be found in Brescia’s ‘Little Senegal’ market, Dubai and Riyadh’s 

migrant worker residences, ubiquitous European Roma settlements, as well as Zimbabwean 

refugee camps in South African townships. 

 

Visual Spatial Semiotics  

Social spatial semiotics ties social science to vernacular landscapes. For Lemke, ‘Social semiotics 

examines semiotic practices, specific to a culture and community, for the making of various kinds 

of texts and meanings in various situational contexts and contexts of culturally meaningful 

activity. Social semiotics therefore makes no radical separation between theoretical and applied 

semiotics and is more closely associated with discourse analysis, multimedia analysis, 

educational research, cultural anthropology, political sociology, etc.’ (2011). Spatial semiotics is 

defined by Mark Gottdiener as ‘the study of culture which links symbols to objects’ (1994: 15-

16). For urban studies the most basic concept is the settlement space ‘… built by people who 

have followed some meaningful plan for the purposes of containing economic, political, and 

cultural activities. Within it people organize their daily actions according to meaningful aspects 

of the constructed space’ (Gottdiener 1994: 16). Krase and Shortell (2011) applied Roman 

Jakobson’s expressive, conative and phatic sign functions (1960, 1972) to visual representations 

of identity in urban neighborhoods. They argue that phatic signs, which facilitate social relations, 

are the most common signifier of the ethnic vernacular. These artifacts of ordinary social 

interaction mark settlement space as a ‘home’. Simultaneously, they can be extracted from this 
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context and rendered as representations of ethnic spaces such as in local tourism efforts (Krase 

1997, Rath 2007). Such semiotic analysis can also be applied to class vernaculars such as in 

gentrification.  

 
Fig. 2 - Ethnic Restaurants on rue Faubourg de Montmartre, Paris - by Jerry Krase, 2011. 

A wide variety of mid to low-cost ethnic restaurants and shops can be found where the Passage 
Verdeau empties onto rue de Faubourg Montmartre. This is one of the most diverse parts of Paris 
and businesses cater to both co-ethnics and tourists seeking less expensive fare. The section is also 
beginning to show signs of gentrification. 
 

Furthermore, Anthony Giddens ’structuration theory’ suggests that in order to understand 

urban life one needs not only an understanding of theory but of local history, resources, and the 

ideas of local leadership (1984). Shop signs written in a foreign language are easily noticed, but 

‘seeing’ the uses and/or meanings of space requires sensitivity and understanding of the particular 

culture that creates, maintains and uses the re-signified space. A visual survey of even the most 

deteriorated central city area would vividly demonstrate the ‘human agency’ of even the least 

empowered. One example is low-income gangs ‘tagging’ the vernacular landscapes with 

cryptically symbolic graffiti. On the other end of the spectrum, the same visual attention helps us 

recognize ‘trendy’ areas by the marks of upscale shops such as Fendi and Gucci. 

Ernest W. Burgess’ Concentric Zone diagram is an urban icon. Most ethnographers have 

focused on the domains and denizens of the ‘Inner City’ or other euphemisms for the ‘Zone of 

Transition’. There, one found roomers, hobos, addicts, poor folks, nonwhite minorities and lower 

class immigrants who lived in the Ghetto, Slum, Black Belt, Chinatown, Underworld, Vice and 

Little Sicily. The purely descriptive models of classical urban ecology derive from a biological 

analogy. In the city, equilibrium is expressed through the interaction of human nature with 

geographical and spatial factors producing ‘natural’ areas. Political economists, on the contrary, 

see these same natural areas and ecological zones as the result of ‘uneven development’, and 
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perhaps even cleverly planned cycles of decay and renewal. The question remains as to whether 

these disparate causes produce disparate visual effects. In this regard it is the brilliant 

documentary photographic work of Camilo Jose Vegara such as The New American Ghetto 

(1995) that is most visibly instructive. 

 

Fig. 3 - Upscale Passage Douffroy – by Jerry Krase, 2011 

Passage Douffroy is between Verdeau and Panoramas and has a split personality. At one end are high-end 
shops and at this end, nearer to Passage Verdeau, are remnants of one of its former lives as a collection of 
inexpensive book and bric-a-brac shops.  
 

The flip side of urban decline is ‘gentrification’, the conversion of socially marginal and 

working class areas of the central city to middle-class residential use that began in the 1960s. 

Gentrification is generally described as the process by which higher status residents displace 

those of lower status in neighborhoods which, by definition, are contested. Originally considered 

as a uniquely English and then a related urban American phenomenon of the middle class moving 

into poor and working class neighborhoods, today gentrification is recognized in virtually every 

corner of the globe. Although some of the causes of gentrification in these newer locations are 

historically different, it is argued that there is something about (je ne sais quoi) gentrification as a 

symbolic semiotic activity, or aesthetic practice, that can be grasped via the use of image-based 

research. For David Harvey it might be that ‘Different classes construct their sense of territory 

and community in radically different ways’ (1989: 265; see also Castells 1989). For example, 

Zukin provided a synthesis of economic and cultural analysis to show how the promotion of 

historical and arts infrastructures ‘changes the nature of the urban space.’ (1982: 190).  Affluent 
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and humble streetscapes can also be contrasted as spatial semiotic examples of Pierre Bourdieu’s 

tastes of ‘necessity’ and ‘luxury’ respectively (1984). Other productions of ‘Symbolic Capital’, 

defined by him as ‘The collection of luxury goods attesting to the taste and distinction of the 

owner’ (Bourdieu 1977: 188), might help us to understand the visible residential and commercial 

up-scaling of working-class areas. The Paris arcades offer many visible examples of these class 

and cultural transformations. 

 

Fig. 4 - Upscale Passage Douffroy – by Jerry Krase, 2011 
 

This, the most upscale section of Passage Douffroy, is nearest to the exit  
unto the Grands Boulevards. Tourist guidebooks tout it as a small shopping paradise 
that offers upscale cafes, jewelry, clothing, and toys mixed with lesser tourist offering.  
 

Concluding remarks 

This essay attempted to knit together an argument for ethnographic seeing in social science. 

Although I could accurately be accused of ‘cherry-picking’ the visual in social theory, it was not 

difficult to find many visual threads. I hoped to demonstrate the utility of a visual approach and 

the study of vernacular landscapes to show how the built environment reflects cultural and class 

identities. Thus we can hypothesize visual change as a consequence of economic, social and 

cultural forces as well as be able to work backwards from historical images to speculate on 

causes. In addition, with or without explicit theoretical grounding, ethnography and other visual 

studies would continue to generate new hypotheses despite being interesting reading. 

Much visual studies work today demonstrates affinity toward post-modernism; defined in 

brief by the rejection of scientific objectivity.  Obviously, this essay falls on the pre-post modern 



Urbanities, Vol. 2 · No 1 · May 2012 

© 2012 Urbanities 

 

 

26 

side. For me science is a method and a point of view that has at least as much validity as any 

other. And, as a pragmatist, I see the value of the scientific method is its utility. When 

neighborhoods change visually there are social effects from changing property values to 

intergroup competition and conflict. Therefore in order for any visual approach to be of practical 

value it must be securely embedded in the theories and methods of the disciplines themselves and 

not be employed as mere decorations for words. 

 

Fig. 5 - Passage Verdeau, Paris - by Jerry Krase, 2011. 

The restored Passage Verdeau is furthest away from the Grand Boulevards and nearest the working class 
and immigrant areas. However, gentrification and Parisian embourgeoisement has spilled over to nearby 
sections. As a consequence, the Passage Verdeau has become a chic arcade where more affluent shoppers 
can find a few remaining postcard and camera dealers alongside smart new art galleries and antique shops 
as well as upscale dining.  
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Urban Europe is a testing ground for key dynamics of negotiation of citizenship and, by extension, of integration 
versus exclusion. This article draws on long term fieldwork in South Italy to offer an analysis of economic activities 
that take place at the margins of the law and of their relationship to the formal market. The discussion addresses key 
questions on the extent to which the social and economic role of the varied forms of individual and collective 
entrepreneurialism, and the attendant culture, is frustrated by policies inspired by a culturally determinist approach 
and on the impact of such frustration on the relationship between citizenship and governance. 
Keywords: Relationships between formality and informality; autochthonous and ethnically mixed enterprises; credit; 
stereotypes. 
 

What follows is a reflection on key aspects of work and entrepreneurship based on the empirical 

study of the relationship between the formal and the informal in Naples and its Region, where a 

large informal ‘sector’ continues to develop, also involving in recent years legal and illegal 

immigrants of various ethnic backgrounds (Pardo 2009). Elsewhere (Pardo 2004 and, with Prato, 

2010), I have argued for an anthropological understanding of the moral and cultural complexity 

and social value of individual action (Bloch and Parry 1989; Pardo 1996, 2000; Graeber 2001; 

Humphrey and Mandel eds 2002; O. Harris 2007; Prato 2010). Here, I heed this analytical sine 

qua non in order to develop a better view of current economic processes (Dilley, R. ed. 1992; 

Roy and N. AlSayyad eds 2004; Galemba 2008) and, more broadly, of key dynamics of 

legitimacy and legality (Pardo ed. 2004) in the relationship between citizenship and governance 

(Holston 2009; Pardo and Prato eds 2010; Krase 2012) in the fields of social policy, legislation, 

integration and access to rights.1 

Ethnographic evidence brings out the complex relations between immigrants (legal and 

illegal) and native entrepreneurs in Naples in a context marked by a substantial gap between 

                                                           
1 Current debate among the international community testifies to the centrality of this topic in 

anthropology today. I refer, for example, to two conferences, one in Gioiosa Marea, Sicily in 2010 the 

other in Corinth in 2011 convened by the Commission in Urban Anthropology 

(http://urban.anthroweb.net/xwiki/wiki/urbananth/view/Main/Past) and to forthcoming scholarly 

gatherings (see www.anthrojournal-urbanities.com/confna2012). Edited volumes, now in preparation, will 

offer concerted reflections. 
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citizenship and governance, whereby Neapolitans have long had reason to feel that they are 

treated as second-class citizens. This feeling must be understood in light of the long-established 

view that Southerners are deeply corrupt and that Southern society is undermined by a cultural 

sympathy with criminality. This seriously flawed view has helped to justify lack of investment, 

adverse credit policies and expedient legislation that meets the interests of the ruling élite but is 

widely received at the grassroots as profoundly unfair, and which objectively undermines local 

business. Case studies and participant observation among native Neapolitans and immigrants in 

their dealings through the city and beyond help to illuminate their interactions with each other 

and with the wider system. The discussion builds towards the empirically informed opinion that it 

is in the context of the failed full integration of native people that the integration or failed 

integration of many immigrants is cast and must be understood. 

 

The Background: A Summary 

Italy has repeatedly embodied complex social, political and economic processes that have had 

international ramifications. In South Italy, such processes have evolved in unorthodox, though 

potentially innovative ways but this has gone largely unrecognized and perhaps opportunities 

have been lost. At least since the Unification of the country (1861), the stereotype has become 

entrenched that, bogged down by lack of trust in each other and by their amoral familism 

southerners are politically and socially backward; narrow individualists who lack social 

responsibility and cannot be trusted. 

Endorsed by generations of writers (e.g. Banfield 1958; Allum 1973; Gambetta 1988; 

Belmonte 1989 [1979]; Putnam 1993), such stereotyping has informed the approach of influential 

élite groups to important processes of inclusion and exclusion, social, economic and political,2 

factually undermining southerners’ citizenship. It has contributed to weaken a context marked by 

the combined effects, now exacerbated by the general economic and financial crisis, of an 

enormous public debt (over 4/5 of the annual Regional Budget) and of adverse financial and 

economic policies.3 Weak, fragmented industrialization has led to a prominence of non-industrial 

and post-industrial values and official unemployment is high, though it is widely accepted that 

                                                           
2 Among the few exceptions, see Jane Schneider (2002). 
3
 For more throughout discussions, see Pardo 1996 and Pardo and Prato (2010). 



Urbanities, Vol. 2 ·  No 1 ·  May 2012 
© 2012 Urbanities 

 

32 

only a small part of the officially unemployed do not work.4 As elsewhere in Italy (Donati 1997), 

criminal powers do provide illegal employment for a proportion of the population (the size of 

which is highly debatable), and some business do draw on criminal backing to gain unfair 

advantage through money-laundering and intimidation (Pardo 1996: Ch. 2). When exposed 

through judicial enquiries, such cases may well be inflated and over-reported in the media, in the 

interest of sales. However, this by no means accounts for the general situation. Many of the 

officially unemployed aspire to a secure public-sector job, identifying such employment as 

allowing free time to pursue rewarding ‘side-activities’ — in many cases, individual or joint 

enterprises that are strictly illegal but are licit in the eye of the actors and of their significant 

others bring to a head their strongly entrepreneurial approach. 

It is in such a scenario that over the past twenty-five years local rulers have responded to the 

argument (Gramsci 1966: 216-218) that popular culture should be taken seriously, investigated 

and, then, uprooted, to be replaced (ideally, with its bearers’ cooperation) by a superior, 

enlightened conception of the world. While rhetorically opposing assistance and clientelism, and 

practising both (Della Corte 2007; Demarco 2009), they have pursued selective policies 

(particularly regarding access to credit) and have misappropriated public funds through 

corruption, for which they are on trial. 

 

The Formal and the Informal in the Economy: Local Entrepreneurialism 

Since economic informality was conceptualised in light of African ethnography (Hart 1973) and 

sociologists applied the concept to industrial society (Pahl 1984), scholars from various 

disciplines, from Harding & Jenkins (1989) to Gibson-Graham (2008), have produced a rich 

                                                           
4 The nature of the informal ‘sector’ makes a quantitative assessment extremely difficult. In 2010, roughly 

six million southerners in working age were estimated to be involved in the informal ‘sector’ of the 

economy (Svimez 2010, 8). According to the Italian Institute of Statistics, in 2008 the economic value of 

the informal ‘sector’ was between 255 and 275 billion euro, about 30 per cent of GDP (16.3/17.5 per cent 

of the GDP). A 2011 Report by Eurispes and Istituto Italiano di Studi Politici San Pio V (212) and a recent 

Parliamentary Inquiry (Reuters 06/06/20012 at: http://it.finance.yahoo.com/notizie/riciclaggio-bankitalia-

sommerso-criminale-vale-095243438.html) confirmed these data, at the same time pointing out that the 

informal ‘sector’ is larger in the Centre-North. 
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literature on reciprocity, informal activities and networks of support.5 Contrary to the ‘dual 

economy’ view, unambiguously undermined by Breman’s seminal work (1994), my empirical 

experience has both demanded attention to the relationships between the formal and the informal 

(Pardo 1996, 2004, 2009) and pointed to the naivety of the distinction between work and 

employment (Pahl 1984), to the weakness of viewing informal work activities as a separate mode 

of production, as argued by Pahl (1980), or as belonging to a ‘casual economy’ (Pinnarò and 

Pugliese 1985) and, most important, to the misleading implications of the economic 

maximization view. 

While concurring with Parry and Bloch (1989) on the interaction between the moral and 

the monetary in individuals’ action in the economic sphere6 and with Wallman (1984) on the 

importance of resources such as contacts, information, time and identity, I felt that further steps 

needed to be taken in order to account for ordinary Neapolitans’ entrepreneurialism. 

Encapsulated by a culture of sapé fa (literally, cleverness) that emphasizes pooling all personal 

resources in the pursuit of goals and of betterment, their approach is firmly rooted in the morality 

and ramifications of a strong continuous interaction between tangible and non-tangible aspects; 

that is, between different kinds of resources and domains — material (money, possessions, the 

body itself) and non-material (encompassing the moral and the spiritual, the mundane and the 

supra-mundane) — that mark the social, cultural and political makeup of local life (Pardo 1996: 

Chapter 1). 

Taking on such an empirical challenge has demanded steering clear of — unhelpful (Wilk 

1996: 36 ff.) — categorical assumptions. It has emphasized that a reasonably accurate analysis 

must address actors’ formal position in terms of production and consumption and its role in the 

rationality of their choices, but must do so taking into account the key facts that, here, morality 

and interest are not dichotomous; that the boundaries between the categories of the modern 

organization of labour and between the formal and the informal are blurred. Such a view of 

individual action in the economic sphere, and beyond, helps us to understand that, contrary to 
                                                           
5 See the overviews offered by Smith (1989), Losby et al. (2002), F. Schneider (2005) and Hart (2006); 

but compare with Pardo ed. (2004), O. Harris (2007), Prato (2010) and Bardhoshi (2010). 
6 There is a growing literature on this issue (see, for example, Portes et al. eds 1989; H. Buechler and J. M. 

Buechler 1992; Gudeman 1992; Seligmann ed. 2001; AlSayyad 2004; Prato 2010; Bardhoshi 2010; 

Spyridakis 2010; Hann and Hart 2011). 
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pessimist claims, controlled forms of trust (Pardo 2001) mark the lives and careers of my 

informants through enterprising modes of exchange — often unspecified and long-term oriented. 

Informed by a normative understanding of ‘work’ and entrepreneurship (Firth, 1979; Harrel 

1985; Parry and Bloch 1989; Wilk 1996; Humphrey and Mandel eds 2002; Seligmann ed. 2001; 

Pardo 1996, 2004; Williams and Round 2007), the study of informal economic activities and of 

the ‘moral economy’ of work (Murphy 1993) remain in sharp focus in current anthropology. The 

ethnography that I have collected over long term field research in Naples and in South Italy has 

brought out gradations of entrepreneurialism that draw on access to community resources beyond 

official definition and allocation in defiance of attempts of the state to regulate and extract 

revenue from the production, circulation and consumption of goods. Thus, many manage to make 

a living, achieve an education and stay healthy. In economic terms, their sapé fa translates into 

establishing or expanding independent small-and micro-scale businesses in the context of a clear 

distinction between lavoro (work; that is, work activities that are rewarding and promising for the 

future) and fatica (toil; intended as unrewarding and unpromising work). Although such 

enterprises are mostly rooted in the informal ‘sector’, they generally address the market as a 

whole. A variety of legal businesses rely on workshops that produce goods illegally, evading tax 

on the purchase of raw materials and on the sale of finished products, as well as employment tax 

and other welfare state contributions (Guano 2010). A proportion of such products finds its way 

into the legal market. 

Such ‘informal’ activities may not always be strictly legal and they may not always agree 

with the ‘laws’ of market capitalism, but they should not on this account be misread as evidence 

of marginality — cultural, economic, political and moral. On the contrary, far from being caught 

in a culture of short-term moves and immediate goals, even informants with a disadvantaged 

background are actively engaged in the pursuit of betterment with, of course, various degrees of 

success. Informants from all walks of life recognize that many and varied contacts are important 

in the pursuit of goals. While saying, Chi ten’ sant’ va ‘mparavis’ (Contacts with saints get you 

to heaven), they significantly negotiate their life and career strategies according to the principles 

Ajutat’ ca Dio t’ajut’ (God helps those who help themselves), Nun voglio sta’ suggett’ a nisciun’ 

(I don’t want to be subject to anyone) and Chi pecora s’ fa ‘o lupo s’a magna (If you behave like 

a sheep, you’ll become a wolf’s meal). The complex interaction, in the context of sapé fa, among 



Urbanities, Vol. 2 ·  No 1 ·  May 2012 
© 2012 Urbanities 

 

35 

these important aspects of their culture is central in the link they establish between (self-)interest 

and moral behaviour, which informs their management of existence. 

If we agree that our understanding of human beings in society must take very seriously the 

interplay between value and action, and that this requires an empirically informed awareness of 

the ways in which people merge social morality and personal choice into practices that recognize 

more than the self, then we need to ask whether ‘individual-oriented’ necessarily means 

individualistic. Anthropological debate (for example, Parry and Bloch 1989; R. Harris 1986; 

Pardo 1996) indicates that an astute answer must eschew confusion between individuality and 

individualism; it must steer away from a conceptual opposition between being in community (i.e., 

belonging to) and being cum community (i.e., being together with).  

Recognizing that in today’s world individual action takes place in a context marked by 

imperfect competition, constraints and inequality, does not justify maintaining that these 

conditions are pre-determined and self-perpetuating. Distinctly transcending a sterile opposition 

between a market and an anti-market culture,7 informants’ choices and controlled forms of trust 

develop in a situation in which small and micro entrepreneurs’ access to credit, an important right 

of citizenship (Barbalet 1988; Bulmer and Rees eds 1996), is made exceedingly difficult by 

overpriced banking services, property-based guarantees demanded by credit institutions, 8 high 

interest rates on banking loans9 and dubious dealings.10 These restrictions combine with more 

ordinary difficulties in starting, running or expanding a business. When people cannot buy money 

officially, they borrow at low or no interest from friends and family. Only in desperation will 

they consider borrowing from loan sharks, for here the considerable risks implicit in usury, i.e. 

credit transactions that carry excessive charges, are recognized across the social spectrum (Pardo 

2000, 2004). 

 

                                                           
7 See Pardo (1996, 2004). Jane Schneider (2002) has convincingly challenged such a dichotomy. 
8 In order secure a bank loan, entrepreneurs must prove ownership of private property, the value of which 

is set against the loan.  
9 In the South, interest rates that are between 2.5 and 5 per cent higher than in the Centre-North. 
10 Some bank officials refer unsuccessful applicants to private credit agencies that grant credit easily and 

at high interest (Pardo 2000). Entrepreneurs describe the various schemes aimed at addressing this 

situation as weakly drafted and badly implemented (Il Denaro 16/02/2008, p. 9). 
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Between the Formal and the Informal: Interactions 

Over the years, I have kept in touch with my socially diversified informants and their networks, 

in many cases reaching outside Naples. A collective reading of the field-notes from my last 

fieldwork11 brings out a classical theme in economic anthropology (Smith 1989: 309 ff.), as 

entrepreneurs increasingly find it convenient to attempt to operate ‘in the sunlight’ because, they 

reckon, operating informally (therefore, ‘semi-legally’ or illegally) is too costly, monetarily (the 

necessity of engaging in bribery was recurrently cited as a considerable drawback), morally and 

in time and worry (Pardo 2004). In some cases, the informal aspect is limited to fiscal matters; in 

others, it extends to a proportion of employees, some of whom are foreign immigrants.12 

Elsewhere, I have discussed the interactions between native people and immigrants and their 

relationship to the law and to social legitimacy (Pardo 2009). Case-study material brings out 

important dynamics in this evolving situation, which is now the object of an extended field 

research. 

Pietro’s firm exemplifies important aspects of this situation. Now in his early thirties, he 

belongs to a family rooted into the Neapolitan sartorial tradition. His grand-father ran a bespoke 

gentlemen’s tailor workshop in central Naples with his sons, who later also opened a shop selling 

good-quality clothes. As big fashion designers began sub-contracting to smaller businesses, 

Pietro’s father saw an opportunity to branch out. He sold his share in the family business and 

used the capital and a small bank loan to establish a workshop working for high fashion firms. As 

his business expanded, so did the work force, only a proportion of whom operated in the 

workshop itself. There, skilled employees made the cut and assembled the suits. Others did this 

job informally in their own homes, avoiding tax on their cash earnings.13  

While still a young boy, Pietro learned the ropes and, on graduation, became fully 

involved in the business. He put into practice his sapé fa planning a strategy that has helped him 

to expand the business and almost entirely phase out the informal element. Through three 

contacts —a local politician, an accountant and a business lawyer — he pooled the necessary 
                                                           
11 I conducted this fieldwork between 2005 and 2007 and have updated the empirical material through 

several fieldtrips. 
12 Relatively recently, Italy, traditionally a country of emigration, has experienced considerable, ever-

growing immigration. 
13

 They, though, did not enjoy the benefits of formal employment or trade-union protection. 
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support and information to buy large premises auctioned by a local authority at the periphery of 

Naples. Having failed to obtain a bank loan for lack of sufficient property-based guarantees and 

having ruled out loan sharks, Pietro used his savings and loans from family members. Later, the 

politician helped him to obtain EU funding aimed at encouraging local development and to 

secure grants from the Regional authority to employ immigrants and train local young people. 

Recently, Pietro has taken additional commissions, which, he says, ‘has involved further 

expansion and some risk-taking but so far it has paid off’. 

Most of Pietro’s workers, including legal immigrants, are formally employed full-time. A 

minority works part-time. Pietro is particularly happy with two long-term Indian employees.14 

‘They’, he says, ‘are highly skilled, loyal and, like all my employees, never miss a day work and 

get on very well with the rest of the work-force.’ Aniello, a Neapolitan part-time employee of 

Pietro, runs a workshop in his home, where he works in the evenings and through the weekends. 

He has trained family members and friends to operate the machines that he has purchased using 

savings and money borrowed from his social network. Aniello also employs part-time four 

immigrants: the three Indians (see above and n. 14), who work there in the evenings and over the 

week-ends, and a young Ukrainian, who also delivers to Pietro’s clients. When the latter, who has 

married an Italian woman, started delivering for Aniello’s workshop, he used Pietro’s lorry; 

however, bringing to mind similar entrepreneurial strategies employed by Neapolitan informants, 

he soon purchased a van and hired the help of a fellow Ukrainian. 

Aniello produces clothes for the informal market roughly copying the original designs 

given to Pietro by the fashion designers. This new entrepreneur stresses that he is not interested 

in the low-end of the market. A Neapolitan seamstress in her forties who works for him typically 

remarked, ‘the market for cheap, low-quality clothes has been completely taken over by Chinese 

products. Moreover, I am proud of my craftsmanship and of the quality of what I make’. The first 

part of her remarks tallies with what I have been repeatedly told: regardless of the kind of 

merchandise that they produce or distribute, most informants say with obvious, if grudging, 

admiration that Chinese entrepreneurs have brought about radical changes in the dynamics and 

                                                           
14 One married an Indian woman who has joined him in Italy and has become a full-time seamstress in 

Pietro’s workshop. The other lives with an Italian woman who works as a secretary for a local accountant. 
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nature of the local economy. Neapolitan-produced cheap, low-quality goods have almost 

completely disappeared from the market because, as Chinese entrepreneurs have increasingly 

moved in, similar products have become available at considerably lower prices. Local 

entrepreneurs with the necessary funds, skills and contacts have specialized in better-quality 

products, benefiting from a tradition of skilled work, fashionable design and good-quality 

materials. As in the case of Aniello’s production, these goods sell in Naples and throughout Italy 

at a fraction of the price charged by the high-street brands. 

The activities of Lello, a local trader in his late fifties whose career I have followed ever 

since we met in the 1980s, will help to clarify key dynamics at the distribution and sales end of 

this grey area between the formal and the informal. Lello was thirteen when he left school and 

started contributing to the meagre family income by working (illegally, of course) as an all-round 

assistant in a local clothes shop. Later, he found regular employment in one of a chain of large 

shops and was soon noted by the management for his sales skills and good relationships with 

suppliers. In his free time, Lello used the contacts he had made through his job to start a small 

business selling ever larger quantities of informally produced, good-quality clothes to shop- and 

stall-keepers across Naples and the Region. He dealt in cash and avoided paying tax on 

transactions, which suited him and his suppliers and clients. Within five years, he opened a small 

shop in Naples. There, he sold formally produced clothes, keeping the informal part of his 

business sufficiently small to escape the attention of the law. About twenty years ago, Lello 

invested his savings in larger premises and involved his wife in the expanded business. All along, 

he continued to travel throughout Italy. As he raised sufficient capital, he opened a second shop 

in a tourist resort, which he entrusted to his children, who speak several languages. Lello has 

recently employed assistants in the Naples shop (a Pole and a Ukrainian), thus becoming free to 

invest time and money in starting a third shop in a wealthy area, specializing in luxury clothes. It 

took him three years to raise the necessary capital, for he could not borrow from banks (he and 

his wife do not own property) and refused borrowing from loan sharks. The increasing presence 

of foreign immigrants and some of the changes in the market that I have outlined have played a 

key role in his new venture. Chinese products have played a similarly important role. 

Lello’s sapé fa, contacts and knowledge of the market made him quickly aware of key 

changes. He saw an opportunity to raise money through the expansion of his informal activity. 

Having met what he describes as ‘reliable and hard-working immigrants’, Lello bought several 
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vans and employed (informally) two Ukrainians and a Pole to deliver to his expanding custom of 

shops and stalls. Having diversified his suppliers, Lello now meets the demand of two different 

sections of the market. He sells good-quality clothes in his Naples shops but, having found that 

stall-keepers especially struggle with keeping up with the demand for cheap clothes, he has 

established profitable relationships with a number of Chinese entrepreneurs who run workshops 

at the periphery of Naples.15 Modified versions of the better quality Chinese-produced 

merchandise find their way in his shop outside Naples and to traders throughout Italy.16 Thus, 

Lello managed to accumulate the sufficient funds to start his new up-market shop. 

 

Conclusion 

Anthropologists have long argued that, with its legitimacy at stake, governance must effectively 

address the kind of working relationship with citizenship that is critical to the democratic 

contract. We have seen how a governance openly committed to misreading grassroots 

entrepreneurialism has seriously undermined the citizenship of a large proportion of Neapolitans, 

justifying the assertion of many locals that they have de facto become second-class Italians, 

caught in an entrenched context of exclusion both from the formal ‘sector’ of the economy and 

from basic rights of citizenship, increasingly leading to suicide (widely reported in the local and 

national media). With reference to specific immigrant groups, we have also seen how grassroots 

modes of action inform substantial, if informal, processes of integration. 

In brief, raising important issues in disciplinary and interdisciplinary debate on the 

sociological ramifications of grassroots moralities and actions that affect in recognizable ways 

the relationship between agency and the system, the anthropological insights offered here point to 

the need for governance to devise credible ways to address action that develops outside the 

                                                           
15 Official statistics apart, the huge presence of Chinese enterprises is obvious. According to the 

Association of Chinese Commerce in Naples, around 15.000 Chinese people are active, of which 3000 

operate in the centre and a similar number trade wholesale at the immediate periphery. Resonating with 

central themes in the literature (Harrel 1985), the rest operate in workshops located mainly in San 

Giuseppe Vesuviano, a small town in the province which has been almost completely taken over by 

Chinese immigrants. 
16 Like other entrepreneurs, Lello has part of this merchandise opportunely modified in a local workshop 

in order to meet customers’ tastes. 
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existing law. Comparative case material (Breman 1994) suggests that in the current competitive 

global economic climate, policy and legislation must meet the sophistication and diversity of 

what happens on the ground with a view to encouraging ‘shadow’ activities into legality, 

including the growing number of ethnic and ‘cross-cultural’ enterprises. This is crucial to 

democracy because rulers’ recognition — in policy and legislation — of the structural value of 

grassroots culture and actions qualifies both participation and representation; two fundamentals 

in the relationship between the individual and the system. 
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In May 2010, anti-government demonstrators made a flaming inferno of the CentralWorld Plaza – Thailand’s 
biggest, and Asia’s second largest, shopping mall. It was the climax of the latest major chapter of the Thai 
political conflict, during which thousands of protestors swarmed Ratchaprasong, the commercial centre of 
Bangkok, in an ultimately failed attempt to oust Abhisit Vejjajiva’s regime from power. In this article, I examine 
how downtown Bangkok and exclusive malls like CentralWorld represent physical and cultural spaces from 
which the marginalized working classes have been strikingly excluded. It is a configuration of space that maps 
the contours of a heavily uneven distribution of power and articulates a vernacular of prestige wherein class 
relations are inscribed in urban space. The significance of the Red-Shirted movement’s occupation of 
Ratchaprasong lies in the subversion of this spatialisation of power and draws attention to the symbolic 
deployment of space in the struggle for political supremacy.  
Keywords: Bangkok, protest, space, class, politics, consumption, mall 
 

Introduction: The Burning Centre 

In late May 2010, billowing charcoal smoke rose from the Ratchaprasong district in central 

Bangkok, casting a dark pall over the sprawling city. Much of it came from the flaming 

inferno of the CentralWorld Plaza, Thailand’s biggest, and Southeast Asia’s second largest, 

shopping mall.1 What will likely become one of the most iconic images of the conflagration is 

a photo by Adrees Latif of Reuters featuring a huge golden head with the likeness of a female 

deity in a square in front of the mall, her eyes seemingly wide with surprise as a tattered Thai 

flag fluttered pitifully overhead and the 500.000 metre square complex blazed in the 

background (see Image 1). 

 
Image 1: CentralWorld Plaza in flames, May 19, 2010. Adrees Latif, Reuters.  

 

                                                      
1 Arsonists also targeted the Thailand Stock Exchange, the Metropolitan Electricity Authority, the Metropolitan 

Waterworks Authority, the Office of the Narcotics Control Board, numerous branches of the Bangkok Bank, the 

Siam Paragon shopping complex and several other commercial sites. 
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The political turmoil is far from over, despite the violent military crackdown that 

ended the siege which paralysed central Bangkok for months, after which some of the 

departing demonstrators allegedly looted and then set the mall alight. Instead, this was merely 

the climactic close to one chapter of the ongoing conflict, during which thousands of Red-

Shirted anti-government protestors,2 who included the UDD (United Front for Democracy 

Against Dictatorship) political movement,3 swarmed the commercial centre of Bangkok in an 

ultimately failed attempt to oust the then Prime Minister Abhisit Vejjajiva’s regime from 

power. 

What makes the Red-Shirts’ move to occupy the area — and this particular episode in 

Thai political history — compelling, is that Ratchaprasong is not just a ‘commercial district’, 

and the CentralWorld Plaza is not just a ‘shopping mall’. Ratchaprasong, in conjunction with 

the adjacent district of Pathumwan (known popularly as Siam), as well as nearby Silom 

business district, comprises a crucible of shopping malls, luxury hotels and skyscrapers in 

central Bangkok which both materially and symbolically manifest Thailand’s intense 

economic development in the latter decades of the twentieth century.  

The following discussion is based on approximately 20 months of ethnographic 

fieldwork in Bangkok between 2005 and 2007 and in December 2009, January 2010 and 

January 2011. I provide evidence that highlights the significance of the Red-Shirt movement’s 

occupation of Ratchaprasong and the arson attack on CentralWorld Plaza, showing how 

Bangkok’s upmarket districts, and the exclusive malls that define them as such, are 

representative of the physical and symbolic spaces from which the urban and rural working 

classes have, to date, been excluded. 

The UDD formed in 2006 in protest against the military coup which deposed 

controversial telecommunications billionaire Thaksin Shinawatra, whom many of the rural 

and urban lower and working classes in Thailand supported for his populist pro-poor policies. 

Since then, they have held mass rallies attended by thousands of people and often taking place 

over several months, particularly in 2008, 2009 and again in 2010. Many demonstrations were 

counter-rallies against those of the Yellow-Shirted People’s Alliance for Democracy (PAD) 

movement, which is seen to be a primarily urban middle class movement allied with right-

                                                      
2 Many came from the impoverished, ethnically Lao, Northeastern ‘Isaan’ region of Thailand. 
3 The ‘Red-Shirt’ movement is officially known in Thai as Naew Ruam Prachaathiphatai Toor Taan 

Phadeetkaan Haeng Chaat (Nor Phor Chor). In English, they were formerly known as ‘The 

Democratic Alliance Against Dictatorship’ (DAAD). 
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wing establishment forces and Abhisit’s Democrat party, though the constituency of the 

movement is far more complex and, of late, factions within the PAD have become 

increasingly evident. 

The 2010 UDD protests began in mid-March, immediately after 46.37 billion baht, or 

US$ 1.4 billion, worth of Thaksin’s assets (out of a total of US$ 2.2 billion) were seized by 

the Supreme Court after it found him guilty of conflict of interest during his 2001-2006 rule 

as Prime Minister. Accusing Abhisit’s coalition government of coming to power through 

illegal means, the UDD was also demanding fresh elections.4 Nonetheless, opponents of the 

Red-Shirt movement had yet more to gain from the attack on CentralWorld Plaza, which 

played right into, and compounded, pre-existing negative perceptions of the UDD and its 

members as violent and unscrupulous. These images are reflected in a cartoon in the March 

29, 2010 edition of the ASTV-Manager Daily newspaper (founded by PAD leader Sondhi 

Limthongkul), which depicted the red demonstrators as water buffaloes led by ex-PM Thaksin 

Shinawatra, congesting Bangkok’s streets in lieu of the usual traffic (see Image 2). 

 

 
Image 2: ASTV cartoon featuring the Red-Shirts as a herd of buffaloes 
invading the streets of Bangkok. Published on March 29, 2010. 
 

Such intensely negative stereotypes of Isaaners are pervasive in Bangkok’s everyday 

life. On the other hand, the Red-Shirt movement has taken to using symbolic language 

evocative of the oppression of the sakdina era in order to characterise the conflict, referring to 

themselves as the phrai (‘commoners’) who are challenging the oppression of the ammat 

                                                      
4 An election was held in July 2011, following a series of failed negotiations, the violent military crackdown on 

UDD protestors in 2010 and considerable pressure on Abhisit’s government. The election results were in the 

UDD’s favour, with the Democrat party losing control over parliament to the Pheu Thai party led by Thaksin’s 

sister and Yingluck Shinawatra, the first female Thai Prime Minister in history. 
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class; ammat was used to refer to government officials or bureaucrats but the Red-Shirts use 

the word to refer to the socially and politically privileged elite.5 

However, I suggest that the ‘urban-rural divide’ is both more exaggerated and more 

complex than it is usually portrayed by the foreign and local media, by academics and by the 

political actors themselves. Consequently, here, I offer empirical evidence that helps to 

problematize the simplistic Red-Yellow binary model of the Thai political crisis. While 

structural disparities undoubtedly underpin urban-rural differences, these differences generate, 

and reinforce, powerful and pervasive cultural conceptions of urban superiority and rural 

inferiority that have been deployed to great effect for the purpose of political mobilisation in 

what appears to be a spontaneous grassroots uprising but is essentially a struggle for power 

between competing élite factions. 

 

Spatial Hierarchies and the Urban-Rural ‘Divide’ 

Spatiality in Bangkok is inflected with tones of class and ethnic difference. The maintenance 

of both real and figurative boundaries of urban space is a symptom of deeper social divisions 

that play out along the regional fault lines which have come to define the discourses and 

dynamics of the political crisis. The conflict is typically construed in terms of a modern-day 

class struggle based on an urban-rural ‘divide’ between the Bangkok-based PAD, and 

Thaksin's rural supporters in the UDD.  

However, I suggest that it may be more productive to conceptualise the relationship 

between Bangkok and Isaan in terms of spatial hierarchy, rather than in the terms of 

dichotomy or difference that are generally used to depict the urban-rural ‘divide’. The 

historian Thongchai Winichakul (1994: 79) has suggested that in pre-modern Thai indigenous 

concepts of power and space, ‘the political sphere could be mapped only by power 

relationships, not by territorial integrity’. In a discussion of Muang (Northern Thai) 

indigenous space, Davis elucidates that ‘political space…is classified according to distance 

from the centres of culture and political power, along a continuum from the towns, through 

                                                      
5 The Thai class structure in pre-modern times was characterised by an elaborate system of status differentiation 

called sakdina which originated early in the Ayutthayan era (approximately 1350-1767 CE). Society was divided 

into four main categories of people, in descending order of status. There was an upper stratum of naai, 

comprised of princes and royalty (jao). Below the naai were members of an aristocratic nobility (khunaang). 

Beneath the naai were phrai (commoners), followed by thaat (slaves) (Akin 1979:28-29; Hewison 1989:134-

135; Loos 2006:35; Likhit 1990:192)5. The sakdina system was abolished after the 1932 revolution and the shift 

from absolute to constitutional monarchy, although remnants of it remain in the current Thai class system. 
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the villages, and into the forested wilderness’ (1984: 81). Within this system of social 

differentiation, townspeople enjoyed more prestige than country people, the latter being 

expected by law to give way to the former when the two crossed paths (Davis 1984: 82). In 

this light, instead of viewing the relationship between Bangkok and rural Thai society only as 

a structural ‘divide’, we might consider casting it in the framework of indigenous concepts of 

the spatialisation of power relations. 

In more recent times, the heavily increased emphasis on consumption and material 

wealth in Bangkok, a result of intense economic growth in the latter decades of the twentieth 

century juxtaposed to the striking poverty of the Northeast, has further exacerbated this 

dynamic, which is expressed in the pervasive and frequently pejorative discourse of baan 

nork. Baan nork, to be distinguished from more neutral terms used to describe rural people 

and places (normally involving the noun chonabot), is a combination of the Thai word for 

‘house’ or ‘village’ and the word for ‘outside’. This is not just a spatial description of the 

remote backwaters of Thai society which most people conceive of as ‘upcountry’. Rather, 

baan nork is everything stereotypically negative that derives from undistinguished origins, 

including being poor, backward, slow, naïve, rough and unrefined. 

As O'Connor points out, ‘Bangkok and the Bangkok élite rule a powerful and 

elaborate hierarchy…of wealth and style expressed in a person’s clothes, car, house, ideas, 

and education’ (1988: 253). Discussing the widespread consciousness and desire for being 

thansamai (modern or ‘up-to-date’), Mills argues that ‘among people at all levels of 

contemporary Thai society…the commodified signs and symbols of thansamai consumption 

and display [are] increasingly essential markers of individual, household, and/or community 

claims to status among both village and city dwellers’ (1999: 12). In other words, in Thailand, 

the markers of class distinction (Bourdieu 1984) are very much embedded in cultural notions 

of the urban. As opportunities for education and employment in the countryside are severely 

limited in comparison to those available to Bangkokians, many rural people seek better 

prospects in the city (see also Mills 1999: 44-46). As a result, the lowest prestige and lowest 

paying jobs in Bangkok are filled predominantly by unskilled workers from Isaan; therefore, 

most of the Isaan people with whom Bangkokians come into contact work in unskilled jobs in 

the service, industrial and construction sectors.  

Until fairly recently, with the establishment of convenience stores and hypermarkets 

in provincial towns, markets and shop-houses were the main venues of consumption in 

provincial or rural areas. Hence, a sense of ease and familiarity with shopping malls is another 
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indication of a ‘sophisticated’ urban lifestyle and, accordingly, a particular class habitus 

(Bourdieu 1984); it functions as a status distinction to position urban and rural individuals in 

relation to one another in yet another expression of the cultural spatial hierarchy. In Bangkok, 

there exists a striking division between élite space and non-élite space, which can also be 

respectively known, colloquially, as hi-so (‘high society’) space and lo-so (‘low society’) 

space. Certain malls in downtown Bangkok, like Central Chit Lom or Siam Paragon, are 

known as prestigious and hi-so, not only because of their marketed images and expensive 

merchandise but also because people dress up (taeng tua dii) to go there and adhere to more 

rigid codes of conduct than at a place marked as lo-so.  

If crowded hi-so enclaves attract patrons by virtue of their allusions to exclusivity, 

status and prestige, lo-so venues are filled by virtue of the fact that the vast majority of people 

who are neither part of, nor pretend to be part of, the Bangkok élite engage in everyday 

consumption in such places. For many Bangkokians, lo-so space —  the street restaurant, the 

cheerful but basic drinking hole, the less prominent mall or the market or shop-house —  is 

part of the fabric of their everyday, undistinguished (in a class sense) life. It is also not simply 

a question of pollution or ‘matter out of place’ (Douglas 1966; see also Raya 2004,6 and 

Brody 2006), because for Bangkokians a market or other lo-so space is clearly hierarchically 

distinguished from that of a hi-so one, such as an upmarket mall.  

The following examples illustrate the construction of class-based spatial boundaries in 

Bangkok through both enforced and voluntary exclusion of poor and rural Thais from élite 

spaces of consumption. 

Kai, a thirty-year old Sino-Thai schoolteacher, told me how one weekend morning she 

decided to buy some take-out noodle soup for herself and her sister from the popular food 

court at the exclusive Emporium shopping mall in the Phrom Phong district of upper 

Sukhumvit. On that occasion, Kai left home without dressing up or even changing clothes, as 

she was only planning to ‘pop in’ at the store. However, as she walked to the entrance of the 

mall dressed in shorts, a t-shirt, sandals, un-made up face and undone hair, she was stopped 

by the guard, who simply stated that she could not enter (‘khao mai dai, khrap’). She did a 

double take and told the guard that she went there all the time and that her home was just 

down the road. He simply repeated that she could not enter. She ended the story with the 

furious pronouncement that ‘khon Thai chorp duu tuuk khon Thai’ (Thais like to look down 

upon fellow Thais). Noting Kai’s casual appearance, in her flip-flops and shorts and cosmetic-

                                                      
6 Thai authors are cited by first name,  according to standard convention.  
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free face, the guard assumed she was a lower class and, perhaps, a rural person.  

Kai’s story is not unusual. I heard of many similar incidents that point to a more or 

less ‘unofficial’ policy of exclusion of such people from the most prestigious malls. Kai's 

experience contrasts with that of Arun, who is also Sino-Thai but has pale skin and markedly 

Chinese features. He described his own debate with a friend, who insisted that he had 

witnessed people being refused entry to the Emporium because of their appearance. Arun was 

sceptical, maintaining that he had gone to the Emporium several times dressed in what he 

described as ‘an old crumpled t-shirt, shorts and flip-flops’ and had not been turned away. His 

friend pointed out, ‘Fair enough, but you’re white and you have Chinese ngo heng.7 If 

someone who has Thai facial structure and is dark does that, they’re not going to let them in’. 

Arun later mused, ‘Now everything’s pushed towards being skinny, white and foreign. 

Everything’s about whitening cream…everything’s about weight loss, and all the condos are 

about being Manhattan or Parisian; apparently it’s no longer good enough to be Thai’.  

Needless to say, in the context of Arun’s and Kai’s remarks ‘being Thai’ is strongly 

connected with appearing to be poor and/or of rural origins. The possibility of being turned 

away, coupled with the sense of feeling out of place if one does make it past the guards, 

means that there are many who simply do not make the attempt to go to these malls. This was 

typically phrased to me as, ‘Mai klaa khao’, which should be distinguished from the 

expression ‘mai yaak khao' (I don't want to enter). ‘Mai klaa khao’ denotes that the speaker is 

‘not brave enough’, or does not ‘dare’, to enter. 

Som’s experiences are a good illustration of this. Originally from Buriram, in Isaan, 

Som completed her education up until por hok (grade six) and is a housewife. She said, ‘I 

don’t want to go to Central. It’s full of people who dress nicely. At Lotus (a hypermarket), 

there are people who dress nicely and people who dress naturally, normal. I’ve been to 

Central a couple of times. They emphasise the way you dress, so I don’t want to go’. I found 

similar views amongst other informants of provincial origins, including Aek a teacher who 

graduated at Ramkhamhaeng University. His wife stays at home to care for their baby 

daughter, and also sells lottery tickets to make some extra income. In response to my 

questions, he said that he had been with his family to Robinson department store a few times 

but shook his head adamantly when I asked if he had ever been inside any of the branches of 

Central, saying, ‘mai klaa khao’ (I don’t dare to enter). Chaat had an identical attitude toward 

Siam Paragon. When I asked why, he answered, ‘Sangkhom mai meuan kan’ (It’s a different 

                                                      
7 Teo-Chiew Chinese word for ‘facial structure’. 
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society). He pointed out that a poorly dressed or obviously unfamiliar individual in a hi-so 

place would stand out as one of the minority (chon klum noi) amongst all the other patrons. 

As a result, he said, they would ‘be looked down’ (dohn duu tuuk duay saai taa); people 

would ‘stare at you from your head to the bottom of your feet’ (mong tang tae sii sa jarot 

plaai thao), he added, and would wonder why you were dressed that way (‘thammai taeng tua 

yang nii’). 

In brief, spatial marginalisation is a major part of everyday life for the urban and rural 

poor in Bangkok, lending undeniable significance to the Red-Shirt movement’s occupation of 

central Bangkok and the subsequent razing of one of the city’s most upmarket shopping 

complexes. 

 

Conclusion 

The political demonstrations in Bangkok that I have described at the beginning of this article 

dramatically played on the feelings of various segments of the population. Red-Shirt 

supporters saw themselves as protesting against the excesses of a privileged, materialistic 

élite, as embodied by Bangkok’s shopping mall culture. This was paralleled by the sense of 

outrage expressed by many Yellow-Shirt supporters, who hold the unabashed view that the 

urban and rural poor are ignorant, uneducated and gullible country bumpkins, whose political 

mandates are worth little, if anything at all. 

In this light, the ‘breaching’ of central Bangkok by the Red-Shirt movement, and its 

partial destruction upon the said demonstrators’ departure, can be seen as merely an 

amplification of the symbolic significance of the everyday division of space in Bangkok and 

its — now literally — incendiary dynamics. Within this everyday division of space, shopping 

malls are not merely a playground for passive consumers caught up in the throes of global 

capitalism, material representatives of the deterioration of high culture in favour of a vulgar 

mass culture, or as more positive discourses may depict, of a modern, progressive urban 

future. They also cannot be understood as globalised ‘non-spaces’, lacking distinctive 

characteristics in the Castellian sense (1996). They are the spatial foci of a matrix of physical 

and social boundaries, constructed and imposed by a variety of actors, which articulate the 

morass of conflicts — of which ethnic and class prejudices are a fundamental component — 

that make Thai society and drive the political crisis.  

Many of the economically disadvantaged constituents of the Red-Shirt movement are 

among those who are typically kept out of élite spaces or who, alternatively, do not dare to 
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enter them. Recent events convey not only a powerful message of dissatisfaction and 

discontent by the Red-Shirts; they also punctuate the important role of spatial politics in 

cities. The indication is that the urban and rural poor who are excluded from élite urban 

spaces — and the attendant vast share of benefits of Thailand’s neoliberal marketization — 

are no longer willing to be passive about their marginalization or their lack of a political 

voice. 

Nonetheless, the resentment of the urban and rural lower and working classes is not 

the only factor driving the political turmoil. The notion of a ‘rural-urban class divide’ also 

serves to obscure the many other voices dissatisfied with the social order; people who are 

caught in a struggle between élite factions vying for supremacy in the face of an uncertain 

future. While there is insufficient space to deal with this issue in the present article, it should 

be mentioned that one of the major difficulties with the urban-rural divide analysis is that it 

does not always take into account either the everyday challenges facing supposedly 

comfortable middle class in Bangkok or exactly how complex and heterogeneous the middle 

class actually is. 

In other words, as I have argued elsewhere (Vorng 2009), the privileged and affluent 

‘urban middle class’ that is usually represented in the popular and academic discourse 

arguably accounts for only a very small upper-middle class group. The rest struggle 

economically, and many of the newest members of the middle class generally have rural 

origins themselves, though very recently they have managed to move into lower-level white 

collar jobs in the city. A pervasive sense of injustice arises from the privileges and 

entitlements accorded to individuals with wealth and influence, whose actions are not limited 

by the bounds of the law. In this situation, those in positions of power and influence 

manipulate the patronage system to serve successfully their own interests, often at the great 

disadvantage of others. In this light, it is not entirely surprising that these frustrations have 

been instrumental in the political mobilisation of both the lower and the middle classes. In a 

nutshell, the foregoing shows that social class and urban-rural divisions in Thailand are far 

more fluid than the way in which they are typically depicted would lead us to believe. 

The evidence from Bangkok illuminates the inextricable links between power, space 

and social life. As more of the world becomes urbanized, it flags a need for increased 

anthropological attention to the mutual constitution of social space and relations of economic 

and cultural inequality. The recent, tumultuous events in the Thai capital suggest that the 

investigation of such processes may well have implications beyond the anthropological 
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investigation of space and place, as well as discussions of cities and urban society. It may 

help to grasp broader, overarching questions concerning the unjust distribution of power and 

the intense political struggles which follow. Nevertheless, the more the so-called urban 

middle classes and rural working classes direct their frustrations at each other in this conflict, 

the less attention they channel into reforming the unjust social system in which they are all 

embedded. Until both the ‘Yellows’ and ‘Reds’ realise that there are issues of common 

interest which are much deeper than those which divide them, political unrest in Thailand 

looks set to continue. 



Urbanities, Vol. 2 · No 1 · May 2012 
© 2012 Urbanities 

 

56 
 

References 

Akin Rabibhadana (1979). ‘The Organization of Thai Society in the Early Bangkok Period, 

1782-1873’, in C. D. Neher (ed.) Modern Thai Politics: From Village to Nation, 

Cambridge, Mass.: Schenkman Publishing Company. 

Bourdieu, P. (1984). Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste. Translated b 

Richard Nice. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul. 

Brody, A. (2006). ‘The Cleaners You Aren’t Meant to See: Order, Hygiene and Everyday 

Politics in a Bangkok Shopping Mall’, Antipode 38 (5): 534 - 556. 

Castells, M. (1996). The Rise of the Network Society. Cambridge, MA; Oxford: Blackwell. 

Davis, R. (1984). Muang Metaphysics: A Study of Northern Thai Myth and Ritual. Bangkok: 

 Pandora. 

Douglas, M. (1966). Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo. 

New York: Praeger. 

Hewison, K. (1989). Power and Politics in Thailand: Essays in Political Economy. Manila: 

 Journal of Contemporary Asia Publishers. 

Likhit Dhiravegin (1990). ‘The Emergence of a New Politically Conscious Middle Class: A 

Challenge to the Bureaucratic Polity?’, in R. Pinit and U. Kyaw Than (eds) 

Development, Modernisation, and Tradition in Southeast Asia: Lessons from 

Thailand. Bangkok: Mahidol University. 

Loos, T. (2006). Subject Siam: Family, Law, and Colonial Modernity in Thailand Ithaca: 

Cornell University Press. 

Mills, M. B. (1999). Thai Women in the Global Labor Force: Consuming Desire, Contested 

Selves. New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press. 

O'Connor, R. (1988). ‘The Dialectic of Hierarchy and Community in Urban Thai Culture’, in 

G. H. Krausse (ed.) Urban Society in Southeast Asia, Volume Two: Political and 

Cultural Issues. Hong Kong: Asian Research Service. 

Raya, M. (2004). ‘Domestic Service in Thailand: Reflection of Conflicts in Gender, Class, 

and Ethnicity’, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies 35 (3):503-529. 

Thongchai Winichakul (1994). Siam Mapped: A History of the Geo-Body of a Nation 

 Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press. 

Vorng, Sophorntavy (2009). Status City: Consumption, Identity, and Middle Class Culture in 

Contemporary Bangkok. Unpublished Doctoral Dissertation. Department of 

Anthropology, University of Sydney. 



Urbanities, Vol. 2 · No 1 · May 2012 
© 2012 Urbanities 

 
 

 

57 

The Messina Bridge: 

Political Conflict Running Roughshod Over Local Issues1 

Marcello Mollica 
(University of Pisa and University of Fribourg) 

marcello.mollica@sp.unipi.it 
 

Drawing upon interviews and documentary information, this article investigates the means through which 
changes related to the biggest Italian construction project are communicated. I argue that people are aware of 
most political elements connected to the territorial debate, and that their receptivity is conditioned by the social 
environment. This is particularly true when political élites deliver messages aimed at legitimizing issues that 
carry symbolic meanings and identity concerns. Responses to the project of building a bridge across the Strait of 
Messina point to powerful strategies aimed at undermining alternative views. Political metaphors contribute to a 
situation in which political élites’ interests run roughshod over the expectations of people. Whatever path the 
message may take, it manipulates the acquisition of knowledge and bogs people down. 
Keywords: Messina Bridge, Messina Strait, Boundaries, Metaphors 
 

A Bridge of Boundaries 

In this article I address complex issues raised by the Messina Bridge, which should connect 

Sicily with the European continent, intended as a political-territorial entity. The construction 

of the Messina Bridge is an essential part of Corridor One Berlin-Palermo, which is one of the 

priority of the TEN-T project [Trans-European Network Transport]. This Corridor follows the 

north-south European axis and, then, links central and eastern Europe. Its purpose is to 

shorten the gap between southern and northern regions, matching the objective of the 

‘political European framework of socio-economic cohesion;’ where the bridge is part of a 

system connecting European countries over sea, road and rail. 

The present discussion is based on fieldwork carried out in 2009-2010 in the city of 

Messina, where continuing political debate about the construction project try to influence 

people’s views and, to a certain extent, identity. The bridge has radicalized political parties 

and public opinion because, if constructed, it would physically link the Isle of Sicily to 

mainland Italy. Furthermore, the debate has emphasized a long standing tension between 

national/supra-national and regional/sub-regional identities, as competing stereotypes attached 

to old regional/national memories and a new supra-national level have clashed. This tension 

has been expressed through symbolic means, while political meanings have relied on the use 

of metaphors. First, I shall outline the genealogies of planning. Then, I shall address the 

political debate in the context of regional/national/supra-national issues and the role played by 

myths and symbolism in this situation. Finally, I will argue that the tension among these 

                                                 
1 I am grateful to Kelly McNeal and two anonymous referees for their critical comments. 
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various levels has brought out various contradictions which have, in turn, led to political 

distrust. In what follows I endorse Cohen’s interpretation of the boundary as an essential 

element which ‘encapsulates the identity of the community’ and ‘embodies [a] sense of 

discrimination’ (Cohen 1989: 7-9). 

 

Genealogies of Planning and Contemporary Politics 

The first step toward building the Messina Bridge was taken in 1968 with a call for ideas by 

the National Autonomous Roads Corporation. The aim was to establish a connection between 

Sicily and mainland Italy. However, it took 24 years for the Company Stretto di Messina to 

develop (in 1992) the first draft project for a bridge with one span. In 1997, the Council for 

Public Works deemed the draft appropriate for development into a definitive plan. Four years 

later, the central government granted the Messina Bridge the status of ‘strategic 

infrastructure.’ In 2002, the company confirmed the choice of a bridge with one span of 3,300 

meters (the longest in the world). The bridge could withstand earthquakes up to 7.1 on the 

Richter Scale (similar to that of 1908 that had destroyed Messina). In 2003, the central 

government appointed the Stretto di Messina ‘Concessionary Company’ for the construction, 

and the bridge was included in the list of EU projects which must be ‘operational’ by 2020. 

The projected cost, approved by the Interminesterial Committee for Economic Planning in 

2003, was 4.6 billion Euros (reduced, in 2006, to 3.9 billion Euros). In 2004, the European 

Parliament approved the construction. In 2005, the Association of Companies Eurolink (led 

by Impregilo Co.) became the general contractor. In 2009, the first construction sites were 

opened. According to the web-site of the Company Stretto di Messina, the opening ceremony 

is scheduled for 1st January 2017. Regardless of the foregoing, the project was subsequently 

put on hold by the center-left second Prodi Government (2006–2008). It was later restored on 

the agenda by the center-right third Berlusconi Government (2008–2011). It was again put on 

hold by the incumbent Monti Government in late 2011. 

Interestingly, the issues raised by the bridge have informed local electoral trends that 

have often subverted national electoral trends. The 2007 local elections took place in a 

situation marked by the center-left Prodi central government’s strong opposition to the bridge. 

The center-right former Mayor of Reggio Calabria (the second largest city on the Strait, 

facing Messina) and a supporter of the bridge, obtained 70 per cent of the vote. Such an 

electoral result should be read bearing in mind that representatives from opposition parties in 

Sicily often took ambivalent positions on the project. For instance, the Democratic Party in 
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the Messina Provincial Assembly never opposed the construction, but was against it at a 

national level.2 No only, however, has the debate over the bridge involved every political 

component; as we shall see, given the bridge’s geographical location, the role of mafia has, 

inevitably, played a major role. 

Those who oppose the construction argue that it would be an unjustified structure. The 

only reason for having the bridge, they maintain, is to give palliative responses to structural 

problems. Those in favour describe the bridge as the greatest construction project ever 

undertaken in Italy; it would be an important step in the completion of the southern transport 

system, while providing legal jobs as a way to oppose the mafia. However, the controversy is 

more complex than the immediate aims of the key players would suggest. 

Before looking at such a complexity, we need to note that, looking at the strait as a 

locus where contested histories play a key role, visibility and legitimacy come to mind as 

means to express identity and collective needs; this points to the concept of boundary and its 

relation with isolation, the so-called ‘sicilianismo’ (Sicilianism; what Sciascia [1961] called 

‘sicilitudine’ [insularity]) and its view of life as a form of resistance. This is important, 

considering that no urbanization model has been suggested to fill the gap between the demand 

for mobility and the inadequacy of the transport system in Messina (Campione 1988). Such a 

model would have helped to integrate the physical, political and cultural elements that come 

into play in this complex situation. 

The debate touches upon the use of supra-national interests to by-pass a contradictory 

national level. Vulnerability has led to a lack of choices which combines with the threat of 

secessionist forces and Sicilians’ entrenched distrust of the central power. The latter takes the 

form of a political symbolism that, in early 2007, was magnified in two well-known events, 

involving two leading Sicilian political figures who were in favor of the Messina Bridge. 

The first episode took place on February 23 and involved the incumbent Sicilian 

Governor Lombardo, a supporter of the Bridge. Lobardo publicly remarked, ‘If they give me 

the bridge I will even vote for Bin Laden.’ His political group could be decisive as the Senate 

was to meet for a confidence vote to the Prodi Government. Their offer to support the Prodi 

Government was, however, rejected, and the government fell. The second episode took place 

on March 5, when then Sicilian Governor, Cuffaro stood against the central government’s 

                                                 
2 Notably, in spite of the importance of the debate, I found only one survey on the topic. It included a sample of 

opinions collected in 2007 on the website of the Sicilian Region. According to this survey, 48 per cent saw the 

bridge as useful; 46 per cent thought it was useless; and 6 per cent considered it useful but not a priority. 
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opposition to the Messina Bridge. In a programme broadcast by a Sicilian TV network, 

Cuffaro sat next to a friend dressed in a fustian jacket and peaked cap, drinking wine; he 

ironically suggested that the only way to obtain the bridge was to declare war on the USA. At 

the end of the war, he went on to say, Americans would invade Sicily and, then, they would 

build the bridge. There was, however, an incognita, he feared; the USA could lose the war and 

then the victorious Italians would require the destruction of some American bridges. 

What follows must, of course, be framed in the controversy marking the attempts to 

fill the gap between northern and southern Italy, implying that this whole issue precedes the 

current debate on the European Corridor One, which casts the bridge as an indispensable part 

of the effort to implement continuity between Palermo and Berlin. 

 

Pasquinades 

In symbiotic relationship, space and culture evoke identities. People are possessive about 

spaces. Their feelings can be activated through certain communications and are generally 

attached to territories to which they give various degrees of loyalty. In particular, this is 

observable when different cultures share, and claim rule over, a single space. As exemplified 

by the aforementioned episodes involving Lombardo and Cuffaro, such cases engender the 

need to express aspirations to material needs in public ways. 

Lombardo’s proposal to vote for Prodi was obviously unrealistic, for he knew that the 

Prodi government would never support the Messina Bridge. Thus, he was apparently ready to 

do something inconceivable; that is, to vote for Bin Laden. Cuffaro used identifiable means 

(dialect, dress code and behaviour) in an act that, though lacking legitimacy, was meant to 

attract attention; in the process, paradoxically strengthening Sicilian stereotypes. In addition 

to Lombardo’s over-exaggerated statement, Cuffaro’s piece brought to mind Erasmus’ 

expedient of telling the truth through paradoxes that encapsulate such truth. As Cohen (1989: 

70) suggested, following social change, the boundary weakens and ‘people resort increasingly 

to symbolic behaviour to reconstitute the boundary’, which would appear to be what Cuffaro 

and Lombardo did by magnifying the conflict over the Messina Bridge. 

Nevertheless, buildings are elements upon which life is built (Rossi 1990). A country 

may be a landscape but any change in that landscape must not disrupt the given order. In this 

case, as the new event (the bridge) may disrupt such a given order; it must be appropriately 

negotiated. 
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The Spatial Role of Communication 

According to Gourou (1948), civilization develops through the exploitation of nature and the 

ability to organize space; culture is the result of adaptation. The question arises, however, as 

to the ways in which culture preserves its space, especially in the face of tragic memories and 

mistrust of the élites.3 When culture plays a role in the development of space, then such 

development can take the form of transformation. As Beals and Hoijer (1965) put it, 

transformation may follow symbolic paths. To change an insular reality, to re-draw the 

Messina Strait vista, is to accept a loss of communal identity through trajectories that do not 

allow mediation. In this case, the modification of a fixed historiography and a permanent 

topography disrupts the existing order, arguably marked by the absence of a bridge over the 

strait. 

Material structures may, however, become a means to strengthen weak identities. That 

this may well apply to the impact of the bridge on the never-settled debate on the 

incorporation of Sicily into Italy, brings out the problem of the means by which messages of 

unequal treatment are transmitted, particularly where a new ‘political centre’ may not carry a 

univocal symbolism. Here, key symbols are connected with a psysical entity (the bridge) and 

are associated with the land and its people. The new place of power is intended to strengthen 

the central political body, especially as it is identified as a provider of economic continuity 

between disconnected parts of that body. Remotti et al. (1989) argue that if culture involves 

the need of identity, material ‘places of power’ play a critical role especially when the 

physical environment is charged with cultural values. In this sense, the bridge becomes a 

place of power, beyond (urban) barriers or (pre-emptive) boundaries. 

However, the symbolic has, of course, its limitations. Material structures may appear 

independent from the local will but, as Crespi (1985) warned, material constructions that 

become landmarks of social identity cannot be removed unless significant (including 

symbolic) de-constructions take place. As a synergic container of meanings, the Messina 

Bridge is a case in point. Its problematic meanings and ramifications must be contextualized 

in broader terms, beyond inter-regional dynamics, taking into account the important role 

played by stereotypes, cultural factors, memory and fear. Moraci (2012) identifies the 1908 

                                                 
3 This is a key issue; above all, in southern Italy (see Pardo 2001). 
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earthquake as an event that reduced the time required to regenerate the city of Messina. 

However, as physical reconstruction was not accompanied by social re-construction, the 

whole process generated a mistrust that fed a self-referential approach leading to a persistent 

rejection of various projects. 

A connection also exists between spatial forms and fantasies. Through imagination, 

culture defines its material expressions. The ways in which cities are described inform the 

ways in which they are constructed, implying what Westwood and Williams (1994) called 

‘structures of imagination.’ For their part, borders define identities, which are more strongly 

felt by those living within such borders and who are in greater need of reassurance in times of 

perceived changes. In the case that we are examining, metaphors play a central role in 

people’s attitudes towards the bridge. As described by La Cecla (1988), places become 

mediators between new (material) presences and permanent (historical) ones. Metaphors on 

the bridge exemplify well this point. 

 

Strait of Myths 

In the case of the bridge, fear and memory play major roles; particularly as they are cemented 

by the evolution of myths which are continuously linked to changing actors and realities in 

order to suit modern actors and realities. Their formulation has found expression in a self-

propagating literature. Apart from the rhetoric still associated with the earthquake that 

destroyed Messina and the surrounding area on 28 December 1908, three myths are worthy of 

mention which relate to the geological instability of Sicily and to the local identity. These 

myths encapsulate local people’s fears and concerns about the construction of the bridge. All 

three raise interesting issues. 

The first myth, involving ‘memory’, has developed around the legend of Colapesce. 

Colapesce was a ‘fish-man’ who knew the Strait and it sea better than anyone else. His fame 

eventually reached Frederick II, who asked him to find out what lay beneath Sicily. Colapesce 

discovered that the Isle was supported by three pillars resting on the magma of the Volcano 

Etna. One day, Colapesce disappeared and it is said he became one of the pillars, replacing 

one of the original three which had become unstable. The second myth about ‘fear’ is linked 

to the legend of the monsters Scylla and Charybdis. Scylla lived on a rock close to Reggio 

Calabria on mainland Italy; she had 12 feet and six heads and barked like a dog making the 

crossing of the strait dangerous. Charybdis lived not far from Messina; she swallowed and 

then spat out the waters of the Strait three times a day. The third myth stems from the 



Urbanities, Vol. 2 · No 1 · May 2012 
© 2012 Urbanities 

 
 

 

63 

summertime optical illusion that makes it possible to see the wonder of Sicily appearing 

reflected in the sea from the peninsular coast of the Strait. This phenomenon is called Fata 

[Fairy] Morgana. Occasionally, images of people walking in Messina may be seen from 

Reggio Calabria, from a distance of 3 km. According to a local legend, Barbarian invaders 

arrived at the Strait but were unable to cross because they did not have boats. Suddenly, a 

beautiful woman appeared to them and offered Sicily to their king, making it appear very 

close. When the king jumped into the sea, the spell was broken and he drowned. 

 

Bipartisan Failure Management 

We must now take into account another Italian trend; that is, the subordination of government 

to political parties’ interests. This has slowly changed the representative system into a system 

of ‘partitocrazia’ [party-ocracy] (Prato 1993), which, in turn, has led people to distrust 

traditional parties (Pardo 1993). In this context, Prato (1993, 2000) also implicitly refers to 

‘Consociativismo,’ a ‘consociational choice’ emptied of positive power-sharing meanings; a 

disregarded form, that is, of political coalition. Regardless of whether inter-party agreements 

are real, it is believed that all parties share responsibility. 

In the case of the bridge, it was, for instance, due to an amendment proposed by a 

leftist Sicilian member of Parliament that 40 billion Italian lira (20 billion euro) payable to the 

Company Stretto di Messina was included for the first time in the 1991 central government 

budget (Financial Law). ‘Consociativismo’, understood as ‘Political Responsibility’ 

(agreement beyond ideological lines on national interests), over the Messina Bridge united 

most parties, trade unions, economic and cultural forces, the local Catholic Church and local 

universities. Environmental groups and the Radical Left were notable exceptions. 

At city level, technical reports prepared by the Planning Bureau of the Municipality of 

Messina on the impact of the bridge have been ignored even by the City Council of Messina 

itself. Local parties were in conflict with corresponding national level representatives. Such 

contradiction tallied with discourses about the static (under-developed, parasitic) Italian south 

as opposed to a dynamic (industrial, productive) north. This led to what my informants call 

‘bipartisan failure management,’ encapsulated by the long standing Southern Question debate. 

Here a predominant role is played by unfinished works and by the various scandals that have 

involved most politicians at both local and national levels. 
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The Shape of Failure 

The South-Italian railway system is collapsing. South-Italian ports are in crisis. It took 30 

years for the Sicilian Highway Messina-Palermo to be completed. The continental Highway 

Salerno-Reggio Calabria is in poor condition. In Messina, many people still live in the 

barracks that were set up in the aftermath of the 1908 earthquake, while the city continues to 

export manpower. The combined reality of such failures graphically clashes with the ‘dream’ 

of the Messina Bridge, where (real or symbolic) constructions are inseparable from (real or 

symbolic) ideas of reconstruction. The fear about projects left unfinished is more relevant 

than ever, raising pregnant questions on the rhetorical vision of Italian Unity. 

The debate on the bridge has turned the whole project into a paradox that mirrors 

many other south-Italian paradoxes: the Messina Bridge, it is argued, could well become an 

oasis in a desert of unfinished works, thus useless. This widespread view feeds local people’s 

distrust of the political élite. As a school teacher in a Messina Lyceum put it, ‘the Bridge is a 

speculation, a big cheat! Another attempt to do big things to get money! There is nothing 

positive in it.’ Another informant, a publisher based in Messina, said, ‘the Bridge is useless in 

terms of facilitating the crossing of trucks or for tourism. It will be overtaken by new means 

of transport. A German family, say, must taste ‘sicilianità’ [Sicilianity] and the ‘insularità’ 

[insularity] of a land detached from the continent.’ 

In this cultural tension lies the crisis of a not-yet-fully accomplished Italian democratic 

society facing the challenges posed by an unreliable, vulnerable system. In Sicily, such a 

weakness strengthens the mafia, which overshadows everything. By its nature, the mafia 

cannot be separated from public works. The mafia and corrupt politicians are seen as the 

beneficiaries of a windfall of public money. This lack of confidence in the fundamentals of 

governance marks the attitude of the informants (including local businessmen and politicians) 

who oppose the Messina Bridge. 

On the one hand, those in favour of the construction emphasize the ‘damaging’ actions 

of the (politically motivated) opponents; accordingly, opposing the construction of the bridge 

becomes an unforgivable, a-historical choice. On the other hand, those against the 

construction say that those in favour are naïve to believe that the project is justified simply by 

the needs of development. Supporters and opponents consistently mobilize in order to justify 

the good or the evil that the bridge would bring about. One consequence has been that these 

opposing views used the mafia to suit their arguments, representing it to be for or against the 
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bridge. Such seeds of propaganda have taken root easily in a well-watered ground, for public 

opinion had been made vulnerable by the offensives of official (or perceived as such) sources, 

including leading newspapers. Metaphors and strongarm tactics have been used in relation to 

all Messina Bridge-related issues. They have become a source of biased interpretations of 

events and a fertile ground for subtle political agendas, which has been continuously 

replenished by socio-economic narratives and their convenient interpretations. Fascinating 

arguments affering to these agendas have become daily bread on every northeastern Sicilian 

table. 

After all, limited participation causes collective integration to fail. Collective 

participation requires inhabitants to feel a sense of belonging to the city. The link between 

urban communities and the politics of space is therefore fundamental. In the absence of this 

link, a sense of ‘territorial anguish,’ a loss of belonging to a place arises (Ledrut 1968). 

Decisive attitudes might well be driven by the ability of inhabitants to organize their 

environment, as a reference point with which people can interact (La Cecla 1988). However, 

the obvious question arises, will such an ambiguous, value-charged construction project 

create a community ‘boundary marker’? 

 

Conclusion 

The ethnography that I have discussed has illustrated the debate over the Messina Bridge and 

the way in which local communities are undermined by overarching contradictions. I have 

examind key aspects of a frustratingly conflictual political rhetoric surrounding the 

construction project that has appeared to ignore local needs. On a broader level, a message 

meant to reassure electoral constituencies has undermined coping with people’s real needs. As 

on a local level, people learn what they learn only in fragments, the bridge has become a 

symbol of contradictory legacies soaked in a metaphorical catharsis (that is, the bridge as a 

means to prevent or help the mafia). This invites important reflections. 

First, as Schneider and Schneider pointed out, Sicily has historically been an 

‘appendance of a larger integrated system.’ (1976: 19). With reference to European 

programming, as Moraci (2012) argues, Messina suffers from what she called a ‘cumulative 

inconsistence’ of choices; though, here, such inconsistence is less manifest than in western 

Sicily, it still plays an important role. However, even if the city appears disconnected from 

larger political agenda it is nonetheless likely to play a leading role in southern Mediterranean 

policy. Second, the ability of both national and Sicilian political systems to recreate 
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themselves collides with Sicilians’ sense of isolation. Although, as we have seen, this is not 

always a geographical or symbolic matter, it becomes damaging for the entire nation, 

exposing the flank to dangerous speculation, including that of a mafia ready to take advantage 

of the distortions in the system. Third, northeastern Sicily has demonstrated its ability to 

regenerate after the 1908 tragedy. Arguably, then, a city capable of rebirth after the most 

devastating European earthquake of the 20th century should not fear a bridge. 

It would, however, be unforgivable to conclude without mentioning the failure of the 

Sicilian élites to impement what the Sicilian Constitution provides for Sicilians; that is, a 

greater autonomy from mainland Italy. Despite decades of bipartisan political sophistry, the 

consequences of such a failure — including those exemplified by this case material —  are 

obvious to all; no matter indeed whether such a failure has resulted from sheer inability, 

collusion with supra-regional powers, wicked parochial choices or managerial incompetence, 

or from various combinations of the above. 
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Women’s mental health has been addressed from a variety of perspectives. The social and historical context in which 
they are viewed determines women’s mental health. Violence, poverty and a life in lower urban socio-economic 
neighbourhoods have often been related to high levels of distress. This article presents the dilemmas faced by a 
researcher trained to study mental health largely from a biomedical perspective in carrying out research in a low 
income neighbourhood in the Jahangirpuri area, north-west of Delhi. It aims at exploring women’s mental health 
issues in the context of their environment; an urban environment characterized by congestion of space, few civic 
amenities, poor sanitation and poverty. The article discusses my initial assumptions and the subsequent changes in 
my empirical strategies that were stimulated by the nature of the field. I emphasize the need for reflexivity in order to 
produce as real a picture of the empirical situation as possible. 
Keywords: Mental Health, Dilemmas, Feminist Standpoint, Reflexivity 

 

Introduction 

Since statistics were first recorded in the early 19th century, women have outnumbered men in the 

population treated for mental health problems (Showalter 1987). According to data both from 

community surveys and hospital statistics, women are two-to-four times more likely to be 

identified as having neurotic (anxiety, depression and phobias) and depressive disorders. These 

statistics have been explained in different ways from various viewpoints. Physiological theories 

stress the role of female hormones in influencing certain neurotransmitter systems that are 

involved in psychiatric disorders (Sleye 1974). In contrast to the realist biomedical viewpoint, 

many feminists have adopted a social constructionist standpoint, arguing that psychiatric 

diagnoses are gendered practices that pathologize femininity (Chesler 1972; Stoppard 2000; 

Ussher 1991). Gender role stereotypes used by medical practitioners (see Sherman 1980) and 

gender bias in psychometric instruments that categorize normative aspects of feminine behaviour 

(such as crying or loss of interest in sex) as ‘symptoms’ (Salokangas et al. 2002) have been 

deemed to result in medical practitioners’ diagnosing depression in women at higher rates than in 

                                                 
1 I would like to thank Nilika Mehrotra for guiding me in shaping this article and the anonymous 

reviewers and the editors for their comments, which helped in developing my discussion. 
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men (Potts et al. 1991). Mainstream psychological approaches to mental disorders have also 

viewed mental illness from the biomedical perspective. These approaches usually take into 

account somatic and psychological factors in their diagnostic efforts, overlooking the impact of 

sociocultural factors. No research has been produced in India that specifically addresses the 

question of depression in women (and men) belonging to lower socio-economic classes. There is 

some evidence of psychiatric morbidity being high in the most deprived sections of society and 

among unclassified sections of the workforce, such has beggars, prostitutes and domestic maids 

(Davar 1995) and among low-income, slum dwelling and uneducated women (Blue et al 2001). A 

review of the existing literature indicates gaps in our knowledge about the actual experiences of 

women facing mental health problems and the manner in which macro forces influence their 

lives. 

The study on which this discussion is based was conceptualized as a way to fill these 

gaps. Methodologically, I should note that in this kind of study the necessarily close relationships 

between researcher and informant increase the risk of exploitation. Here, I focus on the 

‘dilemmas’ of feminist fieldwork bearing in mind that my multi-disciplinary training impacted on 

the field strategies that I adopted for data collection. I shall discus how certain strategies led to 

imbalances in power and were eventually ineffective and how dilemmas in the field led me to 

modify these strategies and to search for ways to address such dilemmas. I shall therefore offer a 

discussion of the influence of the field as instrumental in the selection of theory and ‘methods’. 

 

The Area of Study 

The genesis of my research lies in my training as a psychiatric social worker in a hospital in 

Bangalore. As in the hospital set-up the psychiatrist was the designated team leader, our training 

had a decidedly biomedical orientation. In the hospital wards, the interaction was mainly with 

women who were suffering from severe mental disorders because space and monetary constraints 

made it so that only women who were very unwell or could afford hospital stay were admitted.2  

Many who suffered from common mental disorders were seen on outpatient basis; their visits to 

                                                 
2 By severe mental disorders, I mean psychotic disorders which cause profound disability and need a 

multi-pronged approach, including medication and rehabilitation; they include schizophrenia and bipolar 

disorder and usually produce a marked change in behaviour. 
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the hospital were irregular and they were on medication for a long time. Very often these women 

reported no substantial benefit from such medication; most important, in the course of their out-

patient visits, they described several difficulties in their family life, spanning from issues related 

to poverty, health, violence and so on. There was, among the staff, discomfort with the low 

priority given in the hospital to women’s everyday lives and with the fact that we were able to 

provide only superficial care, without being able to address the root of the problem. 

As poverty and lack of resources were recurring themes in women’s accounts, the need 

arose to explore women’s mental health issues in the context of their environment. A growing 

body of epidemiological evidence demonstrates the role of social determinants, such as poverty 

and gender disadvantage, as a major contributors to depression (Patel and Kleinman 2003; Patel 

et al. 2006). Theorists have suggested that one explanation for the social gradient in rates of 

minor psychiatric disorders is that people in lower social positions are confronted with a 

disproportionate number of chronic stressors and negative life events, and with relatively few 

material and social resources (Kessler 1994; Pearlin 1989). Feminist scholars support this theory, 

suggesting that, given their lower position in society, women are particularly at risk of 

experiencing psychologically morbid conditions (Hall, Johnson and Tsou 1993). 

Low-income women report that financial limitations, stress and isolation wear them down 

emotionally and physically. Arguably, poverty undermines self-confidence, making it more 

difficult to be healthy and to provide a good environment for children. With limited resources, 

women must meet their own and their children’s needs (nutrition, clothing and so on), and need 

emotional support from others. Many are trapped in a cycle that opens few avenues; as they 

struggle to meet minimal living standards, they are left with limited resources for change 

(Savarese 2005). These considerations led to my interest in studying common mental disorders 

amongst women in a low-income urban neighbourhood.  

I chose to carry out my fieldwork in Jahangirpuri, a resettlement colony situated in north-

west Delhi. The selection of the field site was determined by various factors. Jahangirpuri is a 

heterogeneous community including people belonging to different states of the country. The area 

where it stands today was originally a marshland, where people from the centre of the city were 

resettled. It reflects the changes in the macro-economic policies of the country (liberalisation, 

privatisation) over the decades, which have had an impact on the growth of this area. Finally, the 
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selection process was influenced by the presence of a community psychiatry programme in the 

local hospital. 

 

 

 

The Field Site  

The description of the field site that follows offers a (necessarily partial) picture of Jahangirpuri 

that hopefully will help the reader to understand, to a certain extent, the interactions that are 

described in the next section. 

Jahangirpuri came into existence due to a restructuring plan of Delhi in 1976 and presents 

a mixture of slum and refugee resettlement. The colony is marked by congestion of space, few 

civic amenities, poor sanitation, unauthorized constructions and rampant encroachment of land. 

There is a mix of permanent housing structures and small, precarious, unstable hutments 

(jhuggis). The slum is divided into eleven blocks. It is largely populated by rural migrants from 

various states (Gujarat, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Haryana, Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan) who 

entered various areas of Delhi in search of work. Earlier they lived in unstable hutments 

elsewhere in the city. Notably these migrants were overwhelmingly poor, generally belonging to 

deprived sections of society. They were allotted plots in the colony. Over time, however, most 

sold their plots and returned to building jhuggis (unstable hutments) in the colony (Mehrotra 

1997: 22). 

The total population is approximately 125,100, settled in about 1,061.22 acres.3 The 

colony is overcrowded, the population density being high with five to six people often living in 

one room. Dwellings are small — on average, about 2.5 metres wide and 3 metres long. While 

there are some small open spaces in the streets, there are few formal community spaces, such as 

temple courtyards. The population is heterogeneous in terms of ethnicity, caste and religion. Each 

block consists of people who live together on the basis of ethnic, religion, caste and kinship. The 

occupational structure is diverse; there are people working for the government, for private 

establishments, in sales and in production, many are self-employed or run petty businesses. The 

majority is involved in the informal sector, barely managing to survive. A large number work as 

                                                 
3 Source –City Development plan, Dept. of urban development , Govt. of Delhi, October 2006 
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drivers, mechanics, brush makers, factory workers, rickshaw pullers, construction workers, house 

cleaners and so on. Homemakers too are often engaged in the home-based production of items 

such as iron-edges and packing material. They are also engaged in activities where contractors 

give them certain vegetables to separate from the crop for around Rs 25 per day (0.45 $US). In 

some blocks, the main occupation is rag-picking — men, women and children all are involved in 

this activity. 

The literacy rate in the colony is variable. In certain blocks children go to small schools 

run by various NGOs, which also help them to enrol in MCD schools. Overpopulation, poverty 

and illiteracy are factors behind the high crime rate. Gambling and alcoholism are very frequent, 

leading to violence within the households. In the daytime, groups of men can be seen gambling at 

most street corners. The problems related to drug addiction are increasing among the adolescent 

and now even among pre-adolescent boys in certain areas. Although men are considered to be the 

heads of households; women perform the dual roles of homemakers and breadwinners. 

 

Early Encounters  

My entry into the field was facilitated by a non-governmental organization running self–help 

groups for women in the various blocks. I initially planned to attend the meetings and to identify 

women who were distressed with the help of the group leaders. These women would then be 

screened using a standardized questionnaire consisting of around 20 questions; five to seven 

answers in affirmative would indicate that the respondent required further attention. The women 

who fell in the distressed category would be subsequently interviewed in detail. This 

methodology was more in keeping with my psychiatric social work training than with the 

ethnographic approach that I wanted to adopt. 

My initial interactions with the women of the community (ranging in age between 20 and 

70 years) were mainly conducted through focus group discussions. On these occasions, the 

women gave me a picture of the community — its history, norms, values and amenities (past and 

present), as well as of the ongoing changes. These discussions emphasized the mobility of the 

population and the fluid nature of the social space. After this brief introduction, I was ready to 

begin the main phase of data collection and started contacting group leaders about women in their 

groups who were suffering from mental health problems. I faced resistance from many of the 

women; in some groups they listened to me but were unwilling to talk or share anything with me. 
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This was especially true of women who were known as Bengalis from Kolkata (many of whom 

originated from Bangladesh and some were still going through a liminal phase of adaptation). 

The women would just turn their faces away from me — a sign that they had no interest in me 

and were suspicious of my motives. My inquiries about distressed women were usually 

unsuccessful, as group leaders often denied the existence of any distress. The assumption that 

people with mental health difficulties would stand out probably was carried from my training as a 

psychiatric social worker. As a researcher, I was endeavouring to understand the background of 

the women I was talking to, but I knew that too deep an inquiry into their backgrounds could 

raise suspicions very easily. Over time, I learnt that asking too many questions led to fewer 

answers. 

When I stopped asking too many questions, the women started talking. They spoke about 

continuing aches and pains, about the problems related to being single or widowed, about the loss 

of children and the sadness that followed such loss. At first, their conversations confused me 

because they appeared contradictory to their group leader’s earlier assertion that they were all 

happy. I realized that there was no contradiction; that it was my assumptions and the way I was 

asking the questions that was wrong. These communities were open to outsiders at a superficial 

level, since they were used to NGO workers, funders, government officials and others coming in 

to ask questions. They had mastered the art of giving exactly the information that they wanted to 

give and no other. Naples (2003) writes about the reflective practices employed throughout 

ethnographic investigation and implemented at different levels, ranging from being sensitive to 

others and to how we interact with informants to a deeper recognition of the power dynamics that 

infuse the ethnographic encounters. 

Such encounters forced me to revise the methods that I was employing and the research 

templates that I had in mind. Harding (1987) differentiated between ‘methods’ and 

‘methodology’. According to her, ‘method’ stands for the techniques for gathering evidence 

whereas ‘methodology’ is to do with the ‘theory and analysis of how research should proceed’ 

(1987: 3). I was using a feminist methodology but the methods were not in keeping with this 

approach. Reflection on these experiences led to a change in my fieldwork strategies. Myerhoff 

and Ruby (1982) defined reflexivity as the process by which an anthropologist understands how 

his or her social background influences and shapes his or her beliefs and how this self-awareness 

pertains to what and how one observes, attributes meanings, and interprets actions and dialogues 
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with informants. It helps to produce a ‘better representation’ of the field. It makes both the 

researcher and key informants aware of the frame and the contents of social life. Thus, for 

Myerhoff (1979) reflexivity is at the core of grasping the ‘broader’ meaning of one’s life and 

social action. A reflexive approach implies at once distance and unity and, because of this, it can 

make one aware of oneself as subject and object of the process that creates the consciousness of 

each. As ethnographers, we want to learn about our informants; but as reflexive ethnographers we 

also learn about our own lives through the process of grasping how the lives of others can teach 

us something on all lives (Prell 1989). 

These dilemmas in the field raised further issues about the methodology. How was I to 

find the appropriate language to communicate with the women there? How was I going to explain 

psychosocial distress without asking direct questions? How was I going to find the link between 

cultural, political, economic and social factors and local women’s psychosocial distress? 

Dorothy Smith’s version of the standpoint theory helped me to find answers to some of 

these questions. Smith (1987) argues that, among other things, the position of women is affected 

by their socio-historical circumstances. She adds that the category ‘women’ is not all-embracing, 

exclusive or fixed; its limits are constantly transcended, as each woman brings a unique 

perspective (Smith 1987). Smith’s points out that it is at the micro-level, at the level of individual 

everyday practices that the collective, hierarchical patterns of social structure are experienced, 

shaped and re-affirmed. According to her, the ‘standpoint’ — that is, the design position in 

‘institutional ethnography’ — makes a point of entry into discovering the social set-up that marks 

the knowing subject’s ability not to be subordinate to objectified forms of knowledge of society 

or political economy. This method of inquiry addresses the reality of people’s everyday lives and 

experiences to study the social, as it extends beyond experience. The standpoint in people’s 

everyday life is integral to this method. The ethnographer looks at the social aspect in people’s 

experience to discover its presence and organization in their lives and to explicate, or map, such 

organization beyond the everyday dimension. Smith proposes to start from the everyday world as 

it is actually lived and then proceed to conceptualize its properties. 

Conceptually, this is what I wanted to do: understand psychosocial distress from the 

women’s point of view. The strategies that I was adopting were, however, inappropriate. I have 

pointed out how my past training had informed my screening tools, and I have mentioned the 

anxiety attached to the individual interviews which I attempted to carry out soon after starting the 
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fieldwork. In brief, my methods were obviously being rejected by the women. Having realized 

this, I changed my data collection plans, which led to a change in my informants’ responses. 

 

 

Changing Strategies 

Following the change in my approach, I conducted the interviews in spaces which were 

comfortable to the women and where they felt safe. Usually, such a space was not in their own 

homes. Many women even avoided talking to me when I proposed coming to their homes. They 

were mostly comfortable in public spaces surrounded by other women. One of them explained 

that they could get into trouble if they were overheard by anyone in the family. The account of 

difficulties at home might be construed as criticism and might lead to conflict. They found it 

easier sharing their experiences when there were other women present. Changing my way of 

approaching my informants resulted in more insightful discussions. When I spoke to them in 

places where they felt comfortable, they spoke in detail about the difficulties in their lives, giving 

various reasons. So, focusing on their narratives of psychosocial distress instead of using 

screening tools and direct questions helped me gain a better understanding of the relationship 

between the social world of women in Jahangirpuri and the level of distress that they were under.  

One such interaction was with R. I met R at a group meeting, during which she invited me 

to come to her house. Finding the house was not easy, as many women in the street feigned 

ignorance (suspicious of strangers, people rarely give out information easily). Finally, one of 

them stood in front of me, blocking my way, and demanded to know why I was looking for that 

address. Satisfied with my explanation, she pointed to the second floor of the house behind her, 

saying that R lived upstairs. R lived in one room, all the members of her family were there, she 

was lying down, resting, as she had just come back from work. One of her daughters was doing 

some decorative work in a corner and two children were playing in the space outside. R’s 

daughter-in-law was feeding her child; her married daughter was also there with her children and 

the neighbour was standing next to me. When I told R that I could come back later when she had 

time, she replied, “har samay ek jaisa hota hai” (All times are alike) and encouraged me to ask 

my questions. We sat next to the door in one corner of the room, her elder daughter often 

contributing to the conversation. After a little while, everyone went back to their work. R then 

spoke about her work as a rag picker, her distaste for it and about the things that worried her. She 
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explained what was happening to her because of the constant worrying. Working in the dark was 

one of R’s main reasons for distress and fear. Family circumstances had forced her to do her job 

before dawn. R described several instances when she took longer routes to her work place in 

order to avoid areas where men hung around at night. Tanushree Paul (2011) describes how in 

Kolkata women avoided public areas which are seen as ‘masculine spaces’ (liquor shops, tea 

shops, garage, truck parking) because they ‘feel uncomfortable’. There are community 

restrictions on women’s movements; these injunctions are usually internalised by the women. 

Their sense of self leads them to reproduce, consciously or unconsciously, gendered behaviour 

articulated through various spatial patterns; for example, in terms of choosing a specific route and 

avoiding another (Paul: 259). According to Ranade (2007, cited in Paul 2011: 259), as safety is 

closely associated with avoiding physical violence, implied threats raise a strong sense of 

discomfort; a sense of being made to feel that one is in the wrong place at the wrong time. 

Circumstances had forced R to go out in the dark (at around three or four in the morning). Her 

internalised fear and excessive precautions had led to increased anxiety levels, as fearful 

scenarios of harm kept running in her mind. This, and other worries about taking care of the 

household, arranging dowry for her daughter’s marriage and failing to receive financial help from 

her son, had led to frequent episodes of crying and loss of weight. 

This account brings out the ways in which social norms and duties to be fulfilled led to 

R’s psychosocial distress. Her narrative provides an insight into the links between social 

structures and psychosocial distress, which points to Smith’s argument (1987: 157-161) that 

individuals’ experience is key to discovering how the local organization of everyday worlds is 

connected to the ‘relations of ruling’. 

 

Conclusion 

Unlearning the techniques I had acquired as a psychiatric social worker in a hospital set-up was 

an important step to take in my research, as communities embody an entirely different way of 

functioning. Listening to women instead of just asking questions led to detailed accounts of 

psychosocial distress, which helped me to understand how their social location often created 

mental health difficulties. Pursuing my earlier plan for data collection would have made me fail 

to find the answers to the questions that I had identified as key to my research. Letting go of 

control generated anxiety; but this anxiety helped me adapt to the field. It helped me to become 
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more flexible in my way of thinking and, consequently, contributed to generate equality in the 

researcher/informant relationship. Had I managed to obtain answers easily, I may not have 

explored new ways of seeking answers, and of being. Such is the power of the field, as it forces 

the researcher to reassess and change with every interaction and thus achieve new learning. 
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‘Occupied’ – The Struggle for Free Spaces since the 1970s. Exhibition held at Wien Museum 
Karlsplatz, Vienna, Austria – 12 April - 12 August 2012. 
 

Anthropologists have investigated varied forms of urban resistance, protest and riots. Social 

and political shortcomings of the historical and present-day world often come to a head in 

cities. Global processes of insecurity and precariousness, the problems connected to land-

grabbing, climactic disasters and war, force people to give up subsistence forms of 

agriculture-based life and lead to increased urbanisation. Today, more than half of the planet’s 

humanity lives in cities and in various kinds of amorphous urban agglomerates. 

As urban anthropologists encounter phenomena of civic activism, they must cast these 

events into a global perspective. They must notify, compare, analyse and acknowledge them 

as relevant, for they are expressions of poverty, of lack of access to an increasingly capitalized 

housing market and of an urban misery which so often meets our eye.1  

Occupied! The fight for free spaces since the 70s is one of several current exhibitions 

at Wien Museum, Vienna. Wien Museum, housed in a lofty 1950s building on Vienna’s near-

centre Karlsplatz, is dedicated to collecting, analyzing, and making accessible the city’s long 

history in all its facets. Wolfgang Kos, the museum’s director, writes in the Foreword of the 

catalogue: ‘Today, in order for the institution of the museum to make sense, the alertness 

must be directed towards all social actors, interests, life situations, and objects. Counter-

positions are equal factors of urban history‘ (Heute muss, damit die Institution Museum Sinn 

macht, die Aufmerksamkeit allen gesellschaftlichen AkteurInnen, Interessen, Lebenslagen und 

Objektzeugnissen gelten. Gegenpositionen sind gleichberechtigte Faktoren der 

Stadtgeschichte, Nußbaumer and Schwarz 2012:13). Citing from the museum’s strategy 

paper, Kos remarks that ‘social plurality and diversity’ should be documented, and therefore it 

is ‘increasingly relevant to try to acquire objects that tell about resistance and counter-trends’ 

                                                 
1 Increasingly more so, I would add, as urban-based academics face long-time precariousness through 

diminishing funds, privatization of universities and a demanding and competitive grant and project 

market. 
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(sich verstärkt auch um Objekte zu bemühen, die von Widerstand und Gegentrends erzählen, 

Nußbaumer and Schwarz 2012:13). 

The excellent catalogue of the exhibition includes contributions by squatters, artists, 

social workers, politicians and many other ‘insiders’, thus offering a well-informed picture. 

Walking to the exhibition rooms on the first floor, the museum’s architecture (1950s post-war 

elegance on its way to the economically saturated 1960s) and the Viennese every-day items 

which are on display on the way to the Besetzt! show rooms inadvertently highlight relevant 

backgrounds of the occupation movements. Together with the museum’s large block-buster 

show on Gustav Klimt, these exhibits bring out Austria’s history: from the Danube Monarchy 

and its crucial role in the starting and waging of World War I, and the following new 

Republic’s catastrophic and traumatic participation in the Second World-War, on to Austria’s 

troubled and repressive post-war decades.  

These historical conditions provided the backdrop of the first occupation movements 

in the 1970s: people protesting against the drab, boring, grey, authoritarian and repressive 

structures of Vienna, then still the dead-end street of the industrialised West and close to the 

Iron Curtain. Strictly party-bound politics and the suppressed contexts of the Nazi disaster, 

together with the fear of Communism, framed an atmosphere of paranoia and oblivion of the 

past. Another background was formed by Vienna’s restructuring tendencies encapsulated by 

urban planners who aimed at fostering fluidity of (individualized) traffic and at easing the 

transport of goods. Living, working, leisure, education were to be spatially divided in order to 

forge a Fordist city, modelled on a functionality which was also demanded of the human 

being. 

The corresponding tearing-down of old Grätzl (housing units incorporating small 

passages, hidden gardens, courtyards and the corresponding closely-knit economic structures, 

including small enterprises, groceries and workshops) aimed at modernizing the inner city 

districts infuriated and depressed the urban dwellers. Occupation movements, such as that 

around the still-alive Amerlinghaus in the Stiftgasse, followed; and processes of gentrification 

began. Artists and people from what later would be called creative industries moved into 

empty spaces of former production companies and industries, enjoying the low rents, and 

built up their businesses. Students sharing large run-down apartments in these old and cheap 

romantic districts were also common. Their networks of communal living were, at the same 

time, part of gentrification processes and of occupation movements. 

The occupation of the export slaughterhouses (‘Auslandsschlachthof’), which were re-

named ‘Arena’ in the hot summer of 1976, followed the intermittent use by the Wiener 
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Festwochen, a cultural festival dedicated to bringing alternative forms of music, theatre and 

film to the forefront as a counter-position to the heavily state-supported high-brow institutions 

Staatsoper (National Opera) and Burgtheater (National Theater). Although it was agreed with 

the city administration (ruled by the Socialist party with a comfortable majority since 1945) 

that the red-brick buildings would be torn down after the events, the producers of the festival 

decided to occupy the buildings after the last official event. They were supported by large 

numbers of people, who had enjoyed the shows and were eager to experience new, freer ways 

of life together. The occupation included daily communal meetings and concerts (also by 

Leonard Cohen who, after his show at the mainstreamed Wiener Stadthalle, performed for the 

occupants and reportedly said that the Arena was ‘the Happiest Place on Earth’). Socio-

cultural initiatives soon were established: a children’s house, a women’s house, counselling 

stands, a motorcycle club, cooking, cleaning and public relation groups, and more. 

Interactions with politicians and the city administration started immediately. Heated 

discussions, which were reported on TV and documented by various occupiers, brought out 

the urban population’s critique and their problems. Large demonstrations took place through 

the inner city to the Rathaus (the stately, castle-like building of the city administration), and 

the occupiers — their numbers swelling, also with young people from Austria’s rural realms 

who were attracted by the Arena — dominated the discussions with their arguments and 

demands for new, free spaces where living and working, and family and friends, were not 

segregated. However, after the Summer (‘the 100 days’), many younger people left the 

grounds and the buildings were used by more demanding groups who engaged in more, 

heated discussions and clashes with politicians and the city administration, leading to their 

eviction and to the sale of the buildings. 

Following this initial ignition, smaller groups took over the Inlandsschlachthof (a 

close-by, smaller area offered by the city authorities and still in use today). Others refused to 

compromise, left the occupation movement and moved on in their (often artistic) careers.2 

Various old buildings owned by the city (and, therefore, basically tax payers’ property) were 

occupied by squatters, who were later evicted. Other buildings were offered by the politicians, 

in a strange ritornello of giving-over a house to a group, tearing down another, dividing 

groups and people and so on. Precarious contracts were issued, secret treaties arranged and 

                                                 
2 The huge protest movement against the newly-built atomic reactor in Zwentendorf included many of 

the former Arena activists. In 1978, the protesters were finally victorious, as the public vote that they 

had demanded turned down the use of atomic energy. 
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social work’s and civil society’s (and often occupants’ middle-class parents’) demands for 

constructive, non-violent developments uttered.  

Numerous documents are displayed in the Occupied exhibition. Posters, photographs, 

flyers from demonstrations, occupations, announcements of concerts and meetings, demands, 

and films, most of which were produced by ORF, the monopoly-holding Austrian Broadcast 

Company. Important archives have recently been donated to the Wien Museum and have been 

included in the exhibition. The exhibition also addresses recent occupations (autumn 2011) 

and the changes from the socialist-dominated Vienna government, through processes of 

neoliberalism, to the present-day situation, where more and more buildings (increasingly 

whole blocks) are bought and refurbished by private owner-groups and converted into either 

new temples of event- and gastro-culture or office buildings (often hosting the headquarters of 

international and global insurance companies). The situation has, therefore, dramatically 

changed for people who try to establish housing free from the harsh conditions of the free 

market. 

However, this exhibition not only brings to mind how staging a show in a museum 

always produces exclusions but also exposes the tensions between representation, 

documentation, history and the present time. Who are the people who provide their archives; 

who, for that matter, kept archives at all? Who was able, back then, to take pictures, to 

document ongoing scenes; and which excerpts are selected as exhibits? 

The exhibition does not address the changes brought about by the occupation and 

squatting movements: newly-formed groups furthering alternative building (inter-generational 

housing, open space housing, building cooperatives and so on). These movements are 

engaged in collecting and analysing people’s views on how they want to live, in lobbying in 

society to implement and financially support building projects and in information campaigns 

for the urban population. Although Zurich, Berlin and Christiania in Denmark are briefly 

mentioned, international squatting movements are left out of the exhibition, which is 

understandable for the focus must be on Vienna given the museum’s tasks and its donations 

and archives. Still, it is important to keep in mind movements such as those, for example, 

New York (‘no housing, no peace’), the Amsterdam’s Kraaker and similar processes in 

London, Paris, and Bologna, to name but a few.  

Another context that comes to mind includes larger protest movements in London 

(where, in 1976, the Punk movement started in earnest and where, with the concerts under the 

headings of Rock Against Racism, National Front aggression was firmly rejected by Punks 

and reggae musicians) and in Turkey: there, 1976 saw democratization movements, the 
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foundation of unions (workers, students, pupils, nurses), strong protests against traditional and 

patriarchal structures and the formation of new, hopeful outlooks. 

For urban anthropologists, the exhibition opens up ways of thinking about slums and 

‘zoning’; about urbanisation processes which frequently include crowded flats as new 

migrants move in with their relatives; about Kolkata’s illegally erected dwellings and 

Istanbul’s and other Turkish cities’ gecekondus (literally, dwellings ‘built over night’); about 

neoliberal transformations in post-socialist cities, such as Tirana, and about urban planning 

processes more generally.3 

New processes of gentrification also need attention. An example from Vienna is the 

current restructuring of the Etablissement Gschwandner in the 17th district: this defunct 

former variety and dance hall — which was lively and active in the first half of the 20th 

century — in an old working-class area was recently bought by a group of investors. It is 

presently used, intermittently, by the large low-budget art festival SOHO in Ottakring which 

focuses on critical, political, interventionist art. The formerly elegant art déco hall of the 

Gschwandner, the Visionenhotel (hotel of visions) assembles new alternative communal and 

private building projects. Visionenhotel strives to bring together people who work for a new, 

economically and ecologically fair urban development, and sees the earlier occupation 

movements in Vienna as one of its forerunners. However, the new establishment was rebuilt 

as an event and gastro temple aimed at a wealthier clientele with a consumer-dominated life 

style and opened to the ‘public’ in 2013. 

 

References cited 

Nußbaumer, Martina and Schwarz, Werner Michael (eds.) (2012). Besetzt! Der Kampf um 

Freiräume seit den 1970ern. Wien: Czernin Verlag and Wien Museum. 

                                                 
3 From a visual anthropological perspective, I found that a combination of artistic and scientific 

approaches offers new insights in understanding these contemporary urban phenomena (see, for 

example, Mayer’s Menschen in Städten  [2007-2011], available at: www.okto.tv/mist; and the 2012 

exhibition, Etablissement Gschwandner, which is part of the biennial art festival, SOHO in Ottakring, 

available at: www.sohoinottakring). 
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BOOK REVIEWS 
 
 
Bénédicte Lefebvre and Michel 
Rautenberg (2010). Utopies et mythologies 
urbaines à Villeneuve d’ Ascq. 
Villeneuve d’Ascq: Press Universitaires du 
Septentrion. 
 
This co-authored book by Bénédicte 

Lefebvre and Michel Rautenberg aims to 

explore the way in which the pioneer 

inhabitants of Villeneuve d’Ascq have 

entered the context of a newly created 

urban space that originated by an 

administrative decision in the 1960s. In 

October 1967, French authorities made the 

critical decision to build a new city using 

‘old spatial materials’ in social and 

political terms. Villeneuve d’Ascq, the 

result of the administrative recreation of 

the old communes of Ascq, Annapes and 

Flers, was established east of Lille, the 

local metropolis. EPAL was the public 

organization responsible for its spatial 

organization. 

The authors engage in an empirical 

study of how the evolution and expansion 

of the new city have operated in relation to 

newcomers and of how the latter have 

conceived this project in terms of social 

and cultural daily life. Much emphasis is 

given, here, to the views that new citizens 

carry with them about their life and future 

and to how this affects their use of the 

urban space and the meanings they attach 

to it. 

Citizens are not seen, here, as 

passive receivers of a ready-made 

structure, but as active and highly energetic 

agents. In Henri Lefebvre’s terms, they 

have adopted a spatial practice of re-

territorialisation, giving priority to their 

socially meaningful needs. This ongoing 

spatial history has lasted thirty years. 

Lefebvre’s and Rautenberg’s study 

stems from five basic hypotheses. The first 

is that citizens are embedded in the new 

spatial context, carrying with them their 

social, cultural and cognitive dispositions. 

The second concerns the quality of the 

urban environment as designed, imagined 

and realized by its administrative 

regulators. The third relates to the role of 

public powers, such as municipality 

newspapers and councils. The fourth 

accounts for the generational succession of 

the residents. Finally, the fifth addresses 

the constant dialogue between the sociality 

of citizens and the image of the city as a 

whole. 

The notions of disposition and 

adjustment, that is the representational 

space and the representation of space, are 

central in the Lefebvrian conceptualization. 

The first intends to show how residents 

employ their past and present experiences 

in practical ways. The second refers to the 



Urbanities, Vol. 2 · No 1 · May 2012 
© 2012 Urbanities 

 

 

86 
 

set of transformations which affect the 

agents’ practices and behaviour, which are 

set in motion in order to be adapted to their 

specific residential conditions, as they are 

defined by the limits between private and 

public space, by the social relations of 

neighbourhood and by the practices of 

socialization, as well as by negotiations 

with the administrators. The interplay 

between such adjustment, citizens’ 

dispositions and the relationship between 

public and private space is analyzed in this 

book through the concepts of ‘openness’ 

and ‘closeness’, referring to the degree of 

social and individual participation in the 

newly formed space. 

This kind of social practice creates 

a historical and mythological past with 

direct reference and connection to the 

narrative on the utopian destination of the 

new city. Informants’ narratives show how, 

in Edward Soja’s terms, the new urban 

space operates as a kind of socio-spatial 

dialectic, in the context of their attempt to 

socialize space, appropriate it and 

transform it into a key of symbolic 

reference. 

The methodology adopted in this 

work is polyphonic and multivariate, based 

on the systematic use of statistical 

evidence and ethnographic interviews with 

inhabitants in conjunction with the study of 

articles published in the local newspapers 

and of official documents from EPAL’s 

archives. The emphasis is on people’s 

accounts about the public space, the 

intermediary public space, the collective 

space and the private space.  

This study of Villeneuve d’Ascq is 

not simply an account of the evolution of a 

new city; it is a study of the ways through 

which agents interact with the imaginary of 

the built environment and its social 

construction in order to make their life 

possible in it. It shows how ‘top-to-down’ 

policies regarding space are appropriated 

by people in their daily lives, and how they 

create complex socio-spatial formations 

from the results of such policies. Almost 

thirty years after the implementation of this 

urban experiment, the original utopias 

about its future are still contested and 

mediated by the social rhetoric on space in 

everyday life, as Michel de Certeau would 

put it. It is precisely for this reason that 

both writers do not conceptualize space in 

a Euclidean manner; rather, they 

conceptualize it as conditioned and 

produced by specific social relations that, 

though embedded in certain political 

decision-making processes, imprint their 

own choices in it. Thus, this book gives the 

reader the opportunity to think about the 

notions of space and spatiality. Space, we 

are invited to consider, is not something 

‘out there’, a ‘different thing’ from society 



Urbanities, Vol. 2 · No 1 · May 2012 
© 2012 Urbanities 

 

 

87 
 

waiting to be discovered. On the contrary, 

space is socially produced; it is included in 

specific social relations and, at the same 

time, includes them, thus encompassing 

deeply political dimensions. As the 

Villeneuve d’Ascq case eminently shows, 

societies create, through specific and 

contested conditions and social relations, 

not only their history but also their spaces 

— material, relational, lived, symbolic — 

though not always in terms of their own 

choice. 

Manos Spyridakis 
University of Peloponnese, Greece 
spyrman@ath.forthnet.gr 
 

 
 

 

 

Peter J. M. Nas (ed.) (2011). Cities Full of 
Symbols: A Theory of Urban Space and 
Culture. 
Leiden: Leiden University Press. 
  

This lengthy edited volume deserves 

attention for the ambition of its subtitle 

alone, which promises to offer a theory of 

both urban space and urban culture. The 

main title, meanwhile, in calling our 

attention to the symbolic layer of the urban 

environment, announces the central tenet 

of the book’s theoretical approach.  

While there has certainly been 

insufficient coverage of this symbolic 

aspect in the literature on urban 

anthropology, it would be naive to accept 

that a theory can be developed in an 

academic vacuum and on the basis of self-

reference alone. The list of references for 

the introduction contains only nineteen 

entries—eight of these being previous 

works by the editor. Theoretical discussion 

is limited to a couple of paragraphs on The 

Image of the City (1960) by Kevin Lynch, 

whose method of mental mapping is 

applied in five case-studies in this volume, 

and to a brief mention of Castells, de 

Certau, Nora, and Low. The gap in the 

literature identified by the editor in the 

opening paragraphs simply cannot be as 

great as we are led to believe by such a 

meagre and cursory review of the 

literature. Nevertheless, it must be said that 

the systematic and persistent application of 

concepts and methods originally developed 

by the editor does contribute to the 

coherence and cohesion of the volume. 

The volume contains fourteen 

chapters, amongst which the Introduction 

and the Conclusion present the bulk of the 

theory promised in the subtitle. The 

remaining twelve chapters are case-studies 

from various places, with five devoted to 

Indonesia. Together with a chapter on 

Colombo in Sri Lanka, coverage of 

Southeast Asia takes up half of the book. 

The remaining chapters touch on Europe—

Ghent, The Hague, and Gdansk—and the 
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Americas, including Buenos Aires and the 

two US cities of Albuquerque in New 

Mexico and New York City.  

The majority of the authors are 

Dutch, most of them associated with the 

University of Leiden, where the editor is 

also based. Most are social anthropologists, 

alongside experts in linguistics, sociology, 

urban development and regional studies. 

No justification is needed for this 

preponderance of social anthropologists 

and Dutch writers, nor for the close 

association of many contributors with 

Leiden University; the disciplinary bias is 

actually a strong point of this anthology. 

Rather, the book’s greatest shortcoming 

lies in the narrow theoretical grounds upon 

which most of the authors rely, with many 

seeming to presume the previous work of 

the editor a sufficient basis for their 

arguments.  There is only one chapter that 

does not cite the editor’s works.  

All the same, the coherence 

achieved through this degree of focus 

enhances the analytical tools outlined by 

the editor in the introduction, especially its 

classification of the types of symbolic 

bearers of cities—the material, discursive, 

iconic, behavioural, and emotional ways in 

which urban symbolism finds expression 

(p. 9 and p. 19). The order of the chapters 

follows the organizational principle of 

different nature. The first seven chapters 

are more holistic case-studies of cities, 

while the following two are comparative 

studies and the remaining four chapters 

focus on parts of cities, analysing different 

types of symbolic bearers. Most of the 

chapters provide interesting insights into 

urban symbolic ecology, each treating a 

different aspect of this ecology, all 

cumulatively helping to develop a more 

profound understanding of the analytical 

tools offered in the introduction and in the 

previous works of the editor to which they 

subscribe.  

The concluding chapter only 

vaguely refers to the ample case-study 

material in the preceding chapters. Instead, 

Nas and De Giosa suggest what they call a 

new paradigm for urban research that is 

sensitive to the problem of social cohesion. 

Essentially, readers are offered a crash-

course in a methodology of urban research 

that focuses on the production, 

consumption, manipulation and alteration 

of symbols in and of cities. If not 

absolutely convincing as a contribution to 

the theory of urban space and culture, this 

collection offers inspirational material to 

all interested scholars. It should prove 

especially useful to novices in the field, 

offering basic classificatory instruments 

for deciphering the symbolic ‘jungle’ that 

characterizes contemporary cities (p. 286). 

Finally, one of the most welcoming 
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features of this book is its availability as an 

open access document via www.oapen.org. 

Goran Janev 
Sts Cyril and Methodius University, Skopje 
gorjan00@yahoo.com 
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COMPLETED DOCTORAL DISSERTATIONS 

 

Luvuyo Ntombana 
Doctor Philosophiae  
Faculty of Arts, 
Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University 
PhD Defended in December 2011 

 

An Investigation into the Role of Xhosa Male Initiation in Moral Regeneration 

This study in Mdantsane (East London), Whittlesea (Hewu), Njiveni (Libode) and Cala 

sought to investigate the role of the amaXhosa male initiation in moral regeneration focusing 

on socio-cultural, educational and religious aspects related to moral values. The role of the 

amaXhosa male initiation as a rite of passage from boyhood to manhood, how it was viewed 

in the past, its impact upon the initiates and its contribution to the moral upholding of values 

were investigated. It was further intended to establish whether westernisation and 

urbanisation brought a shift of meaning and emphasis to the current initiation practice and, if 

so, to what extent has the ceremony departed from traditional norms and what challenges the 

ceremony has to face at present.  

This ethnographic field research was carried out using in-depth, semi-structured 

interviews (formal interviews and informal discussions) and participant observation. The 

research findings suggested that in the past the amaXhosa male initiation played a role in the 

instruction of moral values. However, this study identified a shift of meaning in the practice 

which has been more evident in urban than in rural areas. The shift suggested that the 

instruction role has changed in prominence and there is less emphasis on teaching and 

appropriate adult behaviour. Moreover, the amakhankatha (guardians), who had the major 

role in teaching of the initiates, are now participating in making the role less effective and 

sometimes introducing influences that are destructive to the initiates. Such negative 

influences include abuse of alcohol and drugs, promiscuity among the youth and 

disobedience of elders. It is argued that revisiting the teachings surrounding male initiation 

may cultivate productive debates on how young males are taught morality in today’s society. 

Furthermore, if the Xhosa male initiation could be contextualised, it can play a role in the 

instruction of boys as they graduate to manhood and can contribute to moral regeneration in 

South Africa.  
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CONFERENCE REPORT 

 

Report on the Conference 

Diversity and Local Contexts: Urban Space, Borders and Migration. 

Convened by the Commission on Urban Anthropology (IUAES) and the Institute of Ethnology 
of the Academy of Sciences, v.v.i., Prague, 25-26 May 2012. 

 

Zdenek Uherek 
(Institute of Ethnology of the AS CR, v.v.i., Prague) 

uherek@eu.cas.cz 
 
This Conference took place in Prague at Villa Lanna, the conference centre of the Czech 

Academy of Sciences. The event provided a platform for comparative debate on the effects of 

diversity generated by migrant groups and minorities with different cultural backgrounds in 

various parts of the world, social situations and aspects of social life. 

The papers emphasized various effects of social diversity:  

- Leisure-time activities, people’s behaviour in certain types of public space, which 

they endow with a specific atmosphere (Jerome Krase) or in situations of deep social 

changes (Giuliana Prato). These papers referred to universal patterns of diffusion, 

penetration, influence of individual groups and their definition with respect to ‘the 

others’. 

- Festive occasions and celebrations where diversity is reflected in its demonstrations 

through elements of traditional folk culture, which bring out the interests of the social 

groups involved (Artem Rabogoshvili).  

- Perception and interpretations of phenomena and artefacts encountered by groups in 

cities. Individual aspects of life acquire different meanings among different groups; be 

they details, as discussed in the Polish milieu by Hana Červinková and in the Czech 

milieu by Mariana Meszároszová and Petra Ezzedine, or a perception of the urban 

space by tourists, embassies and travel agencies, which through their 

recommendations and advice in official statements construct stereotypes on individual 

towns but also on entire states (Laszlo Kürti). 
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Migrant groups and minorities are spatially distributed in the urban space, create their own 

territories, compete or ignore each other. Thus different integration strategies emerge 

(Zdeněk Uherek). Their integration may be stigmatised, marginalised, segregated and 

restrictions may be imposed on them from outside (Penny Koutrolikou). They may express 

their own specific economic behaviour, which may implicitly address integration at the 

grassroots in a context of failing relationships between citizenship and governance (Italo 

Pardo), as well educational strategies by institutions (Tomáš Kostelecký). We also learned 

how migrants’ specific activities can be subjected to power manipulation and xenophobic 

reactions (Henk Paw). 

Some papers focused on specific groups and space. Others developed a broader analysis. For 

instance, Slavomíra Ferenčuhová offered a theoretical and methodological assessment that 

took into account the historical perspective of theoretical reflections on the city; Petr Skalník 

developed a comparative analysis summarising the themes of urban pathology. Zdenka 

Mansfeldova illustrated current changes in the UNESCO – MOST programme, which tally 

with many aspects of the CUA IUAES activities. 

Throughout the Conference, participants discussed at length the comparative insights brought 

out by the individual papers, noting significant analytical connections which will be taken on 

board in the published versions. 
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OBITUARY 

 

Peter Loizos - born May 17 1937, died March 2 2012 

 

I am sad to announce the passing of Peter Loizos, a politically engaged anthropologist and 

teacher. Behind his measured appearance he was a very kind man and an exceptional Ph.D. 

supervisor: tough, with a very sharp mind, helping his students to wade through the experience of 

writing a Ph.D.. I have been struck with the news of his passing; it seems impossible, since Peter 

appeared indestructible. 

Peter Loizos taught at LSE from 1969 to 2002, when he retired. His regional specialisms 

were Cyprus and Greece, which did not make him shy away from supporting my research in the 

Republic of Macedonia. He was one of the first to look at the issues of masculinity and friendship 

between men in the Hellenic world, co-editing Contested Identities: Gender and Kinship in 

Modern Greece with Evthymios Papataxiarchis. Peter was a great teacher in Visual 

Anthropology, publishing, what in my opinion is one of the best books on visual anthropology, 

Innovation in Ethnographic Film: From Innocence to Self-Consciousness, 1955-1985. 

In preparing his three books, The Greek Gift: Politics in a Cypriot Village (1975), The 

Heart Grown Bitter: A Chronicle of Cypriot War Refugees (Cambridge 1981) and Iron in the 

Soul: Displacement, Livelihood and Health in Cyprus (Oxford, 2008), he went back to the village 

of his father, discovering the exceptional kindness of relatives he had never met before. In his 

first book he writes wittingly about how, not speaking Greek at the time, he nevertheless found 

himself in a family network that treated him as one of their own. This experience especially was 

key in him helping his students through the muddy waters of obligations as academics and to 

become part of a new, family-like, network.  

For me, as a research student going to Yugoslavia and then living through its demise, his 

personal knowledge of war, ethnic conflict and the subsequent diaspora was most useful; 

especially on a human level. In every communication, until very recently, Peter always inquired 

about the lives of my informants.  

When I decided I wanted to do research on how people in the city of Skopje create and 

live identities and realities outside the political power-base, with a focus on young women 
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engineers, their friends and families, he fervently supported my project to do urban anthropology 

in a department that, at that time, viewed anthropology exclusively as classic ethnography in 

small-scale communities. In doing some research for Peter's book on Conceiving persons: 

ethnographies of procreation, fertility, and growth, I learnt that the subtle is more informative 

than the glaring. I had come back and told him that the women whom I had interviewed talked 

about their husbands beating them. Peter, with his typical smile, asked me where the men were 

when I talked to the women. Thinking about it, I had to admit that the men were making coffee 

and serving us cookies. Peter never missed even the most minute detail. He pointed out that, 

fitting with the rest of my ethnography, those women, far from talking about domestic violence, 

were actually speaking about the strength of their husbands, which was needed to guarantee the 

survival of children in precarious times.  

Peter taught me to explore the consequences of differentiations that were more 

undercurrent than visible. He was a master of such insights, as his books have proven; as indeed 

did my personal encounter with him. Anthropology lost a mercilessly intelligent academic, a 

great teacher and a true believer in the political purpose of the discipline. There are so many 

things that I still would need to ask him, that I would like to read of his. He has gone far too 

early. Please do join me in saying good-bye to Peter. 

 

Ilka Thiessen 
Vancouver Island University 
ithiessen@mac.com 
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Forthcoming Events 
 
International Conference 
Issues of Legitimacy: 
Entrepreneurial Culture, Corporate Responsibility  
and Urban Development  
Naples, Italy - 10-14 September  
http://www.anthrojournal-urbanities.com 
Sponsored by the Wenner Gren Foundation and the RAI 
 
1st International Conference on  
Anthropology and Urban Conflict. 
Desertions, Counter-movements, and  
Forced Mobilizations in the Contemporary City. 
Faculty of Geography and History 
University of Barcelona - 7-10 November 2012 
http://www.espaiurba.org/p/english_16.html  

 
International Workshop on  
Conceptions of Heritage  
Intersecting Views on Heritage  Creations and their Special features  
Saint-Etienne, France, 19-20 November 2012 
http://www.patrimoine.uqam.ca/upload/files/nouvelles/CFP_conceptions_of_heritage.pdf 
 
17th IUAES World Congress 
Evolving Humanities, Emerging Worlds  
Manchester, UK - 5-10 August 2013   
http://www.iuaes2013.org  
 
The Commission on Urban Anthropology  
at the 17th IUAES World Congress 
To view the nine panels of the CUA, visit: 
http://urban.anthroweb.net/xwiki/wiki/urbananth/view/Main/Forthcoming 
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