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necessarily correlate with justice, transparency, ef-
ficiency or societal benefit.
On the streets of Yangon, vendors and customers alike
navigate the intricate web of pricing, territories and

In Myanmar, formal institutionalisation does not

| services through local and relational networks.

Known as nalehmu (the notion of understanding in
Burmese), this relational logic knits together mutual
obligations and trust established through long-term
interactions.

This issue of SPACE TALKS critically explores how
the neglect of informality as a concept can obscure
complex mechanisms of urban life at the theoretical
margins in the Global South.

From Matters of Fact
to Matters of Concern

In academic discourses, the con-&§
cept of informality is increasingly
discarded: Caught up in a static for-
mal-informal dichotomy, it is widely critiqued for its
ahistoricity, lack of precision in describing
new phenomena, and limitations in diag-

nosing complex power dynamics between various
actors that defy universalised theorisation.

Latour’s ruminations on scientific critique (2004),
however, encourage us to examine the apparent in-
adequacies of informality as matters of fact that
need to be transformed into matters of concern.
Analyses of informality are easily dismissed as re-
gional anecdotes of urban poverty or weapons of
the weak (Scott, 1985), when they might, in fact,
disguise long-standing, complex and non-hege-
monic spatial heuristics hiding in plain sight. In our
case, this concerns the postcolonial and complex
urban logic of Yangon, Myanmar.

Informality as
de-centering practices

Since independence from British colonial
rule in 1948, Myanmar has experienced on- going
political upheaval and state violence. The brief
transition to partial civilian rule between 2011 and
2021 saw manifold development initiatives aimed
at modernising and formalising Yangon, almost al-
ways according to Global North models of good
governance. Funded by international donors, for-
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In some ways, informality as a concept could seem like a debate about semantics. What does informality really mean? How can we %
better understand its complex relationship to formality beyond a dichotomy? What can it tell us about matters of postcolonial, non-

hegemonic, and place-specific modes of operation that constitute space and sustain socio-spatial practices? \Bibliog raphy
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