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ABSTRACT Urban planning in India is heir to a colonial paradigm that imposed practices developed from the ex-
periences of Western urbanisation to the local Indian context. This paper suggests that this paradigm exacerbates
the complex problems of contemporary urbanisation, but there is little attempt among Indian urban planners to
acknowledge and address the consequences of their colonial legacy. The forces of globalisation are reinforcing this
postcolonial intellectual malaise by reposing greater faith in capital- and technology-intensive solutions to solve
problems instead of reforming the inherited processes of urban management. This paper argues that the nascent
field of urban conservation in India offers the potential to review the dominant paradigms of urban planning and
develop more context-specific and appropriate strategies for tackling the problems of Indian urbanisation.
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The problems of cities in India are complex. Wages of ne-
glect, incompetence, corruption, compounded by the con-
sequences of uncontrolled urbanisation and rapid socio-
economic development are commonly cited as the prima
facie causes for the degraded state of settlements. To many,
these familiar characteristics of Indian urbanism suffice to
explain the problem. It enables urban planners to absolve
themselves of any responsibility for their acts of omission
or commission. Nevertheless, the fact is that there are no
simple explanations for the state of affairs in Indian cities.
One can, however, begin by acknowledging that architec-
ture and urbanism are neglected areas of concern in the
public realm and, therefore, except for frustrated opinions
and knee-jerk reactions, even the professionals and city
managers seem unable to understand the deep structure
of the problems confronting Indian cities. In the mean-
time, cities continue to function and conditions remain in
the hopelessly unmanageable. Under the circumstances,
one wonders whether the new, big-budget programmes

for urban renewal which have recently been initiated by
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the government will be able to solve the problems of In-
dian cities.

Over the last decade, several mega urban renewal pro-
jects have been initiated, starting with the Jawaharlal Neh-
ru National Urban Renewal Mission (J]NNURM) in 2005
and, recently, schemes with catchy acronyms like SMART
cities', HRIDAY” and AMRUT®, along with many other
lesser known schemes. It appears to indicate, at least, that
there is a more concerted effort to tackle the problems
of our cities. Given the starved condition of municipali-
ties in India, these initiatives are welcome and may have
some positive impact, but, in the main, I remain sceptical
because these initiatives are attacking the symptoms of
the failures of city planning and not the planning process
itself which, I believe, is causing the problem. The Indian
Institute for Human Settlements points out that ‘nearly 40
per cent of urban households do not have access to treat-
ed tap water and around 13 per cent still defecate in the
open’ (ITHS 2015). Hi-tech initiatives for street lighting or
monitoring water supply, as these urban renewal schemes
tend to favour, fail, first, to tackle the most basic civic
needs and, second, to reform the planning paradigm that
creates these problems in the first place. For instance, the
New Delhi Municipal Corporation—catering to one of the
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country’s richest municipalities—was the easy recipient
of a SMART City grant, while Delhi’s many proliferating
slums do not fall within the purview of the scheme. The
massive urban renewal initiatives are one of the conse-
quences of the increasing influence of globalisation. After
all, if India aspires to be counted among the advanced so-
cieties in economic and technological terms, how can its
cities present a contrary picture? What is fuelling the strat-
egies to transform cities is therefore massive infusion of
capital and technology. Interestingly, however, one of the
consequences of the infusion of global strategies of change
has been the catalysing of a greater interest in the tradi-
tional practices the new vision seeks to replace. At a recent
conference convened by ICOMOS India at Bengaluru,
India*, for example, the saliency of traditional knowledge
systems of building and the continued relevance of his-
torical precincts in the functioning of modern cities was
discussed. Participants highlighted the fact that in certain
societies (like India), concepts of history and memory that
underpin the continuities of urban living cannot be easily
dismissed because they still mediate the lives of citizens
and redefine the nature of the modernisation processes
underway.

A few days later, at another conference, this one on ver-
nacular architecture, held at the School of Planning and
Architecture, Bhopal, India’, the relevance of vernacular
architectural practices to meet the needs of the fast-grow-
ing habitats in India was discussed. Participants from dif-
ferent disciplines from all over India agreed that modern
construction practices were not able to meet the tremen-
dous demands for new habitats created by the massive
urbanisation taking place in the country and that building
policies needed to be purposefully redirected to promote
the living traditions of vernacular architecture that were
still in use all over the country. Moreover, it was high-
lighted that these practices were also environmentally and
culturally more appropriate. The delegates unanimously
adopted a Charter to promote the practice of vernacular
architecture as an appropriate strategy to modernise In-
dian architecture and cities.

These conferences are examples of the concerns being
expressed among many architects, urban planners and
scholars working in developing countries on the inade-
quacy of adopting methods and strategies of planning and
building that are based on the experiences of modernisa-
tion in Western countries. They are beginning to realise
that, perhaps, new and culturally rooted process, must be
relied upon to deal with overwhelming urban and spatial
problems of the developing countries. There is, therefore,

an increasing interest in examining what may be termed
‘indigenous’” approaches to deal with urban and archi-
tectural issues in many societies around the world. This
paper examines the rationale of this perspective in the In-
dian context.

The correlation between urbanisation and economic
development is a well-established universal phenomenon.
It is, therefore, predictable that in India, the dramatic
growth of the economy will fuel massive urbanisation.
Even as city administrations try to cope with the current
level of urbanisation (31.16% according to the 2011 Cen-
sus), they will have to deal with far greater volumes of
migrants in the future (The Planning Commission of the
Government of India, for example, expects the urban pop-
ulation to double in the next 25 to 30 years). But the issue
of urbanisation is not just a matter of numbers, because
these numbers are also characterised by the increased
complexity of the phenomenon. We are beginning to re-
alise that existing models of urban planning—primarily
based on the experience of urbanisation that took place
in the West during the last century—addressed a simpler
order of complexities and dealt with fewer numbers of mi-
grants to cities and therefore they are unable to cope with
the emerging understanding of the multifaceted nature of
the country’s urbanisation phenomenon.

Some of the characteristics of the problems that are
being created by urbanisation in countries like India
were studied by the Asian Coalition for Housing Rights
(ACHR), Bangkok, which undertook research in eight
Asian cities to identify the process of socioeconomic,
physical and institutional changes that had taken place
since the late 1980s (Satterthwaite 2003)°. These changes
occurred on account of the structural adjustments im-
posed by the conditions imposed on account of the pro-
cess of globalisation such as the institutional regime re-
quired by World Trade Organization (WTO). The ACHR
report documented how the WTO conditionalities ad-
versely affected the lives of local urban residents, particu-
larly of disadvantaged groups, and pointed to the need to
develop appropriate urban planning and governance strat-
egies to mitigate its negative effects.

As the global economic networks strengthen and the
Indian economy becomes more integrated into it, the situ-
ations documented in ACHR’s report are becoming more
manifest in Indian cities. For example, the increasing frag-
mentation of cities into segregated zones of the rich and
poor have become more evident. Cities in India have, of
course, always evolved along lines of caste and class, but
the new patterns of change identified in the report involve
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a far greater scale of spatial segregation and a more com-
plex combination of social and economic factors which
did not exist before. For example, the new economic and
political policies are uprooting the poor and middle class
from the land they had occupied in or near city centres of
historic cities. They are frequently offered no compensa-
tion or are relocated, formally or informally, to areas on
the city’s fringes, far away from their places of work, edu-
cation and recreation and with inadequate access to civic
infrastructure or health services. Such processes threaten
the social, cultural and political fabric of society and, ulti-
mately, its stability, as the unequal distribution of civic re-
sources leads to popular unrest and violent confrontation
as have been witnessed in not only India but many other
parts of the world as well. The profession and discipline of
urban planning in India has not yet begun to comprehend,
let alone develop, appropriate strategies to handle this
consequence of economic development even as it embarks
on urban renewal projects like SMART cities that will,
predictably therefore, exacerbate existing problems. This
failure is rooted in the history of the profession in India.

Civilisational continuities are manifest at several levels
and forms in Indian society, but these traces are often
elided in trying to understand or deal with the modern
urbanisation phenomena. While it is known that there
were vibrant urban civilisations in India and town plan-
ning had been practiced here for millennia, it is com-
monly accepted that with colonisation, these practices
were wiped out and replaced by European models and
processes. This shift in the planning paradigm was under-
standable during the colonial period but, unfortunately, its
significance eludes the imagination of the contemporary
Indian urban planning profession, and even 70 years after
Independence the colonial imperatives continue to define
official practices. In this paper I analyse the epistemology
of modern urban planning in India, in order to throw
light on our current planning predicament and the need
to reconsider the consequences of this historic process by
focusing on the relevance of indigenous urban planning
and architectural perspectives.

The modern practice of urban planning in India was
initiated after the War of 1857. The British realised that
they had come within a hair’s breadth of losing their em-
pire in urban areas because the organic morphology of In-
dian cities and towns made them difficult to control. There
was a concerted effort thereafter to rebuild Indian towns
on more familiar terms that they could ‘understand’ In
her book, Making of Colonial Lucknow, 1856-1877, Veena
Talwar Oldenburg (1984) compellingly demonstrated the

imperialist logic that underpins the legacy of modern ur-
ban planning in India and, indeed, by extension, of the
understanding of modernity itself.

Arindam Dutta in The Bureaucracy of Beauty (Dutta
2007) makes another crucial point. According to him, on
account of the colonial influences, the process of making a
plan or designing a ‘solution’ to urban ‘problems’ is already
predetermined by the architect or urban planner before
understanding the specifics of the situation at hand. Not
surprisingly, such plans fail to meet the actual needs of lo-
cal societies and are frequently resisted, subconsciously
or explicitly, by local inhabitants who must bear the brunt
of these ill-conceived ‘solutions’. Today, therefore, the
situation has come to such a pass that in order to establish
the authority of its Master Plans, the government has to
deploy the police powers of the State to ‘enlighten’” society
and compel its acquiescence to ensure that ‘solutions’ are
duly implemented. Dutta’s argument helps explain the
process of sealing and demolition of ‘illegal’ buildings
that is frequently undertaken by the government in many
parts of Delhi because these buildings do not conform to
the legal prescriptions of urban planning and building by-
laws—a process that has transformed affected parts of the
city to look like war zones. The destruction they wreck is
rationalised by urban planners (who created the problem)
and bolstered by the judiciary (who only consider it as
a legal issue) as a cost that society must bear in order to
‘modernise’ and institutionalise urban planning practices.
As Dutta says, ‘It is because the origins of modernity in
the colony are inexplicably tied up with the ends of impe-
rialism that its outlines operate as a historical teleology in
reverse: first the institutions and then the “enlightenment”

An example of how the ‘modern’ process of planning
was institutionalised is The Handbook on Town Planning
first published by the Public Work Department (PWD) in
1876 (Talim 1976). The Handbook contained guidelines
for undertaking urban development projects all over the
country and it is easy to trace the origins of many current
professional philosophies and practices to this book. These
guidelines were formulated at a time when the British
had begun systematic efforts to ensure civic health and
hygiene in their own cities at home, so they merely trans-
ferred the models they had developed for British cities to
the colonies. Nevertheless, their desire to incorporate new
ideas was evident even then, because the Handbook was
updated eight times in the 70 years before Independence,
with each successive edition including the latest British
advances in urban planning practice. In all the decades
since Independence, however, the Indian PWD, the heir
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to this legacy, republished the Handbook only twice and
did not attempt any major changes to its contents. Thus
the dated references to Ebenezer Howard’s Garden City
and the New Town plans developed in the UK between
the two World Wars are retained as models to be used in
India. While it is possible that the irrelevance of the Hand-
book’s contents has led to its natural abandonment as a
guide, it is very clear that its ideas have nevertheless deep-
ly moulded the imagination of the Indian urban planner.
In fact, its lingering presence in current practice illustrates
two debilitating characteristics of urban planning in India:
first, the unthinking acceptance of foreign models to serve
local purposes; and second, the inability, or unwilling-
ness, among professionals to update their knowledge base
and intellectually engage with the specific complexities of
Indian urbanism both as a socio-cultural construct and
as a technical entity. Instead, contemporary Indian urban
planners ape the colonial British in the original desire to
protect their empire by disciplining the native urban space
and punishing its ‘disorderly’ manifestations which were
assumed to be the expressions of a rebellious populace. So
deeply embedded is this punitive vision, that the notion of
a planning model that mediates and facilitates the process
of urbanisation and that is sensitive to the needs of vast
swathes of disadvantaged inhabitants becomes tragically
inconceivable.

Massive urbanisation is transforming Indian cities.
Economists consider this process necessary to develop the
country. Sociologists also believe that the changes it brings
to social values are essential for modernisation. But urban
planners treat the phenomenon as a ‘problem’ They want
to restrict growth of cities and ‘control’ it—which, in fact,
translates to ‘impede’—its development. However, the
growth and expansion of cities follow a logic which, as is
becoming increasingly apparent, works in defiance of the
visions of urban planners. Nowhere is the consequence
of this tragic misunderstanding more evident than in the
manner in which planners have dealt with—or neglect-
ed—historic cities.

There are hundreds of historic cities in India which
continue to provide humane habitats to those who live in
them. But they are all under pressure to change due to the
processes of modernisation, and imposition of modern
forms of development. Thus the continued vitality of cit-
ies like Madurai and Varanasi, for example, challenges the
rationale underpinning the prevalent planning ideology.
These cities are transforming, but there is a message em-
bedded in the transformation taking place that escapes
the attention of planners. Lewis Mumford alluded to this

process when he said historic cities represent ‘energy
converted into culture’ (Mumford 1961). Diana Eck re-
fers to it when she points out that, in the case of Varanasi
‘there are a few great cities in the world which have con-
verted the energy of an entire civilisation into culture,
and come to symbolise and embody that whole civilisa-
tion in microcosmy’. She adds, ‘[Varanasi] is not an easy
city to comprehend for those of us who stand outside the
Hindu tradition. As we survey the riverfront at dawn, we
are challenged to comprehend the whole of India in one
sweeping glance’ (Eck 1984, 5-6).

It is not my case that we stand within Hindu tradition
to understand Varanasi, but rather that urban planners
need to understand the nature of the ‘energy’ that ena-
bles historic cities like Varanasi and Madurai to continue
as vibrant habitats in contemporary circumstances. This
‘energy’ has enabled them to face the challenges of Indian
urbanisation and evolving urbanism with a dignity and
grace that eludes modern cities. Perhaps, understanding
how such historic cities negotiate urbanisation holds the
key to mediate the future of Indian cities. The ICOMOS
conference I mentioned earlier sought to explore this per-
spective.

But it is difficult to turn the gaze of urban planners to-
wards these cities. Today, in the conditions they are in,
most historic cities seem to offer no hope. Not surprising-
ly, planners are captivated by the image of modern cities in
economically and technologically advanced societies and
seek to use them as templates to solve the problems of the
old cities in developing societies. The denigration of local
historic cities by Indian planners mimics that of Western
scholars who measured Indian cities by the yardstick of
Western ones and found the former deficient in compari-
son to their own cities. For example, according to Fernand
Braudel (1992, 509), ‘Every Muslim town was an inextri-
cable network of badly maintained lanes. In her study
of Shahjahanabad, Shama Mitra Chenoy (1998) observes
that Perry Anderson found the raison détre and the des-
tiny of cities in Asia subject to the “whims” and “fancies”
of the princes. She quotes Anderson (1998, 4): ‘Consequent
to their pattern of hasty settlement and desolation, Islamic
cities lacked any coherent internal structure, whether
administrative or architectonic. They are confused amor-
phous mazes of streets and buildings, without public cen-
tres or spaces; focussed only on mosques and bazaars and
the local trades huddled around them. Grown in disorder,
lacking plan or charter, the fate of Islamic cities was nor-
mally determined by that of the state whose fortunes had
conferred their prosperity on them. In this manner, the
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remarkable qualities of old cities are not only ignored, but
disparaged.

The failure to understand the forces of indigenous
urbanism continues. Even in 1924, when the Imperial
government was building New Delhi, government records
about the construction in progress identified the prob-
lem of local developments not following the Master Plan
formulated by Edwin Lutyens. As Stephen Legg (2006, 4)
observed in his study of Delhi’s postcolonial development,
‘the would be panopticism of the imperial city became
impossible to regulate from the very beginning. A 1939
report that Legg cites, reproduced the 1914 sanctioned
layout of New Delhi—a map of stark and clearly defined
functional zones—and contrasted it, equally starkly, with
a map of the actual layout of New Delhi which, by 1938,
illustrated a dazzling array of mixed land-uses and what
to the official gaze were ‘haphazard developments. Even
then the problem was not identified as one of supply and
demand or of the need to understand local characteristics
of urban living; then, as today, it was perceived to be one
of the lack of strict regulation. Thus the main recommen-
dations of official reports he cites invariably reinforced
the imperative to regulate development so that it con-
formed to official plans. In subsequent post-Independence
government policies, stricter enforcement of the law has
remained the leitmotif of recommendations to solve the
persistent problems of ‘illegal’ development. Indeed, this
collective fixation with enforcement on the part of both
urban planners and government policymakers—so that
the issue is seen as one of law and order rather than that
of inadequacies in the planning process itself—is arguably
the most significant obstacle to contemporary India urban
planning.

Legg identified another significant dimension of the
problem of urban planning in India: urban planners deal
with the city as an abstract entity rather than as a living
organism. Consequently, there is no intellectual or moral
commitment to the plans that they make—merely a feel-
ing of victimisation when inhabitants do not follow their
prescriptive abstractions. Perhaps this professional indif-
ference to the socio-spatial consequences of their policies
is also rooted in the Nehruvian development paradigm
that sought to combine the existing capitalist system with
a Soviet-inspired model of centralised economic plan-
ning. In the Nehruvian paradigm, planning was a ‘sci-
entific’ process, the domain of ‘objective experts, its goal
the furtherance of national interests (which, presumably,
would trickle down as local benefits). The aim was to
rule ‘from a distance’ by targeting supposedly discrete,

self-contained and static objects such as an economy or a
population. Post-Independence urban planning is deeply
rooted in the ideology of planning ‘from a distance”.

Regrettably, urban planners seem to be the last to realise
that cities are neither abstract nor static entities and that
unless they seriously engage with the specific ground reali-
ties of Indian urbanism (often displaying characteristics of
pre-colonial spatial propensities), the profession will not be
able to cope with the fact and type of contemporary devel-
opment problems documented in the ACHR report®. The
force of this tragedy has manifested itself time and again,
as for example with the developments undertaken for the
Commonwealth Games held in Delhi in 2010. With a view
to ‘impressing the world, the government had embarked
on a series of ill-advised, costly and unsustainable projects
such as urbanising the ecologically fragile flood plains of
the Yamuna river and undertaking ‘tourist-friendly” beau-
tification projects which did nothing to resolve the day-to-
day spatial problems that plagued the city’s inhabitants. In
a similar vein, the current government is embarking on a
very ambitious and costly exercise to build 100 ‘SMART
Cities in the naive expectation that they will be the answer
to the country’s urban problems (Figure 1).

Clearly, there is an urgent case to be made for changing
the way urban planners conceive urban space. This, in
turn, requires a comprehensive reformulation of our dis-
ciplinary assumptions and pedagogic practices. At present
our academic institutions emphasise the rote transmission
of received knowledge and routine methods for minimally
informed and vocational ends. Unsurprisingly, there is lit-
tle or no local theorising of the urban planning experience
in India. By habit and circumstance local urban planners
have accepted images of cities derived from cultural, so-
cial and economic contexts different from theirs and recy-
cled them into teaching curricula. In this light the policy
to build ‘Smart Cities’ is not surprising. The situation can-
not change unless practitioners undertake focused studies
of Indian cities based on innovative hypotheses that chal-
lenge received wisdom. Such research would enable urban
planners to conceive Indian cities in indigenous terms in
order to incorporate the culturally plural, socially evolving
and economically constrained characteristics of Indian
society. They need to critically interrogate the mentality
represented by the PWD Handbook in order to decolonise
the prevalent concepts of Indian cities.

The exercise to analyse the intellectual and socio-
political history of urban planning in India and to
thoughtfully chart parameters for contemporary prac-
tice, must regard cities as human spaces in which rational
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Figure 1 Aerial view of new developments near Delhi, showing informal settlements competing for space against the planned settlement. Such
contestations are common in most Indian cities raising questions about appropriate strategies to adopt to cater the needs for rapid urbanisation

(Source: image from Google Earth on August 30, 2017).

people live and participate rather than by alien and unruly
objects that must be tamed with the urban planner’s ob-
jective expertise. Instead of perennially viewing what ex-
ists locally in negative terms and using Western standards
as positive benchmarks, urban planners in India must un-
derstand that their inherited and supposedly neutral ur-
ban planning practices are driven by a logic of aggressive
and purposive control of the population’. This new vision
must be one that fosters social welfare rather than one
which relies on punitive sanctions in single-minded ser-
vice of the abstract patterns on paper which they call Mas-
ter Plans. The current historical condition demands that
the existing planning paradigm be cast aside; changing the
way planners conceive the city is an important beginning
in this process: the conferences I mentioned at the begin-
ning were steps in that direction.

It is pertinent to note that most of the books and stud-
ies that I have cited in this paper are by scholars based at
research institutions abroad. As I have already mentioned,
we must restructure our curricula and pedagogy in order
to locally develop appropriate urban planning strategies to
deal with local urban conditions. Lest I be misunderstood,
I do not propose a simplistic - and flawed - distinction
between foreign and local research; rather, I encourage

context-specific research generated in Indian institutions
as a key component of a dynamic indigenous urban plan-
ning practice. In other words, my concern is not with the
‘foreignness’ or ‘localness’ of research per se, but rather
with the presence (or absence, in our case) of a critical in-
tellectual sensibility, academic tradition and professional
practice that can make an informed and compassionate
intervention in the way our urban spaces are structured
and lived today.

But where do we begin? In challenging our wholesale
adoption of Western planning ideologies, I do not mean to
advocate an equally problematic embrace of all ideologies
Indian. Again, the key is not simply to reject or accept all
material from this or that source or historical period, but
rather, to inculcate a particular critical intellectual attitude
towards all our disciplinary traditions and practices. So,
for instance, ancient Indian theological treatises and com-
mentaries are not automatically relevant to our modern
context just because they are Indian. Similarly, pre-coloni-
al literature on cities and towns is also of only limited use
because it is characterised mostly by biographical writ-
ings, which do not provide critical analysis of towns (Misra
1981). We must distinguish between biographies and fo-
cused studies based on explicitly formulated hypotheses.

A.G.K. Menon 39



It is only this latter, critical perspective that allows us to
begin to understand the nature of the Indian city, the
dynamics of its institutions, the contours of its social-
psychological makeup and the ethos of its urban classes.
There have been few such attempts to understand the
complexity of the urban condition in India with the major
exception of the 1988 Report of the National Commission
on Urbanisation (NCU) (Government of India 1988). But
the NCU Report is a largely forgotten exercise today.

To begin, therefore, one could continue from where
the NCU Report left off in 1988. The Report took into ac-
count the singularity of the Indian urban condition, which
derives from the fact that Indian society has widely plural
characteristics, temporally, culturally, and economically.
By and large, such conditions do not exist in other socie-
ties, old or new, and while we may gain insights through
cross-cultural references on certain issues, it does not
eliminate the need to do our own homework. In urban
planning terms, in India, not one, but several disparate
circumstances need to be reconciled simultaneously: neat
suburban developments with homogenous populations
and the persistence of the heterogeneous ‘chaotic’ tradi-
tional settlements; the city of the ‘haves” and the city of the
‘have-nots’; Lutyens’ baroque city and the qasba; the auto-
mobile, the bicycle and the hand-cart, etc. There are few
models available anywhere with which to conceptualise
such heterogeneity, so town planners in India will have to
become increasingly self-referential. Notwithstanding the
problems and pitfalls inherent in capturing this changing
perspective, there are promising avenues that can be fruit-
tully explored.

One such area of enquiry lies in the field of urban con-
servation. With the establishment of the Indian National
Trust for Art and Cultural Heritage (INTACH) in 1984,
there was a focused interest in the conservation of our
built heritage. It soon became clear that the dominant
Western conservation practice—that sought to maintain
museum-like conditions—could not be a viable model
for India and that we would have to view our heritage in
developmental terms. This was the underlying premise
of INTACH’s ‘Heritage Zone’ concept. There is reason to
believe that this concept has a wider application (Menon
1989). INTACH’s projects demonstrated that a study of
traditional settlements with a view to developing them of-
fered an appropriate strategy for urban planners to plan
or renew other parts of the city as well. Such a perspective
will inevitably force modern urban planners to abandon
the Handbook approach and focus on the particularities of
the built-up areas within towns. These pre-colonial parts of

the city have so far been neglected by civic authorities, aca-
demics, policymakers and town-planners. However, these
traditionally evolved settlements are the repositories of
culturally embedded methods and devices of urban plan-
ning which, rooted as they are in local material and social
culture, offer valuable insights for planning contemporary
cities (Menon 1989). Inter alia, it offers a potentially pro-
ductive strategy to explore indigenous approaches to urban
planning and architectural issues (Figure 2, Figure 3).
Having worked with INTACH on conservation-
oriented development proposals for historic cities such
as Varanasi, Ujjain, Old Bhubaneswar and Chanderi, I
can state with a certain degree of confidence that the ap-
parently intractable urban problems can be resolved".
Almost a century ago Patrick Geddes had already con-
vincingly demonstrated that this was possible in a man-
ner that the modern town planner needs to re-examine.
Geddes regarded the city as an organic system that was
amenable to a carefully structured process of ‘healing and
natural growth’ His approach was context-specific and,
as such, it was both locally effective and satisfactory (Tyr-
whitt 1947)"". The urban conservation projects that IN-
TACH undertook were also, by their very nature, context-
specific. They required us to look closely at the origins of
specific local problems in order adequately to understand
their particular characteristics. This process enabled us to
develop responses tailor-made for the issue at hand rather
than struggling clumsily and autocratically to impose
predetermined solutions derived from inappropriate con-
texts. This did not mean that there were no overarching
objectives guiding our work. We accepted, for example,
such broad objectives as the need to improve the quality
of life at the local level, achieve sustainable development at
the social level and a ‘people-first’ approach to problem-
solving in general. Of course, there were other specific is-
sues too, such as accepting the evidence of tradition as the
norm, but suffice it to say that this was a different way of
conceiving the city in terms of settlement density, social
heterogeneity and economic mix than what we had been
academically trained to pursue. These historic cities pos-
sessed an urban character not seen in those other parts of
the city developed by modern town planners. While they
had real problems—such as infrastructural inadequacies
and other forms of deprivation—as urban typologies they
were both satisfying and appropriate models for reimag-
ining the Indian city. What emerged in our work was the
possibility of creating what Robert Venturi (1966) terms
a ‘both-and’ environment and the lesson we learnt was

that this condition is, in fact, the deep structure of Indian
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Figure 2 Envisaged Built form: Essentially a low rise high density development, the built form echoes the traditional fabric with continuity of built
edge, shared walls, favourable micro climate, house form variations and cultually appropriate settings. Typical example of non-Western urban
planning Aranya Community Housing, Indore, Madhya, Pradesh. Architect: B.V. Doshi (Source: The Aga Khan Award for Architecture 1995).
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Figure 3 Example of street Elevation (up) and plan (below) of the Aranya community housing, Indore, Madhya Pradesh (Source: https://www.
slideshare.net/khushboosood/aranya-community-housing).
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urbanism which has been obscured by modern urban
planning practices".

This understanding suggests that urban habitats in
India need multiple strategies—and not a singular Mas-
ter Plan—to meet the ends of achieving satisfying living
environments for the variety of their inhabitants. The
moral imperative, I argue, is for an equitable and context-
specific model of urban governance rather than a merely
uniform Master Plan derived from Western priorities
and experiences. The Heritage Zone concept that I have
mentioned earlier offers a potent example of this model: it
requires urban planners to focus on local urban histories
and contemporary development dynamics at play in that
area that necessarily get elided in the top-down imple-
mentation of Master Plans.

When such views are presented to urban planners at
the helm of affairs, their characteristic response is they
necessitate radically new ways of town planning practice
that are legally, practically and politically unfeasible. As
enthusiasts of unbridled globalisation and proponents of
the ‘India Shining’ brand of urban development, these ur-
ban planners strenuously contest the aesthetics of ‘both-
and’ environments. Ironically, however, it is exactly such a
radical ‘both-and’ aesthetic that underpinned the Jawaha-
rlal Nehru National Urban Renewal Mission (J]NNURM),
which aimed to put into practice the principles enunci-
ated in the 73" and 74" amendments to the Constitution
of India that mandate a radically different, decentralised
planning and development process. INNURM targeted 63
cities for renewal. But the Mission failed and has been re-
placed by the ‘Smart Cities’ programme. If urban planners
have the courage to re-evaluate their professional legacy
and contemporary obligations and to seize the opportuni-
ty presented by urban conservation, the INNURM and the
NCU Report and engage with context-specific approach
to urban and architectural issues, then they could usher
in long-overdue and far-reaching changes in the way
urban planning is practiced in India. It is only through
such changes that the profession will be able to engage
meaningfully with the complexity of Indian urbanism.

Notes

1. The Smart Cities Mission was launched by the
Government of India’s Ministry of Urban Development
in 2015. See: http://smartcities.gov.in/content/ (accessed
June 28, 2017).

2. The National Heritage City Development and Aug-
mentation Yojana was launched by the Government of
India’s Ministry of Urban Development in 2015. See:

http://hridayindia.in (accessed June 28, 2017).

3. The Atal Mission for Rejuvenation and Urban Trans-
formation was launched by the Government of India’s
Ministry of Urban Development in 2015. See: http://
amrut.gov.in (accessed June 28, 2017).

4. ICOMOS, 12" Annual Meeting and Scientific
Conference for Theory and Philosophy of Conserva-
tion and Restoration, November 26-28, 2015, Bengal-
uru, India.

5. Conference on South Asian Vernacular Architecture
held on December 11-13, 2016 at the School of Plan-
ning and Architecture, Bhopal, India.

6. The cities studied were: Beijing (China); Pune (India);
Chiang Mai (Thailand); Phnom Penh (Cambodia);
Karachi (Pakistan); Muntinlupa (Manila, Philippines);
Hanoi (Vietnam); and Surabaya (Indonesia).

7. It is often assumed that it is difficult to understand
a Third World metropolis. The truth is that this has
rarely been attempted. An attempt by the World Bank
might serve as a useful model (Mohan, 1994).

8. For greater insights into this process see Myrdal (1968).

9. Even the chapter titles of her book make for an in-
sightful commentary on the contemporary imperatives
of town planners: ‘The City Must Be Safe’ (where she
discusses demolitions and the building of segregated
enclaves); “The City Must Be Orderly’ (the disciplining
role of the police and the Municipal Committee); “The
City Must Be Clean’ (sanitation and building byel-
aws which changed the morphology of the city and,
hence, its social livability); “The City Must Pay’ (the
concept of penal tax); and ‘The City Must Be Loyal
(the making of a loyal elite) (Oldenburg 1984)

10. Unpublished reports available upon request at the In-
dian National Trust for Art and Cultural Heritage, 71,
Lodi Estate, New Delhi, India.

11. For an interesting commentary on the issue of context
specificity, see Ramanujam (1989).

12.Indeed, one is tempted to paraphrase Venturi’s oft-
quoted comment on the Main Street: “Traditional cities
are almost always alright!”
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