
URBANITIES  
Journal of Urban Ethnography 

       ̶   ̶   ̶  ̶  ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶  ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶  ̶  ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶  ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶  ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶  ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶  ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶  ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶  ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶   ̶    

Volume 12 ·  Number 1·  May 2022 



  Urbanities, Vol. 12 · No 1· May 2022 

                                                                             © 2022 Urbanities 

 

 

Editors: 
Italo Pardo, University of Kent, UK 

Jerome Krase, Brooklyn College, 

 City University of New York, USA 
 

Assistant Editor: 
James Rosbrook-Thompson, City University of 

 London, UK 
 

Book Reviews Editor: 
Will Brown, Loughborough University, UK 
 

Film and Video Reviews Editor: 
Alex Vailati, Federal University of Pernambuco, Brazil 
 

Scientific Board: 
Janaki Abraham, Delhi University, India 
Robyn Andrews, Massey University, New Zealand 
Gary Armstrong, City University of London, UK 

Judy Arnold, Pellissippi State Community College, 

 Tennessee, USA 

Michael Ian Borer, University of Nevada, USA 
Hana Cervinkova, Maynooth University, Ireland 

Subhadra Channa, University of Delhi, India 

Vytis Ciubrinskas, Vytautas Magnus University,  

 Kaunas, Lithuania and Southern Illinois 

University, USA 

Judith DeSena, St. John’s University, New York, USA 
Bella Dicks, Cardiff University, UK 
Margarida Fernandes, Universidade Nova de  
 Lisboa, Portugal 
Michael Fischer, University of Kent, UK 
Cynthia Fowler, Wofford College, Spartanburg, USA 
John Gledhill, University of Manchester, UK 
Florence Graezer Bideau, Swiss Federal Institute 
 for Technology, Lausanne, Switzerland  
Daina Cheyenne Harvey, College of the Holy 
 Cross, Worcester, MA, USA 
Peter Jones, University of Leicester, UK 
László Kürti, University of Miskolc, Hungary 
Marcello Mollica, University of Messina, Italy 
Matsuda Motoji, Kyoto University, Japan 
David Nugent, Emory University, USA 
Jonathan Parry, London School of Economics 
 and Political Science, UK 
Henk Pauw, Nelson Mandela Metropolitan  
 University, Port Elizabeth, South Africa 
Giuliana B. Prato, University of Kent, UK 
Michel Rautenberg, University of St Etienne, France 
Talbot Rogers, Walters State Community College, 
 Morristown, Tennessee, USA 
Liora Sarfati, Tel Aviv University, Israel 
Moshe Shokeid, Tel Aviv University, Israel 
Manos Spyridakis, University of the Peloponnese, 
 Greece 
Lakshmi Srinivas, University of Massachusetts, 
 Boston, USA 
Corine Vedrine, Ecole Nationale Supérieure 
 d'Architecture de Lyon, France 
Alex Weingrod, Ben Gurion University, Israel 
 
 
 
 
 
ISSN 2239-5725 
 
 

Copyright © 2022 Urbanities 
Urbanities grants free access to the journal’s content 
for scientific, educational, non-commercial and non-
promotional purposes. All peer-reviewed articles 
and other authored contributions are protected by 
copyright. Users may access or download the full 
text of a contribution provided that: (i) the authors’ 
rights, including the rights to ‘paternity’ (also known 
as ‘attribution’) and ‘integrity’, are not compromised 
and are properly acknowledged; (ii) if an 
article/contribution content is copied, downloaded or 
otherwise reused for non-commercial research and 
education purposes, a link to the appropriate 
bibliographic citation (authors, article title, journal, 
volume, issue, page numbers, and the link to the 
definitive published version on Urbanities’ 
platform/URL) should be provided; (iii) if an 
article/contribution content is posted to other 
repositories, a link to the definitive published version 
of the article on Urbanities’ platform/URL is 
required. Enquiries concerning use or reproduction 
outside those terms should be sent to the editors at: 
urbanitiesthejournal@gmail.com 

 

 
Disclaimer: The Publisher, Urbanities and their 
Associates cannot be held responsible for errors or 
omissions that may be made in this publication, or 
for any consequences arising from the use of 
information published in this Journal. Any views and 
opinions expressed in Urbanities are those of the 
contributors only. They are not necessarily endorsed 
or reflect the views of the Journal’s Editorial and 
Scientific Boards, or of the Journal’s Associates. The 
publication of advertisements does not necessarily 
constitute any endorsement by Urbanities, or by the 
Journal’s Associates of the products advertised. 
 
 
 

Urbanities-Journal of Urban Ethnography is 
published in association with the International 
Urban Symposium (IUS) and the IUAES 
Commission on Urban Anthropology (CUA). 
 

For more information visit the Journal’s website: 
http://www.anthrojournal-urbanities.com 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Front cover copyrights:  
Bronze Sun © 1997 Lello Esposito 

Cityscape © 2011 Giuliana B. Prato 

mailto:urbanitiesthejournal@gmail.com
http://www.anthrojournal-urbanities.com/


  Urbanities, Vol. 12 · No 1· May 2022 

                                                                             © 2022 Urbanities 

 

 

https://www.anthrojournal-urbanities.com/vol-12-no-1-may-2022/ 1 

 

Contents 
 

Articles 
 

The Town of Široki Brijeg: Between Hills, Stigmas and Hegemonies         2 

Massimiliano Maidano 

 

Quotidian Mobility and Community Activism          18 

Evrick Brown 
 

Chinese Engagement in Africa: Rhetoric and Reality         32 

Anand Singh 

 

Special Section (Part 1): Power Games and Symbolic Icons in Evolving Urban Landscapes 
Guest Editor, Giuliana B. Prato 
 

Introductory Note: Power Games and Symbolic Icons in Evolving Urban Landscapes      47 

Giuliana B. Prato 
 

The Legitimacy of Urban Things: Cuenca Between Heritage and Modernisation      49 

Sam Rumé 
 

Eroding History and Creating Myths: The Name-Game in Urban Delhi       65 

Subhadra Mitra Channa 
 

The Visibility of Georgian Hagia Sophia: Urban Religious Transformation in Poti, Georgia    76 

Boris Komakhidze 

 

Book Reviews              93 
 

Kuppinger, P. (ed.). 2021. Emergent Spaces: Change and Innovation in Small Urban Spaces 

by Adriana Hurtado-Tarazona 
 

Tiemann-Kollipost, J. 2020. Political Participation in the Digital Age: An Ethnographic Comparison 

Between Iceland and Germany 

by Will Brown 

 

Film and Videos Reviews            98 
 

The boss. Directed by Mehdi Balamissa. 2019. 11 min. Colour. 

by Federica Moretti 
 

Radio Riders. Directed by Fabio Corbellini and Paola Piscitelli. 2020. 24 min. Colour. 

by Montserrat Cañedo and Diego Allen-Perkins 
 

Afrosampas. Directed by Rose Satiko, G. Hikiji and Jasper Chalcraft. 2020. 43 min. Colour. 

by Ana Lúcia Ferraz 
 

 

Advertisements                       101 

 

https://www.anthrojournal-urbanities.com/?page_id=1609&preview=true


  Urbanities, Vol. 12 · No 1· May 2022 

                                                                             © 2022 Urbanities 

 

 

https://www.anthrojournal-urbanities.com/vol-12-no-1-may-2022/  2 

The Town of Široki Brijeg: Between Hills, Stigmas and Hegemonies 

 

Massimiliano Maidano 
(City University of London, UK) 

massimiliano.maidano@city.ac.uk 

 
The findings of an ethnographic fieldwork in Bosnian-Herzegovina (BiH) are presented in this article to examine 

the formation of cultural stigmas and the relationship between people and governance. The analysis focuses on the 

29,000-person town of Široki Brijeg (SB, meaning Wide Hills), located in the regional political entity called West-

Herzegovina Canton of the Federation that makes-up today’s Bosnia-Herzegovina. The canton is inhabited mostly 

by Herzegovinian-Croats, with Bosnian-Muslims (Bosniaks) and Serbs living separately from Croats in the few 

villages and towns where they can be found. This ethnic segregation, also visible elsewhere in the country, can be 

attributed in part to reciprocal stigmas between ethnicities, which affects the social relationships and economies 

of both Široki Brijeg citizens and town outsiders. The SB and BiH population’s view of ethno-political power, and 

the practical difficulties of deconstructing them for the purpose of reducing the so called ‘ethnic-divide’, are central 

to the analysis that follows. It is argued that divisions, stigmas, wealth inequalities and political powers are the 

products of historical processes that began in the Middle Ages and have continued to this day, and of political 

interest in keeping BiH in a state of perpetual liminality. 

Keywords: Urban relations, stigmas, power reproduction, hegemonies. 

 

Introduction: The Historical Context and Ancient Hegemonies 

The town that is the focus of this article owed its origins in part to the Italians, via Roman 

Catholicism. In 1846, the Catholic Order of the Franciscans placed the first stone of their 

Monastery on top of one local hill. Thus, they symbolically gave birth to the town, which they 

called ‘Široki Brijeg’ (henceforth SB) on account of the area’s topography. Long before the 

Franciscans’ foundation of this city, it was probably the ancient Romans who brought 

Christianity in the region, as testified by the ruins of a 5th century Basilica located in Duboko 

Mokro (a village in the SB Municipality). Roman-Catholicism was the exclusive faith of the 

region, until a theological — hegemonic — challenge arose in Medieval times. Conquering 

Turks, in the shape of the Ottoman Empire, appeared between 1483 and the late 19th century. 

As a result, BiH is today one of the few European countries with a majority Muslim population.  

The Ottomans, however, did not achieve a solid presence in the SB area, due to the hostile 

farming conditions of the rocky West-Herzegovina’s terrain. The absence of Mosques and 

Islamic architecture witnesses the Ottomans’ scarce presence in this zone. Regardless of their 

timid presence, the Turks are not favourably ‘remembered’ in SB. Croats from neighbouring 

cities and villages, which were more subject to Ottoman rule, have passed down to SB citizens 

through transgenerational oral narratives how the Ottomans attempted to convert the locals to 

Islam, usually through violence but also through economic sanctions such as tax increases and 

restrictions on property ownership. Some Croat-Catholics fought the Ottomans with bullets, 

while others engaged in what cultural anthropologists would define a Gandhi-style peaceful 

disobedience (Flynn and Tinius 2015). By the end of the 19th century, the majority of Croats 

had retained their Catholic faith. Those who converted to Islam became known as Bosniaks, 

and for some people they carried the stigma of new ‘Turks’. 
Things were to change in 1878, when the Austro-Hungarian Empire (henceforth A-H) 

took over BiH and established a new political system and hegemony. Today’s SB citizens hold 

a Janus-faced attitude towards the Austro-Hungarians. Some state that the Vienna government 

https://www.anthrojournal-urbanities.com/?page_id=1609&preview=true
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treated Herzegovina as a colony but, commendably, built mills, roads, industries and churches 

and allowed Catholicism to flourish (Bougarel 2017). The same Austro-Hungarians are also 

remembered for taking away local resources of iron, tobacco, quarry stones and water. In spite 

of this duality, many Croats were to join the A-H Empire’s troops and praised the Vienna 

government for instilling in the Croatian culture a hard-working and industrial mentality which 

has contributed to economic development. 

Croatian nationalism gradually increased in the early 20th century. Many in SB engaged 

in the project of establishing a Croatian Independent State with Zagreb as the capital. Further 

political turmoil confirmed this resolve. The collapse of the Habsburgs Empire in 1918 saw the 

town of SB come under the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes. In 1939, the Croats 

attained some independence with the autonomous Banovina of Croatia. In 1941, the 

Independent State of Croatia became a de facto puppet state of the Italian Fascists and German 

Nazis. Around this time, the town celebrated Croat nationalism fervently and formed a strong 

alliance with the Ustashas.1 These historical events contributed to SB’s reputation as a fascist 

stronghold. This label is still used today and is deeply ingrained in the minds of citizens in other 

municipalities of BiH. The fascist reputation was bolstered further by SB citizens’ historical 

resistance against the Communist Army of Yugoslavia even after World War II ended, and by 

the fact that during the 1991-95 Yugoslav conflict groups of Croat soldiers in the HVO (the 

Croatian Army) defined themselves as the new Ustashas while fighting both the Serbian and 

Bosniak armies. 

 

Yugoslav Malfunctioning Solutions: ‘The Big-Reset’ 
Stigmas and power-economic imbalances have profound historical roots in BiH. The 

Yugoslavia authorities attempted to solve these imbalances as early as 1945, when the state was 

founded. At that time, the new nation had to deal with inherent social influences of localism, 

stigmas and tradition that impeded any feeling of national unification. The fledgling state was 

deeply divided economically and culturally; the Austro-Hungarian Empire and the Ottoman 

Empire, which had ruled the Balkan Peninsula for decades and hundreds of years respectively, 

had left different traditional influences, diverse formal and informal institutions and 

disproportional economic mentalities. Cumulatively, these factors resulted in significant 

inequalities and an absence of equal opportunities that survived in the present day BiH (Rojek 

and Wilson 1987). 

Social class and cultural stigmas were a problem for the Communists as they are for 

contemporary BiH; the problem lies in Imperial practices, both Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman. 

The former A-H lands (primarily Croatia, Slovenia, West Bosnia-Herzegovina and Northern 

Serbia) exhibited a bourgeoisie cultural capital alongside an industrial/entrepreneurial mind-

set. There, industrial development and infrastructural modernization policies began as early as 

                                                           

1 The Ustashas were a Croatian nationalist military organization that campaigned for the establishment 

of a Croatian Independent State. They promoted Croat nationalism and fascism. The group, led by Croat 

fascist dictator Ante Pavelić, was associated with genocide and terrorism against Serbs, Jews and Roma, 

and with resistance against Tito’s communist troops. Thousands of Ustashas were recruited from SB. 
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1878, when A-H troops appeared on BiH soil (Komlos 2014). During their domination, the A-

H authorities instilled in the populace an ethos of learning and service, which celebrated self-

achievement and a meritocratic attitude to social status.  

SB citizens inherited the social capital around productivity, income and entrepreneurial 

spirit. Today’s BiH-Croats argue that such spirit contrasts with their neighbours who lived 

under the Ottomans. The former Yugoslavia’s southern-eastern and central regions resented 

then as they do now what they see as an Ottoman mentality which, whilst not shy of constructing 

bridges, houses and other structures, also wiped out the pre-existing local aristocracy to 

eradicate local sources of power. In the reasoning of the SB and BiH-Croats, such 

administrative engineering provided for a homogeneous society of peasants — often with small 

land holdings — somewhat impervious to (or denied access to) intellectual novelty and 

technological innovation (Wachtel 2008). The aesthetics of the divergent influences of the two 

Empire governances remained evident throughout the 20st century; territories that were once A-

H provinces were more urbanized, had lower levels of unemployment and corruption and paid 

more taxes that contributed to social welfare than territories where the Ottomans left strong 

social influences (Business Review 2018).  

Aware of such divisions, the Socialist Party attempted to address through economic 

reforms the fiscal and social disparities and the hegemony of ethnic groups (Uvalić 2018; Musić 
2021). Tito proposed the ‘Big Re-Set’ in order to create a sense of national unity specifically 

for Janus-faced regions like BiH, where the A-H and Ottoman legacies existed in proximity. 

The ‘re-set’ was based on the modes of production. In the 1950s, Tito introduced the ‘workers 

self-management’ scheme. This allowed employees to run companies and thus separated the 

management of industry from state control (Grandits and Taylor 2010). This economic strategy 

held two objectives; one was to establish a unique economic system, the other was to address 

internal fragmentation and fashion a new Yugoslav nationalism by ‘un-doing’ historical 

legacies which prevented the formation of a shared Yugoslav identity (Wilson 1978). 

The self-management system initially appeared to be successful. Its failures, which become 

evident in the 1970s, were considered to be the result of a variety of socio-economic, 

organizational and historical factors (Archer and Musić 2017, Wilson 1978). Social disparities, 

and economic entrepreneurship tend to reproduce historical experiences as well as mono-urban 

social realities. These processes are difficult to break in a short period (Hall 2014; McCarthy 

2000). In the first 20 years of Yugoslavia, those former A-H regions and towns that had industrial 

traditions strengthened their production and social capital at the expense of the one-time Ottoman 

territories. Horizontal self-management assignments and the atomization of work exacerbated 

ethnic differences and the differential economic cultures. The wages of workers with the same 

occupational positions in different enterprises located in the same region (and sometimes in the 

same city) varied because some enterprises were able to produce more due to better equipment 

and pre-existing industrial infrastructures. In spite of the professed goal of overcoming inherited 

regional inequalities, the gap in terms of economic development across the republics widened 

(Archer and Musić 2017). Workers became defensive. A ‘this is our industry’ mentality, evident 

still in contemporary SB and other BiH cities, became part of the local pride and informed the 
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collective mentality of some urbanities and regions. In this milieu, a subtle envy for other more 

prosperous municipalities and regions developed, which carried ramifications both then and today 

for social relations (Estrin 1991). The difficult goal of self-management was faced with the ever-

present ethno-political factions and pressure groups that consistently put their own interests ahead 

of the nation’s (Rojek and Wilson 1987). This reality frustrated the pursuit of a common Yugoslav 

goal and resulted in the Yugoslav Wars of the 1990s, the most atrocious conflict in Europe since 

the end of World War II (Vucinich 2021). 

 

New States of Affairs 

The crisis in Yugoslavia was also linked to the weakening of Communist states in Eastern 

Europe towards the end of the Cold War, which led to the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989. The 

state’s inefficient economic management caused widespread dissatisfaction among the 

populace (Baker 2015). Foreign debt and bankruptcy as a result of the 1970s oil crisis had a 

significant impact on Yugoslavia’s economy. This resulted in a revival of ethno-nationalist 

rhetoric and populist political sentiment. Leaders of nationalist political parties began to 

celebrate divergent ethnic interests and promoted Yugoslavia’s demise in favour of mono-

ethnic states (ibid 2015). Unlike other socialist countries, such as Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia 

did not disintegrate peacefully. After four years of conflict (1991-1995) that included a massive 

genocide, BiH was established as an independent political entity (Cushman 2014). This newly 

formed state faced not only economic challenges as it transitioned from socialism to capitalism, 

but also the additional challenge of developing a democracy that transcended the region’s 

historical ethnic divides and embraced a common sense of citizenship (Pardo and Prato 2011). 

In 1995, the Dayton Peace Agreement (henceforth DPA) brought an end to the Bosnian-

Herzegovinian War. Today, the country operates on a complex rotation system based on power 

sharing among its three constituent peoples — Croats (the smallest of the three demographic), 

Bosniaks and Serbs — which is similar to the system described by Weingrod (2011) in some 

contemporary Israeli cities. BiH is divided into two autonomous political entities: the Republika 

Srpska (Serbian Republic – RS), where the majority of people identify as Serbian-Orthodox, 

and the Federation, where Croats and Bosniaks coexist in uneasy peace. As a result of this 

arrangement, there are de facto separate armies, police, postal offices and, in the past, sport 

associations. This inevitably leads to the formation of segregated mono-ethnic communities, 

negative stigmas based on a lack of awareness due to a shortage of interaction with the ‘other’, 
loss of social cohesion and loss of trust, all of which have an economic impact, particularly in 

towns far from BiH’s major cities. In spite of its peaceful intentions, the DPA bolstered the 

‘local ethno-nationalist vote’, promoted clan loyalty and fostered inner nationalism. The 

outcome of the DPA did not satisfy everyone, and there is no single vision for how the post-

conflict state should be organized. Since 1996, in BiH, Serbs promoted an independent RS, 

while Bosniaks wanted further centralization of powers and a BiH without internal borders. The 

citizens of Široki Brijeg, like other Croats in the region, lack a distinct nationalist vision. Some 
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wanted an independent Croatia-Republic of Herzegovina (HRHB),2 with the capital in either 

SB or Mostar, some 30 kilometres away. A minority wanted to stay within BiH’s borders, but 

in their own newly formed Croat political entity in areas where Croatians were the majority. 

Another minority hoped to include Croat-majority areas within the borders of the Republic of 

Croatia. 

Few BiH constituents believe that the political system under which they live is effective 

in providing a sense of ethnic equality. How the DPA could be revised to produce ethno-

political stability and governmental efficiency remains a major question. The visible 

sociological effect is that SB citizens and those from other ethno-urban centres have articulated 

resentments, and have defined their co-national neighbours of different ethnicities as ‘others’ 
and, in some cases, as enemies. Such definitions have inevitably brought cultural stigmas 

associated with both past and recent socio-political events, as well as wealth productivity. 

 

The Tongue as a Sharp Sword: Stigma as Violence 

It is important to understand how one learns or generates stigmas through primary and 

secondary resources, such as word of mouth, movies, video games, television, or social media. 

A ‘triangulation’ research method was used to collect data from the perspective of the 

participants. The strategy included techniques for observing people in various locations, 

interviews, examining story-telling and document analysis both online and offline (Przybylski 

2020, Agar 1986, Casagrande et al. 2022). This was done to determine where and how stigmas 

and stereotypes were generated and conceptualized inside and outside SB. Simultaneously, 

ethnographic research investigated how and who was capable of deconstructing stigmas, and 

whether SB citizens saw the stigma as a result of the pervasive injustice of the political system 

in which they lived (Gonzalez 2017). 

Social scientists identified stigma as the most common form of violence in both 

democratic societies and in dictatorial regimes (Andersen 2019, Jump 2021, Quinn 2019). The 

American sociologist Erving Goffman (1963) offered a detailed analysis of the term ‘stigma’ 
and the process of stigmatisation. He associated stigmas with negative images, stereotypes and 

prejudice intended to disqualify the person or group to whom the stigma was applied. For him, 

the successful application of a stigma on a person or group establishes their deviation. Their 

codes of behaviour are portrayed as not normal and, at times, their physical appearance is cast 

as strange. According to Goffman, such ‘undesired differentness’ is a mean for destroying the 

identity of those to whom it is applied. The more ‘tribal’ stigma of race, nation and religion can 

be passed through lineages and can contaminate all members (Goffman 1963: 4). 

According to Burgess (1974), stigmas (or stereotypes) also contain distorted information 

and may contribute to the exaggeration of some existing characteristics. For him, stigma can be 

applied to people and urban places, but two dominant images must be considered. One is given 

by the residents of a town, while the other is held by people who have no direct experience with 

the location. Some have a reputation that has been built — and applied — by outsiders, which 

                                                           

2 From 1991 to 1994, the HRHB acted as a proto-state; that is, as an independent political, cultural and 

economic entity. 
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can become a stigma and a mechanism for the reproduction of inequalities, poverty and the 

prevention of peace-building in conflict-affected areas. A strong supporter of this view was the 

sociologist Sampson, who stated ‘stigmatization becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy, and shared 

perceptions of disorders appear to be a mechanism of durable inequality’ (2012: 146). Once a 

location is stigmatized in the collective mind, it becomes difficult to construct and sustain any 

common positive perceptions of the location (Tyler and Slater 2018). In this context, Wacquant 

sees stigma as a form of ‘violence from above’ (2008: 24), drawing on Bourdieu’s concept of 

symbolic power. According to Wacquant, such stigmatization frequently contributes to the 

poverty of a specific region, city, or neighbourhood, and can impede membership in larger 

political entities as well as economic opportunities. Stigmas, it should be noted, can be transient 

as a result of social oscillations and ‘affiliation cycles’ and can contribute to inter-ethnic 

violence (Goffman 1963). 

 

Intolerant Stereotypes and ‘Positive’ Stigmas 

The SB residents were frequently stigmatized as fascists because of the town’s historical 

credentials. Amongst various reasons, some mentioned earlier in this article, this label stems in 

part from the fact that anti-communist sentiment is still visible at public and religious events, 

particularly in sport stadiums and weddings, where anti-communist songs are sung and 

Ustashas flags are carried by attendees. When outsiders attempt to impose a stereotype on a 

location, there is a counter ‘defence’ by those who receive it. The contemporary SB citizens 

attribute their antipathy toward communism to the belief that Yugoslavia’s Communist 

governments purposefully under-resourced their forefathers because of the strong Croatian 

nationalist and anti-Yugoslavia identity of the town. They admit that many of their city residents 

have a warrior spirit, but they are not fascist or Nazi warriors, and they deny that this defence 

entails deep ideological leanings like those expressed at Ku Klux Klan and Neo-Nazi rallies; 

specifically, white supremacism and antisemitism (Reid and Valasik 2020). Like any other 

Croats around the world, their occasional display of Ustashas flags at public events should, 

therefore, be seen as a form of resistance to Communist ideology rather than as a genuine 

commitment to a far-right political ideology (Armstrong and Giulianotti 1999). SB citizens 

further respond to fascist accusations by claiming that their history is sacred and that everything 

they desire and celebrate will be fought for if they are provoked. 

Apart from being thought to be fascists, they are also thought to be deeply anti-Islam in 

places such as Sarajevo, East-Mostar and Tuzla — or broadly in cantons where Bosniaks are the 

majority. They refute such stigmas arguing that they are God-fearing, hospitable and tolerant 

people who respect outsiders who are not corrupt and bring honest money to the town. SB citizen 

— regardless of personal political ideology — explained to me that when seeking employment 

in Sarajevo or other Bosniak cantons their job applications are rejected presumably because of 

the aforementioned historical associations. On occasion, SB residents have been denied entry to 

bars in Sarajevo because of the stigma that their town carries. What Wacquant (2008) articulates 

as the ‘spatial taint’ is a distinguishing feature of what he termed advanced marginality, ‘arguably 

the single most protrusive feature of the lived experience of those trapped in these sulphurous 
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zones’. Furthermore, Wacquant reasons, certain areas of disrepute become renowned and can be 

racialized and portrayed as emblems and vectors of disintegration. 

The expression ‘urban stigmatization’ can be considered as having various origins. These 

can be historical, an abnormal event, or a perception that a certain place is somehow different 

from normalised (civilised?) behaviours. A series of micro-events at different points in time 

might cumulatively contribute to the formation of a locational stigma. As a result, we can see 

how SB has become a symbol of disintegration for some outsiders, viewed by Bosniaks, some 

Serbs and Western European neo-liberals as a place incompatible with the reconstruction of 

post-conflict BiH. The random incidents of ethnic-inspired football hooliganism (some which 

involved guns-shootings and killings) and several local enterprises operating ‘only-Croats’ 
hiring policies confirm this sense of a defiant BiH-Croat identity. In return, the town celebrates 

itself as a symbol of ethno-urban resistance to the project of multi-culturalism (and an 

‘integrated’ BiH), as well as an enduring symbol of Croatian nationalism. 

Hatred or overt hostility towards the ethnic other is not a pervasive feature of SB. 

However, when acts of violence (also outside of sport contexts) occur between SB citizens and 

people from other cities, or when the local supporters chant anti-Serbian or anti-Bosniak slogans 

at sport events, such mundane hostilities can contribute to the stigma of SB as an intolerant 

place. Stigma might thus result from the convergence of four factors: the differentiation and 

labelling of various segments of society; the labelling of various social demographics to 

prejudices about individuals; the development of an us-versus-them ethic; and the 

disadvantaging of people who are thus labelled and placed in the ‘them’ category (Link and 

Phelan 2001). 

However, not all stigmas carry unfavourable consequences. The stigma of SB citizens of 

being ‘jackals’ — people willing to take financial advantage over others — is one of the few 

instances where they agree a stigma can be beneficial. This stigma arose during the 1991-1995 

Yugoslav conflict and was applied in particular to SB soldiers, entrepreneurs and politicians 

who took advantage of various adverse situations for their own profit and that of the people 

belonging to their town. Surprisingly, even for the so-called ethnic other the stigma of ‘jackals’ 
indicates that SB citizens understand how to run a successful business a result of the town’s 

hardworking and industrious mentality. Such ‘prejudice’ can attract investors, which 

contributes to good living standards. It must be noted that various efforts are being made by the 

Municipal Office and the Mayor of SB to reduce stigmas and promote civic unity. Their hosting 

of cultural and food festivals, which attract people of all ethnicities, helps to deconstruct 

stereotypes of SB and BiH-Croats and, in some ways, promote inter-ethnic business. However, 

it is not always random citizens who contribute to the formation of stigmas, labelling and 

stereotypes. Those in charge of running the country are frequently held accountable. 

 

Inbound and Outbound Stigmas: The Labelling Processes  

Stigmas are also associated with power structures. Politicians with extensive media coverage 

can shape place identities and the boundaries of knowledge through the elaboration of their 

stereotypes (Pardo 2017 and 2018). In and around BiH electoral campaigns, stigmas and 
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stereotypes about events in the Yugoslav war appear, alongside accusations of genocide, 

allegations of governmental corruption and, in some extreme cases, allegations of Bosniak 

politicians collaborating with Islamic Terrorism. All of these factors contribute to a climate of 

fear, which leads to ethno-polarized voting. 

Time and meaning are ever-pertinent issues in contemporary SB. As we saw earlier, 

Croatian fascism was evident in the distant past. It is, thus, more easily idealised. Any sense of 

Ustashas’ atrocities has vanished from the collective memory of SB citizens, the majority of 

whom regard the fascist stigma as inappropriate and accuse those applying it of lacking any 

understanding of the town’s history. However, the display of fascist salutes and symbols at 

random Široki Brijeg Football Club (henceforth SBNK) in the immediate post-conflict years 

matches increased the historical association. Also, the presence of far-right ‘ultras tourists’ 
evident during some SBNK matches, as well as the stigmatization of SB as a fascist city, were 

in part influenced by Škripari semantics, and history. The Škripari are the SBNK’s most 

organized and devoted fan base, as well as the city’s largest and most influential sub-culture. 

The group’s nomenclature commemorates a violent militia with fascist leanings and ties to the 

Ustashas. While leaning toward nationalist and conservative policies, the current group 

ideology opposes any celebration of dictatorship or racism. As a result, for the group’s 

members, the name Škripari implies resistance to any communist ideology or any Serbian or 
Bosniak invasion, whether cultural or armed. 

The perpetuation of stigmas is evident in SB and applies both to outsiders and insiders. 

Some stigmas become more pronounced around football fixtures. For SB citizens many 

Bosniaks are generally labelled lazy, unproductive, untrustworthy oppressors, and in some 

cases are associated with Islamic terrorism. For Croats, the culture of the Bosniaks is the 

product of transmitted behaviours and attitudes from the Ottoman Empire administrators, while 

Serbs are generally considered to be hyper-nationalist, intolerant and malicious people who 

always know better than anybody else. They would argue that the stigma of having ‘we know 

better’ attitudes dates back to the Kingdom of Yugoslavia, when Croats and Serbs coexisted in 

the same nation, and the Belgrade government bureaucrats aspired to have a say in all 

government and social matters.  

There are stigmas among the SB citizens, the place is not always a happy fortress. 

Affluent individuals, prominent entrepreneurs and politicians are frequently stigmatized as 

corrupt, their wealth and status believed to have been earned through criminal activities or 

nepotism. SB citizens have also been accused of being hostile people who are not interested in 

promoting inter-ethnic relations or building a civil society. In 2018, the BiH Public Roads 

Company and the Minister of the Interior discussed the reintroduction of Cyrillic road signs 

(Serbian characters) in areas where Serbian is not spoken in order to facilitate the driving for 

Serb tourists and truck drivers. When Cyrillic signs were introduced, a group of SB citizens 

erased the lettering, leaving visible only the Latin characters (used by Croats). The Mayor of 

SB condemned the ‘obscuration’, saying that his generation learned both alphabets and that the 

post-conflict population should do the same because they live in a multi-cultural country. In 

response, more radical Croat nationalist politicians stated that until Croats were given equal 
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representation and political power in the country, Cyrillic signs would not last longer than one 

night (Aljazeera 2017). 

 

Hegemonic Powers and Liminal Situations 

Power is a complex phenomenon. How it is acquired, manifested and challenged is of huge 

significance in any study of BiH. In exploring power in post-conflict BiH, this analysis of power 

draws on Gramsci’s theory of hegemony and Turner’s (1974) concept of liminality (intended 

as a state of transition). The former is best understood as a relationship between dominio 

(coercion) which is usually exercised by the state or local government and direzione 

(consensus) as represented by civil society (Gramsci 1971). Ideally, hegemonic ideologies are 

formed in a way that connects people, giving them identities and meanings that provide them 

with a variety of emotional gratifications, such as pride and joy (Langman 2015). Hegemony, 

on the other hand, can appear in relationships where one group seeks to establish moral and 

ideological leadership over the other (McNally 2009). Because of existing political structures 

and procedures, a dominant group may be able to maintain their hegemony (Hargreaves 1986). 

Such competitions are the root of many problems in BiH. 

In BiH, power can be derived from the politically liminal. According to anthropologist 

Turner (1969), state-level liminalities have a beginning and an end. He argued that individuals 

or organisms capable of guiding a nation out of the state of liminality should be viewed 

positively because a country would be able to obtain ethno-political stability after a phase of 

transition. In the BiH context, however, there is no single vision among those in power of what 

a post-liminal state should look like; BiH lacks any socio-political (and post-liminal) ‘guide’. 
This is because the pervading sense and fear inspired by suspicions of the ethnic other sees the 

ethno-political factions blame those not like them as a threat to their community security/safety 

and as responsible for past, present and emerging hostilities. As political scientist Guelke (2012) 

reminds us, violent conflict is a reliable yardstick as to whether a deeply divided society exists. 

In such a setting, the trickster typically appears in the shape of an ethno-nationalist 

Machiavellian politician, who promises to have solutions to problems and a clear vision of a 

post-conflict BiH but in reality deceives the population and perpetuates the country’s state of 

chaos, often by antagonising people belonging to different civic identities. The trickster is 

indeed both liminal and hegemonic, in that BiH has not transited through the chaos of the 

liminal and is, therefore, not fully a post-conflict nation state. Be they tricksters or conmen, 

such individuals play with the basic beliefs of humanity and exploit people’s desire for 

narratives of meaning and of overcoming doubt; the con artist may be deluded but his or her 

message can provide meaning (Konnikova 2016). 

Writing about liminality, Horvath (2013) claims that liminal situations are characterized 

by periods of uncertainty, anguish and existential fear often generated by those who hold power. 

Fear defines BiH’s liminal situation, where even The Office of High Representative (henceforth 

OHR)3 is incapable of crossing the thresholds of the liminal state of being. Unlike Turner’s 

                                                           

3 Based in BiH, the OHR is an international organization created in 1995 by the International 

Community. Its purpose was to oversee the implementation of the DPA and ensure that the country 
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(1969) concept of threshold as a process defined by alpha and omega, we should therefore think 

of liminality as a continuous navigation in a state of uncertainty and social tensions, where the 

same political figures or ideologies are routinely chosen and confirmed by the electorate. The 

Gramscian definition of hegemony is inapplicable at the national level of contemporary BiH 

governance. The on-going presence of the OHR is sustained by what might best be referred to 

as the ‘Imagined International Community’ (Anderson 2006). The OHR exits without the 

approval of the majority of the local population and aims to withdraw from the country leaving 

behind a super-partes dominant cultural hegemony to run the state in accordance with 

international peace standards. Few BiH citizens are willing to compromise for such OHR 

ambitions; none seek a single political hegemony. As a result, the country remains in a state of 

liminality — a ‘frozen peace’ — that does not seek ethno-political integration and instead 

celebrates the political other. 

People in BiH do not accept systems of dominance passively; resistance is here a crucial 

response to attempts to establish hegemonic processes. Thus, the researcher needs to consider 

the schisms that are integral to power by virtue of discrepancies between what is said and what 

is done. Notably, this entails determining when SB citizens, and indeed BiH-Croats, recognize 

the legitimacy of the rule of law (Pardo 2000) and when they are complicit with the stratified 

corruption that they criticise various BiH governments for perpetrating (Pardo 2018). As this 

study of stigmas and hegemonic power indicates, in such a situation, reflection is the best way 

for BiH-Croats to proceed in the politically liminal (Pardo 2004: 37). This involvement is part 

of a generalised mode of exchange (ibid : 40) which becomes evident especially when sections 

of the populace refuse to accept anything approximating to an established nation state. In this 

situation, there arises an abstract nation state that people speak about, while accepting that local 

Big Men (usually entrepreneurs with political affiliations) are more convenient and capable 

symbols of the political system. Such figures are prominent in the competing ethno-political 

groups and thus become figures to laud or hate depending on one’s political perspective. They 

bring things to the table, including sport clubs; therefore, it is important to bring out how those 

who are the focus of this research — the BiH-Croats of SB — understand and explain who they 

are and what consequences they might have. 

The primary identity of the SB/BiH-Croats is that of being a people who share the 

Catholic religion. This carries huge implications because the significance of what we can term 

the ‘will of the people’ is more significant than the rule of law and, as many have realised, faith 

supersedes logic in many circumstances (Geertz 1972). As Laclau reasoned, the ‘people’ stands 

above notions of social class or structural arrangement, arguing that ‘populist traditions are far 

from being arbitrary and they cannot be modified at will. They are the residue of unique and 

irreducible historical experiences and, as such, constitute a more solid durable structure of 

meanings than the social structure itself’ (1977: 167). BiH people seek populist leaders. This 

process, as Germani (1962) has argued, is most evident when societies go through the transition 

                                                           

evolved into a peaceful and viable democracy. It is made up of diplomats from countries that contributed 

to peace and development in BiH. Some of the staff are hired from within BiH. 
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stages of economic development, but also reveals a synchronism of pre-capitalist and modern 

formations. 

Beneath this sentiment, religion resides as the understated political underscore of BiH 

society. Worship is crucial to all matters of BiH life. The nation is sectarian and the clerics of 

two of the three dominant religions debate and denounce the legitimacy of the BiH government. 

In this mosaic, ethno-religious interests are inseparable from religious power. The separation 

of State and Church is difficult to establish because Islam is a theocracy and the doctrines of 

Orthodox Christianity and Roman Catholicism look beyond the nation state to their ultimate 

figure on earth. According to most SB men and women, local power and the status quo are 

reproduced via public entertainments — much of which have a Catholic footprint — and the 

quintessential civic/religious celebrations that are central in SB. The majority of SB citizens 

argue that political hegemony in BiH is exercised by the Bosniaks via their dominance in the 

majority of political and legislative assemblies. Through bureaucratisation and 

governmentality, they argue, the Bosniaks attempt to introduce Islamic customs to the nation, 

while influencing in any way they can the economy to the advantage of the Islamic population. 

In this study, however, attention was also paid to the interaction between micro-processes 

at the community level and macro-processes at the regional and national level in BiH in order 

to grasp complex and dynamic urban processes (Pardo and Parto 2018). Citizens living in towns 

with a Bosniak majority, as well as Bosniak nationalists, generally argue that Croats, the 

smallest of the three-constituent people, have adequate proportional representation in various 

institutions and should not have equal power to Bosniaks, who are a majoritarian group. The 

Serbs claim that the ‘Croat Question’ of inequality is not their challenge, but they are eager to 

join an alliance with the Croats to oppose Bosniak rule. Balancing power is difficult in any 

multi-ethnic society, and BiH does not have a straightforward solution for creating an equal 

political structure. 

 

The Balance of Power and Local Trust 

For more than a century, central governments have failed to comprehend the needs and interests 

of SB residents; as a result, SB has never been seen as trustworthy. In such a situation, SB 

people resort to local political actors. Even though such local political hegemons are viewed as 

corrupt, locals generally assume that these local Croat ethno-nationalist leaders care more about 

the local level than the central state and will strive to act in their best interests. Such mechanisms 

are not only important for government; SB citizens trust local courts, police, banks and civic 

services more than the national counterparts of these institutions. 

Despite their reputation for fraud, patronage and cronyism, and their perceived inability 

to raise living standards for the majority, the local hegemonies of West Herzegovina, namely 

the Croatian ethno-nationalist political parties (which have been in power since the 1990s), 

continue to receive via the ballot box the legitimacy and consensus of ‘their’ people. Apart from 

their promises of job creation and the promotion of the Croat cause in all its guises, they are 

renowned and respected for their willingness to fund nationalist communal practices, such as 

banquets and music festivals where war-heroes are celebrated, and are appreciated for their 
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enthusiasm for BiH-Croat football clubs and other sport clubs that promote ethno-civic pride. 

At such events, political figures are invited to give speeches which invariably emphasize the 

negative socio-economic consequences if the electorate vote for non-partisan parties. Their 

speeches are usually laden with the exaltation of local culture and values and with promises of 

a brighter future where the working and middle classes will cooperate for economic success in 

a de-centralised independent Croat political entity. 

Power in BiH thus appears to be reproductive. Here reproductive power is viewed as the 

transfer of power within a very small circle of people who share the same ideologies or 

economic ties, thereby denying the emergence of new rulers (Langman 2015). Reproductive 

power also means that across generations people vote for those who hold the same ideology. 

This functionalist view of power favours the groups that hold power, but there are some 

reflexive elements of power that may appear to be in contradiction with this view. It is worth 

remembering, however, that contradictions are omnipresent in political discourse and are 

indeed part of human existence; they become particularly evident when strong beliefs are at 

stake. 

Like Bosniaks and BiH Serbs, SB inhabitants tend to sustain the reproduction of power 

and ideology, as well as continuing support for ethno-nationalist ideas. During inter-ethnic 

sporting events or political meetings, some SB people may chant Croatian nationalist songs in 

order to provoke ‘the other’, and in some circumstances they may physically confront ‘them’. 
However, it should be noted that, on occasion, certain individuals across BiH, particularly 

younger people, band together regardless of ethnicity against injustices and inequalities and 

seek avenues for political reform. This inter-ethnic youth gather in schools, pubs and theatres 

to debate reform and advocate politics alternative to those in place. In this light, we could 

employ Bourdieu’s concept of habitus and/or Gramsci’s concept of hegemony to describe 

processes of accommodation rather than simply opposition to existing social institutions 

(Glassman 2011). Both concepts imply the possibility of resistance to both local hegemonies 

and unjust political structure which produces stigmas. In our analysis, it is crucial to remember 

that while some stigmas are intended to condemn, others are meant to celebrate, but all have 

political resonance and hold consequences in terms of power. 

 

Conclusions: Living in the Liminal and Seeking for a Solution 

Building peace in BiH has proven difficult. The DPA left behind a country divided into ethno-

municipalities, each led by its own ethno-political elite. The national and cantonal legislatures 

have devolved into political echo chambers. In such circumstances, blame for any community 

misfortune is easily assigned; the perpetrator is the ethnic other. This occurs in SB, as it does in 

all other BiH cities and villages. Isolated and under threat, the respective communities 

emphasise their shared cultural ancestors, icons, cultures and identities. Their dissimilar 

economic contexts continue to be a source of frustration for projects promoting a sense of 

shared citizenship (Hobsbawm 1994). In line with stigma being associated with notions of trust 

and reliability, ordinary citizens stigmatize others in order to claim an ideologically superior 

social and ethical position (Gazzah 2008). The failure of the Yugoslav self-management project 
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demonstrates that historical differences are difficult to overcome. Furthermore, we discover that 

power and economic models are frequently reproductive, and that both structures and agencies 

are loaded with ethno-political significance that resists or restricts change. Ideas aimed at 

deconstructing such power structures and improving social relations have long existed, but their 

applicability is frequently dependent on the strength of historical legacies and the structural and 

bureaucratic make-up of a region. 

Some SB residents argue that a greater number of coexisting projects, particularly inter-

ethnic business and transportation, would help to develop livelihoods and contribute to 

reconciliation. Such initiatives exist but are poorly coordinated and lack a long-term strategy 

(Haider 2009). More focused efforts are needed to promote civil society, and while SB citizens 

as well as Bosniaks and Serbs living in other urban centres, agree that ordinary people can play 

their part in building a civil society, for them it is politicians who have the responsibility to 

produce integration and a sense of community. Politicians, on the other hand, frequently 

perpetuate stigmas, inequalities and fear of the ethnic other in order to promote parochial ethno-

political voting and keep BiH in a state of perpetual liminality. This situation ensures the status 

quo, and the associated socio-economic power. Few politicians are willing to promote an 

integrated BiH while respecting the country’s cultural diversity; instead, many advocate 

referendums for separation or threaten a new conflict. Words and slogans are uttered on all 

sides in the country and abroad (see photograph below), but no political party pursues concrete 

solutions. 
 

Photo. In January 2022, approximately 50 members of the BiH diaspora gathered in Rome’s Piazza Santi 

Apostoli (Saint Apostles Square) to stage a protest for peace and true reconciliation in their country, and 

raise international awareness of the possibility of a new BiH conflict in the 21st century. The location is 

600 metres from the ‘Campidoglio Hill’, where are the Rome’s Municipal Council and the Basilica of St 

Mary of the Altar of Heaven, which holds the mortal remains of Queen Catherina of Bosnia (1425-1478). 

Considered ‘Blessed’ by the Catholic Church, the Queen is a trans-ethnic symbol, primarily amongst 

Croats and Bosniaks. As with the rest of BiH medieval history, both groups tend to claim her exclusively 

as their own. When in Rome, Široki Brijeg citizens often pay homage and pray to her. (Photo by Author). 
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Although there are multiple meanings and interpretations of spatial use and urban life, here I investigate the 

quotidian: daily activity encapsulating the mundane. A phenomenological outlook employing ‘footwork’, which 

includes an array of pedestrian exploration of the urban landscape not limited to the flâneur or dérive, is utilized 

as the best means to arrive at an understanding of an authentic, bottom-up, perspective of a community as well as 

a means of data access. In the process of this community exploration, the importance of the visual, ‘seeing’ and 
materiality is noted when exploring semiotics and vernacular landscapes as a version of community activism 

hidden within daily activity. 

Keywords: Ethnography, walking, urbanism, visual studies, ethnic communities. 

 

Introduction 

The complexities and layers of city life continue to be explored. Conceptions of spatial 

appropriation and use acknowledge variations in interpretive meanings. What is appropriated 

and interpreted by embedded urban dwellers may hold as unnoticeable to visitors. 

Investigations, queries and means of explorations include the discussions of city design and 

flows of human and cultural capital. This article, by focusing on the neighbourhood level, 

explores city meaning from a pedestrian perspective by employing the tools of the urban 

explorer — Walter Benjamin’s flâneur (1983) and Guy Debord’s dérive (1961)) — to 

understand the social cityscape. As Michel de Certeau’s (1985) notion of the city and everyday 

life exemplifies an organic development of neighbourhood and areal identification, a grounded 

approach through walking or pedestrian activity presents itself as a logical means to explore it. 

As noted recently, as a means of studying the urban social landscape and urbanity, walking 

allows an understanding of ‘urban vernacular specificity that comparative ethnographic 

methodology both recognizes and builds upon.’ (Pardo and Prato 2018: 5). This allows one to 

acquire a neighbourhoods’ representation of a city as its synecdochic meaning; hence its 

significance and intricacy. Essentially, what a city means to its residents is what they infuse 

into and extract from the neighbourhood in which they live. Walking is simply one medium to 

explore the city as a gateway to understanding urban life as it steers the walker to experience 

and appreciate all of the human senses (Low 2012). The immersive full sensorial or synesthetic 

embodied experience allows one to absorb the backdrop, or scenery, of community life 

including the sounds of automobile and pedestrian traffic, music from storefronts and other 

familiar places to the common areas of congestion (Pink 2009, Gallagher and Prior 2017). Such 

commonalities embedded in the quotidian, embolden residents to appreciate and reify a 

communal identity, while also stimulating academic and research interest. 

                                                 
1 The development and final stages of this manuscript would not have been possible without the 

invaluable input of Jerome Krase who provided much needed aid throughout its various versions. I 

would also like to thank Italo Pardo and James Rosbrook-Thompson whose feedback helped ground and 

link the study to the larger discussion of ethnographic inquiries. 
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The Search for Community Culture 

Historical studies of urban neighbourhoods focused on how larger economic forces preceded 

the development of dense and diverse communities of residentially unstable renters with a lapse 

of tight communal bonds and, with some exceptions (Whyte 1943, Jonassen 1949), offered little 

discussion of permeating the field (Burgess 1925 [1967], Zorbaugh 1929, Cressey 1932).2 What 

was seen as neighbourhood disorganization was supported by field research which covered the 

growth of taxi-dance halls and rooming houses in economically and socially repressed 

communities. Each of the two urban phenomena arguably supported the notion of the negative 

impact massive urban development had on human social relations such as the nuclear family. 

The residue of city growth and development presented a heavily dependent, fragile 

neighbourhood structure weakened as transient derivatives of invasion and succession (Burgess 

1925). Although the argument of disintegrating communities was dominant in the early 20th 

century, it was challenged by Jonassen and in more detail through the work of William F Whyte 

in Street Corner Society as he discussed, although in an appendix, the procedures he used to 

gain entry into a community. 

In his Boston neighbourhood study, Whyte (1943) acquired knowledge of an Italian 

neighbourhood by an informal walking tour of the area. When he observed young men and 

women congregating in groups at a local settlement house, he was able to initiate a relationship 

with an eventual informant who would help launch his study and establish a friendship that 

would last several decades, ‘Doc’. The engagement and outcomes of the mechanisms and 

techniques of this process of gaining entry have been documented in various studies that 

emphasized the necessity of comprehending the social context (Gans 1962, 1999; Anderson 

1990, 1999; Fong 1994; Pardo 1996; Sanjek 1998; Krase 2002, 2004, 2012a, 2012b; Venkatesh 

2002; Kusenbach 2003; Scott 2004; Britton 2008; Bates and Rhys-Taylor 2017; Abraham 

2018).  

Elijah Anderson acquired a robust understanding of the social-psychological interplay of 

street-level interaction (Anderson 1990: x). The results of his ethnographic work yielded 

informative accounts and explicit descriptions of neighbourhoods in Philadelphia while 

explaining the norms guiding the fragile and strained interactions of pedestrians. Meanwhile, 

Sudhir Venkatesh (2002) was initially viewed as one of the intrusive, ever present state agents 

                                                 
2 Although he did not document his entry into the field, Jonassen emphasized the cultural factors in the 

spatial trends of a Norwegian Settlement in the metropolitan area of New York City. He noted that, in 

contrast to a strictly “biotic” or economic based trend of social forces, which include rising real estate 

values due to business development, Norwegians settled in areas of the city which reflected their cultural 

roots. Thus, since Norway is a bucolic fishing and boating culture, Norwegians who migrated here 

during the late 19th and early 20th century often sought areas that were characterized by greenery and 

close access to the sea or waterway. Rather than emphasizing the push factors of economic growth and 

residential development Jonassen suggests that there was a pull factor of residential preference in which 

the residents moved to areas that were strongly influenced by their cultural roots. Thus, through field 

research he was able to find evidence suggesting the resilience of community. 
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in a public housing project in Chicago which made his foray into the field problematic. He 

eventually learned how to identify with the residents by volunteering personal information 

voicing his angst concerning a lack viable income and employment. Residents were eventually 

able to re-establish his role from state agent to academic ‘hustler’. Given the nature of poverty 

for residents in public housing, the role of a ‘hustler’ as one who seeks economic survival, 

possibly through an enterprising informal means, was contextually pertinent to them. Once his 

presence was attributed recognizable characteristics, he was eventually permitted access to data 

in the form of interviews and allowed to collaborate with informants by sharing social space. 

Scott (2004) employed this understanding of researcher repertoire as he studied the relationship 

of gang members prior to and after incarceration in Chicago. His purposeful ‘Ethnographic 

Immersion’ involved a revelation of past deviant activity to informants as a streetwise academic 

hustler which increased his level of access and trust with respondents (Scott 2004: 114). Jannaki 

Abraham’s (2018) study of two cities in India (Thelassery and Bikaner) details the importance 

of neighbourhood effects on gender at the sub-community level. For example, within the 

Bikaner neighbourhood, Abraham features gender differences between two Muslim 

congregations (Mohallas). Women in the Choongaraon Mohalla are encouraged to venture 

outside of the home and become school teachers; whereas, the educational pursuit of those in 

Churigarh are stifled. Thus, neighbourhoods/communities may have similar class/caste and 

religious categories, but even within them their cultural practices may differ. This process of an 

immersive query can also be summarized through the work of sociologist Howard Becker. In 

the beginning of his instructional essay, he suggested that the researcher as participant-observer: 

‘gathers data by participating in the daily life of the group or organization he studies…. he is 
studying to see what situations they ordinarily meet and how they behave in them’ (Becker 

1958: 652). The reflexive work appears as a natural outgrowth of the process in which the 

researcher must ‘learn how the group members define him’ (Becker 1958: 655). His concern, 

not dissimilar to the more recent studies, was for researchers to understand their implied role 

from informants and how it may help or jeopardize validity and access.  

Kusenbach (2003) used a similar strategy labelling the activity of access as the ‘go-along’ 
in which the fieldworker accompanies individual informants in their ‘natural’ settings while 

they are engaging in their daily routines. This facilitates the researcher’s access to forms of data 
not available through interviews but through the observation of personal, and lived biographies; 

thereby, uncovering ways individuals apply depth and meaning to their daily round in their 

lived social experiences and not by the interviews or, as she refers, the ‘static encounters’ which 

forces recall. Her ‘go-along’ involved shared embodied spatial experiences between the 

researcher and community residents. As argued elsewhere this approach ‘has enabled research 

interviews to be informed, not just by the lives of research participants, but also by the 

landscapes in which they live’ (Bates and Rhys-Taylor 2017: 2). Furthermore, this mobility 

method emboldens residents further as the researcher temporarily yields control to the 

informants in an effort to gain access and overcome boundaries created by community 

gatekeepers. 
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Meanwhile, Krase emphasizes the visual component to the study of community and urban 

life. Here, the visual is not simply an addendum to the research process, but a key element to 

decoding the usage of space by community residents themselves. Thus, it is a theoretical and 

methodological tool to understanding the practice of spatial identity formation and meaning. 

Whereas a visitor to an ethnic neighbourhood or community would readily see a flag or 

other symbol from a home country with a limited superficial interpretation, Krase asserts that 

an advanced researcher or ‘spatial semiotician would recognize that social and cultural 

meanings are attached to urban landscapes as well as to the people and activities observed on 

the scene’ (Krase 2002: 277). 

Footwork as a mobility method not only made investigators available to informant 

recruitment by ‘hanging out’ and as a circulating fixture in the community. As an immersive 

member of the community, albeit temporary, gaining a certain level of trust and familiarity with 

an area is inherently visual. What is included in this survey and observation of the 

neighbourhood through its rhythmic pulses of daily activity and residential routines, is the 

researcher’s proximal experiences to the vernacular. Essentially, while one is being seen one 

also learns ways of seeing (Wagner 2011a, 2011b; Krase 2012a). 

 

Spatial Meaning: Semiotics, Habitus and the Visual  

Research that focuses on the socio-cultural aspects of communal life reveals properties that 

distinguish certain semiotics of space. Residents carve and impute meaning on social space 

which researchers are initially unaware of but eventually grasp and interpret. The attribution of 

multiple meanings on space that evokes a sense of familiarity is what Lyn Lofland defines as 

realms that vary in significance according to usage (Lofland 1998). Space which is 

characterized by a continuous presence of strangers or ‘others’ is noted as the public realm. In 

such an environment, particularly an urban one, individuals have a categorical, and thus limited, 

repertoire of knowledge to base assessment of one another. Character evaluations are limited to 

the manner of dress, body language, and other mainly non-verbal cues. Despite the variations 

in presentation, what is often common and understood in this realm, is the notion of ‘Civil 

Inattention’ as a protocol of social rules that govern interaction based on an informal consensus 

of recognized social distance or personal space (Goffman 1963). These rules are often adhered 

to and respected with few normative violations. Most often, however, individuals seek and 

create their own private space or, in the case of groups, parochial realms which represent carved 

social niches. Often such social spaces are defined as situational and temporary as a group that 

claims a niche does so for a specific event or culturally specific ceremony as when a family 

decides to occupy a portion of a public park for a picnic. In this manner, as claimed social space 

for semi-private use, communities, particularly ethnic communities, represent forms of non-

situational and relatively stable parochial realms where dominant rules and structural scripts 

vary as they are circumscribed by locals. Within this understanding, the claim for turf is 

understood to be taken by those who share semi-primary kin-like bonds. Thus, community and 

neighbourhood members may not only claim a similar ancestry but engage in historically 
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significant shared cultural practices such as a carnival or parade. Their common identities 

further reinforce aspects of the parochial realm through territory or turf (Jacobs 1961).  

The implications of these collective practices coincide with Bourdieu’s notion of habitus 
as a form and structure of embodied practices that shape and are shaped by such patterns. An 

inclusive component reflects the scale of this concept beyond an individual or group collective 

to a community conveying a ‘demeanour’ or disposition on a grander scale. This often reflects 

conventional knowledge of an area which is often created by ‘the fusion of space …. through 

the repetition of behaviors in physical space’ (Fraser 2013: 974). Areas become bounded with 

collective memory and meaning as different groups construct their own territories and 

researchers are able to study how area residents live within them in contrast to the constructed, 

top–down intention of city politicians and real estate interests. 

Familiar spatial behaviours accented with rhythmic synchronicities of movement and use 

patterns influence visual representations intensifying spatial identities. These contextually 

driven agglomerations of group identities, affiliations and pedestrian activities accompany an 

infusion of meaning and place identity. These spaces of representation, according to Henri 

Lefebvre, are known places of active cultural representation embedded with associated images, 

signals and an accretion of pedestrian activity (Stanek 2011). 

Inspired by the work of John Brinckerhoff Jackson (1984), Krase (2012a: 19) argued that:  

‘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... [ 

recognizing that] the most powerless of urban dwellers is a social ‘agent’ and 

therefore participates in the local reproduction of regional, national, and global 

societal relations.  

A researcher gains the skill and knowledge at ‘seeing’, those who occupy and define 
vernacular landscape are already actively engaging Wagner’s (2011) concept of Materiality. He 

defines it as a constellation of relationships between culture and social life reflecting a fusion 

of ideas, artefacts and visual elements including symbols and signage. Within this complex 

pattern of being is an emotional and attitudinal attachment to places and things for an immersive 

experience accentuated by the visual, but not limited there with greater sensorial potential 

(Gallagher and Prior 2017, Kartal 2021). More specifically, one can get residential behavioural 

cues about motility from street vendors informally occupying unused portions of a sidewalk. 

Formal pedestrian use may involve rules of maintaining a flow of foot traffic, but in such an 

environment the presence of obstacles is understood and expected. Moreover, the presence of 

police in most neighbourhoods represents visual signs of social control and safety to some, 

while in others they stoke fear and external threat to community sovereignty and freedom.  

This article draws on past research and reflects an ongoing study of the East Flatbush 

section of Brooklyn, New York. I argue that by circulating the community through the 

pedestrian walkways, I was able to understand how the experiences of the everyday or mundane 

behaviors of residents lead to ways of ‘seeing’ the ‘ordinary details of quotidian routines to the 
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foreground’, and an eventual understanding of the importance of materiality for activism in a 

vernacular landscape (Shortell 2015: 5).  

 

East Flatbush 

Brooklyn is one of the largest cities in the United States with a population over 2.5 million 

according to the recent United States’ Census. Its neighbourhoods are composed of the ethnic 

mosaic many speak of with great pride, noting the vitality, richness and strength of each. An 

area in the central portion of Brooklyn, defined as District 17 by the New York City Planning 

Department, is known as East Flatbush and is the focal area of this study. The district has a 

western boundary that zigzags along Bedford, Nostrand and Glenmont avenues and East 32nd 

street. The northern boundary includes the avenues of Clarkson, Utica and East New York 

bounded by the L.I.R.R. (Long Island Railroad) tracks to the south. According to the New York 

City Planning department, the total population is reported at 155,252, of which 88.4% are 

classified as non-Hispanic Black or African American, followed by those of Hispanic origin 

(7.8%), non-Hispanic of two or more races (1.6), and non-Hispanic Whites (1.4). When taking 

into consideration the reported ancestry in the 2013 American Community Survey roughly 66% 

of the Black population in the district claimed a West Indian Identity. 

Within the confines of this predominantly Black Caribbean Community, residents address 

their ‘quality of life’ concerns through the local, neighbourhood-level forum for civic 

engagement known as the community board where they meet the police, and elected 

representatives at the federal, state and city levels along with local board members. Through an 

official mandate in the New York City Charter, the community board is allowed to function 

with minor oversight from the Brooklyn Borough President (Goodman 1974). Such a law 

underwrites a localized belief in self efficacy and community sovereignty. Indeed, local boards 

across the boroughs of New York City are empowered to write and selectively enforce their 

own rules and regulations. 

Although the fifty board members are residents appointed by either the Brooklyn Borough 

President (25) or City Council Members whose district falls within the Board boundaries (the 

remaining 25 divided among those council members), participation at monthly board meetings 

is extended to all present. Consequently, any person can attend board meetings and participate. 

The monthly general meetings are officially guided by Roberts Rules of Order which are 

arbitrarily followed with little rebuke from those present. This arrangement strengthens a belief 

in a certain amount of spatial autonomy that board members and many community activists 

have extended to average residents as well. For example, one thinks of multiple Block Parties 

and Summer Street Festivals, such as the Unity Walk, where a portion of a street is closed to 

vehicular traffic allowing residents occupy the entire thoroughfare while patronizing vendors, 

listening to music and entertainment with a distinctive Caribbean beat. Organizers, through the 

community board, are able to appropriate space to disrupt the rhythm of vehicular traffic while 

enhancing pedestrian use. At least during the warmer days of spring and summer, the residents 

have an expansive motility and expanded range of mobility for their identity construction — 
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these are Caribbean events. Throughout the rest of the year this contraction of expression does 

not negate its presence; in fact, because of its prevalence it may be of equal or greater 

importance as it is a part of the quotidian. 

 

Footwork as Access to The Vernacular  

One of the most effective means of gaining an understanding of the semiotics of East Flatbush 

and the place-based habitus of the residents was initiated through informal undirected walks 

throughout the district. Rather than solely engage in the wanderings of the flâneur as 

representing a way to explore and understand urban life in the area, I also employed the dérive 

as I allowed myself to be ‘drawn by the attractions of the terrain and the encounters’ that I found 

(Debord 1961). The value of the latter approach is rooted in the situationalist’s revolutionary 
practice of re-defining urban life away from the spectacle created by consumption or top-down 

city planning to an urbanism characterized by ‘what an ordinary person might see as they 

traverse space’ (Manzo 2012: 100). This affords an opportunity to experience and grasp the 

patterns of the rhythms and flows defined by residents’ spatial use; thereby, enhancing 

neighbourhood familiarity (Williamson 2015). Essentially, the cadence of the bobbing and 

weaving of the crowd formulates the backdrop of the community. It may be an unseen, but the 

sensed component of an ethnic community that residents feel marks it as their own in a city 

ruled by economic forces and commercial interests. Distant places like Manhattan and other 

neighbourhoods with foreign faces, smells, and paces are beyond their control, but East 

Flatbush represents a community of their own (Low 2012). 

Understandably, a slew of visible data and access is most available in the warm spring 

and sweltering summer months when residents are gathered on their front steps or strolling in 

the midst of the boisterous cacophony of blaring Caribbean music from either cruising vehicles 

or homes — one can be confronted with a combination of both on weekends. Such displays of 

an Afro-Caribbean culture are often, and sometimes grudgingly, accepted as a common marker 

of a Caribbean community. The musical rowdiness on main commercial strips such as Church 

and Utica avenues is complemented by the quieter exhibits ranging from the bundled seven-

foot stalks of sugar cane leaning against corner grocery stores and fruit stands to men baring 

dreadlocks hawking boiled corn or some other commodity competing with businesses that 

specialize in Caribbean food. Not to be undone, the stores respond to the hawkers by extending 

their commerce of jerk chicken and roasted corn heated over coals in split barrels to the 

sidewalk. Residents who desire to cook their own meals can often find their raw ingredients at 

either one of the local supermarkets, fruit stands or, smelly fish stores. 

However, this is a community within a larger urban setting and not all displays show a 

Caribbean distinction from prevailing cultural practices. Similar to Majors and Billson’s 
description of masculinity in their book Cool Pose and Elijah Anderson’s portrayal of it in Code 

of The Street, in this central Brooklyn Neighbourhood there exists a mixture of African-

American and Afro-Caribbean men of various ages ‘hanging out’, idly standing on street 

corners ‘posturing’ or projecting a socially agreed form of toughness (Majors and Billson 1992, 

Anderson 1999). It is mostly the younger men who swagger in their sagging jeans with a Pit 
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Bull in tow. Such samples of the between spaces of pedestrian activity supplement the notion 

of transitional space as the ‘middle ground’ between the field, formal interviews and an analytic 

report for presentation (Churchill Jr. 2005). There is much to place-based meaning which can 

be understood even in the so-called ‘between’ spaces rife with pedestrian activity. Eventually 

this continual, ‘purposeful stroll’ permitted access to valuable data through an informant who 

was apparently gauging my level of seriousness for the study by regarding my continued 

circulation throughout the community while I attended various meetings in addition to being an 

ever present and inquisitive investigator.  

 

Activism in the Quotidian  

I had the opportunity to engage in what would be a series of ‘go-along’ walking activities with 

an interviewee who would later become a valuable neighbourhood informant. I met this 

informant after attending multiple public meetings and nearly all of the community board’s sub-

committee meetings. I was granted an initial interview that ultimately lasted four hours and 

subsequent, shorter interviews. I was eventually asked to accompany them on their daily routine 

of paying bills and making rounds to various locations throughout the community board district 

and beyond. I felt this would be advantageous since this particular individual was described as 

having an elusive political influence and decisive power in getting political candidates elected. 

Often influential movers and shakers in the political arena travel with an entourage as an 

ostentatious display of power; however, this diminutive person travelled alone and oftentimes 

barely noticeable by anyone. I was able to understand how this informant’s particular strategy, 

an apparent informal acephalous organic activism that has been noted by Matsuda (2018) as an 

effective means of addressing community needs, involved covert political strength. I learned of 

the qualifying characteristics which granted me access to this ‘go-along’ when asked: 

‘You are alone. You are observing and shrewd to make yourself seem invisible. No 

one notices you when you go to these events and you don’t say anything. You 

wanted to learn and would not speak much. Others in the community who came to 

me were not interested in learning they were interested in themselves because they 

were running for office. You were not. Many of the men in the community were 

about ego and you were not because of the way you approached.’3 

The methodological requisite of fading to the scenery and minimizing exposure 

complementing and reflecting the quotidian was seen as essential in making the ‘go-along’ 
possible. This, in contrast to a repertoire of previous experiences the informant had with others 

seeking information. 

‘There have always been people coming to me either about a job or some 

community concern, since I am a community person. They always want something 

and never give in return. They’re demanding and arrogant when I ask them what 

they know about the community. They say they know, but I’ve never seen them out 

                                                 
3 Interview, June 2012. 
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shopping, going to meetings or even block parties to just socialize. It is always 

about grandstanding and then leaving. They know nothing except stroking their ego 

and are not interested except for their platform. They don’t watch and be 
observant.’4  

As I walked side-by-side with this informant I took out a notepad and initially jotted down 

observations and particular points. After a while, I simply observed and took notes since there 

were recurrent examples of tactics that became increasingly relevant and easy to remember. 

Other times there was an insistence that I write down certain facts and was given information 

primarily in the form of political flyers that were often posted throughout the community and 

quizzed on interpreting their effectiveness, something I would learn through subsequent walks. 

The errands to the various local stores and businesses were a means of extending their particular 

assertive but charming personality to garner possible support either for local political functions 

or, to be used as a future show of strength in fundraising events through ticket sales and journal 

ads. In one particular instance we walked to a local clothing store and were immediately greeted 

by the proprietor who had a standing relationship with my informant who introduced me as a 

person interested in learning about the community. They both proceeded to engage in a brief 

discussion about an event that was going to take place at a catering hall; an agreement was made 

where the proprietor promised a donation in the form of decorations. We continued to a series 

of other community stores where the process was repeated with some promising participation 

in future events. I observed the benefits of this nomadic bartering for resources. First, it allows 

the person seeking support the ability to establish an interpersonal relationship with the business 

owner, something invaluable in a community setting. Secondly, this alliance tends to become 

semi-exclusive as subsequent attempts by others are assessed by the original one and almost 

always subject to rejection. Conversely, there is the inherent risk of one already being 

established. Third, this form of rapport building becomes a part of a network of information 

exchange as business owners represent ‘eyes on the street’ who eventually provide more than 

donations. Finally, such relationships are semi-clandestine as this network is not openly 

displayed but covertly inferred when one attends community events that are funded and well 

stocked with items donated for attendees. Program journals at fundraisers show which 

organizations and businesses provide the donations, but do not disclose who approached them 

for contributions. Such information could have been conveyed in an interview but it would have 

lacked the full dimensional and sensorial experience of witnessing its occurrence and effects 

through the surprising outcome of overwhelming financial support. 

Subsequent walks in the area included trips to a nearby former workplace containing 

unionized city workers including some who live within the community board district. It became 

clear that this particular location represented more than a workplace, but another medium for 

garnering political support as an exchange of critical union information in the form of worker’s 
rights was given in exchange for backing for a local candidate in the form of volunteers (when 

                                                 
4 Interview, June 2012. 
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they were not in the workplace of course) to hand out flyers and collect signatures. This 

interpersonal exchange is more effective than a monthly union paper as it creates an informal 

flow of information and a dynamic stream of trust. None of this data, as experience, would have 

been possible without circulating not only the community but the political and civic meetings 

that took place throughout.  

In order to achieve a positive assessment for the ‘go-along’, I had to display a potential 

willingness to engage in actual footwork with a respondent who became an informant. It 

provided me with a view towards fundraising, community work and political activism from the 

perspective of an organizer, through their eyes which revealed some of the strength 

respondents/informants have in ethnographic research in determining its relevance and pace. 

The moment of access, the type of data I was granted permission to observe and experience was 

beyond my control. However, when consent was granted, I was able to witness a form of 

community activism which incorporated the quotidian. One that is contrary to the conventional 

sensational spectacle that is often associated with such activity replete with placards, bullhorns 

and the local news. This version is unassuming and, one can argue, is a part of the rhythmic 

camouflage of daily community activity involving spatial appropriation. As Henri Lefebvre 

argued, places are complex with multiple meanings with temporal, repetitive even conflicting 

rhythms (Lefebvre 1996). Quotidian activism is concealed within the temporal ebbs and 

rhythmic flows of communal living reflecting the everyday. 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

During a neighbourhood protest of a police-involved shooting of a 16-year-old Black male, 

activists from outside of East Flatbush such as FAITH (Fathers Alive in The Hood) and 

members from the national movement of Black Lives Matter attempted to seize the momentum 

to advance their cause. No particular group or local political representative was able to work at 

the helm and effectively control the protest. It was not possible without understanding the 

community’s culture or habitus. As I argued elsewhere, ‘a diffusive, relaxed involvement 

absorbed in the daily routines, conversations and street rhythms of the residents’ was necessary 

as an effective method for community organizing (Brown 2015: 210). Any local civic 

organization or group seeking community influence and change will benefit from this 

awareness. Its members must be engaged in the sustained circulation of the community not only 

to grasp an understanding of its nuances and habits of spatial appropriation and use, but to be a 

part of it. Koechlin and Forster argued similarly (2018: 356): 

Many social practices generate a body of tacit knowledge of the city — knowledge 

that only those who live there can have. Their intentions are not articulated: they 

intend to act without expressing their intentions verbally, but through their practice 

they relate to the city as a social space. 

This pinpoints the practical benefit of ethnographic research as a means to understanding 

urban phenomena ‘beyond the stereotypes and condescension’ (Pardo 1996: 4). External 

community groups lacked the tacit awareness of how to navigate the social landscape of East 
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Flatbush. They operated on the simple assumption of race and social exclusion without 

understanding the ‘vernacular specificity’ of East Flatbush (Pardo and Prato 2018). For such 

knowledge, members must appreciate the utility of footwork, circulating the community 

through pedestrian venues, in order to have a phenomenologically rich experience. Through 

such a process, one can learn how the cultural products of an ethnic landscape circumscribe 

community activism. Through the actions of the informant, I was able to ‘see’ that those 

businesses which extended their commerce to the sidewalk were more approachable for 

community activism in contrast to those who remained inside. 

Here, I provide an example of the importance of pedestrian activity in an urban 

environment through phenomenological ethnographic research. By employing the tools of the 

urban wanderer allowing myself to drift while being drawn to the activities of the pedestrians, 

I was able to grasp an underrated but powerful form of quotidian activism. Not only did 

sidewalk use provide a means to access data through its apparent capricious and unstructured 

nature but it presented itself as a tool as well, largely through experiential observation. By 

adding this technique to field/ethnographic research, a distinction is emphasized between access 

and gaining entry. The latter does not mean that all forms of data are available, and it obscures 

a characterization of the field as containing differential social spheres which may present a 

challenge to the researcher as they must navigate through each one. This strongly urges the 

researcher to know and understand the interactive context in which they are gathering data. As 

has been argued elsewhere, ‘“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’. 
(Krase 2012a: 23). Potential respondents represent objects of authority as gatekeepers; thus, an 

understanding of available roles as researcher must be taken into account. Participants are more 

willing to disclose sensitive information/data to those whom they are most comfortable. 

Fortunately, for urban community research, this can be facilitated by developing collaborative 

meaning through shared events to which the dérive and flâneur are excellent supplements. 

Drifting and strolling while acquiring the rhythms and temporalities of street use affords the 

immersion required for community study. Learning the community anchors in the form of busy 

intersections such as Utica and Church Avenues, the locations of 24-hour convenience stores, 

and the cadence of nightlife permits an effective grasp of the urban vernacular landscape. It 

allowed me to understand the significance of the Community Board as an initial means of access 

to community politics and activism.  

There are other forms of interpretive meaning of urban life. For example, exploration of 

the everyday reveals the importance of the visual. Although that was not discussed in detail 

here, East Flatbush and many other neighbourhoods in cities like New York are replete with 

signage and forms of materiality which warrants its own discussion (Krase and Shortell 2013, 

Krase and Desena 2015, Krase 2018). In addition to the flows of pedestrian activity, the signs 

in storefronts, windows, marquees, and the presence of street vendors convey meaning to those 

who see them. For this to have significance, a prerequisite immersive contextual understanding 

must occur, that which happens in the quotidian, which was presented here. 
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The larger implications of exploring the vernacular pertains to the continual growth in 

urban populations and its suggestions for city planning. As New Urbanism becomes 

increasingly popularized and implemented as a policy for city growth, there will be new ways 

of seeing urban environments. It is believed that the altering of cityscapes to make them 

walkable will infuse the notions of plausibility as the slow-paced exploration of the city will 

permit residents to construct and derive meaning from their surroundings; hence, increase their 

breadth of experience (Demerath and Levinger 2003). There is an additional move to restrict 

automobile use as the dominance of privately owned vehicles is attributed to the crawl of buses 

and delayed commutes due to congestion. New York City has been implementing a policy to 

decrease automobile traffic since the Mayor Michael Bloomberg administration’s creation of 
pedestrian plazas in 2008. As one city council member stated, ‘American Cities got hijacked 

by the automobile’. This idea is supported by the expansion of restricting the automobile as the 

growth of bus and bike lanes continue (Hu 2019a, 2019b). Recently, cars have been banned 

from parking and traveling on the West 14th street corridor in Manhattan with the exception of 

truck deliveries, taxis and ride-share vehicles for picking up and unloading passengers from 

6am to 10pm. The early results of this test case yield somewhat mixed results making a strong 

case for its expansion. Proprietors at local businesses have complained that driving customers 

are less willing to park further away from where they are accustomed. Whereas, others 

enthusiastically anticipate growth due to extra foot traffic and commuters already laud the 

shortened travel time to their places of work. As there is a rise in green spaces and widened 

sidewalks, pedestrian activity will be increasingly dominant (Hu 2019a, 2019b).  
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This article addresses the impact of increased Chinese engagement in Africa, the questions raised by citizens and 

politicians and the rhetoric that China is allegedly applying in winning the confidence of African leadership in the 

continent. It begins with reference to casual conversations and subsequent interviews with citizens of the city of Durban, 

who believe that they are direct casualties of the cheap Chinese textiles, clothing and shoes that have flooded South 

African markets. The widespread impact of these products has led to prolonged unemployment, underemployment and 

closure of manufacturing industries and retail businesses that have eroded the confidence of many South Africans’ ever 

acquiring long term or permanent employment in any one of these sectors again. African leaderships tend to accept 

Chinese Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) in Africa on terms set by the Chinese, while the general population in each 

country continue to extend both caution and aversion towards their presence. What this demonstrates is that China’s 
foreign policy commitment of ‘non-interference in African countries internal affairs’ is more rhetorical than helpful. The 

article concludes that in conjunction with working supportively with repressive governments, the very nature of flooding 

markets with cheap Chinese products constitutes acts of interference in African countries’ internal industrial and 

commercial activities. 

Keywords: China in Africa, China in South Africa, qualitative study, impact of Chinese investment. 

 

Introduction 

The purpose of this article is to reveal the disconnection between Chinese commitment to the 

economic improvement of developing countries and the real impact of their investments. China’s 
rapid growth and integration into the global economy is supported by at least two major factors. 

The first is its subtle shift away from a rigidly communist state towards a more open market that 

has boosted its productivity levels. This ideological shift has boosted its economic growth rates to 

levels unmatched by most other major world economies. Since 1995, China’s GDP grew by an 
average of 9% per annum. Such enormous level of performance has encouraged the Chinese 

government to look externally for more trade and investment opportunities. However, lack of 

awareness still prevails about the impact this is having on internal business performances as well as 

on the lives of real people. Under the pretext of economic development, China’s entry into 
economies all over the world is beginning to reveal ruptures in the levels of trust at both government 

and local population levels. The work of Jenkins et al. (2008) on the impact of Chinese investment 

in Latin America and the Caribbean alludes to this through statistical figures on export-import flows 

and Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). While such an approach is useful to understanding 

the issues at macro levels, we are yet to learn through the lenses of an anthropological empirical 

perspective about the impact on community, family and individual levels. Evidence in this article 

aims at these factors through qualitative studies of individuals, families and their businesses. The 

African continent, including specific reference to South Africa, remains just as much a victim of 

Chinese investments as countries in other continents. 

As an anthropological response to Chinese investment in the mid-city of Durban, South 

Africa, this article draws inspiration from the re-invigoration of urban studies by editors Pardo and 

Prato’s (2018) Palgrave Handbook of Urban Ethnography. Through recollection of the history of 

urban studies in anthropology, they provide a convincing argument to incorporate western urban 

                                                           
1 I wish to thank Italo Pardo, Giuliana B. Prato and the Board of Urbanities for their feedback and 

guidance during the preparation of this article. 
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settings into the diverse interests in the subject. Central to this factor is their recommendation that 

people’s voices from the ground must be integral to the qualitative approach that is characteristic of 

anthropological research. A relevant point about ‘the field’ in empirical studies by Cynthia 

Gonzalez (2018) appears amidst the 30 contributions to this Handbook. Gonzalez (2018: 387) views 

the field as a knowledge-filled space that belongs to the people that occupy it. Through discussion 

of ethnographies that challenge current dominant discursive formations of marginalised formations, 

Gonzalez avers towards advocacy on their behalf. Participant observation, as she rightly notes, 

provides an equally rich database that conventional fieldwork in rural areas once provided to 

anthropologists. Similarly, the exploitative situation in which marginalised urbanites find 

themselves requires support through some form of advocacy. While this recommendation is 

complimentary in the field of applied anthropology, it ignores an emerging concern in the urban 

milieus of developing countries where the perpetrators are well known but unseen and protected by 

the state for whatever benefits elitist segments of society may gain in the process. For instance, neo-

colonial patterns of investments by ex-colonist (European) countries use elected governments to 

reproduce their control over natural resources and labour requirements without the presence of their 

citizens. In the African continent, a similar situation is consolidating through investments from 

China, as the information that follows will illustrate. The importance of this factor ought to be 

viewed, as Pardo and Prato (2018: 4) argue, not as being of momentary political capturing, but of 

longer term intellectual relevance. In Africa and in other continents western countries that 

dominated decision making in abstention, even after the end of colonisation, no longer enjoy the 

privilege of gerrymandering from a distance. China is rapidly replacing post-colonial European 

supremacy to become, in the next few decades, the new hegemonic threat to social, economic and 

political stability in developing countries. Classic examples already exist in South Africa, Ghana, 

Kenya, Tanzania, Sri Lanka, Pakistan and Afghanistan among a range of other countries. As more 

information from the field emerges, resonant with Cynthia Gonzalez’s call, appropriate 
paradigmatic and theoretical models must emerge. Their relevance, in Pardo and Prato’s (2018: 5) 
narrative, must reflect the significant dynamics of the cultural, political, environmental and 

economic differences in order to avoid the abstract theorisation that the ‘anthropology of the city’ 
has so often produced. 

 

A Rude Awakening  

On 1 September 2021, the South African public awoke to a challenging claim about a major concern 

of national security emanating from a member of the country’s Parliament. At least three claims 

were made: of alleged links to the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in China, acting as a spy for 

the CCP and not being a bona fide South African citizen, all of which appeared in media reports. 

Reference was to Xiaomei Harvard, an African National Congress (ANC [ruling party]) member 

of parliament who allegedly played a role in the leaking of an intelligence report to the Chinese. 

Attacks from opposition parties, albeit expected, abounded (SABC News 2021). Accusations against 

the ANC were of employing a foreigner who allegedly worked by ‘double standards’, did not work 

with the best interests of the country in mind and was allowed to be privy to the country’s classified 

documents. ‘Washing of dirty linen in public’ began with vitriolic attacks against the ANC by 

opposition party members. Accusations of the ANC ‘looting the country’ and selling off 

parliamentary information and assets to foreign interests, such as from India and China, resonated 
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between public officials and members of the public. This brought to mind information that was 

collated in a research project over several years and which portrayed the impact of China’s rising 
influence in South Africa. 

Since the mid-1970s, a mid-town industrial cum commercial hub in the city of Durban, 

popularly known as Brickfield Road (renamed ‘Felix Dlamini Road’ as an act of denunciation with 

the apartheid past), served as a major centre of economic activity for textile manufacturers, clothing 

retailers and employees in both sectors. The numerous entrepreneurs and hundreds of employees 

had a positive impact on surrounding retail supermarkets, clothing and shoe shops, food take-outs, 

butcheries, upholsterers and curtain manufacturers, among a range of other enumerated and 

unenumerated enterprises. While mornings and afternoons were abuzz with employees streaming 

to work, Friday afternoons and Saturdays were witness to the reticulation of capital within this 

business area that was almost exclusively South African generated. Entrepreneurs and employees 

bonded with local businesses and supported them for almost all their domestic requirements. 

Manufacturer and retail links extended to a range of other centres of commercial activity, as well 

as directly to consumers within and outside the province as well. Quality in production or in 

sourcing quality goods and provision of personalised services served as a basis for bonding and 

trust among the agents of exchange. A crucial factor in these services, especially in times of doubt 

and unhappiness, was the ability to communicate directly with entrepreneurs to settle transactions 

only when mutual satisfaction was accepted by both parties. Service provider and client 

relationships revolved around the oriental art of bargaining, demand for personalised service and 

quality goods at commendable prices. These kinds of transactions often served as publicity for 

entrepreneurs and a sense of pride for clients in sourcing quality goods and services at the best 

possible prices. In turn, they created a basis for social networks and advertisements for service 

providers through word of mouth. Until the end of the twentieth century, most Indian-owned 

businesses avoided the costly options of advertising in the print media. It was through residents in 

the immediate vicinities of businesses and personalised networks that news about service providers 

spread.  

For the next 25 years until the year 2000, the economic hub that Brickfield Road was 

percolated to surrounding enterprises in ways that positively infused confidence among local 

investors, neighbourhood residents and employees from the wider surrounding suburbs. A post-

colonial subaltern culture had consolidated amidst the confidence of successful enterprises and 

employees who felt secure in what amounted to long term or permanent employment. Regular 

incomes and widespread employment of the working class in semi-skilled, as well as blue- and 

white-collar jobs, created a stability among workers and their households that provided positive 

direction for their children’s education and career development. The cuisine, social lifestyles, 

localised colloquiums and patterns of inter-racial and official interactions were peculiar to the 

Durban socio-political milieus. Milieus are pluralistic by virtue of class and racialized 

characteristics of the apartheid and early post-apartheid eras. Recognition of these factors are 

intended to serve as a reminder of the boundedness of both classes and racial segments of Durban’s 
heterogeneous makeup. Failure to recognise this diversity could amount to a romanticised depiction 

of a generally segmented and fractious society as well. 

By the early 2000s, the shrinking share of the manufacturing enterprises and the loss of jobs 

began impacting upon the retail sector in the wider surroundings of Brickfield Road. Amidst the 
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growing unhappiness and rising protests against cheap Chinese imports there was concomitant 

downscaling and closure of numerous enterprises within Brickfield Road and its surrounding areas. 

The sudden erosion of thriving businesses and the rapid loss of hundreds of jobs produced personal 

accounts of equally rapid loss of confidence in self-worth and household futures. This kind of 

situation is not unique to South Africa. The Economist (20 April 2011) brought to our attention 

similar situations in neighbouring provinces and Southern African countries. It covered the 

darkened alleys of the Soweto market in Gauteng Province, South Africa and in Lusaka, Zambia, 

where the arrival of Chinese traders brought about an immediate steep drop in prices in at least two 

staple food items. Chicken prices were literally halved and the price of cabbages dropped by 65%. 

Frustrated livestock dealers marched with their wire mesh cages to the Competition Commission 

in Lusaka to protest the Chinese presence in their territory. One of the sellers was quoted as 

declaring: ‘How dare the Chinese disturb our market?’ In the same article of The Economist, it was 

reported that in Dar-es-Salaam, the commercial capital of Tanzania, Chinese entrepreneurs were 

stopped from selling in their markets. Prior to April 2011, the government had declared that Chinese 

were welcome as investors but not as ‘vendors or shoe-shiners’. 
 

Three Case Studies 

What began as casual conversations in the wider Brickfield Road precincts had a further twofold 

transformation which, in retrospect, turned into anecdotal evidence that served as the basis for 

further research for a paper in the latter half of 2015. An arbitrary number of ten people were chosen 

for interviews, all of whom were affected by the closure of businesses in the target area. They 

included three entrepreneurs, two white-collar workers, three blue-collar workers and two pink-

collar workers. In each interaction, both the South African state and Chinese imports were referred 

to in grudging vulgarities that echoed with unforgiving attitudes. The three cases studies presented 

below are based on the impact of the business closures on the informants’ personal lives. They 

provide a glimpse into the broader impact of cheap Chinese imports into South Africa. 

The progress one of the entrepreneurs, who employed 35 people in his shirt making factory, 

was slow but promising. Having started off in his garage in February 1993 with just his wife and 

two school going children who helped after school hours and during weekends, the incremental 

build-up of orders enticed him to buy more equipment and employ two more people after ten 

months of business. By the second year of business, a singular but huge order forced him to acquire 

more equipment and hire four more people, so that he could meet the required deadline. His 

payments for the order were made in time because his deliveries met the requisite expectations. 

December 1994 was a bumper Christmas for his family and himself. His reputation of meeting 

order dates and good quality work attracted more orders for 1995. This increase in orders required 

a bigger space to accommodate more employees to meet his deadlines. By February 1995, he rented 

a space in Brickfield Road and had in his weekly payroll 17 employees, which increased to 35 by 

October 1997. However, it was only in December 1997 that he was able to bank a sum of money 

that made him feel secure. His daughter’s wedding in July 1998 allowed him to have a grand 
occasion on a scale that he expected he would ‘…ever be able to afford’. In his words, his family 

were by then ‘… able to enjoy the big “Cs” – comforts, conveniences and confidence – in the 

future’. He was satisfied that upon his death the factory would support his wife and two children 

and allow them the privilege of forgoing the need to search for employment or work for someone 
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else. Until the end of 2000, his factory’s performance remained outstanding, despite two clients 
having reneged on their orders by the end of November that year. By 2001, fewer orders came in 

and more clients cancelled their orders. In talking to other entrepreneurs there appeared to be a 

pattern emerging, eventually bringing them to realise that cheaper Chinese products were 

instigating rapid changes in the textile manufacturing sector. He complained: 

‘We were so caught up in our work that we had no time to even ask questions. We just 

thought that we were going through a rough patch that would set itself right again 

because we are hard workers. Little did we realise that it was the Chinese that were 

encroaching into our fxxking businesses!’ 

Despite public protests, representations to the state and attempts to take up the issue with the 

Constitutional Court, the momentum of change had set in. After gradually having to retrench his 

employees, he had nothing left to pay the last few months’ rent. He had to keep the remaining eight 

employees but could not pay them because two of his last three clients cancelled in favour of 

purchasing cheaper Chinese goods. By the end of 2002, he had to liquidate his business. The stress 

of the losses impacted upon his daughter’s marriage to the point of her having to divorce her 
husband by 2010. His own marriage ran astray because his wife and him ‘…just couldn’t stop 

fighting’. They separated in 2011, when he was 63 and his wife 59. He attributed this to the poverty 

that was brought about by cheap Chinese imports and he and his wife’s inability to cope with their 

circumstances:  

‘We were all so upbeat when the ANC came into power in 1994. Our success was proof 

of them doing good for the country. But we had no idea they were selling us out to the 

Chinese’. 

In the case of the white-collar worker, his employers were manufacturers of track suits and 

T-shirts. They had employed ‘more than 150 workers, mainly Indian’, and had clients throughout 

the country, including major chain stores. The business began in 1960, although he started working 

for the firm from about March 1988. As sales manager ‘for outer-Durban orders’, his job was to 

serve as a liaison person to retail stores in the KwaZulu-Natal province. He had, however, helped 

when he was needed for orders in other parts of the country. In the 1990s, they had to turn out a 

minimum of 50,000 track suits and 100,000 T-shirts per month, amidst other products, to keep pace 

with country-wide orders. By the year 1999, they had to retrench 30% of their staff and by 2002 

their orders shrunk to a point where they had to retrench more than 90% of their staff, including my 

informant because, as he stated: ‘the orders had dried up’. His employers, he said,  

‘had kept the premises because they owned it, they still had enough money to invest 

elsewhere, and could reinvent their business skills to meet the changing economic 

needs’. 

He remained out of paid employment for the next three years. While his savings sustained 

him during this period, his wife began making and marketing Indian savouries and roti. But, by 

then, this had become a saturated market and the profits they made from this activity only allowed 

them to meet incidental expenses. Their growing need for survival and to meet the costs for their 

children’s education forced them to compromise their quality of life and accept employment at 

lower than preferred wages. His wife became employed in a take-out cum bakery, compromising 
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her status as a housewife; he got a job in motor car parts sales outlet for half of what he used to earn. 

His status was a distinctive drop from white to pink collar status. Although their combined incomes 

ensured their survival and provided money for their children’s studies, they were unable to save 
anything. ‘Our existence’, he said, ‘has been from hand to mouth since the closure of the factory. I 

can only hope that our children can educate themselves and get us out of this rut’. 
The third respondent was an employee in a curtain manufacturing and fabric business that 

started in the late 1980s, where he and his wife sewed curtains. They, too, became victims of 

unemployment by 2004, when their employer could no longer source the South African made 

curtain material that he used to. Initially, from about 2001, he was happy to buy Chinese-made 

material because it was substantially cheaper. But too many clients returned to his shop claiming 

that the material was tearing too easily for a range of reasons. Two of such reasons related to the 

quality of the material. Apparently, the curtains tore too easily when they were drawn in the 

mornings and evenings and that they were unable to absorb the sunlight, causing them to turn brittle 

and crumple and then tear easily. It was when two clients threatened his employer with violence, 

and later one assaulted him, and others threatened to spread a negative word about his services that 

he decided to close down his business. Fifteen employees were retrenched and the owner has not 

been able to establish another sustainable business; allegedly, the employer tried at least four 

businesses ever since they closed the curtain and fabric business, but none of them were successful. 

My informant remarked, ‘There was a time when we envied our boss because we thought he was 

so rich, but today he is just like us’. He and his wife sought employment in two different shops as 

counter assistants, earning substantially less than what they could have earned as sewers of curtains. 

Their incomes are supplemented by sewing, alterations and stitching during the evenings and 

weekends, but only for people who know them well enough and who are patient enough not to 

pressurise them to deliver with immediacy. It is their strategy to ensure an extra income without the 

stress of being abused or threatened by clients. 

In each of the instances discussed above, the impact on a personal and familial level was 

significant. The closure of businesses, loss of jobs, compromises and being forced to accept what 

came first at substantially lower wages had taken a destructive toll on family life, self-confidence 

and the identities that individuals acquired through their businesses or the work that they were 

qualified to do. The cumulative impact was disorientating and destructive to home-grown 

businesses and disruptive to individual and family stability. Lyman (2005) brought to attention the 

increasing imports from China into South Africa since 1996, which grew to 80% of imports by the 

end of 2004. For every 100 T-shirts that were imported into South Africa, 80 were from China. By 

the end of 2002, at least 75,000 jobs were lost in the textile industry, forcing the trade unions, 

industrialists and church leaders to appeal to the state for protectionist legislation. On 27 June 2005, 

they also engaged on a nationwide strike. It is against the background of these interviews that the 

rise of China’s influence in Africa, albeit the rest of the world as well, needs to be understood. 

 

China’s Repositioning of Foreign Policy and Its Meaning for Africa 

China began opening up its economy in the mid-1980s. By the first five years of the twenty-first 

century, China’s productivity had risen to make it the seventh largest economy in the world (OECD 

2003). By the year 2012, the USA’s gross domestic product value was at 15 trillion US dollars and 

the Chinese stood at five trillion US dollars, constituting a significant rise in the latter’s GDP value. 
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Only Japan and South Korea had experienced such rapid and sustained economic growth during 

the post-war period in the twentieth century. However, neither Japan nor South Korea adopted a 

stance of mass overproduction of cheap manufactured goods, ranging from household and personal 

requirements to industrial machines and equipment, for the sake of export. Chinese goods have 

acquired a reputation for western style finishes and packaging that is often cheap but attractive, 

constituting a subtle form of coercion to purchase because of the low prices. 

It was a creativity that Chinese strategists found wanting after their growing isolation that 

was brought about by the massacre of protesters in Tiananmen Square, Beijing, in 1989. The 

challenges they had to face through the waning and eventual collapse of the socialist cum 

communist systems in the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), Yugoslavia and Eastern 

Europe were enormous. By June 1989, amid regular protests for a more transparent and democratic 

Chinese political economy, Tiananmen Square came to symbolise a popular discontent that remains 

latent in the country. Such latency is often shown by regular demonstrations in the island of Hong 

Kong where Chinese rule cannot so easily displace the liberal traditions that the islanders acquired 

through British rule. On 4 June 1989, mobilisation efforts attracted up to a million students and 

workers to Tiananmen Square. All were unarmed and many went on a fast unto death unless the 

state agreed to a dialogue with them. However big the protest and whatever determination the 

protesters showed was irrelevant to a political bureaucracy that demonstrated total aversion to the 

protesters’ calls for a freer society. Reaction by the Chinese authorities was swift and brutal. Their 

use of the police and military with carte blanche decisions to be made on the ground by themselves 

produced an almost immediate asphyxiation of the movement, but at the cost of a number of lives. 

To date, there are still no records about how many died or were permanently injured by the state’s 
actions, as the call made by USA’s ex-Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, Hillary Clinton, 

informs us. That this led to the almost immediate isolation of China by western countries was a 

reflection of the seriousness of brutality of the attacks against unarmed civilians. While the nature 

of the sanctions against China varied, they were designed to have an impact on both its internal and 

external policies. High level diplomatic visits, sale of police and military equipment, transfer of 

advanced technologies and export credits were stopped. Through increased pressure by the USA 

and friendly states in Europe, the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank stopped loans to 

China (Harding 1990). 

China’s responses to this isolation were subtle and adaptive. Their accession to the World 

Trade Organisation (WTO) was one way of demonstrating to the western world their desire to take 

cognisance of their need to change and at least to meet partially the demand for democracy, but 

without consultation with those who called for dialogue. This has had a twofold effect of China’s 
lessening state intervention and extending private engagements within its domestic economy, as 

well as cautiously and selectively opening its systems to new technologies and market disciplines 

that are in sync with neo-liberal tendencies (OECD 2003). 

The choice of terms with which countries operationalise their engagements are almost always 

intended to signify the positive between two nations or among the many that may group together in 

emerging relations. Whether they are noted as geo-political alliances, strategic partnerships or 

cooperative relationships, history over the last two centuries has shown that one country is generally 

the hegemonic force over however many may enter into that relationship. In the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries, it was the imperialist tendencies of the British and the French over much of 
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Africa, the Spanish in most of South America and, to a lesser extent, the Portuguese, Belgians and 

Germans in Africa and other parts of the world. Since the late twentieth century, the Chinese 

liberalisation of their economy has sought to move outwards and connect to the global economy 

through Regional Trade Agreements (RTAs) and Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnerships 

(RCEPs), as well as to the Transatlanic Trade and Investment Partnership (TPP). While China has 

begun to integrate into these forums, their lack of a consistent policy remains an inhibitive factor 

for them. He (2016), for instance, describes how China took ten years to adapt to the dynamics of 

the WTO and how they continue to play a mediocre role in it. 

But for the volume of its productivity and the extent of trade with countries throughout the 

world China needed to create a convincing image for itself. African countries have become major 

trading partners to China’s global economic strategy, to the point that its trade in the continent has 

surpassed that of the USA. China’s forays into Africa since the 2000s has been unprecedented. For 
instance, the USA’s foreign direct investment (FDI) in Africa has been stagnant at 1%, the whole 

China’s FDI stands at 3-4%. In 2013, the real terms of USA’s trade in Africa stood at 85 billion US 

dollars, while China’s trade with African countries in 2012 stood at 200 billion US dollars (Gadzala 

2015). 

In 2006, during the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation summit in Beijing, 48 states were 

welcomed into a city brightly decorated with African iconography. Central Beijing was abuzz with 

picturesque buntings of country specific and broader African themes. That the Chinese government 

was to bring together so many African heads of state who are often acrimonious with one another 

as neighbours was not only a major diplomatic feat but it also raised several crucial questions about 

the motives of the event. It has become obvious that the Chinese quest for African natural resources, 

especially in the energy sector, is foremost in their economic strategic planning (Krauss 2010, 

Bracken et al. 2013). While China consumed at least 17% of the world’s energy resources by 2010, 
after depleting much of its own, its needs are likely to increase by 75% more by 2035. According 

to Marks (2006) and Bennet (2007), increased diplomatic relations between China and African 

nations have made prevalent at least three important questions. Can China positively replace the 

exploitative past of colonialism and current neo-colonial tendencies of western countries? What are 

China’s motives in this pattern of rapidly increasing investments and diplomatic missions in the 

continent? And how sustainable are China’s political relations and economic activities in Africa? 

The Chinese have been proactive on this front. Through their use of soft power phenomena, 

their multilateral extensions in investments to all continents have a persuasive humanitarian front. 

In a United Nations (UN) Summit in September 2005, held to commemorate its sixtieth 

anniversary, then Chinese President Hu Jintao offered a detailed elaboration on his concept of a 

‘Harmonious World’. Three aspects made up his vision for the realisation of his approach:  

 Multilateralism and common security; 

 Cooperation based on mutual benefit to realise common prosperity; 

 Construction of a harmonious world based on tolerance and mutual acceptance. 

Through this three-pronged approach for a ‘harmonious world’, Hu Jintao’s efforts were actually 

intended to replace two major stalwarts in China’s gradual rise to power: Mao Zedong and Deng 

Xiaoping. First was Mao Zedong’s three-world policy, which in the 1970s placed Russia at the 

helm of the Chinese enemy list. In spite of China and Russia sharing much through a common 

communist ideology, Mao Zedong preferred to enter into treaties with western style democracies, 
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such as the USA and Japan. Central to these treaties were an apparent commitment to break away 

from historical constrictions that enslaved the developing world through international agreements. 

On 12 August 1978, Zedong signed a Sino-Japanese peace and friendship treaty with the Fukuda 

government, which included an emphasis on an anti-hegemony clause; and on 16 December 1978 

Zedong extended Chinese international relations to the USA by establishing formal diplomatic 

relations and once again reaffirming an anti-hegemony clause (Cheng 2016: 14). In June 1989, the 

Tiananmen Square episode placed the then Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping in an awkward position. 

Growing western isolation and the crumbling of the East European Socialist states brought about a 

statesmanship approach that was calm, but equally subtle and calculating. Xiaoping asserted to the 

Politburo that China should keep a low profile in international politics. Several years later many 

scholars began questioning the wisdom of China’s low profile in international politics, reminding 
themselves of the taoguang yanghui-youso zuowei (keep a low profile) debate. This debate revolved 

around the concerns expressed by Chinese foreign policy advisers during the late 1990s and early 

2000s about the ‘growing China-threat’ as their influence grew in Latin America, Africa and South 

Asia. The Pew Global Attitudes Survey had reported a sharp increase in concern in 2004 about 

China’s rise in global economics and trade. China’s ‘damage control’ measure was to engage in an 

international drive to present a positive image of itself through a soft power marketing approach, 

but in a measured way. Deng Xiaoping’s advice was exemplary: 

‘In short, my views about the international situation can be summed up in three 

sentences. First, we should observe the situation coolly. Second, we should hold our 

ground. Third, we should act calmly. Don’t be impatient; it is no good to be impatient. 
We should be calm, calm and calm again and we should immerse ourselves in practical 

work to accomplish something, something for China’ (quoted in Glaser and Murphy 

2009: 18-19).  

Deng Xiaoping’s cautiousness was rapidly replaced by Hu Jintao’s outward thrust, asserting that 
Chinese internal needs could only be satisfied by what the external world has to offer. 

While China could no longer be ignored, African states have demonstrated a mixed reaction 

varying from wantonness to caution about wanting to engage too closely with China. Distinct 

differences emerged in African countries between officials and ordinary people who felt affected 

by rising Chinese influence in their countries. Unlike the World Bank and International Monetary 

Fund who now place conditions among their requirements for aid transparency in the development 

projects, China avoids such conditions (Lyman 2005). Many opportunistic and repressive 

governments in the African continent are content with the Chinese approach, although their 

respective populations do not feel the same way. Their reactions about Chinese investments and 

their political leadership’s accommodationist attitude are on public record. In South Africa, popular 

reactions provide some insight into how future relations with Africa’s largest economy could 

possibly shape up with the world’s fastest growing economy — China.  

 

Populist Debates in South Africa 

Understanding populist debates in South Africa about Chinese investment requires appropriate 

contextualisation viewed against the reactions in other parts of the continent. What transpires in 

South Africa is widely followed in other parts of the African continent. Recent literature on the 
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subject covers the growing presence of China and the attitudes, impacts and populism that is 

beginning to emerge as a consequence of development trajectories across the continent (Marks 

2006, Glaser and Murphy 2009, Gumede 2013, Hanauer and Morris 2014, Hess and Aidoo 2015, 

Carmody 2011). Media reporting sometimes crystallises what academics are trying to say in more 

substantive ways. An article on 20 April 2011 in The Economist started with a captivating caption 

that read thus: ‘Africans are asking whether China is making their lunch or eating it’. It began with 

an account on a Mr Zhu, a shoemaker from Foshan, near Hong Kong, whose first visit to Kenya 

saw his notebook filled with orders and a promise for future business in the continent. Many African 

politicians were complimentary about how Chinese trade was helping to build infrastructure and 

erode poverty on the continent. Mr Zhu recorded the warmth with which he was received and the 

positive future that China had with African trade. But in his second visit three years later, he was 

met with attitudes that had changed significantly, although his business still thrived. Many who 

traded with him accused him of unethical practice and poor-quality goods. Similar perceptions have 

consolidated in neighbouring countries as well. Chinese goods and workmanship are being held up 

as shoddy work. For instance, in Angola’s capital city Luanda, a hospital that opened with great 
fanfare was closed within a year because wide cracks began appearing and threatened the entire 

building (Global Times 2010). The hospital cost 8 million dollars and was built by the China 

Overseas Engineering Group Company. Finance for the project was from Beijing, with the Ministry 

of Commerce taking direct responsibility in overseeing the investigation into the causes of the 

cracks in the building. To avoid any further human catastrophe, the authorities accommodated 

patients in outside tents close to the hospital building. In Lusaka, Zambia’s capital, close to the town 

of Chirundu, a 130-kilometre road built by a Chinese firm was washed away by the rains. A 

derogatory comment by a Zambian citizen captured the mood of the common people’s questions 

against Chinese investment in their country: 

‘MMD circus now showing in theatres – that’s what you get for over believing in 
foreign investors. Did those Chinese put any concrete under that road? Looks like they 

just did a surface job. My daughter sings the song “the foolish man built his house on 

sand, and when the rains came down it went CRASH!” Next time, hire South Africans; 

they build good roads. Better still, hire Zambian engineers in the diaspora to do the job; 

I’m sure they would love a few months working holiday in Zambia’ (Lusaka Times, 20 

March 2009). 

Loss of confidence in Chinese engineering caused a rethink among Zambia’s politicians, who 

called in the services of the World Bank. The importance of this road lay in its export-import trade 

connections with South Africa and Zimbabwe to the south and the Democratic Republic, Great 

Lakes Region and Tanzania to the north. It was a dangerous road, with only temporary relief 

provided by Chinese engineers. It was referred to as Kapili Ngozi (Hills of Danger) by Zambians. 

Concern about its conditions echoed throughout the country and the neighbouring countries. By 

May 2015, The World Bank Group rehabilitated at least 100 of the 135-kilometre road at a cost of 

81 million US dollars (The World Bank 2014). 

Hess and Aidoo (2015: 2) provide a comprehensive account of how populist debates in Africa 

have arisen because of questionable ethics in the relations between the Chinese state and national 

governments in numerous African countries, including Zambia, Ghana, South Africa and Ethiopia, 
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Sudan and Ghana. Focus on each country is spaced out in separate chapters, each giving detailed 

accounts of how popular agitation against Chinese presence in Africa is growing and serving as 

important foci for political mobilisation against the respective governments. While African 

governments still tend to hold on to western governments and others such as Japan, the perceptive 

and real problems with the Chinese appear to be complex and challenging. They bring to our 

attention that leaders in the West and in Africa, human rights monitors, civil society organisations 

and the media have criticised the Chinese over a number of issues. The range of accusations are not 

different from the exploitative records of the colonial past: poor working conditions and low wages 

paid by Chinese firms, corrupt business practices by Chinese entrepreneurs and African officials 

and Beijing’s propping up of pariah African states with poor human rights records. Hess and Aidoo 

(2015) have extensively covered the contradictions between Chinese foreign policy ‘sweet talk’ and 
the realities of exploitative tendencies in actual business practice in Africa. The Economist 

convincingly stated that every country south of Rwanda has robust debates about ‘Chinese 

exploitation’. Even in relatively quiet countries like Namibia workers allegedly have been 

complaining about the ‘raw deal’ that Chinese firms have been giving them; while in Zambia a 
major trade union leader has made Sino-scepticism his major rallying point against state policies 

and preferential treatment for Chinese investors (The Economist 2011). 

China is on record of giving more loans to developing countries than the World Bank over 

the past decade and a half. But, while Chinese rhetoric continues along the lines of ‘non-

interference’ in internal affairs of the countries they deal with in Africa, Chinese economic 
development aid is tied to government loans in similar fashion to the aid regime of the Bretton 

Woods Institutions of western countries led by the USA (Hanauer and Morris 2014). However, the 

current leadership in South Africa do not view Chinese conditions as inhibiting. The General-

Secretary of the ANC is quoted as saying: 

 ‘Western investors have to realise that South Africa does not need their money since 

it can turn to China and India.’  

This official position has wider appeal among African bureaucrats outside South Africa, as The 

Economist (2011) reveals, African political leaderships often play Western donor agencies against 

the Chinese. But, as Kaigwa and Wu’s (2015: 159) research reveals, this is not a popular position 

within civil society. The 2013 online survey about African perceptions of Chinese business 

practices conducted by the Ethics Institute of South Africa found that out of 1056 respondents 

across 15 African countries most were least enthusiastic about doing business with Chinese firms, 

while Kenyans were the most enthusiastic. Kaigwa and Wu’s (2015) close analysis of the responses 

in conjunction with social media texting found that South African civilian responses were more 

critical of their own political leadership than of the Chinese. In one of the responses, they quote a 

derogatory text about the Ph.D. of South Africa’s (now ex-) State President, Jacob Zuma. Zuma 

was unpopular for his lack of tertiary education; the text read, ‘Zuma has a Ph.D. Made in China’. 
 

Academic Responses 

A central question to ask about the opposition against the South African state and China business 

dealings would be: ‘From what does such antagonism stem?’ Part of a response to this question is 

answered in Bond and Zapiro’s (2004) coverage of the ANC’s continuous use of leftist language to 
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explain their reform efforts while capitulating to neo-liberal ideology. Their analysis of South 

Africa’s frustrated post-apartheid reform efforts is complimented by a number of analyses that 

extend upon the contradictions that they bring out in their work. Wilcox and Van Seventer (2005: 

211), for instance, state that while South Africa has been exporting base metals and mineral 

products, China has been exporting cheaper but huge quantities of textiles, clothing and footwear. 

South Africa is now exporting fewer advanced manufactured goods than it used to in 1993, the year 

prior to African majority rule. China, on the other hand, they argue, has been exporting greater 

quantities of advanced goods to South Africa. Martin (2008: 129) added to this expose by discussing 

how South Africa is under pressure from the East in terms of sophisticated manufactured goods. A 

stagnancy appears to have embraced South African manufacturing because exports to Africa since 

1998 have remained unchanged at 13% to 14%, while exports to immediate neighbouring countries 

in the South African Development Community (SADC) have declined to around 10% of South 

Africa’s total exports (See also Carmody 2011: 241). It is in relation to statistics such as these that 

agitation against the state’s liaison with China and membership of BRICS translates into 

irksomeness. Cognisant of this situation, Julius Malema, expelled member of the ANC and now 

leader of the Economic Freedom Front (EFF) that opposed South Africa joining BRICS, asserted:  

‘People use us to get into Africa, take mineral resources raw as they are and leave South 

Africa and Africa…The Chinese are number one in doing that…It is just making us 
vulnerable’ (Gumede 2013).  

 

Conclusion 

There are two levels at which China’s rhetoric of non-interference must be examined more widely. 

The first is the accusation that so many in Africa are beginning to raise about bribing officials and 

politicians to ensure their continued access to natural resources. If China has really exhausted or 

nearly exhausted much of their own natural resources, then sustainability of service delivery for the 

world’s largest population is likely to be jeopardised unless alternative sources are found. And if 

claims of bribery of officials and politicians are true, then the ways in which benefits are paid would 

need to be known if they are to be authenticated. Whether claims of bribery are true or false, one 

prominent aspect is that there are huge discrepancies between how African officials positively 

respond to Chinese investments in the continent and how those most negatively affected by their 

presence view this. Having to pay low prices for food and household items to effect savings in 

running a home is a universal norm. People all over the world have this inherent tendency to keep 

their expenses within their budgets and to be indebted at manageable levels. But when goods that 

are significantly cheaper enter a market and upset its home-grown dynamics, then it must be a 

reflection of the state and the extent to which its policies are designed to protect the local population. 

When businesses are forced into closure and people lose their jobs en-masse, it is only right for the 

local populations and political strategists to question it. In South Africa, as the case studies by ex-

entrepreneurs and ex-employees reveal, it was cheap Chinese goods that led to the closure of so 

many locally-owned businesses and the loss of so many jobs. The awarding of contracts to build 

roads and hospitals that fail and the flooding of markets by cheap foreign goods do not merely 

displace local entrepreneurs, robbing them of their livelihoods; they also constitute a form of 

interference with local expertise and markets. A fundamental question emerges out of this: ‘Who is 
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more responsible for this kind of situation: Is it Chinese foreign investment policy or is it the 

national politicians who are to blame for allowing such levels of immersion into their economies in 

the first instance?’ An analysis of social media responses in South Africa on this issue and the 

subtleties directed against the country’s politicians are the more likely answers to this question. 
Unemployment and a relegation to lower economic statuses are unlikely to allow the Chinese 

concept of a harmonious world to manifest in homes where the breakdown of inter-personal 

relations can be directed straight at the cheap goods that are imported from China. Equally complicit 

are the politicians that support such disturbances to local investments. 

There is an obvious inconsistency between China’s rhetoric of non-interference, preceded by 

Hu Jintao’s concept of ‘Harmonious World’, and the nature of its impact in countries where their 

cheap produce affects the stability of local markets and peoples’ productive capacities. African 

politicians and officials need to be more accountable to their citizens about how such international 

agreements are made, especially when the long-term effects are devastating to both local economic 

conditions and to domestic social relations. If they are not personally benefiting from such 

agreements, then why allow overseas investments to wreak such havoc with local communities? 

When more research can reveal the alleged connection between bribery and investment between 

the Chinese state and African officials, then China’s slogan of non-interference will be proven to 

be more rhetoric than reality. 
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Special Section – Part 1 

Introductory Note: Power Games and Symbolic Icons in Evolving Urban Landscapes1 
 

Giuliana B. Prato 
(University of Kent, UK) 

g.b.prato@kent.ac.uk  

 

This Special Section stems from the panel on ‘Power Games and Symbolic Icons in Evolving Urban 

Landscapes’ convened by Giuliana B. Prato (Chair, Commission on Urban Anthropology) and Subhadra 

Mitra Channa (Chair, Commission on Marginalization and Global Apartheid) at the 2021 IUAES 

Congress on ‘Heritages, global interconnections in a possible world’ (Yucatan, Mexico – virtual mode). 

The papers addressed different but interrelated aspects of the panel’s key topics. It was therefore 

agreed that they could be revised and submitted for publication as a special issue for Urbanities-

Journal of Urban Ethnography. However, as some papers needed more time for revision, it was 

deemed more efficient to prepare two special sections for publication in this Journal; the first special 

section is published in the present May issue, the second will be published in the November issue. 

This Special Section–Part 1 includes two revised papers; one by Sam Rumé on ‘The Legitimacy 

of Urban Things: Cuenca Between Heritage and Modernisation’, and one by Subhadra Mitra Channa 

on ‘Eroding History and Creating Myths: The Name-Game in Urban Delhi’. The Section also 
includes the article by Boris Komakhidze on ‘The Visibility of Georgian Hagia Sophia: Urban 

Religious Transformation in Poti, Georgia’, which had been accepted for publication in Urbanities 

and, it was felt, fittingly addressed the special section’s theme on the symbolic and ideological 

dimensions of urban heritage and the attendant power games that are at play at specific historical 

junctures. 

Urban heritage, particularly historic buildings and landmarks that carry symbolic meanings, is 

an emotionally charged and often tension-laden territory. As such, it can generate conflict which often 

develops along political and ideological lines; for example, between the ruling élite and the broader 

society or between different groups of urban residents. 

The power game of symbolic icons and the role they play in the urban landscape across the 

world raise important questions on who is represented by them, and what changes in identity 

formation lead to the re-interpretation of these symbolic icons. These re-interpretations may reflect 

how changing power hierarchies affect the historical memory of the city’s inhabitants. They 
encapsulate a wide range of meanings at different moments of urban change and, in some cases, 

overlapping but contrasting meanings for different groups, including historical residents and 

newcomers, or minorities communities. 

Changes in the urban landscape and in the symbolic significance of specific icons may be 

determined by different factors. Politically- or ideologically-driven efforts are often made to erase or 

side-line certain icons (for example, statues, monuments, symbolic buildings), or to showcase them 

in a renewed fashion — for example, by renaming historically significant urban loci (such as, streets, 

squares, even entire areas) or using them in ways that would gain popular consensus, while hiding the 

 

1 I wish to thank the Board of Urbanities and Subhadra Mitra Channa, co-convenor of the panel, for 

their feedback during peer-review and the subsequent preparatory phases. 
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intended political project and the direction of change. Parallel to these processes, new symbolic icons 

may emerge as a result of changes in cultural and moral values or of shifting power equations. 

The panel’s aim was to stimulate reflections on the shifting significance of popular icons and 

the emergence of new icons. We identified some key questions that we hoped would be examined in 

the individual papers. For example: How and why the meanings attached to certain places or symbolic 

icons (buildings, monuments, urban loci, etc.) change over time; How established élite or pressure 

groups use existing urban symbols or construct new ones in order to legitimise their position and gain 

popular consensus (Pardo 2006); How different groups — including historical residents and 

newcomers; minorities and marginalized communities; historical and contemporary diasporas — 

contribute to the ‘history’ and ‘identity’ of a city, or of specific areas/quarters (Graezer-Bideau 2018, 

Rautenberg 2018); How the power games that are played out in legitimising processes make 

democracy precarious (Pardo 2000). 

Through in-depth ethnographic analyses of the listed questions, the panel aimed to stimulate 

reflections on the ‘morals of legitimacy’ (Pardo 2000; and, more recently, Pardo and Prato 2019) 

behind the above-mentioned shifting symbolism of urban icons. The panel also aimed to stimulate 

new directions in the study of the contemporary political rhetoric that drives the new ‘global 

templates’ of urban regeneration and policies of urban change that often affect vernacular landscapes 

(Krase 2012, Krase and DeSena 2020). It was hoped that the panel would help to broaden the scope 

for future comparative research and theoretical development in anthropology, while contributing to 

develop a grounded understanding of the implications of these dynamics and processes for good 

democratic governance (Pardo and Prato eds 2010). 
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The Legitimacy of Urban Things: 

Cuenca Between Heritage and Modernisation 
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The construction of a tram in Cuenca, Ecuador, has sparked a wide-ranging controversy. The tram embodies ideals 

of modernity, but the implementation of the project turned out to be deeply problematic, not least because it was 

seen by inhabitants as a threat to the city’s built heritage. In light of this conflict, I explore issues of urban 

governance, belonging and change, and consider how they are linked to (de)legitimisation processes. I focus on 

how urban things, like heritage and the tram, shape legitimate rule, belonging and identity. The materiality of the 

city provides the terrain for the encounter between the rulers and the ruled, as well as the issues which stimulate this 

encounter and the tools for material participation. I argue that, in Cuenca, the relationship between authorities and 

city dwellers takes the form of a particular kind of populism, articulated around obras (public works). Obras 

constitute the leaders’ material engagement with the city and, as such, involve a risky legitimising strategy. Material 
engagements need to align with the things and values which have become iconic in the city. The tram project, I 

suggest, has been so controversial because it seems to threaten Cuenca’s iconic heritage, both symbolically and 
physically. Yet, the tram carries its own iconic potential thanks to its spectacular modernity. Iconic things, I 

conclude, turn out to be important and contested sources of legitimacy for both authorities and city dwellers. 

Keywords: Urban governance, legitimacy, materiality, populism, belonging. 

 

Introduction 

In 2013, the tram project in Cuenca, Ecuador, was presented by Mayor Paúl Granda as a 

revolution for the city. According to him, this modern technology would make Cuenca ‘a model 
for mobility in the country’1 and would mean that Cuenca was ‘on a par with the great cities of 

the planet’.2 This discourse seemed to appeal to many of the half a million inhabitants of the 

Andean city. However, as the construction work began, conflicting voices became increasingly 

loud. The tram project was clashing with the city’s historic heritage, as the tram route went right 

through the old town. This clash was both very physical, as the construction progressed through 

the narrow historic streets, and symbolic, suggesting an attack on the value of heritage. The 

latter is central to the place identity of cuencanos (as Cuenca’s inhabitants are called), not least 
since the city centre was declared world heritage by the UNESCO in 1999. 

In this article, I take this conflict as a point of departure for a discussion on urban things 

and their role in processes of urban governance and belonging. My aim is to contribute to the 

debate on legitimacy in anthropology, initiated by Italo Pardo in the 1990s (1995, ed. 2000) 

and developed in recent years in the Urbanities Journal (Pardo and Prato eds 2018, 2019b) 

and in Pardo and Prato eds (2019a). I focus on the relationship between city dwellers and their 

authorities (Pardo 2019, Prato 2019, Krase and Krase 2019), with a special focus on 

materiality. As Boucher (2019) suggests in her contribution to Legitimacy. Ethnographic and 

Theoretical Insights (Pardo and Prato eds 2019a), ‘not everybody in the city is legitimate nor 
every piece of the city is viewed as legitimate’ (Boucher 2019: 201). She refers to the 
discrimination of homeless people and their use of Viger Square in Montreal, a decaying 

                                                 
1 See www.alamys.org/pt/noticias/paul-granda-cuenca-sera-un-modelo-de-movilidad-en-el-pais-2/ 

2 See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hBbd8Fll7JQ 
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location that became the target of reconstruction plans. These plans did not only delegitimise 

the design and users of the square, they were coupled to local authorities’ attempts to increase 
their own legitimacy by ‘anchoring [their] name, identity and work in the physical landscape 
of the city’ (ibid.). I shall pick up on these observations to develop my argument. 

Urban governance, belonging and change involve an infinite number of continuous, 

interrelated processes of legitimisation and delegitimisation. These processes are often framed 

as part of the relationship between rulers and the ruled. As Boucher (2019: 203) argues, rather 

than a neat empirical categorisation, the rulers/ruled duality is an analytical tool to study such 

(de)legitimisation processes. Here, I will develop a triangular analytical view in order to grasp 

the relationships between rulers, ruled and urban things; or, to be more specific, between local 

authorities, city dwellers and things like the tram project and the built heritage. I use the word 

things to mark a category separate from autonomous, clearly delineated objects (Latour 2005). 

The urban things under consideration in this discussion are relational, multiple and shifting, 

and they come into being through their relations with other things and people. Likewise, in 

agreement with Pardo and Prato (2019; Pardo and Prato eds 2018), legitimacy is treated as 

relational and processual, not as absolute or fixed. I understand legitimacy broadly as a 

relationship of approval — of the other’s actions, power, belonging or identity — that is 

susceptible to constant renegotiation. In this triad of rulers, ruled and things, each variably 

legitimises and delegitimises the other, and is a source of or lacks legitimacy. Including urban 

things as agents in these negotiations allows us to ground the discussion on urban governance. 

The rulers and the ruled are no preconceived groups facing each other in an abstract political 

space. They are shaped through concrete issues, things and spaces. In the case of Cuenca, I 

will address the ways in which urban things shape a specific kind of populism around obras 

(public works) as a dominant rationale for interaction between rulers and the ruled. Moreover, 

by accumulating legitimacy, certain urban things can become icons of the city and can thus 

significantly shape the values and projects of the authorities and of city dwellers.3 First, let us 

take a look at the development of the tram project. 

 

The Legitimacy of the Tram 

In 2009, the idea of a tram for Cuenca made its first appearance in the election campaign of 

the candidate for Mayor Paúl Granda (Rumé 2022). It was proposed as a solution to the city’s 
increasing traffic congestion and as a stimulus for the economy. The victory of Paúl Granda 

might be partly ascribed to this proposal, but it also needs to be seen in the larger national 

context. Granda belonged to the left-wing political movement Alianza PAIS. Headed by 

President Rafael Correa, this movement was consolidating its power throughout the country. 

It was winning over voters because it claimed to represent a break with the corrupt 

                                                 

3 My focus on urban things, and particularly what it means for them to become icons of the city, was 

inspired by a panel at the 2021 IUAES Congress in which I participated. The panel, convened by 

Giuliana B. Prato and Subhadra M. Channa, was titled ‘Power Games and Symbolic Icons in Evolving 
Urban Landscapes’. 
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partidocracia and neoliberal governments that had preceded it (de la Torre 2013; see Prato 

2019 on partitocrazia in the Italian context). This new political movement, with its project of 

a Citizens’ Revolution, ran on a platform of sweeping modernisation, social justice and 
national autonomy — promises which seemed to be materialising in myriad infrastructure 

projects across Ecuador, from roads and dams to hospitals and schools. The Cuenca tram 

project was part of this national modernisation project of a Citizens’ Revolution. Therefore, 
focusing on the tram project might help to understand more general social and political 

processes in Ecuador. 

Beyond the aforementioned broader ideological justifications, any infrastructure project 

involves concrete calculations. These are used as evidence of the practical benefits that are 

supposed to derive from the infrastructure. For the Cuenca tram, various European companies 

were hired to undertake feasibility studies and produce these calculations. Such expert 

knowledge, which is generally involved in legitimising infrastructure projects (Harvey 2017), 

was exalted by local authorities as coming from world-leading professionals, surpassing any 

local judgement (Cardoso 2017). The alignment of powerful actors behind the tram project, 

from the national government to international experts, made the project — and local 

authorities — particularly persuasive. The calculations of the tram project made the tram 

appear as a promising infrastructure that would help to restructure urban traffic and reduce 

pollution, thus making the city more liveable and economically prosperous. Specifically, for 

instance, the numbers 60 and 120,000 became highly publicised as evidence of the tram’s 
convenience. Excavations in the streets to implant the tram lines, it was claimed, would need 

to be only 60 centimetres deep, making the construction unobtrusive. The number 120,000 

referred to the number of passengers whom the tram would allegedly transport daily, thus 

proving its logistical efficiency and economic viability. 

However, public discontent with the project became visible as soon as construction 

works began, in 2013. The work going on through the city centre and the main traffic arteries 

was causing much inconvenience to city dwellers. In 2014, mayor Granda was voted out of 

office, defeated by the experienced local politician Marcelo Cabrera, who had distanced 

himself from the tram project (see Table 1). As mayor, Cabrera halted the construction in 

order to revise the details of the project, but, persuaded by the national government, he soon 

ordered the resumption of the work. The construction unfolded in increasingly problematic 

ways, leading to the prolonged ruination of streets and, eventually, to its suspension (Gupta 

2018). The reasons for these complications were not entirely clear to the public and gave rise 

to much debate. Did the problem lie in mismanagement by the municipality, in a lack of 

planning or of funds, or in the construction companies’ irresponsible actions?4 The legitimacy 

of the tram project seemed to shrink with each passing day, as the uncertain reality of the 

construction contradicted official plans, numbers and the authorities’ ability to manage the 
situation. The stalemate in the construction paralysed parts of the city. Commercial and social 

activities ground to a halt, generating the protest of the people affected. Streets that were 

                                                 

4 See Pardo (2011) on attempts to attribute responsibility for the rubbish crisis in Naples. 
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critical for local commerce remained closed for long periods of time, threatening the survival 

of hundreds of small businesses. The project’s calculations were proved wrong, as the 
construction sites exposed holes of various metres instead of the promised 60 centimetres, and 

new estimates of potential users were nowhere near the originally estimated 120,000 

passengers. Furthermore, the broader socio-economic scenario was no longer favourable. In 

2015, as the country entered an economic crisis, the Citizens’ Revolution government with its 

lavish investment programme started losing support (Conaghan 2016). Instead of a 

revolutionary modernisation project backed by international experts, the tram increasingly 

appeared as the fancy of an arbitrary mayor, feeding into the growing critique of national 

infrastructure projects as wasteful, authoritarian and corrupt. Of course, this view of the tram 

project had existed from the start — showing that the legitimacy of a project is never absolute 

— but it became more powerful over time, gaining legitimacy in light of the listed 

construction problems. Towards the end of mayor Cabrera’s mandate, various construction 
problems were solved by raising more public funds and closing a construction deal with a 

different company. But although some people appeared to regain faith in the project, 

Cabrera’s administration did not recover from the crisis and was voted out in 2019. The tram 
finally went into operation in May 2020, five years later than originally planned, and under 

yet another mayor. Today, pride for the tram as a symbol of modernity has become 

widespread again. But the tram still faces questions of legitimacy as it struggles to attract 

sufficient passengers and become financially viable. 
 

Mayors: Paúl Granda 

2009-2014 

Marcelo Cabrera 

2014-2019 

Pedro Palacios 

2019-present 

Tram project: Tram as campaign 

proposal; 

Construction begins 

in 2013 

Complications in the 

construction of the 

tram route and 

subsequent year-long 

suspension in 2016 

The tram becomes 

operational in 2020 

Table 1. Timeline of the municipal administrations and the development of the tram project. 
 

The tram constitutes an urban thing whose contested legitimacy mirrors its uncertain 

development. The project became a public issue (Marres 2012) involving, in one way or 

another, the whole city and many external actors. Over time and across social groups, it varied 

in form, meaning and legitimacy. Presented as a revolutionary technology, it was justified by 

political leaders, foreign experts and companies, meeting local desires for modernity. 

However, while the idealised tram reinforced the legitimacy of politicians, experts and 

companies, disapproval of the project affected both the tram and the actors associated with it. 

This process became especially clear as the problems with the construction corresponded to 

increasing problems of governance. Two mayors lost their re-election after failing to reassure 

city dwellers who saw their livelihoods threatened by the construction work. The initial image 

of expertise drowned in the gaping holes of the suspended construction. The conflict around 

the tram’s legitimacy is linked to different values, which constitute alternative sources of 
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legitimacy (Pardo 2000, Pardo and Prato 2019, Boucher 2019). Therefore, the next section 

will examine two central values which played into the tram controversy. 

 

The Modern Tram and the Heritage City 

Since its implementation, the tram project has come into contact with other urban things, the 

legitimacy of which is far less contested; specifically, Cuenca’s built heritage. The tram route 

goes right through the historic city centre, with its narrow, cobbled streets and its architecture 

dating from different historical periods. The checkerboard pattern of the city centre, as well as 

various buildings, date back to the colonial foundation of Cuenca by the Spanish. Many other 

buildings, with their more sumptuous facades, are a product of the influence of French 

neoclassical architecture in postcolonial times. Today, this historic architecture is central to 

inhabitants’ representations of their city. It plays a crucial role in local feelings of pride and 
identity. When talking with my interlocutors about Cuenca, I was impressed by their 

generalised and deeply felt attachment to the city, to its history, culture and people. One often 

comes across expressions such as mi linda Cuenca (my beautiful Cuenca) or mi Cuenquita 

(my little Cuenca), which bring out people’s fondness and sense of belonging. The city’s 
nickname Atenas del Ecuador (the Athens of Ecuador) refers to its longstanding claim to be 

the country’s cultural capital. This involves a collectively constructed image of Cuenca as 
cultivated, orderly and peaceful — a picture which inhabitants paint with much pride, and 

often in contrast to other parts of the country. Mónica Mancero Acosta (2012) shows how 

such feelings of pride and identity developed throughout the twentieth century as part of an 

elite project of establishing distinction from the city’s lower classes as well as from Ecuador’s 
larger cities, especially the capital Quito. This sense of local exceptionalism was increasingly 

adopted by cuencanos across the social spectrum, especially since the city’s inclusion on the 
UNESCO World Heritage list in 1999. By then, the city’s promotion of its heritage had started 

to include popular and indigenous cultural expressions (handcrafts, traditional dresses and 

festivities, archaeological sites), so that a broader sense of identification with heritage — a 

hegemony Mancero Acosta argues (2012) — could be built. 

From the start, the heritage process developed in relation to a perceived threat of 

modernisation. Cordero stated: ‘Since 1950, in the name of modernity and technology, an 
attack has taken place against the urban architectural forms of the historic city that had 

developed over 400 years’ (cited in Mancero Acosta 2012: 78; my translation). Ever since, the 
tension between conservation and modernisation has produced numerous conflicts. The 

construction of the tram has been the clearest illustration of this tension in recent times, which 

flared up especially when, instead of the promised 60-centimetre excavations, large holes 

were dug in the narrow historical streets. As the old cobblestones were removed, many 

inhabitants felt that their cherished heritage had fallen victim to an outrageous attack. During 

construction, the heavy machinery unleashed vibrations throughout the built environment, in 

some cases causing cracks in heritage buildings. When the construction was stopped, the 

remaining holes, rubble and fences in the streets conjured up an atmosphere of devastation 
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and abandonment. This perceived damage to the city’s heritage was an additional, particularly 
severe, argument for withdrawing legitimacy from the tram project. And the damage was not 

only understood as material and limited to the construction period; it was also seen as 

symbolic and irreversible: for many critics, the tram’s modern outlook would spoil the city’s 
traditional atmosphere. Worse, according to a local engineer, it was a ‘foreign object’ that was 

imposed on the city and blurred its identity. 

However, although in this and many other cases, conservation and modernisation enter 

into conflict, these two processes are not necessarily always opposed, nor is modernisation 

always represented as a threat. If heritage conservation has become a widely shared, even 

hegemonic, value in Cuenca, so has modernisation — and, arguably, for much longer 

(Kingman and Goetschel 2005). Both these values can be seen as crucial sources of 

legitimacy in Cuenca.5 Although they seem to oppose each other, they do not necessarily enter 

into conflict. They can coexist and even be mutually supportive, unless their concrete objects 

clash, as in the case of the tram and the heritage architecture. The idea of modernisation 

linked to notions of development and progress has been deeply anchored in Latin American 

society and politics since colonial times (García Canclini 1995, Quijano 2013). The desire to 

be modern routinely transpires from everyday conversations, although what modernity 

actually means can vary greatly. Therefore, an infrastructure project which promised to put 

Cuenca ‘on a par with the great cities of the planet’, as mayor Granda claimed, resonated with 
a pervasive developmentalist worldview according to which Cuenca, Ecuador, and the Third 

World in general need to catch up with the modern world (for comparison, see Prato 2020). At 

the same time, it spoke to the local idea of Cuenca’s exceptionalism. 
The conflict between the tram and the historic architecture obscures various underlying 

parallels between modernisation and heritage. The notion of heritage turns historic buildings 

into elements of local identity, as something that belongs to all cuencanos. This resignification 

contrasts with the exclusionary past of these buildings, when they were inhabited by the 

colonial (Spanish) and postcolonial (creole) elites. Just like the tram is viewed by many city 

dwellers as imposed from above (by the municipality or the state) and from outside (Spanish 

and French companies), the colonial city was imposed by the Spanish rulers and much of the 

postcolonial architecture was influenced by the French. Just like the tram is considered today 

as a major modernisation project — a means to make Cuenca resemble modern, western cities 

— the geometrical city plan of colonial Cuenca was designed to embody the modernity and 

rationality of the ‘civilised world’ (Jamieson 2002). Moreover, for authors like Hayes (2020), 
the tram project is perfectly in line with heritage conservation, as both would contribute to 

making the city attractive to tourists and wealthy expats. As has happened elsewhere (Graezer 

Bideau 2018, Prato 2020), once restored, the decaying heritage buildings would be 

increasingly turned into exclusive hotels, restaurants and apartments for foreigners. The 

history of segregation in the postcolonial city would thereby be replicated in this kind of 

transnational gentrification. This latter point is only partially obscured in the official discourse 

                                                 

5 See Graezer Bideau (2018) on the relationship between heritage and modernisation in China. 
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on heritage and the tram, as tourism and the growing North American expat community are 

generally represented as desirable for all inhabitants; as, indeed, signs of progress and 

international recognition of Cuenca’s exceptionalism. 
 

The Obras Dilemma 

The bleak accounts of heritage and modernisation processes in Cuenca might be pertinent, but I 

argue that an overly determinist view can be nuanced by means of two points. First, the symbolic 

democratisation of heritage (Mancero Acosta 2012) turns heritage into a contested terrain on 

which struggles for belonging are fought out (Cervinkova and Golden 2020, Pardo 2020); this 

point will be developed in the next section. Second, changes to the built environment rarely 

happen without city dwellers engaging in persistent observation, enquiry and debate.  

Here I wish to develop an approach to political legitimacy based on what I call an obras 

logic and its intrinsic dilemma. Obras públicas, or often just obras, is the Spanish expression 

for public works and is at the heart of much political debate in Cuenca. For instance, in a 

discussion I had with Nelson, one of my artisan friends based in the old town,6 he complained 

that thus far the current mayor, Pedro Palacios, had done nothing for the city. Later, Nelson 

specified that by ‘nothing’ he meant no obras; that is, no roads, no markets, no new football 

stadium or airport. Yet, Palacios had promised some of these things in his campaign. It was 

not that Nelson had liked the previous mayor, Cabrera, whose management of the tram project 

had turned many people, including Nelson, against him. But, Nelson argued, Cabrera had at 

least accomplished something, like renovating some markets and building some parks. My 

friend was not alone in this assessment of the two mayors, nor in his focus on obras as the 

central criterion for assessing their performance. 

This focus on obras reveals a specific material politics. If Nelson equates a lack of obras 

with sheer political inaction, obras become the very embodiment of political action and other less 

‘material’ or visible policies are thereby taken out of the equation. Perhaps it is precisely the 

materially palpable, durable and fixed which turns obras into this political locus. Unlike other 

political achievements, completed obras are there to stay and their reality can be seen by anyone. 

Obras embody change, work, care and political will in physical structures. They stand for social 

improvement. This might sometimes lead to a conflation of obras in lists that give importance to 

quantity, rather than quality. In Nelson’s argument, any obra is better than none. Enumerations of 

obras that have been built, or have not, or should be, are uttered not only by commentators like 

Nelson but also by campaigning politicians. Thus, obras become a moral value, a campaign 

instrument and a means for people to evaluate their leaders. This relationship between people and 

their leaders mediated by public works could be understood as populist, but in a very specific sense.  

Politics in Ecuador has long been described as populist (de la Torre 2013, Burbano and 

de la Torre 1989), with reference to the way in which politicians publicly identify with ‘the 
people’ and the ‘popular’ and represent themselves as the saviours of the people in the fight 
                                                 

6 Part of my fieldwork was conducted among artisans in the old town, who have a specific 

understanding of the place linked to heritage and claim of being part of the city’s tradition. 
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against the elites. This has led to a political situation where, instead of representing clear 

ideologies, political parties and movements multiply as platforms for particular leaders 

(Conaghan 1996) and the democratic debate is said to succumb to social polarisation. 

Leaders’ personalism also shapes the obras logic, converting obras into the leaders’ gifts to 
the people. But if in this context public works are criticised simply as spectacles aimed at 

turning the masses into ‘blind followers’, we may overlook how these very construction 
projects politicise people in other ways. Although obras can play a persuasive role, they also 

provide people with the tools to engage in public debate. This is true at different levels, but 

the local, municipal one makes perhaps the clearest example. Ecuadorian municipalities are 

said to be pervaded by the same populist and clientelist tendencies that mark national politics 

(Burbano and de la Torre 1989); yet, the shift in scale brings out interesting elements at the 

local level. On the one hand, the local government is restricted in its competencies and is 

dependent on higher instances of government; on the other hand, it works in close proximity 

to its constituents. These restrictions and proximity seem to be crucial in shaping a very 

specific kind of populism. 

In Cuenca, personalism becomes apparent in candidates for mayor routinely switching 

from one political movement to another and even founding new political movements, while 

clear ideological projects fade in favour of the leader’s image. Once he7 is voted in, the new 

mayor usually replaces municipal employees with his allies and puts his name and face on 

municipal projects. Obras are at the centre of mayors’ political performance. It is with 
construction projects that they try to win elections and show their political will to care for the 

city and make it prosper. And it is often on these projects that city dwellers focus, too. Less 

palpable projects are easily dismissed as ‘solo para la foto’ (just for the photo opportunity) — 

a common argument about authorities staging political actions to bolster their image, instead 

of engaging in more substantial work.8 Personalism, in this context, is not so much about 

passionate voters following their charismatic leader as about cautious voters giving candidates 

a chance and making them personally responsible not only for the municipality’s 
achievements but also for its failures. At the last municipal elections, in 2019, city dwellers 

like Nelson gave the outsider candidate Pedro Palacios a chance, but soon withdrew their 

support. If populism involves Manichean representations of the people versus the elite, 

populist leaders themselves are constantly at risk of being exposed as part of the elite. As 

Pardo and Prato argue, ‘citizens grant — or do not grant — legitimacy by constantly assessing 

the actions and motivations of their rulers’ (2019: 11; see also Prato 2019 on politicians’ 
integrity). The proximity and immediacy of the municipal level might reinforce this aspect, 

requiring the mayor to perform permanently in satisfactory ways under the eye of vigilant city 

dwellers. As Pardo points out, ‘credibility is heavily dependent on the observable 
management of responsibility’ (Pardo 2019: 58). 

                                                 

7 I use the male pronoun because there has yet to be a female mayor in Cuenca. 

8 This critique resonates with Pardo’s description of a ‘“bread, circus and gallows” approach to rule’ in 
Naples (2019: 68). 
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But it is also at the local level that the dilemmas of the obras logic are felt most vividly. 

If, on the one hand, the lack of public works is equated with political inaction, on the other 

hand, actually executing obras is likely to imply pitfalls. While the resulting material 

structures might be the most visible and straightforward evidence of an administration’s 
achievements, their construction is an intricate process which can be viewed by city dwellers 

as not transparent. Construction plans give the impression of a thoroughly controlled 

endeavour, clearly delimiting the time, space, costs, actors and outcomes of the project. 

However, the execution of the project usually conflicts with the orderly fiction of the plan, as 

social, political and material contingencies are brought to bear (Harvey 2017, Pinker and 

Harvey 2015). In the light of these problems, city dwellers may quickly grow critical of the 

project management. The initial trust — if there really was any — easily wanes in the face of 

a perceived lack of accountability. The mayor, who had capitalised on the project, might 

suddenly face accusations of incompetence, irresponsibility, authoritarianism and corruption. 

Suspicions of corruption are, indeed, commonplace in the region (Harvey 2017, Gledhill 

2004) and constitute a powerful counterpart to populist allegiance, explaining people’s cynical 

view of politics. Such mistrust is understandable given the numerous precedents, for 

corruption is systemic in large public works projects.9 In the case of the Cuenca tram, these 

critiques — of incompetence, irresponsibility, authoritarianism and corruption — gained 

traction during the construction period. The proximity of the municipal level not only implies 

that city dwellers are closer to the authorities — to their offices and official meetings — and 

have direct access to ubiquitous rumours, it also means that people are closer to the obra 

itself. As the tram case shows, the construction suddenly invades people’s everyday spaces, 
exposing the problems in the construction process in a very corporeal way. The greater the 

construction project, the greater the fascination might be, but also the more likely it is to entail 

profound disruptions of ordinary life. The fact that people directly suffer the disruption 

brought about by the construction process adds further complication to the obras dilemma. 

Rulers face a dilemma between being seen as weak or uncaring if they do not undertake 

obras as opposed to attempting to show their strength through public works, with the risk of 

igniting debates about mismanagement and corruption. But city dwellers face this dilemma, 

too. On the one hand, they desire change and material participation; on the other hand, they 

risk feeling excluded from and afflicted by construction projects (see also Krase and Krase 

2019), which reinforces their political cynicism. Obras constitute a terrain where people may 

see, evaluate and discuss politics, while experiencing opacities and a sense of being left out of 

the decision-making process. Even then, however, people participate in the process in various 

ways, as they may publicly criticise, protest, organise counter-initiatives, sabotage the 

construction and, ultimately, vote authorities out. In this sense, the dynamics around public 

works that I have described are important to understand local processes of legitimacy, for they 

                                                 

9 See, for instance, Campos et al. (2021) on the Odebrecht scandal in Latin America. See also Prato 

(2019) on similar issues of corruption in public works in Italy and Albania, and Pardo (2019) on 

clientelism in public contracts. For an anthropological overview on corruption see Pardo ed. (2004). 
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put rulers and the ruled in a specific relationship whereby the legitimacy of the former 

depends on whether and how they deliver obras to the latter. 

In short, populist strategies to achieve legitimacy are highly risky. Any legitimacy 

achieved through an electoral victory and a construction agenda is put at risk by the 

construction proceedings. Certainly, there are many other factors that play into local voting 

intentions. However, in our case, it would seem that the Cuenca tram had an important impact 

on Paúl Granda’s electoral victory in 2009, on his electoral defeat in 2014 on the back of the 

increasing difficulties in the tram construction, and on the electoral defeat in 2019 of his 

successor, who was accused of mismanagement of the construction. 

 

Navigating Values, Negotiating Legitimacy 

With reference to our discussion of heritage and modernisation, we could say that in Cuenca — 

as probably in many other places — public works need to be framed in relation to the values of 

tradition and modernisation. The legitimation process of an obra requires it to be 

accommodated within this value landscape, aligning it with tradition or modernisation, perhaps 

even with both. Regeneration projects of historic urban areas, such as for instance the 

renovation of a heritage building, should meet the requirements of heritage preservation but 

may also involve considerations on how to empower heritage to meet ‘modern’ needs, including 
business and tourism. The tram, on the other hand, was presented as the avatar of 

modernisation. Criticism based on the tram’s threats to heritage was met by official arguments 
on how the tram would, in fact, help to preserve the city’s heritage. It would reduce motorised 
traffic in the centre and thus the pollution that was blackening the facades of the historic 

buildings. The tram would contribute to a more comfortable, less congested and hectic, urban 

space, thereby helping to improve people’s experience of heritage. 
The successful — that is, the widely accepted and temporally stabilised — alignment of 

urban things and values allows these things to become iconic. Instead of struggling for 

legitimacy, they become sources of legitimacy for other urban actors and undertakings. The 

heritagisation process in Cuenca involved the mutual reinforcement of the values and objects of 

tradition, resulting in the reification of the historic architecture and certain traditional practices 

(popular festivities, handcrafts such as hat weaving, and so on) as icons of the city. The tram, 

despite its struggle for legitimacy, has been presented by its proponents as not only legitimate, 

but iconic. As a spectacularly modern technology, with pioneering value in the region, it would 

add to Cuenca’s exceptionalism, balancing the traditionalism of the city’s other icons. 
An icon, much like the notion of heritage, acquires a certain autonomy through its 

legitimacy: it does not need to be justified; rather, it justifies. This implies that criticism 

becomes more difficult, because the icon is, to an extent, exempt from liability. It is more 

legitimate than other actors and elements of the city, which are encouraged to act for the 

benefit of the icon, rather than the other way around. From this perspective, developments 

such as the gentrification described by Hayes (2020) might become acceptable for some — 

even for some of those who suffer from it — as instrumental to the well-being of heritage. So, 
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if the tram were to achieve the status of an icon, a convenient effect would be that the 

criticism against it would become less legitimate. Certain municipal strategies can be 

understood in this light. For instance, low ridership of the tram becomes represented as an 

issue of public commitment rather than as a miscalculation in the project. Municipal 

campaigns encourage people to ride the tram, be proud of it and take care of it, as if it was 

part of the city’s heritage.  
The efforts to elevate the tram to the status of heritage and of an icon became explicit, 

for instance, in a photography contest organised by the tram department in 2020. The contest 

was named Somos patrimonio (We are heritage) and participants were asked to take pictures 

of the tram together with some heritage element of the city. Although legitimacy can never be 

absolute, the icon constitutes a strong pole around which struggles for legitimacy are fought 

out. It is certainly difficult for a new icon to emerge, but the tram’s spectacular modernity 
already lends it a quasi-iconic aura. Yet, contrary to historic icons, the icons of modernity 

wane as they age. At some point, they either turn into historic icons or are discarded as 

outdated and replaced by new signifiers of modernity. Processes of self-legitimisation by 

political actors can be observed from the viewpoint offered by this focus on urban things, 

values and icons. To boost their own standing, politicians try to align themselves and their 

projects with these sources of legitimacy. What I have not yet addressed is how city dwellers 

navigate this landscape of urban things, values, icons and quasi-icons. The question arises, 

what about their claims to legitimacy? 

There is a substantial literature on how infrastructures are aimed at shaping subjectivities. 

Kingman and Goetschel (2005), for instance, depict Andean heritage cities as disciplinary 

dispositifs, while Larkin (2013) addresses the affective powers of the modernity of 

infrastructures. Authors like Marres (2012) argue that such descriptions of material politics 

often focus on infra-politics; that is, the surreptitious influence that materials have on society. 

Marres describes instances of explicit experimentation and negotiation with material structures. 

The discussion that I have developed so far is in line with the latter approach, in that obras are 

political experiments by authorities which involve constant negotiations of legitimacy. It 

brought up certain disciplinary implications for the proponents of public works rather than for 

their ‘receivers’. Populism involves ‘the people’ as the already legitimate entity judging the 

legitimacy of those pretending to lead them. ‘The people’ are understood as legitimate but 
unrightfully repressed by elites, in need of a leader to save them. In a campaign video in 2019, 

the then candidate for mayor Pedro Palacios said: ‘Cuenca is beautiful, but less beautiful than 
yesterday: it has been hijacked for decades by the usual suspects (los mismos de siempre). They 

don’t represent us’.10 But the people’s legitimacy, their very existence as a collective with a 
shared identity and will, is a construction that populists constantly need to work at.11  

 

                                                 

10 See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RqImkEQJWYE 

11 In spite of the different context and theoretical framework, there are similarities here with Krase 

and Krase’s point on the ‘cynical production of community’ (2019: 171). 
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De la Torre (2013) has noted how president Correa’s government involved a peculiar 
combination of populism and technocratic elitism. In Cuenca, a similar combination can be 

observed in the figure of mayor Palacios. The outsider candidate, Palacios, who in the above 

quote identifies with the people against the elites (‘the usual suspects […] don’t represent us’), 
is also an upper-class entrepreneur who claims to run the municipality with expert know-how, 

as opposed to abiding by political interests. But in Cuenca, populism also becomes elitist in the 

way the formerly upper-class heritage includes ‘the popular’ (Mancero Acosta 2012). Elitist 
aspirations still pervade this popularised heritage and, consequently, ideas of ‘the people’ in 
Cuenca. Hence, the praise of ‘the people’ as cultivated and noble can easily turn into pressure, 
or outright exclusion, if real people do not meet this image. Populism takes an elitist turn as the 

idealisation of the people becomes normative exigence. At stake is the legitimacy of real 

people’s claims to belonging and social and political participation. 
During my fieldwork, I observed the struggles for legitimacy of various social groups, but 

the clearest illustration of the above would come from the city’s street vendors. In the literature 

on Andean cities, street vendors are represented as an ever-marginal social group that has, at the 

same time, been a pillar of city life since colonial times (Seligmann 2012). The heritagisation 

processes of city centres often imply ‘cleansing’ efforts that translated into expelling street 
vendors from heritage spaces. This has happened also in Cuenca, especially since it was 

declared UNESCO world heritage in 1999 (Mancero Acosta 2012). Following this declaration, 

a municipal ordinance was introduced which severely restricted legal street vending, and a 

municipal police body was founded to enforce this ordinance. Various compromises have since 

been made by subsequent municipal administrations to give street vendors some room for 

manoeuvre, arguably with the main intention of gaining the votes of this large group. However, 

here as elsewhere (Pardo 2019), street vendors still mostly work in precarious conditions and in 

a legal limbo. Their — by now historic — struggle for recognition includes arguments about the 

right to work, the right to the city and the right to dignity. These claims are made in a way 

which highlights the key sources of legitimacy discussed above. At a demonstration event 

organised by street vendor associations, a spokesperson argued that they are themselves part of 

the city’s heritage, despite municipal attempts to exclude them from it. Another of their leaders 
with whom I spoke had developed concrete ideas about how to integrate street vendors into the 

city through permanent stalls and markets. As he worked close to the tram route, I asked him 

what he thought of the tram. He answered that it was a good project which would modernise the 

city, adding that street vendors, too, wanted to be part of the modern city, that they could be part 

of the solution, not the problem. Tram stations could have vending booths operated by street 

vendors to give a better service to people, he observed. 

The legitimation discourses of street vendors thus navigate the values of heritage and 

modernisation; vendors attempt to inscribe themselves into the tradition of the city, while at the 

same time showing their potential contribution to its modernisation. Although both heritage and 

modernisation processes show exclusionary tendencies (Hayes 2020), their hegemonic, or 

iconic, status makes it hard to challenge them. Instead, street vendors show how strategies of 
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legitimation involve the negotiation of one’s own position within these processes, one’s pledge 
of allegiance to these values. Their claims to legitimacy are directed not only to the authorities 

but also to city dwellers more generally, as street vendors’ relations with inhabitants fluctuate 
between exchange and conflict (Hurtado-Tarazona 2019). Notably, street vendors do not 

constitute a homogenous group. Sometimes, the legitimation of some of them delegitimises 

others, as when longstanding vendors criticise the newcomers from other parts of the country or, 

‘worse’, from Venezuela.12 Venezuelan street vendors and beggars – mostly people who have 

fled their country in recent years – have come to constitute the new outsiders against whom 

claims to belonging are articulated. Conflicts such as these show how ‘the people’ in Cuenca, 
the cuencanos, constitute a category of legitimacy – as the legitimate inhabitants of the city, 

owners of the city’s heritage and participants in governance — which real people struggle to 

enter. This generates symbolic fights to be part both of the city’s tradition and of its set-up as a 

modern, cosmopolitan society. These fights are also very physical, as people struggle to inhabit 

the spaces in which they claim to belong (Krase and Krase 2019, Graezer Bideau 2018). 

 

Conclusion 

Approaching urban governance and belonging in Cuenca through a focus on urban things 

reveals the entangled nature of (de)legitimisation processes. I have described how the rulers, the 

ruled and things variably legitimise and delegitimise each other. Politicians propose public 

works in order to be elected, sourcing legitimacy from ‘the people’ in a populist fashion, as well 

as from the city’s iconic things and values. City dwellers actively participate in the 
personalisation of politics and the focus on obras, not as blind followers but as close observers 

of the leaders and of the implementation of their agendas. However, people’s position as 
legitimate judges of the leaders, and even as legitimate inhabitants of the city, is made to be 

dependent on their own alignment with the city’s iconic things and values — an alignment 

which is sometimes highly contested. Thus, urban things become active elements in the 

relationship between the rulers and the ruled, providing a terrain for their encounter, and the 

issues and tools for political engagement. After winning their own legitimacy battles, some 

urban things crystallise as icons of the city, becoming vectors of shared values and sources of 

legitimacy. Mancero Acosta’s (2012) hegemonic heritage in Cuenca is an apt illustration. 
However, as strong as icons may be, their legitimacy is never absolute, for their forms and 

definitions remain open to change. The contradictory acts of alignment with icons by authorities 

and city dwellers show how their forms and meanings are negotiated. The construction of the 

tram has unsettled Cuenca’s iconic heritage in significant ways. It has been a threat to the 

traditional aesthetic of the city and to the livelihoods of people who consider themselves to be 

the legitimate inhabitants of that space. And yet, while the complications of the tram project 

continue to this day, its spectacular modernity lends it iconic potential. 

 

 

                                                 

12 See also Pardo (2019) on conflicts involving immigrant vendors. 
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Being named or naming something is a highly symbolic act, one that is recognized to have a great social 

significance. It has been a global tradition to name places, streets and spots after famous people, events or themes. 

But as cities evolve, the power centres controlling them transform and evolve, leading, as is common in India, to 

a continuous process of renaming and re-identifying, a process directly related to and reflecting the historical 

process of transformation in power regimes.  

Key Words: Place names, dwelling, Delhi City, history, narratives. 

 

Naming as a Social Process 

To understand the significance of naming, one can take recourse to the phenomenological 

perspective of ‘dwelling’ (Tilley 1994:13) or ‘Being in the world’ as proposed by Heidegger 
(1962), as a starting point of analysis. The relationship between space and place, the former in 

an objective material sense of dimensions and location, and the latter in a phenomenological 

sense of ‘lived space’, has been the focus of much discourse already and need not be repeated. 

What has been an outcome is the realization that the physical characters of space are quite 

different from its cognitive properties that have historical, experiential, cultural and political 

derivatives that creates a different sense of place for the same space for different actors and is 

informed by temporal and political cum social processes. 

The city is first and foremost a place of dwelling for its residents who experience it from 

various vantage points, depending upon who they are and where they are located in the social 

hierarchy and context. Here the perspective of Merleau-Ponty (2013) and others who focus on 

corporeality of experience enters into the discourse. The inhabitants of a city physically 

experience and therefore perceive it in a multitude of ways. Within the same intellectual 

framework, ‘naming’ is understood as a way in which ‘dwelling’ becomes meaningful. For 
every person, it is important to understand where she or he is located and name is the first key 

to such a location. Although there are several ways of understanding space (Tilley 1994: 15), 

what concerns us in this article is ‘cognitive space’, a space for understanding, of a lived relation 
to a meaningfulness of existence that is also intrinsically tied to one’s identity and sense of 

being. In this cognition, naming is the primary component. It is by ‘naming’ that space becomes 
place, an entity that ceases to be a blank spot but becomes a recognized entity on a map, both 

physical and mental. Nameless spaces do not exist for us. ‘The bestowing of names creates 
shared existential space out of a blank environment’ (Tilley 1994: 18).  

Naming a city and its constituent parts is first of all an act of ‘creating’ that city. One 
cannot have an unnamed city, and at the same time this name endows it with a character, a 

history and a significance. This last factor is open to interpretation in terms of what use one 

wishes to make of this name. What does a name signify? Is it just a way to locate something on 

the map? Does it evoke some political and historical association and most importantly what 

kind of identity does it bestow? Spaces are also not cognitively experienced as ‘static’, they are 
imbued with life through the narratives that are associated with it. Significant to the study of 
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every city is a narration of its origin, its history and its political ideological associations. As 

Tilley (1994: 33) says, ‘narratives introduce temporality, making locales markers of individual 

and group experience’. Narratives are therefore intrinsically associated with identity. As we see 

globally, the names of the cities and its constituent parts reflect the construction and re-

construction of its history. Changing names are an outcome of the contestation of the past with 

the present. As Guha (2009: 337) points out, we are all born into a shared past experience that 

we share with those who share the same space as us but they do not necessarily occupy the 

same place. The past always comes alive and becomes meaningful through its construction. 

National, ethnic and cultural identities are a result of collective sharing of narratives about one’s 
past. For example, school children come to inhabit only that past that is written in their text 

books or what is narrated to them by the adults. A child not exposed to such narrations, formal 

or informal will probably grow up with no sense of history and consequently an identity that is 

differently formed from those who are enculturated into a particular narrative of the past. 

In a simple society there may be greater uniformity in a collective past, but there too, tensions 

and contestations remain (Channa 2015). In a complex entity like a nation, itself a construct, there 

are many locations of identities supported by varieties of narratives, what Balibar (1991: 93) refers 

to as ‘weft of a collective narrative’, that build up images of a shared and past going into the building 
of the nation, recognized by a common name. Each generation may find that it may wish to contest 

the narrative handed down to it by the past generation and such contestations become quite radical 

in the situation of large-scale transformations to power, like being decolonized or changing from 

one regime to another with a different religious or political ideology. 

Delhi, an ancient city with several layers, usually referred to as the seven cities of Delhi (Allen 
2012: 7; Safvi 2019: 7) has seen several regime changes and gone through major political turmoil. 
It has been the capital of successive political powers from the ancient (mythical) Hindu kingdoms 
to the historical occupation by Islamic rulers of diverse origins and the colonization by the British 
to emerging finally as the capital of a democratic Indian republic. The post-colonial period too has 
undergone ideological transformations from a liberal socialist ideology to the present rule of a 
populist regime based on what is known as a ‘Hindutva’ ideology (Narayan 2021). 

This article will provide a discursive space to describe how name changes reflect 

changing power structures, political ambitions and goals and also public participations in terms 

of agreements, indifference, rejection, acceptance and approvals that also reflect upon their 

stamp of legitimacy or its denial to the power structures that initiate these changes. At times, 

the very process of naming and renaming may create a political space for contestation and 

negotiation that is creative of power. At other times, past power regimes may be carried forward 

but with a changed significance in the new context. Names may remain only as sounds shorn 

of their referent that is long forgotten, or they may create new awareness by either a renewal of 

the past or its rejection and replacement.  

 

Reconstructing the Past of Delhi 

Delhi is a city with a long past. The oldest habitation site in Delhi is the Purana Qila or Old Fort 

that is also an archaeological excavation site, unearthing one of the oldest settlements of this 
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city. According to mythology, it traces its origin from Indraprastha, the city founded by the 

Pandavas on the shores of the river Yamuna as related in the epic Mahabharata (Vyasa 2009), 

centred on the central characters of the five Pandava Brothers. The archaeological site at the 

Old Fort also refers to the city of Indraprastha, and mentions the Pandavas and their wife 

Draupadi. The name Indraprastha is also carried by the oldest power station in Delhi as well as 

in recent times by the metro station in its vicinity. It is a name that signifies the time depth of 

the city and its multiple recurrence in various contexts indicates its popular appeal. At present 

it is also symbolic of the ‘glorious Hindu past’ of India, and of Delhi as well.  
The historical location of the Hindu empires is mostly in Middle India and what is known 

as Bihar and Orissa in the present day. Delhi carries almost negligible Hindu names 

representing rulers, the exception being Prithviraj Road in New Delhi, commemorating the last 

Hindu emperor. Next to Delhi is the mythological site of Kurukshetra, a region that lay 

neglected for a long time, till it was rejuvenated during the resurgence of the Hindu nationalist 

emotions and is now a well-developed tourism spot close to the city of Delhi. This was the site 

of the epic Mahabharata war and at present houses a museum and other symbols of this war and 

the narrative supporting it. The site where present day Delhi is located witnessed several cities, 

depending on the caprice and fancy of various rulers, all Muslims, as the last Hindu to rule from 

North India was located in the twelfth century; a fact that has become a great source of 

embarrassment for the militant Hindus and those wishing to reconstruct Delhi’s past. The 

struggle between the actuality of Delhi’s Islamic past and the envisioned ‘Hindu’ future of India 
is reflected in Guha’s observation that ‘the project of making the past one’s own is usually so 
charged with the tension of a struggle to wrench free on an inherited thraldom’ (2009: 337). 

The physical Delhi that exists today has grown up around the city built by the emperor 

Shahjahan in the seventeenth century that was called Shahjahanabad (Safvi 2019), and made the 

capital of the Moghul Empire by Shahjahan in 1648. Today this name has gone into obscurity as 

it is no longer mentioned in any official document, where it has been replaced simply by Delhi, 

separating it from the colonial city of New Delhi. The pin-codes of the city marks out Delhi from 

New Delhi, the latter now officially and globally recognized as the seat of power of the Indian 

nation. The residents of Delhi use the names Purani Dilli (or Old Delhi) for Shahjahanabad, some 

now using its pin-code, Delhi-6, as a synonym. Although most national level institutions, 

including the Parliament House and the President’s residence, are located in New Delhi, there are 

some Delhi state level institutions such as the Delhi Secretariat that lies in Old Delhi. Even the 

British had their Vice-Regal estate in Old Delhi, near the Central Ridge (a part of the Aravalli 

Ranges that run through Delhi) that now houses Delhi University. The name Lutyen’s Delhi also 
separates it out from the later extensions of New Delhi that took place after Delhi following the 

rapid urbanization and urban demographic expansion of the city. Most parts of Lutyen’s Delhi 
were left as heritage structures till the present regime begun its redefinition of the power centre 

both symbolically and quite literally by redesigning and rebuilding most parts of what is known 

as the ‘central vista’, housing the power elite of Delhi who represent the Indian nation. But before 

coming to the present, let us take a look at the past. 
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Erasing the Islamic Presence 

Various rulers had made Delhi their seat of power and each had built a city usually named after 

them. There is a degree of fuzziness in the exact record of these kingdoms. Safvi (2019: 7) 

mentions the Fifth city as that built by Sultan Feroz Shah Tughlaq who ruled from 1352-1388 

C.E. The city does not exist but what does is now a cricket stadium known as Feroz Shak Kotla 

Grounds. As Allen (2012: 7) points out, most people of Delhi associate the name of Feroz Shah 

with the cricket stadium only. The shrine or Lat that exists in its vicinity has value only for those 

few who visit it for religious purposes. The earliest Islamic city was built by Qutub-ud-din Aibak 

in 1193 C.E. who is now only known by the victory tower he built, the Qutab Minar, a historical 

and tourist landmark of Delhi. The third city of Delhi was built at Siri by Sultan Ala-ud-din-

Khilji. Today the people of Delhi know it as Siri Fort auditorium, a place to go to for an evening 

of entertainment. Very few will now associate it with a Muslim ruler or rule. The fourth and fifth 

are attributed to the eccentric ruler Muhammad bin Tughlaq who has been immortalized by the 

play Tughlaq written by the famed Indian playwright, Girish Karnad. It is through this play that 

has been staged even in the historical background of Feroz Shah Kotla that people of Delhi 

remember Tughlaq. These names are scattered over Delhi in bits and pieces but have lost their 

real significance as the narrative to keep them alive is mostly gone. It is interesting that many 

tourists visited the grave of Ala-ud-din Khilji, only after a popular Hindi film based on a mythical 

story about his association with a Rajput queen Padmavati was made. Suddenly the character 

became alive through the largely fictitious narrative of a popular film. These previous cities of 

Delhi have little significance for the general population of Delhi, for whom these names are just 

taken for granted relics from the past and represented by the numerous ruins and ancient 

monuments that dot Delhi. They are of interest only to the scholars and researchers and to some 

extent to the tourists. Only recently however, some hardcore Hindu ideologues are taking 

objection to the proliferation of Islamic names in Delhi, some even going to the extent of posting 

on social media that it seems that Delhi is the capital of Pakistan. However, for most citizens, 

such names, especially as they are shorn of their narratives and significance, are of no issue. 

The real transformation of Delhi including its landscape and names came after the British 

established their sovereignty over India, by the suppression of what they called the Mutiny and 

Indians recognize as the First War of Independence (Chandra 1987). The sheer scale of the 

uprising that united Indians across India is seen as unprecedented in colonial history and led to 

mutiny by most Indian soldiers against their British officers. The rebels had reinstated the deposed 

Moghul king Bahadur Shah Zafar on the throne of Delhi for the brief period for which the uprising 

took place, from eleventh May to fourteenth September 1857, but long enough for the British to 

name the uprising largely as a Muslim rebellion and to take revenge on the Muslim population of 

Delhi. The local narrative tells us that a mass slaughter of residents of Delhi took place, of which 

the most horrifying testimony is the Khooni Darwaza, or the Gate of Blood, situated in the heart 

of the modern city, where it is said that all the male descendants of the last Mughal king were 

slaughtered and their bodies hung. This gate with the same name still stands in a central location 

of Old Delhi, now preserved as an archaeological monument next to another monument, the Delhi 

Gate. Delhi Gate is a prominent landmark of Delhi and is frequently referred to in terms of 
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directions and locations. The name Khooni Darwaza is much less used and even its narrative is 

largely obscured as it refers back to the role played by the Moghuls in the struggle for freedom. 

After assuming power in 1857, when India became an official colony of the British Crown 

under Queen Victoria from being the fiefdom of a commercial East India or John Company (as it 

was popularly known), the British played a key role in transforming an Islamic and specifically 

Moghul city to one predominantly British and Hindu. What Safvi (2019: 372) calls ‘a reign of 

white terror’ effaced most relics of Moghul glory from Delhi. Historian Vasundhara Dalmia 

describes how the palace of the Moghul emperor was occupied by the British troops and turned 

into a barrack (2017: 22). The Qila-e-Mubarak (Safvi 2019: xxi) which Shahjahan had 

triumphantly entered is now known as the Red Fort simply because of the red stone façade, shorn 

of any reference to the glory of the emperor who built it. The main entrance to the fort, called 

Lahori Gate, was renamed by the British as Victoria Gate, a name that endured from 1857 to 

1947, and, after India gained Independence, it went back to its original name and is till today 

known as Lahori Gate. Dalmia (2017: 22-26) has described at length the havoc and destruction 

caused by British troops as they blew apart most of the original Shahjahanabad, many fine 

buildings within and outside the fort were dynamited, including the beautiful palace of Jahan Ara 

the emperor’s daughter. In its place a solid and plain Town Hall was built, that still stands with 

the same name. In front of it, Queen Victoria’s statue was installed where she sat inspecting the 
new empire under her reign. A fountain was also installed that has given the name, Fountain to 

this location for perpetuity. The British cut through the Old City to make roads for their troop 

movement, and these were named Hamilton Road and Queen’s Road. The former still retains its 
name and is a major commercial centre. Queen’s way had retained its name till the sixties, when 
it was renamed as Janpath or the People’s Path, in tune with India’s socialist philosophy in those 
days. As described by Dalmia (2017), Safvi (2019) and others, Old Delhi was systematically 

converted to a Hindu area from a predominantly Muslim one when the British systematically 

excluded re-entry to the Muslims when they screened the people entering the city after it was 

totally evacuated in 1857. Hindu merchants were given high preference and allotted the havelis1 

(Varma and Shankar 1999) of the Muslims, who had been killed or driven out. Whatever 

remained of Muslim Delhi was almost totally eroded in 1947 when majority of Muslims left or 

were forced to leave the city after the creation of Pakistan on the basis of a religious divide.  

The Congress ruled government immediately after de-colonization of the country, 

retained the historical significance of the Moghul Empire and its contribution to making of the 

city. Names of Mughal kings had adorned the most central and prestigious streets of New Delhi 

and a major street next to the central Delhi Gate is named after the last Mughal King, Bahadur 

Shah Zafar. The Old city had 13 gates in different directions that had been named when they 

were built and the names have not been changed. They include the Dilli (or Delhi) Gate in the 

heart of the city and major landmarks like Kashmiri Gate, Ajmeri, Lahori and Turkman Gate, 

the other gates have been demolished or have perished. 

                                                           
1 Havelis are a very specific type of residence originated in Moghul India and have an architecture that 

is suited both to the hot climate and the practice of seclusion of women. 
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The British occupied, but did not make Delhi their capital, that remained in Calcutta, a 

city they had built for themselves on the banks of the Hooghly River. Exasperated by the humid 

weather and mosquitoes, they shifted their capital to Delhi in 1911; only to leave it in 1947, 

when India gained independence.  

So, we can mark several phases of Delhi’s political history, an ancient Hindu past, that 

ended with the death of Prithvi Raj Chauhan in 1192 C.E., the last Hindu emperor of Northern 

India including Delhi, then a phase of Islamic rule of various dynasties, and then British rule 

for a relatively short period but with a powerful political presence, and finally the capital of a 

free democracy. 

 

Post-Colonial Delhi 

The Delhi of today has two major components, Old Delhi and New Delhi, marked by the two 

major railway stations named respectively Old Delhi Railway station and New Delhi Railway 

station. For the present article I am leaving out the later development of the NCR, or National 

Capital Region, that extends far beyond the confines of the core region of Delhi city. Old Delhi 

was earlier known more famously as Shahjahanabad, a name that is being deliberately forgotten 

as it refers to the founder Mughal emperor, Shah Jahan. In my younger days, we often used the 

name Shahjahanabad, but if you ask someone today, they will be ignorant of this very vital piece 

of information. It is overlooked by the Red Fort, the icon of Delhi, from whose ramparts the first 

flag hoisting of independent India was done by the first Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru. 

Slowly the identity of Red Fort is shifting from its Mughal origin to its link with India’s 
independence and today it is seen as the symbol of Independence and its history is being retold 

giving more emphasis to the famous INA (Indian National Army) trial held there immediately 

after the Second World War. Briefly the trial was to court-marshal three Indian army officers who 

had deserted the British army to join the army of Subhash Chandra Bose the legendary freedom 

fighter known as Netaji. A battery of top Indian lawyers had fought the case, including Jawaharlal 

Nehru and it is one case where all Indian political parties had joined hands, including the Muslim 

League. The INA trial remains a symbol of patriotic fervour and the Independence struggle and 

in 2019, a museum dedicated to it has been opened in the Red Fort. It is to be noted that the 

present regime is projecting Bose as an alternate freedom fighting hero against the leaders of the 

National Congress like Nehru, as it is also well known that they never saw eye to eye; the former 

opting for the military path as against the non-violence of the Congress led by Gandhi. Another 

foreseen or unforeseen consequence of this museum and its projection as a symbol of nationalism 

also reconstructs Red Fort as a national monument rather than a symbol of the Mughal Empire 

and their seat of power. The political symbolism of Red Fort is critical to national identity so the 

manipulations are strategic to legitimise the largely Hindu identity of the central government. 

Muslims have held high political and social position in India, which claims a secular 

Constitution posing no discrimination on the basis of religion and ethnicity, a stand that is 

increasingly becoming shaky with the surge in right-wing ideology. Although the nationalist 

Hindu movement originated in the nineteenth century (Walsh 2011: 167), it became manifest in 

1992 with the demolition of the historic mosque Babri Masjid. It is likely that present generations 
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may slowly forget its link with Shahjahanabad, now referred to as Old Delhi (Purani Dilli). The 

old Delhi area is historically representative of the cultural religious pluralism of the city, having 

located within it, the iconic Sheesh Ganj Gurdwara of the Sikhs, the Lakshmi Narayan temple of 

the Hindus, a major Jain temple, a historic Christian church and the majestic Jama Masjid of the 

Muslims. But this cultural pluralism is being challenged by the Hindutva ideologists as not 

representative of the Hindu majority. Like all populist regimes they are opting for the popular 

voice as against the institutionalised political ideology (Laclau 1977: 150) creating a ‘national-
popular’ movement. The Indian Constitution was visualized as an inclusive, humanist, non-

partisan and socialist document by the Dalit visionary B.R. Ambedkar, but populist Hindutva 

ideology claims that it does not represent the people’s voice, that it claims to be the ‘Hindu’ voice; 
but this so-called ‘majority’ came into power many years after the country became a democratic 
nation free of colonial rule with the formation of the BJP led government at the centre in 2014. 

 

The Name-Game and its Implications 

Most of New Delhi, also known as Lutyen’s Delhi after the architect who planned it (Sir Edward 

Lutyen 1869-1944) had British names and symbols of the colonial empire strewn all over it. As 

a child I remember walking down Queen’s way, looking at Queen Victoria presiding 
majestically over the Town Hall in central Chandni Chowk, just across the Red Fort, and seeing 

King George on his horse and Prince Albert at India Gate; going to the Irwin Hospital and Lady 

Harding hospital and shopping at Connaught Place. During the early part of the Congress 

regime, these symbols of colonial rule were the first to be dispensed with. Queen’s way became 
Janpath (the people’s way), the majestic statues of Queen Victoria, King George and others 

were dismantled from their pedestals and discarded into obscurity, Irwin hospital became Lok 

Nayak Jaiprakash Narain Hospital (LNJP for short), Lady Harding became Sucheta Kriplani, 

although the original name has been retained for the college, still known as Lady Harding 

Medical College. Connaught place abbreviated to CP, still retains its name although the central 

part, known as Connaught Circus has been renamed as Rajiv Gandhi Metro station, after the 

underground train station built there. Smatterings of colonial names remain, as Minto Road was 

renamed but the bridge remains as Minto Bridge. 

The speedy erosion of colonial names was made easy as the British had departed from India 

completely and, also, they were identified as foreign rulers whose memory was uncomfortably 

associated with slavery and indignity. But Delhi presents an uncomfortable array of Islamic 

names, dotting every nook and corner, not erodible and which are associated with its history and 

with the people who belonged to its soil. For most residents, these names are not an issue and 

have been accepted as part of its multicultural and pluralistic character. Major streets here are also 

named after global leaders like Nelson Mandela and Benito Juarez. There is a road named after 

Copernicus in New Delhi. But with increasing stranglehold of right-wing politics and the global 

resurgence of extremism, efforts are now being made to erase some of these names, especially 

from prominent locations. Recently, a major road in Delhi was renamed Dr Abdul Kalam Road, 

from its earlier name, Aurangzeb Road, named after a great Mughal; on the plea that he was a 

tyrannical ruler, who persecuted the Hindus. The choice of a Muslim name was also strategic as 
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it belonged to a President who was selected by the right-wing BJP, and a person of impeccable 

credentials, a scientist who spearheaded India’s successful missile programs and almost revered 
as a saint by most Indians. Many however viewed the elimination of the name of Aurangzeb as 

an erosion of history as he was one of the great Mughals, and roads in central Delhi had been 

named after them to recognize Delhi as a creation of the Mughal Empire. Apart from Aurangzeb, 

other roads are named after Babur, Humayun, Akbar and Shah-Jehan. There is also a central road 

named after Man Singh the Rajput prince who was brother-in-law to the great Akbar. Erasing 

these names is ironical, since present day Delhi still carries numerous signifiers of the influence 

of Islamic rulers and citizens that is impossible to erode by just removing some names. Shrines, 

mosques and ruins of Islamic structures proliferate in the city, many of which are preserved by 

the Archaeological Survey of India and several heritage preservation agencies. They are an 

integral part of the city’s landscape and are literally inscribed in stone as forming the genesis and 
growth of the city. Yet the replacement of Islamic names by Hindu ones is a major project 

undertaken by the present regime.  

How does this renaming affect the status and vision of a city? There are cities in the world 

like New York that hardly have any names, managing with an objective and efficient system of 

street and avenue names; but the significance of place names needs to be understood in the 

cultural context of Indian culture where names are significant in multiple ways the most important 

being the association of names with character and a spiritual significance. People are often named 

or renamed according to their ritual and spiritual status, like the renaming of religious persons, 

saints and monks as well as the ritual name giving ceremony of all infants. A name is supposed 

to add to the personality and aura of a person and even of a place. Names of various places in a 

city likewise are an important dimension of the representational and communicative aspect of a 

city; memorable events are often etched into the landscape through names, like Tees January 

Marg (30th January road) to mark the martyrdom of Mahatma Gandhi or Kurukshetra to mark the 

mythical battle of Kurukshetra in the Mahabharata. The significance of naming a street or place 

after a person means not just honouring the person but also to imbibe the personhood of the 

individual into that space. People believe that the character of a place is reflected in its name and 

is an important aspect of its visibility and significance. In this sense names are also both 

communicative and reflective of power. Whenever a political party is in power, one of its major 

projects is to have as many important places named after its leaders as possible. 

When the BJP came to power, many years after the country became Independent from 

colonial rule, it found that most important sites such as airports and major places and institutions 

were already named after the Congress leaders. It would not be possible, politically to dismantle 

those names, which mostly represented the freedom struggle and the nation building leaders, 

like Mahatma Gandhi, Hakim Ajmal Khan, Indira Gandhi and Rajeev Gandhi among others. 

The congress had already replaced most of the British names, so the best that BJP could do was 

to replace some of the Islamic names; for example, Feroz Shah Kotla, the iconic cricket grounds 

of Delhi, was renamed after Arun Jaitely, a BJP stalwart but a minor leader at the national level. 

This renaming was one of the most criticised one as Feroz Shah Kotla is also a Sufi shrine and 
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represents a piece of Delhi’s history. At least one former cricket player demanded that his name 
be removed from the stall named after him within the stadium. 

Not only politics but religion too has left its mark etched deeply into the landscape of 

Delhi; not only Hinduism and Islam but Christianity and Sikhism have had a major role in 

Delhi’s past. But what is most significant about Delhi is the dotting of its nooks and corners by 

the Sufi shrines, which draw ardent followers from among both Hindus and Muslims. Feroz 

Shah Kotla was one among them, and its renaming drew much flak. However, saints like 

Nizamuddin have a bridge as well as a railway station named after them. Nizamuddin Aulia 

remains a revered sacred entity of Delhi. The prestigious and highly visible Pragati Maidan, 

meaning quite literally, the Arena of Progress, and the site of major exhibitions, especially the 

India Trade Fair and the International Book Fair that are major international events and mark 

the social and cultural calendar of Delhi, has tucked away in one of its corners a Sufi shrine 

known as Matka Pir (Srivastava 2009: 106). 

The right-wing regime is also moving away from the more liberal, globalized world-view 

of the post-colonial leaders of the Indian National Congress to a more parochial and essentialized 

point of view by trying to put even their minor leadership on a pedestal, while ignoring more 

cosmopolitan ones. Several international names grace the streets of Delhi reflecting the global 

view as well as ideology of social justice and liberal outlook of the earlier leaders, but there is a 

tendency to look inwards and engagement in self-projection by the present regime that has the 

feeling that it lost the race of time, having come to power only in the last few years. 

Place names of Delhi reflect changing power regimes, political climates as well as a 

constructed history that is reflective of these changes. At some point immediately after 

Independence, the history of Delhi was reconstructed keeping in mind its colonial and Islamic 

past. Place names reflected the splendour of the Moghul era, as well as the trauma of the colonial 

regime. Since the British were active architects of New Delhi, they too left their mark on its 

physical and symbolic architecture, most of which have come tumbling down within a few 

decades of Independent India wishing to erase its colonial past. The secular and liberal Congress 

regime that had ruled India continuously from 1947 to 1977 (and then from 1980 to 2014 with 

only small intermittent falls from power) had an international outlook, as it included names like 

Nelson Mandela, Benito Juarez in its repertoire and the present regime, having come to power 

quite late in the day, is trying to squeeze in its own political presence. They are reconstructing 

a large part of Delhi in the name of modernization, but in the process getting rid of many of the 

architectural heritage of the past, that also represented the past power holders. The newly built 

structures also provide scope for a new spate of name giving. 

A very important dimension of naming is in the strategic importance and symbolic 

signification of the site being named, for example the city airport is its most iconic international 

identity and its name carries a weight that is above most others, and like-wise the location of 

the state authority is another powerful symbol of national identity. The former is named after 

Indira Gandhi, one of the most powerful leaders of modern India also representing the longest 

ruling political party of India, the Congress; the highest symbol of state authority resides in the 

President’s house or Rashtrapati Bhawan, simply named only by its status. On the other hand, 
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names languish in forgotten lanes and by-lanes, or obscure monuments that no one pays heed 

to. The significance and narratives of these names are lost and they are now absorbed into the 

narrative of new markers, mostly oriented to goods and markets or simply as locations on the 

GPS as people drive through in their vehicles. 

 

Does the City Live Only Through its Name? 

Delhi is a city with an ancient heritage and includes both myth and history in its heritage. 

Forgotten names do not always mean forgotten past, as it is also a city with a living heritage. 

Both British and Islamic cultural elements thrive in the pastry shops and local bakeries, the 

restaurants famous for serving Mughal cuisine and most importantly the mixed celebrations of 

festivals and rituals of multiple sources but which cause equal excitement and participation. 

Political regimes cannot displace the sense of heritage that people carry in their own praxis. 

The people who throng the night markets at Meena Bazar during the days of the Muslim Ramzan 

include people from all religions and all walks of life who enjoy the lights and specialized cuisine. 

They include devout Muslims, young corporates who enjoy the thrill of a novel experience and 

the good food, the Hindus who are looking out for that delectable ‘kabab’ that only Muslims are 
known to make, the young Christians who likewise enjoy the experience of unique night life. 

Similarly, when it is time of Holi, the Hindu festival of colours and revelry, everyone throngs the 

streets and community centres throwing colours, singing and dancing. The entire city wears a 

festive look at Christmas vying with any western city of a majority Christian country. For many 

people driving by in their vehicles in the morning, it is the getting to work that is important and 

they do not care if they are passing a Hindu, Indian or Western name at that red light crossing. 

Some names have long transcended their original narratives and created new ones with changing 

times. For example, Khan Market, in the heart of New Delhi is known as the place for the jet 

setting crowd for buying fashionable clothes and eating at exotic food joints. In Delhi, the ‘Khan 
Market crowd’ now denotes a social class and has nothing to do with the person in whose name 
the market has been named, in fact most people have no information about it. Similarly, Gaffar 

market is a place where one goes to get one’s mobile phone repaired or to buy a part for one’s 
car. No one cares if it had been named after a Gandhian freedom fighter. 

These new narratives, about what market is good for what goods, for example, creates 

new narratives that restructure that space into a new kind of place. As Tilley (1994: 32) points 

out, ‘In relation to the past and written from the standpoint of the present, narrative structures 
play a similar role to metaphor—they describe the world in fresh ways, bringing new meanings 

and new senses’. Most of the city now reflects the metanarrative of the capitalist market place, 

transcending the earlier meanings inscribed in historical events and personalities. The market 

has created its own narrative that is engulfing large parts of the city indicative of the future of 

urban life. Urbanism has also introduced a large ‘floating’ population and migrants who may 
enter the city at a point of time that does not involve them emotionally in its history, like a long- 

time resident. Many of them are ignorant and disinterested in the narratives of the past and have 

no sentimental memories with names and places of the city. For them, the commercial and 

pragmatic narratives are more salient than the political/historical ones. Names may be just 
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‘names’ or have a more generalized significance. Therefore, as mentioned in the beginning of 

this article, responses and emotions to signifiers are situation specific and variable yet power 

regimes look for larger audiences and populist regimes even more so for seeking a legitimacy 

that is rooted in empiricism or assessing the majority opinion than in abstraction of official 

ideology (Pardo and Prato 2019: 15). The name game therefore may go on as regimes seek 

legitimacy in popular opinion transcending the legal and the official.  
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This article addresses architectural visibility as a social construct marked by religious elements that use an ideological 

cartography to define public space. The analysis addresses architectural visibility and post-Soviet religiosity in 

Georgian urban areas. It looks at how post-Soviet religious materiality is taking place in the Georgian city of Poti 

through the management of sites of worship by the Georgian Orthodox Church. I seek to understand the dynamics of 

the social perception of the architectural reorganization of public space. This setting was previously dominated by 

Soviet secularism, which imprisoned Poti’s Cathedral and its location as a Soviet theatre, turning it into an ideological 

instrument. Drawing on ethnographic research, the discussion explores the social reflections and the architectural 

reorganization of this central building, which is key to the identity of the city. Focusing on the post-Soviet visibility 

of religious architecture, I argue that the New Hagia Sophia Cathedral marks a new visual landscape that underlines 

the post-Soviet re-establishment of religion and the increasing power of the Georgian Orthodox Church. 

Keywords: Visibility, architecture, religiosity, New Hagia Sophia, Georgia, Poti. 

 

Introduction 

While I was studying the constructed landscapes and walked around the port cities of my 

research field sites in Georgia and Latvia, it felt like the buildings were talking to me. They told 

stories related to different political, social and architectural regimes; stories that were 

articulated in their spatial, visible and recognizable dimensions (Brighenti 2010). Buildings that 

materialize urban areas always carry ideological meanings. For example, the Russian imperial 

cathedrals and Soviet-style blockhouses were built to legitimise and display different urban 

regimes in the cities of Poti (Georgia) and Liepaja (Latvia).1 

Having conducted research in Poti and Liepaja from 2019 to 2022, it was clear to me that 

in contemporary urban neo-liberal settings religious buildings are full of social meanings, that 

they convey not only religious meanings but also architectural concerns. Thus, the religious 

buildings that resisted to Soviet militant secularism (Pelkmans 2009) in the twentieth century 

represent the pride of city residents. In this article, I focus on the religious architecture of the New 

Hagia Sophia Cathedral in the maritime city of Poti, Georgia, in the easternmost part of the Black 

Sea. I assess how its visibility refers not only to the religious institution but also to everyday social 

practices and the current neo-liberal urban set up. 

The discussion draws on the anthropological study of cities that benefits from 

ethnographic knowledge to demonstrate how cities vary from one ideology and epoch to 

another (Prato and Pardo 2013: 97; 2018b: 5). I refer to the analysis of the relationship between 

people and the social elite, which since the early 1990s has been a developing field of urban 

anthropology (Pardo and Prato 2018a; Pardo and Prato 2018b: 6). In this article, such 

relationship is analysed in terms of urban visual legitimation. 

Today, three architectural structures, located in different countries, are called Hagia Sophia 

(Holy Wisdom). The original is located in Istanbul, while two replicas are located in Georgia and 

                                                 
1 On legitimacy and processes of legitimation, see Pardo and Prato 2018a. 
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Serbia. Throughout its history, the architecture of the Hagia Sophia has been subject to political 

contestation. In the year 532, the Roman Emperor Justinian built the Hagia Sophia Cathedral in 

Constantinople, the major construction of eastern Christianity. In 1453, the Muslim Sultan, 

Mehmet II, established the Ottoman Empire on the ruins of the Eastern Roman Empire, and the 

Hagia Sophia was turned into a Muslim Mosque. In 1934, in the context of twentieth-century 

secularization, the very visible Hagia Sophia was converted into a museum. In 2020, the building 

was restored as a mosque, to show Turkey’s sovereignty to the outside world (Guerin 2020). 

Similarly, the two Hagia Sophia replicas in Georgia and Serbia, which had been under 

construction since the early twentieth century, have been used to demonstrate the power of different 

political regimes. In Poti, the New Hagia Sophia marks the boundary between Georgian and 

Russian politics and religion. In Belgrade, the Church of Saint Sava, known as the New Hagia 

Sophia, which was opened in 2020, represents the Serbian and Russian Slavic-Orthodox 

brotherhood. The project was completed with the collaboration of the Serbian and Russian 

governments and Churches. The Cathedral’s name refers to Saint Sava, a twelfth-century nobleman 

who was the first archbishop of the Serbian Orthodox Church. The construction started in the 1930s. 

The architect symbolized anti-Ottoman sentiments since it was erected in the area where Saint Sava 

was tortured by the Ottomans. The construction of the Cathedral was halted during the German 

invasion of Yugoslavia in 1941 and, again, in post-war communist times (Milanović 2010: 66-71). 

Construction resumed after the death of the Yugoslavian communist leader, Josip Broz Tito, in 

1980. The Russian side contributed 15,000 square mosaics to the Cathedral. The total cost of the 

Cathedral was approximately 100 million euros (Mladen 2020). 

The study of space in terms of political transformation and infrastructural changes is 

extensively carried out in anthropology. Hocquet (2013: 69) has examined the urban landscape 

of Berlin, arguing that the past, which is inscribed in stones, is reinvested of meanings according 

to the present and serves as the ultimate national, cultural and political actor in the construction 

of identity. Cervinkova and Golden (2020) have studied the White Stork Synagogue in 

Wroclaw, discussing whether the Jewish synagogue represents primarily a place of maintaining 

heritage. Krase (2012: 25) has addressed visual changes engendered by economic, social and 

cultural forces. Conversely, Klusáková et al. (2019) look at the transformation of religious sites 

of devotion in Poland, specifically in the cities of Tykocis, Supra and Kaxzorowo, with their 

historical background marked by the influence of different urban regimes. Here, I examine the 

religious architecture of Poti, where, as in other post-Soviet urban areas, negotiations and 

struggles for religious space merge with the Soviet secular legacy, nationalism and the 

development of religious lives (Darieva and McBrien 2021: 3). 

Religious buildings with a history of ideological repurposing, I note, are found widely in 

post-Soviet cities. For example, in Soviet times, the Nicholas Naval Orthodox Cathedral in 

Northern Liepaja, Latvia, was converted into an entertainment place; then, in 1991, the 

Cathedral was given back to the Latvian Orthodox Eparchy. The Catholic Cathedral in Batumi 

was converted into a high-electricity power plant; later, after the fall of the Berlin Wall, it was 
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given to the Georgian Orthodox Church. The Metekhi Church in Tbilisi was converted into a 

prison. The blue mosque in Yerevan was used as a planetarium, and so on. 

In light of the dominance of Orthodox Christianity, I am interested in understanding the 

dynamics of religious re-establishment in the relatively mono-religious city of Poti. According to the 

2014 National Census of Georgia, 41,465 people live there, of whom 98.5% are Orthodox Christians, 

0.5% are Jehovah’s Witnesses and 1% belong to other religions (Todridze and Shavishvili 2018: 235-

237). According to the State Agency for Religious Issues of Georgia (https://religion.gov.ge/cults/), 

the Georgian Orthodox Church has nine officially registered sites of worship, while the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, the Judaists and the Church of the Gospel Faith have one site each. 

Historically, Poti’s Cathedral exemplifies the religious revival of the Georgian Orthodox 

Church in urban areas. The goal of re-establishing a religious space in Poti has been 

challenging, due to the building’s two visible backgrounds. Under state socialism, the Cathedral 

served as a venue for ideological events. In post-Soviet times, the Church, as an institution, 

reorganized its visual presence by dismantling the visual marks of Soviet ideology, specifically 

the theatre, thus ending religion’s public invisibility in the area. The Church and the theatre 

reflect competing Christian and Soviet moralities in the order of the city. I argue that grasping 

these moral determinants in the visible city is crucial for us to understand the construction of 

lived and normative spatial orders. The New Hagia Sophia Cathedral of Poti, we know, 

experienced theatrical and religious implications, and it is through these opposing encounters 

that people, on the one hand, and institutions, on the other, view and produce space both inside 

and outside this building. 

Over the last three decades, Poti has constructed its identity with substantial reference to 

national and anti-Soviet meanings. The transformations and experiences of the Tsarist, Soviet and 

Neo-liberal regimes, involving the establishment and dismantling of visual orders, have forced local 

people to reconsider their socio-spatial memory. Christine M. Boyer (1994: 5-6) argues that the 

need for recognition pushes people to forget, eradicate or repress in order to establish a new form 

of life experience where architecture is a substantial actor. 

Soviet state socialism strictly controlled public religious practices. At the same time, 

Soviet atheism was articulated as a religion in and of itself, encompassing ideology and 

ritualization. During this period, religious visibility was expressed in private settings as opposed 

to public venues (Dragadze 1993). Under Soviet rule, ideological propaganda determined the 

architectural and social visibility of public spaces. Buildings and places took on new meanings 

and usage, as they were subjected to materializing political interests and nationalization politics 

(Crowley and Reid 2002: 3-11). 

In the post-Soviet period, Georgia ceased to be a member of the Soviet Union and became 

an independent nation state. The meetings fomented by the Communist Party were wiped from 

practice. The political importance of theatres diminished. The Poti theatre, with its cultural 

activities, failed to adopt a new visual identity. The Cathedral building at once recovered its 

religious visibility and lost the Soviet-era theatrical outlook. The local theatre is now located in 

a new building near the Cathedral. This new building, which has collapsed several times, 
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represents a visual expression of the post-Soviet ‘forgotten’ city, while the Cathedral is a 

symbolic expression of the new national and neo-liberal identity. The space outside the 

Cathedral is not exactly public, as it is surrounded by walls and doorways. This visual boundary 

distinguishes the territory of the Cathedral from the public landscape and marks the space of 

the Cathedral as the property of the religious authorities. 

The ethnography collected among Poti residents suggests that, as the Poti New Hagia 

Sophia Cathedral underlines the re-establishment of religion and the increasing popularity of 

the Georgian Orthodox Church in the post-Soviet set up, it marks a new visual identity for the 

city. The fieldwork was carried out in December 2019, between July and September 2020 and 

from November 2021 to January 2022, during which time I conducted observation and semi-

structured interviews. I focused on studying Poti’s urban visibility, looking at the economic, 

political and cultural aspects of spatiality that determine the identity of the city. I considered 

the import of the religious visibility of the Poti New Hagia Sophia Cathedral in the centre of 

the city, where social and political activities converge. The interview method helped me to 

record the views of local people. Ethnographic observation applied to the internal and external 

spaces of the Cathedral, the city’s central square and people’s everyday activities (during the 

Covid–19 pandemic). I used walking as an ethnographic method to record the relevant social 

relationships (Shortell and Brown 2016). As I walked around the central square with my 

interviewees, they described their experiences related to the Cathedral. 

 

Theoretical Approaches 

The construction of space involves the visibility of everyday behaviours, which, in turn, 

symbolically materializes the consciousness of social unity. Social visibility encapsulates 

collective action in a proxemic landscape constructed by the lived experience. Places provide a 

sense of social stability, while changes in cultural sequences enable the continuity of visible 

values (Lawson 2001: 28). Power sensing exposes materialized and communicated spatiality 

and architecture. The materiality of the urban experience in the arch of human understanding 

necessitates recognition, which calls into question social visibility, territoriality, memory and 

politics. The making of urban religious space presupposes spatiality, materiality, rituality and 

governmentality (Burchardt and Griera 2020). Visibility and spatial religious materialization 

are entailed by the notion of lived religion, which occurs behind normative religion (Becci 

2013: 150; Rüpke 2020: 16). In the local urban ideological context, institutionalized religion 

represents a lived experience, as the sets of religious spatiality are interlaced with social 

visibility — defined as seeing, looking, perceiving and recognizing (Brighenti 2010). 

For Brighenti, a thorough understanding of religious visibility in a space demands the 

adoption of the expression ‘regime of visibility’, which is defined as an inscribed and projected 

social activity that becomes visible in a territory depending on the ideological context 

(Brighenti 2010: 2-4). Brighenti goes on to suggest that visibility needs mutual recognition and 

misrecognition. Visibility is relational in the sense that it determines the relationship between 

seeing and being seen. It unfolds between seeing and noticing, and its characteristics — such as 
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appeal, attractiveness, repulsiveness, and so on — attract the rapid attention of perceivable or 

non-perceivable social relations (Ibid: 27-42). For Brighenti, urban space is a ‘public domain’ 
of the spatial order that exists between materiality and immateriality. Public space does not 

belong to the state or to formal public institutions; rather, it is organized by the attention and 

affection of an imagined unity (Ibid: 110-125). 

The visual dominance of buildings punctuates the constructed environment, which shapes 

the perception of the city. Spatial visibility, power and religion are key actors in the social 

creation of the urban community. Religion and interactions between people, things, symbols 

and imagined relations arise in the realm of embodiment, which includes physical and imagined 

relationships (Knott 2005: 42). Religion manifests itself within and around space; it is embodied 

by inhabiting, creating and transforming sacred and profane public and private areas. Apart 

from the spatial aspect, the materialization of religion is constructed by a power that marks the 

social order embodied in the proxemic zone. For Knott (2005: 21-50), space is constructed by 

the religious domain, which marks power as accessible and visible, while religion marks space 

as powerful itself. A space that gains recognition is prone to a totality which distinguishes 

social, institutional and official usage, as well as spatial perceptions. 

The visibility of values regularly changes the meaning of historical buildings because their 

distinctive architectural values have ideological undertones that lead political actors to pursue 

erasure or to rewrite memory (Lawson 2001: 28). Bryan Lawson (2001: 5) contrasted architecture 

with building, claiming that architecture is regarded as a system of signs and art that generates 

ideas and social rituals, adding that some architecture serves to display people in ‘our’ society. 

Urban visibility involves social recognition; specifically, the display of an identity in 

public space marks social practice in a territory. Religion enters the ‘public domain’ through 

accessibility, appropriation and visibility. This domain displays Church ownership as a ‘spatial 
power’ making religious groups visible and accessible in the urban arena (Saint-Blancat and 

Cancellieri 2014: 646-653). Placemaking, a crucial social actor for religious visibility, 

materializes identity in negotiated or contested ways. The religious space delineates the 

boundaries between community and social practice, which can be contested and may, as a 

consequence, change their meaning. These spatial social boundaries are intersected by the past, 

present and future, a process that makes religious places contested or agreed upon at multiple 

levels of social discussion (Burchardt and Becci 2013: 17-20). 

 

The Historical Context 

Poti’s territory has remained unchanged since the sixteenth century, when the Ottomans 

dominated the area. They occupied Poti in 1578 and proceeded to build a fortress, a military 

garrison and a Muslim Mosque. An Ottoman Pasha ruled the Poti section of the Black Sea line 

and its environs (Dumbadze 1957: 251). From 1829, the city was administered by the Russian 

Tsarist Empire. As the facilities used by the Ottoman regime to consolidate control seemed 

obsolete to the Christian administration, they demolished the Muslim Mosque and the fortress, 
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transforming the fortress area into the city’s central space. In 1859, the emperor granted Poti the 

status of maritime city. 

The consequences of the historical urban changes meet Marian Burchardt’s idea of an 

urban religious assemblage (2019: 7), which encompasses material and social artefacts and the 

construction of relations characterized by the enactment of governmentality. For him (Ibid: 2), 

religious organizations in an urban setting are visible to all social units, their presence serving 

as a tool to legitimise their place in the city and to establish boundaries between them and other 

urban entities. The Russian Tsarists changed the religious norms in the occupied territory of 

Georgia. They deprived the Georgian Orthodox Church of its autocephalous status and the 

Russian Exarchate powerfully Russified Georgia’s religious architectural landscape. Tsarism 

needed to materialize religious power. Therefore, the Empire constructed sites of worship in 

the Russian architectural style and erected Russian military-religious architecture known as 

Soboro in the central areas of Georgian cities. 

Niko Nikoladze, a Georgian who was Poti major between 1894 and 1914, was a driving 

force in the city’s architectural modernization. He devised an urban plan that included the 

construction of Poti’s central streets; twelve streets developed around a central park and a space 

for the new Cathedral. The Tsarist officials rejected Nikoladze’s plan to build a Cathedral in the 

Georgian architectural style. Later, with Nikoladze’s involvement, the architects Zelenko and 

Marfield created a new architectural project for the Cathedral as a replica of the Hagia Sophia of 

Constantinople. The Tsarist administration approved the new design and in 1906 Exarch Alex 

gave the go ahead for the construction of the new Cathedral, which was completed in 1907. The 

Cathedral, which followed the structure of an Ottoman fortress (Nachkebia 1957: 22), had to pay 

the price of imperial power. However, the problem was that it was not Russian; unlike the Tbilisi 

and Batumi Soboros, it did not exhibit the power of the Russian military (Chitaia 2002). 

Following the Bolshevik revolution in Russia (1917), Georgia gained independence. As 

the first Democratic Republic was established in 1918, the Georgian Orthodox Church — ‘The 

Protector of Georgian Culture’ — regained independence, though not an autocephalous status.2 

Up to the 1990s, the Georgian Orthodox Church did not have the power to organize the urban 

architectural landscape. In 1921, the Democratic Republic was overthrown by the Bolsheviks 

and, because of Soviet secularism, religion was relegated to the margins of public life. 

The Soviet system controlled the living environment, where architecture was used for visual 

and ideological statements (Crowley and Reid 2002: 8-9). The repurposing of the Poti Cathedral 

exemplified Soviet ideological rupture with a religious past. As mentioned earlier, the Cathedral 

was closed and the building was turned into a theatre in the 1930s. Soviet newspapers labelled the 

Soboro Cathedral in the centre of the city as a redoubtable symbol of bloody Tsarism, adding that 

the communists had the power to take charge of the moral reshaping of the building. The theatre 

opened in 1936 and was dedicated to the anniversary of the October Revolution (Lortkipanidze 

                                                 
2 The Russian Orthodox Church recognized the autocephalous status of the Georgian Orthodox Church 

both in 1927 and in 1943. The Ecumenical Patriarchate recognized the autocephalous Orthodox Church 

of Georgia in 1990 (Komakhidze 2021). 

https://www.anthrojournal-urbanities.com/?page_id=1609&preview=true


Special Section (Part 1): Power Games and Symbolic Icons in Evolving Urban Landscapes            Urbanities, Vol. 12 · No 1· May 2022 

Guest Editor, Giuliana B. Prato                                                                                                                                           © 2022 Urbanities 

 

 

https://www.anthrojournal-urbanities.com/vol-12-no-1-may-2022/ 82 

1939: 56). Having portrayed the Tsarist-era religious Cathedral as an institution that occupied the 

theatre’s place in the city, the Soviets transformed it into a Soviet theatrical cathedral (Figure 1) and 

planned to use the building to spread communist ideology. In the 1930s, they built a towering 

steeple with a red star over the theatre. In the 1960s, they dismantled the steeple and erected a dome. 

The phrase ‘all the way to the theatre’ replaced the popular Tsarist-era expression ‘all the way to 

the cathedral.’ (Chavleishvili and Nodia 1963: 3). 

Figure 1. Poti theatre in Soviet times (retrieved from Iverieli, the electronic archive of the Parliamentary Library of Georgia). 
 

Following the end of state socialism and the emergence of nation states, urban areas have 

taken on new meanings in support of the idea of a ‘return to the country’ (Diener and Hagen 2018: 

496). The rewriting of urban identity has included the reconstruction of historical sites and 

architecture, the erasure of the communist legacy and the creation of new locations. 

Since the second half of the 1980s, the Georgian Orthodox Church has been considered to be 

the protector of the nation, paving the way for Georgia’s independence. The agreement between the 

Georgian Orthodox Church and the Georgian state plays a significant role in shaping the public 

landscape. The Georgian constitution guarantees religious freedom, but a constitutional agreement 

signed in 2002 gives the Georgian Orthodox Church special treatment (Komakhidze 2021: 66). 

Sentiments towards the building in local society evoke the need to increase the visibility 

of the church, not of the theatre. After Georgia gained independence in 1991, the feeling that a 

church should be re-established in the building where there was now a theatre intensified 

(Chitaia 2002: 40). In 1995, the Georgian Orthodox Church founded the Eparchy of Poti under 

the leadership of bishop Grigol Berbichashvili. Officials considered constructing a new 

cathedral building, but the Eparchy favoured the restoration of the old edifice. While striving 

to reconstruct the old Cathedral of Poti, the Eparchy reaffirmed its position by organizing public 
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prayers outside the theatre in order to gain public recognition of its claim to the building. Eduard 

Shevardnadze, the second president of Georgia (1995–2003), actively discussed with local 

officials the need for the restoration of the building. The local community was broadly divided 

into two groups; one supported the re-establishment of the Cathedral, the other opposed it in 

favour of keeping the theatre, which was losing its visual mark in the city. The supporters of 

the theatre opposed the erection of the cross in front of the building because this would entail a 

recognition of the Eparchy’s claim to ownership of the building (Nadaraia 2005: 57, 94). 

In 2003, the Poti city council granted the building to the Georgian Orthodox Church. In 

2005, the third president of Georgia, Mikheil Saakashvili (2004-2013), solemnly handed over 

the building’s key to the Patriarch of all Georgia, Ilia II. The state invested approximately eight 

million Georgian Lari and people also made private donations (Janashia 2012: 2). In 2013, the 

Patriarch and the President solemnly opened the Cathedral of Christ’s Resurrection, stating that 

it was a symbol of the renewal of Poti and Georgia (Potis Sakatedro Tazari 2013).3 

Figure 2. Valerian Gunia Poti State Professional Theatre (photo by the author). 
 

Visibility of the Cathedral 

The contemporary Cathedral of Christ’s Resurrection was designed by the Georgian architect 

Mamuka Chkhaidze as a triple-nave basilica. The Cathedral has a central entrance on the west side 

and secondary entrances on the north and south sides (Figure 3). The central entrance includes 

several reliefs of Christian saints, three ornate doors and eight columns. Above the central doors 

there are icons of the Holy Mother, the Archangel and Saint George. On the east side there are the 

altar and three apses. The interior is white. There are 21 arched windows in the dome and 22 in the 

eastern apses. The dome is supported by interior columns. A two-story gallery is surrounded by 

columns decorated with ornate plants in Greek and Byzantine styles, and the columns on the second 

                                                 
3While the Cathedral was being constructed, the adjacent territory was reorganized. A new theatre, 

cinema, trade centre, police office and public hall were built in the central square. The construction of a 

new theatre began in 2006. The Georgian state paid five million Georgian Lari towards construction 

expenses. The theatre was opened on 1st July 2013 by the Prime Minister of Georgia, Irakli Garibashvili. 

Since 2008, Valerian Gunia Poti State Professional Theatre has been a member of the International 

Network for Performing Arts (IETM) (see Figure 2). 
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floor reflect the ionic order (Figure 4). The columns and floor are designed with orange granite. The 

building has a white façade. The building’s courtyard includes a garden, a walkway of cobblestone 

and is surrounded by a fence (Figure 5). On the north-eastern side, near the church, there are a 

baptismal basin and a fountain. An iron decorative fence runs along the northern, southern and 

eastern sides, while a stone wall on the west side marks the boundary with the parking area for 

visitors. Near the stone wall, is Nikoladzes’ tower. To the south of the Cathedral is Poti’s central 
garden, while the Artists’ Square is to the north. The entire site is surrounded by the Rustaveli 

encirclement, which connects twelve streets from several directions (Figure 6). 

Figure 3. Facade of the Poti cathedral of Christ's resurrection         Figure 4. Interior of the Poti cathedral of Christ’s resurrection  
(New Hagia Sophia) (photo collage by the author)           (photo collage by Achim Schyboll) 

Figure 3. Stone entrance wall of the territory of the cathedral            Figure 6: Poti Central square, satellite view (by the author) 

(photo collage by the author) 
 

During my field research in Poti, I studied the use and meaning of this built urban 

environment (Lawrence and Low 1990: 457), where the visibility of the architecture involves 
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three actors: the Georgian Orthodox Church as an institution, the current political regime and the 

local settlers whose visibility develops through their relationship with the Cathedral. 

When I visited Poti for the first time in December 2019, I entered the city via the southern 

highway. At Poti’s periphery, I was waiting for the bus to take me into town when a private car 

stopped and the driver, a 35-year-old man, asked where I wanted to go. I replied that anywhere 

near the Cathedral would be fine by me. He offered to take me to my destination and during the 

journey became my first interviewee. Having said that in Poti all roads lead to the Cathedral, 

while the building was still out of view, he proceeded to talk proudly about the history of the 

building and its meaning to the city. It was indeed at this point that I decided to incorporate this 

religious site into my research agenda. He said: 

‘The Cathedral of Poti is unique in Georgia. It is an old one. Nikoladze constructed 

it, and it is like the Hagia Sophia of Istanbul. The communists opened a theatre 

there, and there is a recently reopened Cathedral. Every person in Poti is proud of 

this building because it has experienced a lot of history as our people did’ (Interview 

1: 5.12.2019). 

Later, when the building came into view, he pointed out the deficiency of the site. He 

mentioned that the fence and wall around the Cathedral were not appropriate for this building, 

saying, 

‘This is an amazing building, but it has an unpleasant defect. There are a wall and a 

fence around the building, and they were not always here. They have surrounded this 

magnificent building with a fence. Nikoladze said that all roads were going to the 

church, not to the fence. Here, everything is getting fenced in. The port is surrounded 

by a huge wall, privatized areas are fenced in, and why not the church? This territory 

is the property of the Church, but the Church means people. We do not like seeing 

only half of the building when we are looking at it’ (Interview 1: 5.12.2019). 

This conversation prompted me to collect local people’s reflections on the Cathedral, 

which seemed to have undergone ideologically-motivated transformations. During the 

conversations with my interviewees, I discussed their personal feelings about the building. 

Three distinct eras were identified: the Tsarist Nikoladze’s, the Soviet and the post-Soviet 

Neoliberal. One interviewee had been involved in the reconstruction work. His reflections 

perfectly outlined the history of the changes experienced by the Cathedral. The man was in his 

mid-60s and had a primary-level education. He remarked: 

‘This is a great building. It is a treasure for both Christianity and our country as a 

whole. This building has a sister building in Turkey. It was constructed by Niko 

Nikoladze, who is considered the father of the Poti people because he developed 

this city. I was told by friends during communist times that the Tsar ordered 

Nikoladze to build a Cathedral here. Nikoladze built this building, and the 

Bolsheviks turned it into a theatre. I remember I saw with my eyes that this building 
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was a theatre. I went to concerts there. We had parades in front of the building. 

Everybody called this building the Cathedral. When we attended concerts and 

communist parades, me and my friends had the feeling that we were doing 

something wrong because this was a place to God. We were getting very good 

shows in the building from the local theatrical crew. Then, the bishop arrived in 

Poti. He fought for this building. I heard that they needed people to work there, and 

I applied. The building has completely changed. Who could have imagined that the 

theatre would take back its original view as a Cathedral? While working on the site, 

I was thinking that Niko Nikoladze was blessing us from heaven because the 

building was taking back its original view’ (Interview 2: 6.12.2019). 

While discussing the post-Soviet reconstruction of the Cathedral, my interviewees hardly 

remembered that the issue of ownership of the building divided the people of Poti into two 

groups: Cathedral supporters and theatre supporters. As the Nikoladze museum curator, a 

woman of around 50, recalled the process of transforming the site, she tried to find an 

explanation for the repurposing of the building. She said: 

‘Since the 1980s, when the majority of the population in Georgia was protesting 

communism, everyone was full of patriotic feelings, which are based on Christianity. 

Who could believe that the Orthodox Church of Georgia finally had an opportunity 

to build and reconstruct churches? While everyone was calling “theatre” the 

Cathedral in the centre of Poti, how would it have been possible for someone to say 

that she or he is Christian from Poti and has a theatre in the city centre instead of the 

historical Cathedral? It was good that the church and people requested possession of 

the building from the government’ (Interview 4: 18.07.2020). 

Another interviewee, a woman in her mid-50s, was a member of the theatre crew. She 

reported on the process from the perspective of someone who had participated in the hunger 

strike, not against the Cathedral, but against closing the theatre: 

‘Our theatre crew announced a hunger strike when the idea of opening a church in 

the building was circulated. Uncertainty grew about the future of the theatre in the 

city. Everyone was involved in this process, whether they wanted to be or not, as 

the problem was related to the building located in the city centre. Bishop Grigol, 

together with former Soviet nomenclature and a representative of the city council, 

entered the building, handling candles. This act eliminated the problem, as people 

saw that the city elite would not leave the theatre. What I saw was that the Church 

and theatre, past and present, negotiated by giving the building to the Georgian 

Orthodox Church. This was not a struggle between Church and theatre. The theatre 

and its crew complained simply because they did not know what was the future of 

the Poti theatre’ (Interview 3: 16.07.2020). 
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The theatre crew included artists who had been successful in Soviet times. By protesting, they 

were calling on the government to pay attention not only to the Church but also to the state-

supported institution of the theatre. Everyone knew that the building was not meant to be a theatre 

and that, historically, there should be a church there. Nonetheless, in recent times the building had 

been used mostly as a theatre rather than as a church. An informant remarked: 

‘Everyone was asking where the theatre was to be located. Nobody said anything 

about a new building for the local theatre. If the theatre crew had not initiated the 

protest movement, Poti would have lost its theatrical traditions. Currently, the 

theatre crew and their former supporters visit the Cathedral, and people are pleased 

with their presence at the prayers’ (Interview 3: 16.07.2020). 

The Cathedral has a dual identity in Soviet and in post-Soviet society. One is active, and the 

other is passive. During state-socialism, the active identity of the building was as a theatre, while 

its passive identity was as a church. Locals referred to it as the Cathedral and recalled its visual 

resemblance to the Hagia Sophia of Constantinople. In post-Soviet times, these two identities 

swapped places; so, now the church is the active identity of the building and the theatre is its passive 

one. My interviewees sometimes mentioned ‘theatre’ rather than ‘Cathedral’ or ‘church’ 
(IInterview 5: 2.09.2020; Interview 6: 30.1.2021; Interview 8: 6.11.2021). 

Poti residents see the Cathedral’s architectural complex as an individual entity that is an integral 

part of the city. ‘This is not only a building, but it is also history’, a man in his 60s stated, adding:  

‘Who could imagine the central square without a Cathedral? This is not possible. Since 

Nikoladze’s time, this building has had a central meaning and if you look at the 

surrounding area, every street, every building, nature and the sea are watching the 

Cathedral’ (Interview 7: 30.11.2021). 

My research questions addressed neoliberal transformations and their influence on the 

Cathedral. My interview partners’ narratives appear to show that the Cathedral visualizes the 

neoliberal identity of Poti. The Georgian Orthodox Church rightly legalized the building of the 

Cathedral. The Church marked its territory in the centre of the city and, to highlight its power and 

visibility, fenced off the Cathedral’s territory, which demonstrated the power of the Church and 

its right to Poti’s central square. Local people view this fenced space as a symbolic privatization 

of the site. Neo-liberal privatization is seen in a negative light by the locals, as marketization of 

Poti as a port city dominates the urban area. The following remarks are illuminating. 

‘Who owns this space? Why did they fence off the Cathedral? Nowadays, decision-

makers do not listen to the people. This is our people’s building. With this fence, it 

seems like it’s the property of the Eparchy. This is not only a Cathedral; it is also the 

history of our city, and it needs to be visible from the inside and the outside’ (Interview 

5: 2.09.2020). 

‘We all knew that the Church has the right to own the building, but this fence and wall 

are something unacceptable to our people. Why is it not open? Why do I have to cross 
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the gate to enter the yard? Sometimes, when I am looking at this wall, it reminds me a 

lot of the port. The port administration privatized every reasonable area in the city. 

There was a ferry travel station behind the wall of the port, which was open in the 

Soviet times for everyone, and there are a lot of personal stories related to this area. To 

me, this wall around the Cathedral symbolizes the recent privatization and hidden 

activities in our city’ (Interview 6: 30.1.2021). 

When discussing Poti’s Cathedral and its visual meaning for the local people, a local 

historian, a man of about 60, emphasized that: 

‘The people of Poti are proud of this building. Besides its historical value, this is 

something that relates to their personal stories during the Soviet experience. For 

example, the parishes marched in front of the theatre during communist parades, 

people attended theatrical shows in the building, etc. Thus, besides its historical and 

religious significance, this building is full of theatrical memories. It was controlled 

by the communists, but the façade was always part of everyday aesthetics. This 

building was always close to you, wherever you were, in the centre of the city or in 

the suburbs. And now, when the building recovers its religious meaning, the 

boundary around it tells the viewers that access to this area is controlled not by 

people but by an institution. It is right that the Church controls this site, but the 

walls around the Cathedral do not belong in the memory of locals’ (Interview 10: 

7.01.2022). 

One interviewee, a woman in her mid-50s, mentioned that the fence around the site 

dismantles the organic sense of the square depicted by Nikoladze, as all the streets in Poti end 

to the wall rather than to the church. She said: 

‘Who likes this wall and fence around the site? Why did they fence off the place? 

It is clear to me that the Eparchy has privatized this space. Everything is wrong 

because of this fence’ (Interview 8: 6.11.2021). Later, she remarked: ‘Someone has 

to remove this wall and fence. The heart of the city is disappearing. Under the 

communists, there was a theatre, but no one could enter the building without 

permission. Yet, people could see the centre of the city. Now we can enter the 

building but this ugly gate makes people feel that someone is controlling them while 

they enter the courtyard. Someone has to destroy this wall and fence. Without walls, 

this building and the whole site would look better’ (Interview 9: 9.12.2021). 

Economically speaking, one of the interviewees, a man in his mid-60s, questioned the 

spatial visibility of the Eparchy. He did not understand why the restorers had not applied Niko 

Nikoladze’s planning model, despite it being said that this church was reconstructed to 

perpetuate his views. He said: 

‘During Nikoladze’s time, this architecture was constructed with Tsarist money as 

well as donations, and this helped people see this building as Georgian rather than as 
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a Tsarist Russian Cathedral. Why is this place distanced from reality when the state 

pays using the people’s money and donations? I do think that now we have a 

Cathedral that is not part of the city life. It appears to be a building that represents a 

space that people visit out of duty. People need to feel that this building and institution 

are always with them’ (Interview 11: 7.01.2022). 

 

Conclusion 

The New Hagia Sophia Cathedral in Poti represents not only a sacred site but also a socially 

meaningful historical architecture. Crossing the fenced gate and entering the Cathedral’s 

territory encourages people to view the site as a ritual space; a space that is not for everyday 

use. The Cathedral embodies the politics of urban neo-liberalization and the increasing power 

of dominant religious organizations in this post-Soviet city. Here neo-liberalism is seen as a 

political ideology that uses religious architecture as a national tool to establish itself in the 

central space of the city. Post-Soviet urban shrinkage and increased privatization now mark 

Poti and private ownership determines access to formerly public areas. The Cathedral itself 

symbolizes this neoliberal reality with its fenced, gated power over an important domain of the 

city’s religious organizations. 

The institutional expression of religion overlaps the inhabitants’ everyday practice. It 

actively involves the spatial production of the lived religion, as the settings of religious materiality 

are visible;4 a visibility that makes their view collective. The Hagia Sophia’s architecture and the 

name itself represent the ideological marks of religious and political regimes in Istanbul, Georgia 

and Serbia which carry signifying authority and underline the identity of the urban areas where 

they are located. The memory of the Cathedral’s history helps the locals to identify themselves 

as being part of the city. 

The actors responsible for making this space publicly visible — namely, city officials and 

the Georgian Orthodox Church — negotiate and enact competing visions of the building in order 

to gain recognition in today’s Poti and in its future image. The daily experience of this site is 

marked by the erected boundaries between people and space, and between inhabitants and local 

officials. As in the city’s everyday reality the Cathedral links architectural, political and 

ecclesiastical visibility, it makes its space socially significant (Brighenti 2010). Today, the 

Georgian Orthodox Church exerts religious power and marks its urban presence in central areas 

of the city. While the new theatre building represents a visual expression of the ‘forgotten’ Soviet 

city, the Cathedral is a symbolic expression of Poti’s new national and neo-liberal economic 

identity. The space both inside and outside the Cathedral is not a common area, as it is visibly 

surrounded by walls and doorways that separate the site as a whole from the public landscape and 

mark it as the property of the religious institution. By embodying the boundary between the 

Eparchy and other entities, it ensures the stability of the Georgian Orthodox Church. 

In post-Socialist Georgia, Poti’s religious space, full of materiality, rituality and 

governmentality (Burchardt and Griera 2020), is rich with the social integration of touch and 

                                                 
4 They can be seen, looked at, perceived, recognised. 
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vision into the today’s reality and social memory. National intervention on the formerly Soviet-

managed space demonstrates that: 1) ideological cartography (memory and spatiality) creates 

metaphorical tensions for the domination of the urban space; 2) through their social and spatial 

experiences, city dwellers organize, use and transform urban spatial marks, and current neoliberal 

privatization converts previously state-ordered spaces into capital-ordered spaces, resulting in the 

mis-negotiation of various allegories of spatial production. Through the dynamics of seeing and 

being seen, the spatial religious morals in Poti have exacted revenge on Soviet morals with 

reference to a significant building that undergoes transformations while embodying both memory 

and present reality. 

As a spatial maker of post-Soviet everyday experience, the Cathedral bears visual testimony 

to the Eparchy and the Georgian Orthodox Church; at the same time, it is a reminder for the local 

population of how identities were reshaped through ideological changes under the Soviets. Over 

time, this building, living between materiality and immateriality, has changed its features and 

tangible and intangible roles as a church and as a theatre; roles that, we have seen, have been 

recently swapped. Having gained recognition from officials, inhabitants and religious authorities, 

it has now achieved legitimacy as a site gated and fenced off from visual accessibility. 
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BOOK REVIEWS 

 

Petra Kuppinger (ed.). 2021, Emergent 

Spaces: Change and Innovation in Small 

Urban Spaces. Palgrave Macmillan. 

 

This edited book, published in the Palgrave 

Studies in Urban Anthropology series, 

advances the exploration of urban change 

through an unconventional, underexplored 

lens. Even though urban ethnography has 

always paid attention to the micro-scale, a 

good part of the ethnographic analysis 

focuses on how people assimilate, adapt to, 

or resist broader economic, political, 

environmental, or social processes. The 

purpose of this book is, instead, to identify 

the seeds of urban change in ordinary lives 

and spaces, relying on detailed 

ethnographic work in geographically 

diverse locations.  

The book aims to explore how specific 

groups of people plant seeds of social and 

urban change, conceptualising these actions 

as ‘urban beginnings’, following Sharon 

Zukin (2010). These explorations allow us 

to expand our understanding of the urban 

beyond the most typical foci that urban 

studies have used to build theory, in line 

with postcolonial views like Jennifer 

Robinson’s ‘ordinary cities’ (2002). In 

addition to displacing the lens from the big 

metropolises of the Global North — which 

the book achieves by including work on big 

and small, North and South, growing and 

shrinking cities — the different chapters of 

the book conceive ‘loose spaces’, as 

conceptualised by Franck and Stevens 

(2007), as crucial spheres of urban life. In 

opposition to ‘tight spaces’, or more visible 

and controlled urban spaces, loose spaces 

can become sites of freedom, innovation, 

creativity, and social change. 

With this aim, the book proposes 

nuanced views on the relation between 

macro-structural processes and people’s 
agency. As a collective contribution, it 

transcends the gap between what Sherry 

Ortner (2016) calls ‘dark anthropology’, 
works dedicated to showing how power 

operates in and permeates every aspect of 

ordinary life; and the ‘anthropologies of the 

good’, which make visible how, even in 

contexts of oppression or precariousness, 

humans create new possibilities for life. The 

chapters of this book, although focusing 

more on the second glance, do not fail to 

understand the seeds of social change 

within the framework of political, 

economic, social, and cultural processes in 

which these ‘small spaces’ are immersed.  

Part I, ‘Migrants, Place-Making and 

Claims to the City’, includes works that 

show, on the one hand, migrants’ desires to 
join the existing system of their reception 

cities (like the Latin American migrants to 

Santiago aiming for inclusion through auto-

construction in chapter 2) and, on the other, 

the ways in which migrants make and 

change cities, generating sometimes 

harmonious, sometimes conflicting 

dynamics. In this second group, we find the 

case of Nepali migrants generating 

solidarities through a restaurant in a small 

city in northern Chile which became their 

transitory home (chapter 5); the Spanish-

speaking and francophone migrants in the 

American Midwest who managed to make 

themselves visible through soccer, 

changing the dynamics and uses of space 

and renegotiating racial and ethnic divisions 
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(chapter 3); or the conflicts over the use of 

public space and xenophobia that arose 

from Peruvian migrants’ presence in a plaza 
also in Santiago (chapter 4). In this first part 

of the book, most of the seeds of change 

emerge more from survival strategies than 

from a desire to change the system. 

Part II, ‘Religion, Urban Innovation, 

and Urban Spiritual Geographies’, in 

contrast, explores seeds for change more 

directly aimed at social transformation. 

Chapter 6 documents an individual 

initiative promoting God’s love for taxi 
drivers in bumper stickers in Shanghai that 

activated potential for social change. 

Chapter 7 shows how Islamists in Phoenix, 

Arizona, use non-official, emerging 

religious spaces to negotiate urban change. 

Chapter 8 draws on a long-term 

ethnography of Islamic religious lessons 

taking place in living rooms to elucidate 

ideas of collective spaces beyond the 

public/private dichotomy, documenting 

how emerging spaces can gradually 

generate new social dynamics. Combined, 

these works show how religion, commonly 

associated with tradition maintaining, can 

also foster urban change. 

Part III, ‘Popular Culture, Lifestyles, 

Social Activism, and Infrastructures’ 
groups a very diverse range of topics, 

motivations and scopes. It includes 

initiatives aimed at social change that 

question the economic status quo: chapter 

11 shows the potential of small businesses 

to foster sustainability in Stuttgart, 

Germany, questioning production, 

consumption and lifestyles, while chapter 

12, through punk and anarchist ‘food not 

bombs’ initiatives in Vancouver, shows 

how urban residents make the 

contradictions of capitalism visible by de-

commodifying food and cooking, 

subverting functions and divisions of space 

with the transitory time-spaces of the 

kitchen. Other chapters document more 

modest initiatives that unlock the potential 

for social change through transitory, 

emerging time-spaces, like the micro-

granting dinner in Detroit shown in Chapter 

9 as a ‘loose space’ for the actualization of 

diverse ideas of the good city. Chapter 10 

brings a Brazilian midsize ‘ordinary’ city to 

the forefront, where bohemian queer 

emerging time-spaces become a site of 

possibility for diverse people, who out of 

these must face the prevailing and 

exclusionary ‘tight’ spaces of the city. 

Chapter 13 shows how inhabitants of 

informal settlements in Cape Town, South 

Africa, relate to space and time in the city 

through infrastructural labour. This chapter 

reinforces the relationship between the 

permanence of housing and the right to the 

city shown in chapter 2, but in a way that 

shows the contradictions of this 

infrastructural labour: improving homes 

and infrastructure solidifies their place in 

the city but simultaneously dissolves the 

possibility of moving to a formal home. 

The last chapter ends with a sentence 

that captures Ortner’s tensions between 
dark anthropology and the anthropologies 

of the good and that points to the 

contradictions latent across the book: ‘small 

spaces, crafted by household labour, hold 

both the seeds of change and the grounds of 

collective frustration’ (p.262). This group 

of empirically grounded contributions to 

contemporary academic debates enhances 
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our understanding of urban life and is a 

welcomed call to urban anthropologists and 

ethnographers to focus, amidst increasingly 

unequal and exclusionary cities around the 

world, on possibilities for urban and social 

change. 
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Julia Tiemann-Kollipost. 2020. Political 

Participation in the Digital Age: An 

Ethnographic Comparison Between Iceland 

and Germany. Columbia University Press. 

 

Numerous cities have turned to so-called ‘e-

democracy’ projects and initiatives, with 
the intention of enhancing and broadening 

community participation in civic matters 

via digital means; often through residents 

proposing ideas for projects within the city 

itself. It is within this emergent 

phenomenon that Julia Tiemann-

Kollipost’s insightful ethnography takes 
place. In Political Participation in the 

Digital Age: An Ethnographic Comparison 

Between Iceland and Germany, Tiemann-

Kollipost investigates the realities of two 

online participation tools, Betri Reykjavík, 

based in the eponymous Icelandic capital 

and LiquidFriesland, an initiative based in 

the rural Friesland region in northern 

Germany, which are comparatively 

investigated. The author pursued this line of 

investigation to answer the question of 

‘how are people's repertoires and patterns of 

political participation influenced by the 

opportunities the Internet generally and 

digital democracy in particular entail’? 

Of interest is Tiemann-Kollipost’s 
argument that online political participation 

does not replace in person forms of 

participation, but rather supplements them. 

Within this work, she frequently rubbishes 

the notions of ‘slacktivism’ and ‘clicktivism’, 
often levied at online political participation, 

instead arguing that users of online 

participation tools are bricolours who are 

‘extracting and combining the information 

relevant to them from diverse media formats 

by multiple approaches’ (p86). With the 

notion that online participation tools are 

another addition to the user’s ‘participation 
repertoire’, the author further argues that 
‘online communities do not repress local 

social networks of families, colleagues, 

neighbours or friends, but rather, those 

groups make use of online communities and 

integrate them into their everyday life’ 
(p181). This finding underscores the relative 

success of Betri Reykjavík, with the close-

knit, urban population of Reykjavik building 

upon pre-existing social networks, whereas, 

LiquidFriesland closed in 2014; in part 

owing to the more rural, dispersed populace.  

Another element of this divergence in 

performance lies in, according to Tiemann-

Kollipost, the origins of each tool’s creation. 
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Drawing upon the work of Harold R. Kerbo, 

it is argued that the crisis which gave birth to 

Betri Reykjavík — the 2008-9 financial crisis 

which upended the Icelandic economy and 

society — produced the ‘liminal’ conditions 
for a more ‘open society’, ‘which came into 

being because of a moral shock in times of 

crisis within a fragmented society’ (p188). 

Whereas, in Friesland, the tool was born out 

of affluence, with the notion that local 

government ‘thought it would be nice to offer 

an additional way for citizens to communicate 

with the administration’ (ibid).  

However, whilst Betri Reykjavik may 

appear to be a success in relation to 

LiquidFriesland, there were significant 

issues with the tool. Firstly, users often 

faced what amounted to the ‘black-boxing’ 
of the tool’s operation. For, when a user 
proposed a project, vague and abstract 

responses would follow from the 

authorities, with projects taking months and 

years to be discussed by the municipality. 

Another issue, away from the functionality 

of the tool, concerns the scope of 

participation afforded to the user. 

According to Tiemann-Kollipost, ‘online 

participation tools linked to municipal 

decision-making processes like Betri 

Reykjavík and LiquidFriesland do not fulfil 

the promises of digital democracy’ (p109), 

due to users facing ‘repeated moments of 

opacity, confusion, and conflict’ (p110), 

with the author continuing to argue that 

online democratic participation can only 

work ‘if it is accompanied by extensive 

changes and restructuring of both the 

political culture and political 

communication’ (ibid).  

Julia Tiemann-Kollipost’s work offers 
an essential insight into the actualities of 

digital political participation and does a 

good job of outlining the various issues 

inherent in the creation and operation of 

these forms of participation. However, there 

are a few areas where, in this reviewer’s 
opinion, the work could be expanded upon.  

Firstly, the author has interrogated 

these online participatory tools through a 

political participation lens. Whilst this is not 

an issue in and of itself, with little detail 

paid to geographically situating their 

ethnographic work — focusing on 

interviewing the users, developers and 

politicians involved with the projects — it 

is imbued with a sense of detachment. This 

is frustrating particularly given the nature of 

the tools under the spotlight, which are 

centred upon using a digital platform to 

affect change in the physical realm at the 

city level. It would have been a nice 

addition for the author to have included a 

section setting the scene as it were, rather 

than focusing on the locations through a 

political lens. 

Another area where improvements 

could be made concerns those who 

participated in the interview process. The 

author has elicited important insights into 

the development and use of these tools, but 

owing to a lack of literature cited 

concerning critiques of smart urbanism — 

the broad umbrella term concerning digital 

interventions into the city — an important 

voice is missing; those who are unable to 

use online participation tools. With the 

further encroachment of the digital into the 

urban, the ‘digital divide’ is a significant 
challenge facing many communities. By 
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solely focusing on users of the platform, the 

voices of the excluded are unheard. This is 

an issue facing many cities which intend to 

follow similar paths and implement similar 

tools, with other ethnographic research 

highlighting the potential of these 

approaches privileging the input of the 

digitally capable (See, Pak et al. 2017 as an 

example of this).  

Despite the above critiques, this text, 

through its insightful revealing of the 

realities of using and operating online 

participation tools, provides a critical and 

accessible account of this emerging 

phenomenon. Julia Tiemann-Kollipost, all 

in all, does a good job to uncover the 

limitations of online political participation, 

whilst also signposting its potential. 

Through her observation that these tools do 

not replace current participatory practice, 

rather augmenting and enhancing them, 

paired with the discussion of their 

limitations, Political Participation in the 

Digital Age should find its way onto the 

bookshelves (virtual or otherwise) of any 

scholar interested in the intersection of the 

political and the digital, or the advancement 

of digitally mediated urbanism. 
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FILM AND VIDEO REVIEWS 
 

The boss. Directed by Mehdi Balamissa. 

2019. 11 min. Colour. 
 

In this short documentary, Mehdi Balamissa 

explores traditional bread-making and delivery 

on the streets of Safi, Morocco. The 

documentary centres on the everyday life of 

‘the boss’, a middle-age Moroccan man whose 

epithet gives the short film its name. 

The documentary opens with a scene of a 

baker placing dough into a wood-burning 

oven. Attention is drawn to the baker’s skilful 
hands. The background voices make us aware 

that this way of baking is traditional in the area 

and has become increasingly rarer to witness. 

The close-ups of hands, bread, and gestures of 

the baker make us wonder whether we are 

watching a documentary on craft and material 

culture. But that all becomes an aside as ‘the 

boss’ makes his abrupt appearance in the 

bakery, riding into the shop on his small 

motorcycle. The focus then shifts from the 

bread to the man who delivers it around the 

city.  

Multiple cameras were used to shoot the 

documentary, which gives us the feeling of 

being closer to ‘the boss’, whose gaze is 

absorbed and humble. As we drive with him 

and his floury load through the city streets, we 

get a taste of the spatiality of where ‘the boss’ 
lives and the hard work he does to make a 

living. Through the movements, traffic noises, 

moments of silence, and the few sentences 

pronounced in the short film, we gain a rather 

poetic view of the labour conditions of this 

man. As good urban ethnographic accounts do, 

The boss offers insights into how the lives of 

individuals are entangled with their social and 

urban surroundings and how people navigate 

the city in their everyday lives. 

The documentary also gives us interesting 

examples of the issues with which camera-

equipped ethnography is confronted: 

suspicions, harsh comments, questions on the 

reasons for filming, and resistance to being 

filmed. Reactions with which camera-

equipped anthropologists are certainly familiar 

— a sort of a rite of passage, one could say — 

when exploring the field through a lens. 

This short documentary unites urban 

anthropology, anthropology of craft and 

material studies, and visual anthropology. It 

provides food for thought for scholars and 

students alike.  

However, the documentary leaves the 

audience with some unanswered questions on 

the life of ‘the boss’ and his surroundings. At 

the end of the 11 minutes, we wonder, for 

instance, who is this man and why is he called 

‘the boss’? What has this bread — as it is rare 

— to say about changing ways of baking, 

which could be related to changes in taste, 

modes of production, accessibility of 

materials, and the transmission of skills? The 

answers to these questions could provide 

additional insights into the entanglements of 

urban, national, and global economies, 

‘informal’ markets, and articulations between 

individual and communal lives in urban 

settings. 
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Radio Riders. Directed by Fabio Corbellini 

and Paola Piscitelli. 2020. 24 min. Colour 
 

The short film Radio Riders (13’, 2020) 
weaves together the voices of seven food 

delivery cyclists in Milan in 2018 who work 

for well-known and globally widespread 

delivery companies within the gig economy, 

such as Glovo and Uber Eats. The cyclists’ 
voice-overs punctuate a sequence of night-
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time shots of the city evocative of the spaces 

and practices of urban transit (roads, delivery 

workers, urban transport, evening panoramic 

views, pedestrians). The ensemble of voices 

builds a narrative on the work experience of 

these riders in three consecutive discursive 

knots — Log in, Navigating, and Log out. 

They all point to the significance of digital 

applications and their mediation in the 

practices of delivery workers. Their voices are 

mediated by a sort of radio broadcast, which 

translates a central element of the cyclists’ 
experience (remote communication) into a 

cinematographic language. Their voices 

overlap with scenes of a city that feels endless, 

threatening, frantic, and hostile all at once. 

This is an effective editing strategy in a film 

that serves as a device whereby a dispersed set 

of ‘unheard voices of all exploited workers’ 
(quote from the film’s dedication) share the 
same wavelength — bringing us closer to their 

views on their working and living conditions. 

In ‘Log in’ (the first section), the 
protagonists talk about the beginning of their 

careers as delivery cyclists and the conditions 

of access to the job — easy if compared to 

other jobs within the metropolitan labour 

structure, especially for migrants without a 

work permit and not fluent in Italian. A few 

initial requirements — a bank account and an 

ID at Uber Eats — are summed up in the ‘sign 
and go!’ motto, which also seems to express 
comparative advantages scrutinised by the 

different voices: ‘I don’t have a boss’; ‘it’s an 
access point for work in Italy’; ‘if you want to 

work, you go. Otherwise, you sleep.’ 
Flexibility and precariousness go hand in hand 

in a type of employment where typically 

marginalised groups within the labour market 

are standard: migrants, students and elderly 

people. 

‘Navigating’ (the second section) shows 

how these dimensions of access and labour 

flexibility are modulated in the experience of 

the cyclists by their working conditions. The 

polyphony of voices reveals extended working 

days, long routes, tight schedules, and extreme 

weather conditions. Moreover, work 

management in these food delivery companies 

encourages self-exploitation (e.g., the 

allocation of schedules based on performance 

ratings). The darkest side of the link between 

flexibility and self-exploitation is the 

precariousness and insecurity.  

The experiences of precariousness 

constitute the core of the film, especially in its 

last section, ‘Log out’. We hear stories of work 

accidents, occupational diseases, sick leave 

and forced retirements, which exemplify how 

their bodies bear a pressure that is not held 

back by a supportive network when it finally 

explodes. These are workers with no social 

security or accident and occupational disease 

insurance (at least until the enactment of Law 

128/2019, which made insurance mandatory 

for cyclists in Italy, as mentioned in the film).  

As an iconic image in (and of) the 

contemporary metropolis, ‘Radio Riders’ 
reflects a city that makes cyclists both 

necessary and helpless at the same time. This 

short film is an excellent example of visual 

anthropology combining relevant, subtle 

ethnography with the interesting 

cinematographic editing of voices. However, it 

somehow yields to the narrative and visual 

cliché of the dehumanised city (such as the 

over-emphatic use of the soundtrack). It 

reawakens the classic audio-visual genre of 

urban symphonies, in which Ruttmann, 

Vertov, and Ritcher portrayed the hidden face 

of progress in European cities of the interwar 

period, leaving an indelible mark on global 
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urban imaginaries. In twenty-first century 

Milan, linked to commercial logistics and 

algorithmic mediations, ‘Radio Riders’ 
transforms the symphony into a signal that is 

truly worth hearing. 
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Afrosampas. Directed by Rose Satiko, G. 

Hikiji and Jasper Chalcraft. 2020. 43 min. 

Colour. 
 

Afro/Sampas, a film by Rose Satiko and Jasper 

Chalcraft and production of the Laboratory of 

Image and Sound in Anthropology (LISA) at the 

University of São Paulo (Brazil), promotes the 

meeting between Brazilian and African 

musicians who dialogue through music in the 

city of São Paulo, Brazil. Issues of transnational 

immigration and ethnographic research as an 

intercultural dialogue permeate the film. The 

relationships among different types of musicality 

from different African references frame the 

montage and approach of the research, which 

dialogues with the field of ethnomusicology and 

the issue of dynamic traditions that incorporate 

learning from ‘the other’.  
The narrative consists of musical 

dialogues among Yannick Delas (Congolese 

musician), Lenna Bahule (from Mozambique), 

Edoh Fiho (Togo) and Brazilian musicians 

Meno del Picchia, Chico Saraiva and Ari 

Colares in São Paulo, Brazil. Taking musical 

improvisation as the methodology of the 

encounters, the film finds in music a common 

language between different worlds. The 

sensitivity of listening to others for musical 

dialoguing is something that music, more than 

anthropology, teaches.  

The encounter of different rhythms, the 

relationship between the Mozambique Group 

in the state of Minas Gerais (Brazil) and the 

country of Mozambique and other musical 

references to Afro-Brazilian rhythms permeate 

the film but are not investigated in depth. 

Mentions of Afro-Brazilian culture reaffirm 

the differences between each of the national 

musical formations/influences.  

In percussive encounters with singing, 

drums, tambourine and marimba, the film 

produces music. Lenna Bahule plays her 

percussive instrument with Yannick Delas’ 
guitar, both with voice. Everyone follows each 

other. The Congolese musician says that there 

is no longer a presence of traditional popular 

music in large Congolese cities, but he 

searches the internet for images of the 

festivities that he knows with their songs. 

The strong point of the film is exactly the 

ethnographic method that initiates with the 

different musical repertoires incorporated by 

the musicians. Anthropology is understood in 

this study as a collective creative act that 

proposes knowing ‘others’ in order to dialogue 

with them, having ‘difference’ as a condition 

and possibility of the encounter.  

The film documents the presence of 

African immigrants in the city of São Paulo 

from the premise of the diaspora, configuring a 

metropolis that welcomes different traditions 

and enables dialogues. It is in the metropolis 

where music can be transformed through 

encounters with different elements engaged in 

dialogue. In this film, the city is a social space 

of cultural exchanges and inventions of 

traditions. Instead of opposing social 

integration/disintegration, Rose Satiko and 

Jasper Chalcraft’s film addresses exchanges 

that would only be possible in the metropolis. 
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