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Debates
The museum of vernacular
regeneration
Comparative urbanism and port cities

John Hutnyk

This debate piece reports on ongoing research addressing local experience of heritage regener-
ation in waterfront and port cities (informed by the work of Subramanian [1999. Indrani Ray’s
French East India Company and the Trade of the Indian Ocean. New Delhi: Munshiram
Manoharlal Publishers; 2008. Ports, Towns and Cities: A Historical Tour of the Indian Lit-
toral. Mumbai: Marg Publications; 2016. The Sovereign and the Pirate: Ordering Maritime
Subjects in India’s Western Littoral. Delhi: Oxford University Press] and Mukherjee [2006.
Strange Riches: Bengal in the Mercantile Map of South Asia. Delhi: Foundation Books;
2013. Oceans Connect: Reflections on Water Worlds Across Time and Space. Delhi:
Primus]). An ongoing research project on port cities is evaluated, and a museum of impossible
objects is proposed to counter commercially driven regeneration from mainstream developers.
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S
ome careers no doubt thrive on think-
ing through difficulties and differing
approaches to problems of research

methodology, including in the fields of
urbanism and cultural heritage. This text
serves to introduce a perspective on
research that hesitantly and gingerly (poss-
ibly forlornly) proposes a more inclusive
and responsive approach than others. This
challenge is aimed at the authority of the
scholar-commentator pouncing/pronoun-
cing upon other people’s miseries (or
joys). The topic has a long pedigree, we
surely all know, but how does scholarly
authority still run complicit with insti-
tutional support? Let me explain: this all
started with a set of questions that seem
to not often be under consideration in

comparative work and these questions
have to do, fundamentally, with who does
the research. Who is it that has the power
to search in research? Similarly, who com-
pares in the comparative? Who gets to do
the studies in urban studies? Despite
recent rejoicing for the end of a troubled
and calcified urbanism (‘formerly know
as’, ‘the end of’, ‘reclaiming’ etc.) I would
like to propose that the question of inclus-
ive methodologies must reconfigure the
parameters of research in ways that in
turn have consequences for institutional
projects and training programmes, if not
as prescriptive or universally relevant, but
as a trend in policy, funding, expectation
and evaluation. Hopefully, this will be sug-
gestive enough to invite discussion.
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Accessing memory studies, marginality,
migration and knowledge creation, the litera-
ture on comparative urbanism has become
prominent and, in relation to the ‘who’ of
knowledge production, it raises questions I
cannot yet answer. Are the resources and
theory of comparativism robust enough to
imagine a way to work locally, in my case
with curators of a migration museum, utilis-
ing experimental methodologies and the
‘comparative turn’ to include and have rep-
resented otherwise excluded perspectives in
colonial port city heritage redevelopment?
This resonates with examples of new
museums that address the issue of vernacular
heritages. While I am not angling for a new
day job in the trinkets business, the
Museum of Innocence in Istanbul envisaged
by Pamuk (2008) ensured that it crossed my
mind as a possibility. To display exhaustively
the everyday objects of a lost love affair
seemed like an impossible dream project
(more below). Then, from Francois Verges’s
proposal for a museum on the French colo-
nial territory Reunion, came a set of problems
around what Verges calls ‘vernacular inven-
tions’ (Vergès 2008). When no official
record of the slave period remains, what
counts as evidence and testimony, and who
decides its criteria of validation, become
crucial questions. What I want to suggest is
that conventional scholarly deployment of
‘researchers’ be rethought, and that the
outputs and formulas of comparative urban-
ism maybe need to be disrupted a little so
that we can even see how strange and unba-
lanced they are as a basis for learning.

Having read around a little, never enough,
I can report on significant studies in several
areas of heritage in Port cities (and especially
in West Bengal, where I mostly work, see
Bear 2015; Mukhopadhyay 2016 and the Ser-
ampore regeneration Project of the Danish
National Museum, also below). Particularly
interesting to me have been those studies
which broach the question of comparative
research and comparative urbanism as a
global framework—hot topic of the day,
and indeed much debated in these very

CITY pages (Farias 2011; Brenner and
Schmid 2015). While not all relevant com-
parative studies deal with ports and heritage,
those that do are the ones which engage use-
fully with questions of interpretation and cul-
tural change and entertain a critical relation to
Government Policy and global networks,
among other considerations. The debate in
very general terms revolves around what I
see as a fundamental misunderstanding of a
line in Marx: ‘they cannot represent them-
selves, they must be represented’. Marx is
here, in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis
Bonaparte (1852, 100–101) speaking of the
French peasantry, those ‘potatoes in a sack’
that are a class in itself but do not know
this, they do not form a class for themselves.
Rather than saying they must be represented
as some kind of exhortation, as many seem to
take it, Marx is instead criticising the little
nephew Bonaparte for appropriating that
role, speaking for them, speaking as if with
their consent. I think today there is a
general and too often underexamined conti-
nuity here where commentators, scholars,
developers, corporate and institutional
agencies, and of course politicians and aca-
demics, too often do with much the same
so-called consent.

Such is my alienation that I feel no knowl-
edge of the city can be trusted now if it is not
conveyed by the street. My approach cannot
avoid this, but I am able to also offer an evalu-
ation from the middle point of a project that
was perhaps just too big to work, and too
important not to try, even perhaps to fail. It
necessarily exceeds capabilities and was
stretched across multiple waterfront urban
sites—Istanbul, Kolkata, London, Hong
Kong. The settlement communities accessed
in each of the sites played contrasting roles.
They are subject to a long and varied colonial
history, development, underdevelopment,
deindustrialisation and unemployment, and
in each case significantly now faced with
regeneration and the phenomenon of being
priced out of their own spruced-up localities.
These sites are therefore engaged in signifi-
cant urban change, with the influence of
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Government planners and property/condo-
minium developers having a huge and very
visible say. In this context, the perspectives
of informal, illicit or transient workers
usually excluded from regeneration projects
and their analysis constitute the prime focus
under the heading ‘Vernacular Regeneration’.
Community-based members of these groups
of illicit or transient workers are brought
into the project(s) as researcher-archivists
and co-authors. As a performative vehicle
for this research, the resulting material in
preparation is (to be) presented as a prospec-
tus for a mobile museum, displayed (as
photographs and text more than artefacts) in
a transit symposium and mobile site, as affec-
tive as it is material, owned locally and open
or closed according to local needs. It struggles
for funds as much as it does for Research
Assessment criteria evaluation. The disciplin-
ary formations that could and should be the
repositories of an urban intelligence and
which should garner the funds for this, are,
may I say, wholly owned corporate subsidi-
aries, manifestly anti-people even at the
moment they make claims to progress
through big data, flashy graphics and back-
lit neon maps. I have been working to find
and fund a way out of this—compromise,
complicity, complication—with increasingly
personal and professional deterioration as
consequence. Funding welcome of course,
via PayPal.

The project

This research involves collaborative ethno-
graphic work with local ‘illicit’ groups to
deliver new approaches to comparative
urbanism and global connectedness, utilising
inclusive methodologies and museum cura-
tion as an innovative mode of presentation.
The project sets out to show how compara-
tive urban experience, inclusion/exclusion
and urban heritage can be engaged in
museum projects through the perspectives
of those who live in and move through the
excluded or inaccessible margins of global

cities. Addressing ‘the comparative turn’ in
urban studies, using ethnography and
history, this research will also deliver new
tools for understanding and interpreting
issues confronting museum curators
working in preservation in marginal or transi-
ent areas. It proposes new modes of participa-
tory knowledge creation, and makes a
postcolonial case for examining major sites
of ‘Empire’ together, both contemporary
and historical migration. The research
carried out in the project is ethnographic in
the anthropological sense, with history and
cultural studies perspectives showing how
our grasp of the complexities of commemora-
tion can be enhanced by including a wider
understanding of cultural economy and
contact, population shifts and urban
dynamics. While planners, scholars, archivists
and curators do contribute significant and
useful material on historical pasts related to
the chosen localities, there are also several
identifiable lacunae to do with communities
not often accessed. The driving hypothesis
of this study is that an inclusive methodology
of knowledge creation that takes better
account of the informal sector, precarious
labour and transient or migrant lifestyles
can correct these lacunae and offer a perspec-
tive more in tune with what is common
experience of the city for many citizens.
Filling this gap is attempted by offering the
experiment of a collaborative museum
prospectus.

The redevelopment of former colonial
sites, restoration of monuments and build-
ings, commemoration events and documen-
tation of colonial heritage in Asia and in
Europe has attracted significant attention
(see Bear 2015; Brumann 2012). For this
project, the empirical starting point was a
conjoined (comparative) moment among the
chosen global sites where the present was
infused with (a version of) the relationship
of places to history. In Kolkata, the West
Bengal Heritage Commission, along with
the Chandernagore, Kolkata and Serampore
Municipal Corporations, proposed an inte-
grated Hooghly Riverfront Development
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scheme to restore the respective French,
English, Dutch, Portuguese and Danish
extant sites, establish and promote colonial
era museums and scholarship, and to attract
history-oriented tourism to the river. The
Danish Museum in particular invested heavily
in restoration of colonial sites, buildings, a
church and a tavern, in Serampore. At the
same time, development and design compa-
nies, such as the firm Architects Continuity,
have linked with building owners, site devel-
opers, state government and national funders
in India and in the former colonial powers to
deliver restorations and co-ordinate planning.
In not unrelated ways, in London, the eastern
riverfront of the Thames which includes such
heritage projects as the Cutty Sark, Green-
wich Maritime Museum, saw the redevelop-
ment proposal for Convoy’s Wharf/Kings
Yard. Each site here is promoted for
tourism to varied effect. The Maritime
Museum houses an impressive, but selective,
‘Traders’ exhibition wing (opened 2011) and
Cutty Sark’s historical display in its mid-
ships exhibition space was rebuilt after a fire
during restoration in 2007. As part of the
latest regeneration phase, the 200+ year old
Whampoa and Kowloon Dock Company,
which had serviced EIC opium shipping
from West Bengal in the early 1800s, is now
main contractor for the redevelopment of
Convoy’s Wharf, the former EIC ship-build-
ing yard in Deptford, where some 3500 high-
end private condominium apartments will be
raised. Emphasising global connections that
might be overlooked in single-city studies,
the Deptford project sits on a site that has
heritage significance in terms of colonial
trade between London and Bengal, as well
as with the developer’s base, Hong Kong
(a later part of the study will be located
here, and one of the earlier iterations of this
project included much detail on this aspect
and the opium trade and links to Istanbul,
Kolkata and Hong Kong). In all of the com-
mentary on the project to date, including
the fast-tracking bypass of the Convoy’s
Wharf consultation process by Boris
Johnson when he was Mayor of London,

there has been minimal comparative or
historical consideration by the developers
themselves, plus perfunctory community
consultation around the displacement of
existing local resident communities. As a con-
cession to community campaigns, the con-
tractor Farrells did propose a ship-building
showcase to resurrect the eighteenth-
century warship, the Lenox (Town Planning,
#7, 2014) but this explicitly did not address
the target communities of this research.

The methodological question

A conjunction of market and memory means
local regeneration initiatives proceed with
international money, so a key concept
becomes the co-constitution of former colo-
nial powers with sites of memorial and recon-
struction. In choosing these globally
significant sites, a range of connectivities can
be listed and a bespoke methodology piloted
in this project over the past three years with
a view to comprehending them together as a
comparative urbanism test case. Past and
present links between Istanbul, Hong Kong,
Kolkata and London are constitutive, with
the trade and political interests of the former
colonial powers shaping many aspects of con-
temporary policy and commerce: the slogan
‘we are here because you were there’ resounds
in London; perspectives on residents’ inter-
ests; globally facing local initiatives; river
environment and historical justice/compen-
sation claims; tourism sector ‘heritage’ and
cultural investment; and limited developer
accountability oversight have all been regis-
tered. A shared often-contested history cul-
minates now with an escalating scale of
‘regeneration’ in terms of specificity of the
market sites, preservation discourses, redeve-
lopment planning (condominiums), tourism,
museums, and the mechanisms of state finan-
cing. Similar too, in the estimation of this
research as it has gone forward, is community
frustration at a parallel exclusion of lived
experience for certain illicit trades, excluded
groups and precarious or peripheral workers.
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An overhaul of comparative theorising so
that participants in urban change are inti-
mately engaged with knowledge production
rather than assumed to be more or less
willing subjects of study is key to the ‘com-
parative turn’. The mode of reporting from
the ‘field’ (or ‘coalface’) to the academy is
guilty of a primary exclusion. In an earlier
CITY debate, Farias makes the point in a for-
ceful response to Brenner, saying that ‘as long
as critique remains in a theoretical mode . . .

it runs the risk of silencing the heterogeneity
of human and nonhuman actors involved’
(Farias 2011, 365). It seems clear that the
dynamic that privileges some views over
others can only change when most, not
some, are able to study the city, with conse-
quent input into planning and similar. A
modest conceit to address this dynamic
would be to ask what it is that marginalised
and transient workers consider representative
of the city and what would they include in a
comparative museum that addressed their
concerns. Galla is critical of the ways ‘Most
collections are made by people who have
rarely experienced the lives of the source
communities. Even when fieldwork is the
basis for such collections, the researchers
mediate the meanings between the source
and the host institution’ (Galla 2015, 163). It
might be possible to use an innovation in
comparative urbanism to challenge the obser-
vational and curatorial models that govern
such collection and institutionalisation.

A critique of normative assumptions about
who produces knowledge then remains a
foundation for this project even as it
morphs into virtual and ever more exper-
imental forms. A kind of ventriloquy can be
heard. The knowledge creating place-
making groups involved here are those often
most adversely affected by regeneration and
heritage development and this problem
might be called, as Galla has it, ‘First voice’
privilege, where ‘First voice’ involves those
who are ‘carriers and custodians of cultures
and their related heritage resources’ (Galla
2008, 11). Developers seem deaf to these
voices, or have them speak only to script.

The questions they ask pertain to wider
dilemmas, such as how custodianship is
decided when the situation might be a
complex urban, and globally connected, com-
mercial scene? Problems which can only be
better ‘mediated’ in research, where excluded
voices are brought into discussion of how
‘actual practices, processes, sociomaterial
orderings, reproduce . . . asymmetries in the
distribution of resources, of power and of
agency capacities’ (Farias 2011, 370). For
Galla, this means places like museums as
‘agencies of participatory democracy’ have a
responsibility to play a role in ‘social trans-
formation’, ‘reconciliation’ and ‘develop-
ment’ (Galla 2015, 160). Criticism within
heritage studies does exist (Glendinning
2013), but perspectives reflecting lived
experience and accessing illicit and informal
‘heritage’ within the interstices of migration
regulation require additional resources. Con-
siderable effort is needed to challenge the
assumptions of architects, preservationists,
policy officials and tourism-focused com-
mercial support that heritage should return
sites to (versions of an) original or pristine
order.

Even as this project now collects ‘objects’
for a museum prospectus—objects widely
defined as material culture, including photo-
graphs, plans, brochures and commemorative
event descriptions—it is stressed that the
researcher for the past 8 years works only in
collaboration with people from illicit, precar-
ious and migrant groups who are otherwise
usually uninvolved in knowledge creation
except as subjects of research. As Glick Schil-
ler points out, critics of neoliberalism addres-
sing migrancy in regeneration narratives may
take ethnic enclave and self-segregation for
granted (Glick Schiller 2012, 886). So as to
avoid the assumptions of fixed identities,
orientalism, paternalism or tokenism, of
treating migrants, minorities or peripheral
groups as coherent ‘units’ or types, implying
voyeurism and/or romanticism of the exoti-
cised ‘photogenic poor’, the ‘other’ or
‘victim’, an emphasis on place-making and
knowledge creation as agency is put
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forward experimentally. This implies the
comparison is not of singular cultural trinkets
itemised and objectivised in fieldwork, but
rather accepting that comparative ‘spatial
scales are historical products’ (Farias 2011,
370) parallels in research method, investiga-
tive archives and resources, and the people
who evaluate the research become crucial
reflexive factors.

Why is comparison even important to resi-
dents and other local groups? It might not be
simply that the local can gain from lessons
learned elsewhere, since the trajectories are
not everywhere the same. Gayatri Chakra-
vorty Spivak has made the point that the
usual teleology of development and globali-
sation might be contested in a way that
need not rehearse the expected narratives of
commercial gain (Spivak 2013). The co-con-
stitution of ‘here and there’ and the focus
on informal work, often precarious
women’s work (Federici 2012) or illicit
trade (De Neve 2005) challenges the usual
colonial development narrative and the
focus on regeneration projects proposes a
renegotiation of present-day colonial heri-
tage. Looking to develop further research,
the critical perspectives of the informal
sector (Hart 1973, 2000) and vernacular
forms of globalisation (Mukhopadhyay
2013; Vergès 2008, 2014) help us rethink
global economy and justify discussions of
the ‘comparative (re)turn in urban studies’
(Glick Schiller 2012, 880).

Influences

The innovative result of this research even in
its process, before publication, is the growing
formation of a comparative urban archive of
affective materials collected for display to
permit a ‘scalar’ comparison between the
chosen sites. A material and materialist
research focus that foregrounds comparative
scales of reference and illustrates in turn the
historical asymmetries of power and knowl-
edge that shape the contexts of regeneration
at the city-wide scale, the locality, the

street, the interior, subjectivity, exclusion
and more. There are of course scholars that
offer inspiration for this outside of compara-
tive urbanism, and the charge that bringing
other voices into the mix can offer should
never be discounted, even as it often precisely
is—cf research council evaluations of funding
applications. Nevertheless, my reflections on
the ways the illicit character of precarious
migrant workers can comment on each of
these levels are also spurred by, more or less
conventional, scholarly precedents: especially
influential books by Michael Taussig and
Michael Dutton. The political scientist
Dutton, in his Streetlife China (1998), col-
lects examples of a kind of subaltern criminal
sociology of Beijing, assembling samples of
‘representative’ objects and practices from a
street level and even sub-cultural back
street-level cultural practice. The commen-
tary on the collection of these objects and
their significance as indicators of a nuanced
and human dimension to otherwise stereo-
typed and homogenised identities was an
important intervention in Chinese historio-
graphy. An even more salient inspiration for
this project comes from anthropologist
Taussig in his book My Cocaine Museum
where the scalar lends itself to comparative
shifts between global issues and specific
sites. For example, after a visit to the gold
museum of the Banco de la República in
Bogata, Colombia, the anthropologist was
awed by the reverently displayed ingots and
artefacts, but also because after over 30
years of fieldwork he knew that the
museum was ignoring the 300 years of black
slavery that provided the labour for the gold
mines. Along with the Inca fascination with
gold and coca, the conquistadores obsession
with El Dorado, moving right through to
the present-day determinant of the economy
by the white gold of the cocaine trade—‘or
rather the U.S. prohibition of it—that
shapes the country today’ (Taussig 2004, xi)
the Bank museum left much out. The book
then is an innovation in presentation of eth-
nography—a portfolio of overlooked
human stories for an impossible museum,
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documenting objects of culture, and socio-
political intrigue.

Following Taussig and Dutton, who both
focus on storytelling and have an ear for the
extraordinary in the lived everyday, a
further mix of Walter Benjamin and Henri
Lefebvre as influences is on offer, along
with several other writings on souvenirs,
exotic objects and the anthropology of dark
tourism that will shape this project (MacCan-
nell 1992; Lennon and Foley 2000; Vergès
2014; Pamuk 2008). With a focus on objects,
plans and maps, and especially on the training
of new researchers, this project has striven to
democratise comparative urbanism and make
public several dimensions of the tangible and
intangible heritage of the East India
Company, and its consequences. Farias rec-
ommends efforts to ‘open up’ the ‘arrange-
ments and ways in which actors, things or
processes are made present and made
absent’ (Farias 2011, 370), and provides the
injunction to ‘recognize and represent’
(Farias 2011, 371). The collection of a miscel-
lany of everyday objects to narrate the politi-
cal history of exclusion according to
informal, precarious and transitory rhythms
(Lefebvre 1947) makes this effort plausible
when those who suffer this exclusion are
invited alongside as researchers, collectors,
curators and storytellers (Benjamin 1936, for
discussion see Hutnyk 2014). Representing
and collating such work can respond to mul-
tiple rewritings of the urban—heritage should
not be a prison, ‘we have heritages’ (Vergès
2008). It is significant that these stories take
similar and connected forms in waterfront
cities marked by histories of mercantile and
colonial trade, over-inscribed greatly by sub-
sequent industrialisation and then indepen-
dent national use, but also with differences,
divergences and revisions in terms of the
processes of decolonisation, nationalisation
(not the same thing), industrial decline, liberal-
isation, stagnation and final iteration as shop-
ping malls and regenerated sites for tourism,
commercial offices and condominiums. These
rhythms mean comparative urbanism then
need not get caught up in mere ‘variation

finding’ approaches which ‘preselect’ their
variables ‘on the basis of their suitability to
test hypotheses’ (Robinson 2011, 5), but can
be made capable of grasping interconnected
and globalising influences upon a dynamic
local. Telling divergent stories of colonial
history democratises migration studies.

It is slowly being acknowledged, and
assimilated, that transient, migrant, illicit
and informal sector labourers contribute
hugely to the city, in their economic activity
as well as culturally (ISTAT 2010; OECD
2002), as necessary strata supporting and sur-
rounding the formal. Too often, however, the
value of illicit understandings will be under-
appreciated (Abramsky and Drew 2014). In
heritage regeneration contexts, informal
traders, interest group advocates and local
and/or displaced residents can ‘claim a right
to the past’ (see Brumann 2012) and can
demand acknowledgement as part of devel-
opment. Participants taking multiple and
varied paths through formal structures—
through regeneration projects, through
trading arrangements, through colonial and
‘postcolonial’ configurations—are best
placed to know and report on their situations.
The ethnographer, full of doubt about the
role, seeking to facilitate a new mode of
inquiry, or at least not to impose an agenda
hardly examined in the corporate and neolib-
eral complex that oversees (the word echoes
with history) such projects, and yet still com-
mitted to documenting human truths and
meanings, follows the approach of Tsing
(2004, 2017) and Bear (2015), trying to facili-
tate the work of those who can tell stories of
how the multi-variant and creative survival
strategies of those who make up our commu-
nities in globally facing cities adds value to
cultural relations, knowledge and growing
global urban cultures as such. I take to heart
especially the assembled and accreted ethno-
graphy that Tsing gathers on the informal
periphery of global trade, as her subtitle indi-
cates: ‘On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist
Ruins’ (2017) where the narrative, which is
never simply local, should be remembered
as a part of heritage and contemporary
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urban identity. By foregrounding collabora-
tive research, the ‘findings’ of such a project
might strengthen residents’ participation in
local decision-making and governance. The
concepts of the illicit and informal as bound
up and necessary alongside the formal can
thus take precedence over older globalisation
debates about supposedly residual cultural
and ethnic differences—identity, hybridity,
diffusion, resilience, etc. (see Werbner and
Modood 1997)—that persist as hard fixed
cultural and sociocentric predictions of how
cultural and marginal others will behave and
how they can (should?) be governed.

This perhaps better-forsaken attempt to
take the informal and illicit into account
joins previous studies which show that diffi-
culties of access and perceived purpose of
colonial trade are significant. We know that
reconfigurations of economy in the colonial
centres of India (Mukherjee 2006) or on the
South China coast did not simply open the
hinterland to global trade, and extensive
opium use, but required also a re-articulation
of the way locals reproduced themselves,
creating a shift from subsistence and trade
to wage labour and articulation of new
knowledge and identities subsuming older
networks and practices (Kamara 2008). In
London, the consequence of this was
brought home explicitly through subsequent
migration but now comes through finance
capital and the service sector (Marriott
2003), and immigration debates (Brexit as
the latest context for these). In general, post-
colonial cities, as loci of global trade, are the
most contested sites for re-articulating the
reproduction of the everyday both in conti-
nuity and discontinuity with the past. Such
locations, undergoing restoration are
thereby involved in a contestation over asym-
metrical memory, and they provide venues
where these modalities of affective and repro-
ductive activity are often at first invisible. To
bring these out into more public scrutiny, and
to do so through the agency of affected resi-
dency and labour advocacy groups, might
be this project’s larger contribution if ever
the dust of development settles.

In this project, generating both new tools
for comparative urbanism suitable for
museum curators, and for collecting the pro-
spectus for the proposed ‘comparative’ and
multi-site museum is ‘ethnographic’ in a re-
imagined collective way. Global pressures
for gentrification and regeneration impact
people who are too often described in
policy discussion with terms like ‘integration’
and ‘social cohesion’, perhaps too often with
an interpretive bias towards ‘problem areas
such as criminality, drugs, poverty and vio-
lence’ (Glick Schiller and Çağlar 2011, 2).
This terminology is rarely adopted by those
it describes, contra labelling theory (Sykes
and Matza 1957), but to ‘clarify and explain
the basis of [the] comparison’ (Glick Schiller
and Çağlar 2011, 19), this research is com-
parative at the level of who compares, not
what is compared, countering the discrimi-
nations of those who diagnose ‘place-
making’ while not themselves intent on
making place or cognizant of those who
make while moving through places.

Brenner notes examples of studies which
illustrate contestation of inequality and
exclusion: ‘migrants have actively contested
contemporary processes of neoliberalisation’
(Brenner 2011, 40) but the migrants them-
selves do not accrue research evaluation
rewards, citations or professorial chairs on
the basis of reports of this or that to the
academy. Problematically then, this project
joins with others to collect illicit ‘objects’
and ‘examples’ that would challenge any
bias in comparative urbanism for the exotic
street romance of voyeuristic administrative
sociology. The project includes an important
display contribution, presenting a possible
museum that consciously invited compari-
sons with the ‘Museum of Innocence’ in
Istanbul (Pamuk 2008) taken as a model,
but crossed with Verges’s curtailed (funding
withdrawn from the right) ‘museum
without a collection’ in Reunion, where the
commercial art market’s ‘appetite for
the “exotic”’ was temporarily challenged. In
the absence of slave testimony, ‘team work’
mobilised ‘collectors, social workers,
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associations and local authorities’ to gather
specimens of oral history: ‘a nursery rhyme,
a song, a prayer, a brief life story, a mantrah
. . . a remembered map of a quarter’ (Vergès
2008). Such ‘vernacular knowledge and prac-
tices’ (Vergès 2014, 26) invoke exercises to
reorient scholarship as the perspective of par-
ticipants, including content and curation.
Successful or not, this means testing alterna-
tive methods for a more inclusive and socially
empowering knowledge creation, also seen in
efforts such as those of Galla and the team
behind the ‘International Institute for the
Inclusive Museum’ (http://inclusivemuseum.
com). With inclusive content, the museum’s
target audience is not strictly defined
beyond the widest possible, and like
Pamuk’s collection, what results is a
museum of affect as much as objects. The
focus is in grappling, reflexively, with
serious problems of collecting ‘from’ and
‘with’ the illicit, precarious and deviant,
without presenting photogenic, exotic and
aestheticised objects of collection and
control. How important is it to register
and resist the asymmetry of interest from
those who are conversely not marginalised,
since the difficulty of measuring intangibles
in the knowledge economy signals an urgent
need to take up the illicit and informal as a
part of urban structure, as again noted,
albeit in rather earthy language, by Bounfour
and Edvinsson: ‘Knowledge is not created,
fertilized, and disseminated in a vacuum of
social links, but fundamentally in contexts
with specific and adapted social capital’
(2005, xi). Solving all such problems in this
research may be impossible, Verges questions
the anti-colonial rhetoric of having to ‘catch
up’, but obligations of reciprocity and com-
plicity (Azoulay 2008) must also be con-
sidered by new and reformed curators and
ethnographers.

Conclusion

The Museum of Vernacular Regeneration,
and the imagined future multi-author

monograph that goes along with it, may
provide a more rounded and adequate
view of the city and greater visibility for
the perspectives of place-making illicit ver-
nacular cultures of survival. It should be
self-evident, but it is not, that wider appli-
cation the notion of informal sector
beyond the statistical effort to measure
and capture economic growth (Portes, Cas-
tells, and Benton 1989), would move
towards user-generated vernacular knowl-
edge and identification with insiders who
show awareness of the dynamic between
autonomous livelihoods and self-organising
groups (Chen 2007). Users have vested
interests and claims upon restoration pro-
jects in the sites where they live and work,
even where that work is illicit or informal.
A modest museum project starts to chal-
lenge existing informal economy studies
and representations of urban life, whether
comparative or not, in that the museum pro-
spectus and events will be presented by and
for the community as an intervention in
knowledge. It is hoped that the perspective
and participation of those whom informal
sector comparative studies purport to
‘help’—whether on questions of value or
on strategies of survival in the postcolonial
state—will mean they do not simply
remain abstract ‘units of analysis’ (Gough
2013, 870) in ‘ethnic enclaves’ (Glick Schil-
ler 2012, 886) but will then enter fundamen-
tally into visible comparative place-making
within institutional spaces of knowledge
(see also De Neve 2005, 16; Chen 2007).
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