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Dharavi is not only a place to dwell, the site is also a huge employer. It is said that the number 
of people who come to Dharavi everyday for work is greater than those leaving it for jobs 
in the city. 

The values of the businesses here have been estimated at millions of Euro but no one can 
know for sure. A large part of the production never enters the books of an accountant and 
it is difficult to get an overview even from inside the area. 

Workshops of all kinds, recycling, plastic industry, food, printing and leather are big busi-
nesses. But you can find highly qualified craftsmen in almost any field such as potters, tailors 
and carpenters along with food and catering services that serve the entire Mumbai area.

A lot of products are made for the international market, commonly components will be 
produced from recycled material before it is being shipped off and assembled elsewhere. We 
found the most banal everyday objects being produced on a large scale with recycled plastic 
in Dharavi: plastic tags that are used as underwear holders in European stores, suitcase 
wheels and paper files. Leather for a vast variety of purposes as well as many different kinds 
of paper products. But we also found very high-tech products. One example is the surgical 
thread produced from the intestines of goats at the Johnson & Johnson factory.

There is also a local economy of salesmen and various services, from beauty parlours to 
fishmongers. Sometimes the local and the international markets coincide, as in the case of 
recycled syringes that serve as candy cases.

A lot of the production is run from the home. Families will engage in common invest-
ments and many producers co-operate with neighbouring workshops, perhaps sitting on 
the floor cutting off thread ends from a nearby jeans factory.

One can assume that every household in the North owns something made in Dharavi.
ml

Made In Dharavichapter 4:

production
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4:1
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4:2

4:44:3

The Recycling indusTRy

soRTing The gaRbage

When the garbage arrives to Dharavi it is dumped off the bridge in big bags or containers. 
Already when collected in the city, the garbage has gone through some rough sorting: metal, 
glass and plastics have been separated. At night you can see the garbage pickers all over the 
city sorting the household waste. Now the work of careful sorting begins. Different kinds 
of plastics goes to different recycling workshops to be ground and melted. Some things like 
containers can be used and sold again as second hand products after being cleaned.

PlasTic

In the noisy plastic workshop, the air is filled with dust. All kinds of plastic are being cleaned 
and separated into smaller pieces. When the plastic has been chopped up, the flakes are 
dried in the sun before being packed into big bags. 

WaTeR boTTle Recycling 

Water bottles are collected all over Mumbai for recycling here in Dharavi. The paper wrap 
is torn off by hand and recycled as well.

When the bottles have been stripped of their paper and blue cap, the bottles are taken to 
small workshops around the area. The plastic is chopped into small flakes that can either be 
exported or melted into pellets for further use in the plastic industry. China is a big buyer of 
this kind of crude plastic. New products are made for further export around the globe. 

A lot of the things we use to sit on, like cushions, soft seats as well as blankets have a kind 
of stuffing made from these recycled bottles. Also the popular material for clothing called 
fleece originates from these bottles. ML

4.2 garbage is stored in big 
bags on the rooftops. 
in the middle of the 
recycling district there 
is a large mosque under 
construction.

4.3 Children learn early the 
value of waste.

4:4 the step between 
garbage and resource is 
only a matter of sorting.
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4:5

4:6

4:5 industrial buildings in the 
recycling district are some-
times monuments of recycled 
material in themselves. the 
architecture of sheet-metal 
glows at sunset.

4.6  the poor people in india take 
care of the blue chemical bar-
rels when they are emptied and 
cleaned. they are re-used as 
containers for drinking water.

4:7 Bags filled with bottles, soon 
to become something else.

4:7
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4:8 4:10

4:9

4.8 fresh grapes and re-
cycled buckets for sale.

4:9  Clear plastic pellets 
being dyed pink. these 
pellets are sold as fresh, 
new raw material. it is 
used both in Dharavi 
and sold for export.

4:10  Women and young men 
stripping labels off 
water bottles.
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4:11 some of the garbage 
comes from a hospital 
nearby. after cleaning, 
they are taken apart. 
some of the parts are 
melted and recycled 
into new plastic. But 
the outer parts of the 
syringe are re-used at 
once. When they have 
been plugged, they 
become containers for 
a special kind of sweet 
powder sold as candy.

4.12 interior in a plastic 
workshop.

4:13 sorting syringes.

4:11 4:13

4:12



160         Chapter 4: production DoCumenting informalities: Dharavi         161 leather

leaTheR PRoducTion

As well as the potters from Gujarat, leather production was one of the first industries to 
establish itself in Dharavi. All forms of slaughter, skin and leather treatment are made by 
the caste-less or non-Hindu groups. The Muslim tanners in Dharavi migrated from the 
Tamil Nadu to Mumbai (Bombay) in the mid 1800s. They settled in what at the time was 
the outskirts of Mumbai. The city soon grew around them and they had to move out parts 
of their production that were regarded as unclean and not appropriate for a city centre. 

The tanners moved north to the swampy outskirts of Mumbai and the first tannery was 
settled in Dharavi 1887. The production grew steadily as migrating workers moved into 
Mumbai, searching for work. 

Tanning is undoubtedly a hazardous job. It is unhealthy for the workers and the environ-
ment, and appropriate precautions must be taken. The situation in Dharavi, with its lack 
of infrastructure means that even the most rudimentary laws concerning pollution or the 
health of workers cannot be followed.

For anyone living in or around Dharavi, the chemical problems must have been less 
important than the stench from the tanneries. The hides and the waste products from the 
tanning process would quickly start to spread strong odour and be a source of infectious 
disease in the high temperature. Tanning demands a very high level of hygiene and cleaning 
in order to be odourless and in a poor area without a functioning sewage system or clean 
water it is impossible to keep the level of hygiene needed.

PasT, PResenT

Because the tanning industry cannot follow industrial or environmental regulations, pro-
duction becomes an environmental threat. The contamination of Mahim River started at 
the beginning of the land filling in the early 1800s. The rapidly expanding chemical tanning 
industry in Dharavi caused toxic emissions which finally killed all the fish in the river, leav-
ing the Koli fishermen without their traditional means of income.

In the 1980s the authorities banned every kind of tanning within Dharavi or central 
Mumbai, directing production to Deonar, north of the Mumbai region. The leather indus-
tries now buys tanned hides from Deonar where approximately 40,000 goats (year 2000) 
are slaughtered every week. Some unofficial tanning activity is surely taking place closer 
to Dharavi than to Deonar. The leather industry is globally expanding as the demand for 
leather is increasing. In China for example, the expansion of the leather industry is causing 
conflicts with the fishing industry. 

inTo The skin

Tanning is the second step in the chain of leather goods production, after the preparatory 
stages. The third process is called crusting. In short, this is when the hide is thinned out, 
re-tanned and oiled. The culmination of this process is the drying, softening and dyeing 
operations. 

When wet after the tanning, the hides are dried, often in the sun on rooftops. This makes 
the hides as stiff as cardboard. The next step is therefore to soften them with wooden rollers, 
which is a very dusty job. After the softening process, the hides are dyed. 

The first step of the dyeing process involves large rotating wooden barrels, where the 
entire hide is dyed. A second surface coating or finishing is then added. Commonly paint is 
sprayed onto the leather surface. The chemical base of the colours used for finishing often 
contains isocyanates. 

As a comparison to the tanning process in Dharavi we might look at Sweden where 
industrial exposure to isocyanates is rigorously regulated. Here, wearing a full face mask 
and having medical check ups every six months are mandatory. In Dharavi you can hardly 
find any facilities for workers protection. Most of the final spraying is done outdoors for the 
fresh air, but in a congested area like Dharavi, these streets are often very close to residential 
units. 

If the tanning before 1980 created a widely spread stench of putrefaction in Dharavi – it 
is the intensively penetrating smell of hazardous chemicals that prevails today.

enTRePReneuRs

Some parts of the processed hides are sold to the national and international market, and 
others stay in Dharavi, where a whole production chain of leather goods can be found. It is 
an impressive variation of goods and qualities. Most of the leather manufacturers in Dharavi 
are formally registered companies, making business on the global market, but even though 
the company is formal, the production might not be. Many of the workers are not covered 
by any laws or legislation and many of them are underpaid. Certain parts of the production 
will often be subcontracted to others to do certain parts of the manufacturing, such as sew-
ing, applique or braiding. This chain of production could easily be mistaken as a succession 
of entrepreneurs. But the further away from the registered company the production lies, 
the more informal and unsecured the conditions are for the workers. A lot of this work is 
executed by underpaid women in their homes. 

Dharavi is well known for its leather production in Mumbai and along Sion Bandra 
Linkroad there are all kinds of exclusive goods for sale in various shops. Customers come 
from all over the city. Here you find everything from Prada bags to everyday sandals. The 
goods produced in Dharavi are included in an extensive global market, where the origin of 
the product is erased on its way to the consumer. 

Made in India.
AE

tanning

tanning is the process that 
occurs after the skin is strip- 
ped from an animal, when 
all fur, blood and fat is taken 
off the hide. there are two 
different ways of tanning 
hides: chemical tanning with 
chromium sulphur, or the 
vegetable process. Chro-
mium tanning is the most 
common method and today 
more than 90% of the world’s 
hides are tanned chemically. 
Chromium sulphur causes 
acute toxicity to water dwell-
ing organisms and if it leaks 
into lakes or rivers it will kill 
many fish. 

isocyanates

isocyanates are compounds 
containing the isocyanates 
group (-nCo). they react 
with compounds containing 
alcohol (hydroxyl) groups 
and produce polyurethane 
paint and other polyurethane 
based products. Jobs that 
may involve exposure to 
isocyanates include paint-
ing, shoemaking and use 
of adhesives. isocyanates 
also include compounds like 
carcinogen, which can cause 
cancer. the main effects 
of long term exposure are 
allergy, asthma and other 
lung problems, irritated skin 
and muscular membranes. 
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4:14 the workers outside the 
leather factory.

4:15 a goat skin, dyed and 
ready for the final dry-
ing.

4:16 samples of various 
colours and qualities.

4:17 sandals and shoes 
being assembled in a 
cramped room with poor 
ventilation. the vapours 
from the glue make 
the air very heavy. the 
shoes will be exported 
to germany.

4:18 an extremely dusty 
process of thinning the 
hides. the workers have 
to find their own protec-
tive clothing.

4:15 4:16

4:14

4:17 4:18



164         Chapter 4: production DoCumenting informalities: Dharavi         165 printing, pottery, surgiCal treaD

The PRinTing indusTRy

Every part of the printing industry can be found in Dharavi – graphic designers, art direc-
tors, editors and printers. They have national and international customers. There is also 
a great variety of printing techniques, from peddle-driven letterpress machines, antique 
German offset printing presses, screen printing studios, to the latest digital printers. The 
printing industry we saw here ranges in scale from individuals based in homes or small 
premises, producing material for use within Dharavi, to large companies producing digitally 
printed Bollywood posters and roadside advertisements that can be up to 20 metres wide. 
Other associated businesses such as paper suppliers and die cutters can also be found. Jf

4:19 Chamunda paper and 
board suppliers. 

4:20 a small offset printers.

4:21 Business cards from 
a number of printers 
visited.

4:22 Die cutting for stickers 
and labels.

4:23 examples of printing 
techniques in Dharavi.

4:19

4:20

4:23

4:22

4:21

4:24
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PoTTeRies
The potteries have a special place in this community, their 
businesses are as old as Dharavi itself. The clay comes from 
pits in the area. The houses here have an interesting design, 
they are long and have two entrances: one goes to the yard 
where production takes place and the other entrance faces 
the street where the goods are displayed and sold.

Not only has the pottery its own history, so have the 
houses and the outdoor spaces in the area. Every family has 
a house with two functions: a workshop and a home. In one 
end the craft, in the other the family. In the part where the 
pottery is created, there is a common yard where the goods 
can be finished and fired together with the neighbours’ pots, 
cups, bowls, plates, and urns. SE

4:25 a young girl watches us from 
the window.

4:26 throwing a pot on a wooden 
wheel. the cups in the back-
ground are used once and then 
thrown away.

4:27 the various stages of the pots 
can be seen here. from the wet 
clay on the left to the polished 
end product on the right.

4:25

4:26

4:27
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suRgical ThRead

Goat intestines are one of the products that have great 
value in both Dharavi and the rest of the world. Here, the 
art of making surgical thread has developed. The company 
Johnson & Johnson has a small factory on the outskirts of 
Dharavi for production and sterile packaging. The first steps 
in making this high quality product takes place in the vicin-
ity of the leather area. 

This laboratory is as clean as any lab, even if the interior 
may not look as high-tech as the hospital where it will be 
used. The care and knowledge invested here is exactly the 
same as in any medical establishment.

ml

4:28 Benches for preparing 
the intestines. the 
atmosphere is calm, the 
environment is neat and 
clean.

4:29 first, the intestines are 
soaked in order to rid 
any other remainder 
of the animal. then, it 
is cleaned inside and 
out. the pride in this 
business is great – the 
surgical thread is sup-
posed to be the best of 
its kind in the world.

4:28

4:29
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4:30 in the leather district 
there are plenty of 
companies involved in 
the many steps of the 
business.

4:31 intestines being soaked 
in water waiting for the 
next stage of refine-
ment.

4:32 the Johnson & Johnson 
factory outside Dharavi 
is hidden behind walls.

4:30

4:31

4:32
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TexTiles 

The textile industry is a big part of Dharavi’s production. 
Entire products, but also out-sourced details pass through 
people’s homes and workshops of various sizes. The textile 
production is aimed at the local as well as an international 
market.

jhe

4:33 textile production is, 
a major business in 
Dharavi. the Dubai 
market craves cheap 
products. here, five men 
are busy sewing jeans 
for the united arab 
emirate.

4:34 a lot of the textile 
production takes place 
in people’s homes. it is 
mostly a woman’s job 
to sew small sequins 
and pearls on to the 
garments or fabrics. 
these sets will be sold 
in germany.

4:33

4:34
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4:35 Bakery, snacks and 
other dry-foods are 
made all over Dharavi. 
in big scale and small. 

4:36 papadams are dried in 
the sun.

4:37 Dabas, or lunch boxes 
marked with colours 
and ready to be distrib-
uted.

4:38 a young man is stiring a 
pan full of chiki. 

4:39 the two open fire 
stoves make the unven-
tilated room very warm. 

food  
The dabba makeRs – an enTiRely infoRmal indusTRy

The world’s most complex lunchtime food distribution network operates in Mumbai: an 
elaborate choreography where more than 200,000 tin lunch boxes (dabbas) are collected 
from kitchens and delivered to office and retail workers all across the city. 

The concept of the lunchbox courier (dabbawala) originated in the 1880s when India was 
under British rule. Many British people who came to the colony did not like the local food, 
so a service was set up to bring lunch to these people in their workplace straight from their 
home. Today it is possible to order a delivery with a text message from a cell phone.

Dabbawalas usually cycle around the city, collecting dabbas from homes or, more often, 
from dabba makers. The dabbawala then takes the food packages to a designated sorting 
area, where they are sorted into groups. These groups of boxes are then marked with their 
destinations and mostly put on train coaches. These markings indicate which train station 
the boxes should be unloaded at as well the delivery address.

At each station the boxes are handed over to a local dabbawala, who delivers them. After 
lunch the empty boxes are collected and sent back to their respective kitchens or homes.

Over 200,000 lunch boxes are distributed every day by around 5,000 dabbawalas, who 
work for a nominal fee, but deliver with the utmost care and punctuality. According to a 
recent survey, there is only one mistake in every 16,000,000 deliveries.

The photo to the right (4:37) shows two yellow bags full of lunch boxes from one of the 
dabba kitchens. On the street below is one of the dabba kitchens in Dharavi. Two bags full 
of lunch boxes are waiting for the dabbawala to transport them to the right place – to the 
right hungry customer. We can see the simple but very precise markings on the handles, 
with different colours for the different districts. SE

4:35 4:36

4:37

4:38 4:39
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kiTe facToRy

Omar and Pablo work at the kite factory. “To make the kites we use recycled plastic, paper 
and cellophane from the Dharavi recycling business. The material used to be file folders, 
but the wood comes from Calcutta. The kites are not for export, they are made for the local 
market. We have worked here since we were small kids. We like to fly kites too.”

“We usually fly a lot during January and February in Mumbai, and in December when 
we celebrate Diwali and Makar Sankranti. It is a great tradition.

“When we have kite fights it is just a game. We aim to cut off each other’s strings by 
preparing our own kite strings with wheat flour and manja. Manja is a mix of ground glass 
and chemical glue. A kite costs 2 – 10 Rupees.” LE

4:40 three different kites. 
silk paper and recycled 
plastic are common 
materials.

4:41 omar and pablo 
patangmart in the kite 
factory.

4:40

4:41 4:41
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4:42 vimal, the local photographer. 
specific backgrounds are 
used for the wedding photo, 
the family portrait and other 
special occasions.

4:43 the construction of new build-
ings offer a lot of opportunities 
for construction work.

4:44 an electrician at work in an 
apartment in one of the newer 
buildings.

4:444:43

4:42

cRafTs and seRvice indusTRies: 
7 examPles
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4:47

4:48

4:45 this barber shop is in the 
middle of a busy industrial 
area. there are many custom-
ers. even if it might not look so 
comfortable, the results are 
pristine. this customer’s newly 
shaved chin is as smooth as 
his earlobe.

4:46 With a large pestle and mortar 
this woman is making a deli-
cious sticky mass which will 
be eaten together with deep-
fried bread.

4:47  old handicrafts are found all 
over Dharavi side by side with 
new inventions. the street is a 
place where all aspects of life 
coincide: social life, working 
for a living, cooking, washing, 
and play. here, a woman is 
making brooms. later, she will 
sell her goods in the street.

4:48 making gates and fences for 
the middle class is a growing 
industry.

4:45

4:46
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Road consTRucTions

These women work with rebuilding a traffic island on the busy Dharavi-Sion Highway. The 
traffic island is supposed to be narrowed to create two lanes in either direction.

The women helped each other lift up the pails and buckets onto each other’s heads. I 
wonder how much they weighed; they were filled to the rim with stones and bits of concrete 
torn out of the ground. From dusk until dawn the women hurried along in their slippery, 
plastic sandals to a place where they could dump their heavy loads. One can note their 
clothing and how they created a trouser-like piece of clothing by wrapping themselves in a 
colourful five-metre long cloth and pulling one end of it between their legs and tying it up 
at the waist. This allows them to move more freely in their strenuous chores.

As I am writing this, another scene comes to mind. At another construction site down-
town, a woman is balancing a load on her head with one hand and holding her child with a 
steady grip in the other hand. The child, 2 – 3 years old, is walking barefoot in the gravel, tired 
and struggling to keep up. She could not afford the cost of a day nursery for her baby.

4:50 this is an image of temporary 
living-quarters all lined up 
against a wall. entire families 
follow various road construc-
tions around, moving from 
place to place. the construc-
tions consist of sheets of 
tarpaulin, cardboard and other 
scrap material. here and there 
they have managed to pull 
out stones and anchor thin, 
wooden beams to stabilise the 
construction. i do not know 
what happens to these homes 
during the monsoon season.

4:51 the traffic-friendly result 
made it extremely difficult for 
pedestrians to cross. Dharavi 
is to the left and on the other 
side of the street, one of the 
rare public toilet buildings.

4:504:49

4:51

sE
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Kanchan is a Mumbai resident who has returned. She once lived in London for several years 
with her brothers. She studied there and speaks perfect English.

Kanchan tries to save as much as she can and her brother sends her money every month 
from London. Some of it goes to her mother and her siblings, and some of it to Kanchan’s 
dream. She wants to buy her own house in Dharavi. She will continue to run her beauty 
parlour there.

Kanchan’s Beauty parlour is popular. When I visited her there was a queue of custom-
ers lining up outside. “Why should I buy a house and open a salon in some other part of 
Mumbai?” she says. “I have all my customers here.”

“I like it here in Dharavi. Close to work – it only takes a few minutes to walk here, and I 
feel safe in the area.”

She estimates that she needs 6 lakh, which is 600,000 rupees. She is already on her way 
there and manages to save a couple of thousand each time Preema comes by from the credit 
and savings collective Mahila Milan. 

Kanschan tells Preema that it will probably take another two years to save the whole 
amount. Preema responds by wagging her head in that particularly Indian manner which 
means “yes”. se

4:52 the palm of a woman’s 
hand has been deco-
rated with mehendi.

4:53 kanchan’s visiting card.

4:54 kanchan plucking 
eyebrows with a thread. 
she works very swiftly 
with a sharp and chic 
result. the customer will 
have a white line under 
her eyebrow for a few 
days until the sun tans 
her skin. 

kanchan’s beauTy PaRlouR 

4:52 4:53

4:54
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businessmen 4:55 sunny koshy runs the south 
indian Chemical trading Co, 
a company providing leather 
industries in Dharavi with 
chemicals. sunny inherited 
the business from his father 
who started it. he lives with 
his two daughters in a middle 
class area north of Dharavi. 
although it is sunny’s busi-
ness to sell chemicals, he is 
very aware of the environment 
and tries to keep away from the 
most dangerous compounds. 
sunny is also very critical of 
how the leather manufacturers 
are very indifferent to the 
situation of the workers who 
are heavily exposed to the 
chemicals. as an answer to 

the question of how to solve 
the problem, his answer is a 
resigning “it is all about busi-
ness”.  

4:56 vidjay inherited his business 
from his grandfather.

4:57 a businessman in plastic 
recycling. Bottles are turned 
into batting for duvets and 
filling for pillows, aimed at the 
european market.

Dharavi is said to have a yearly turnover of more than ten billion Euro (if we choose to 
quote media sources like the Economist and the BBC). However, ten billion Euro could be 
too much or too little. As with everything else in the informal sector, figures are unreliable 
– especially when it comes to economy.

What we do know is that some people have become very rich through business in the 
area. Others have lost their fortunes. It is hard to tell who will be the winner and who will 
be the loser among the spinning wheels of Dharavi’s business at the end of the day.

vidjay — in The leaTheR facToRy

“I inherited this business from my grandfather who started it. I was born in Dharavi and 
have lived here all my life. Nowadays the hides come from Chennai but earlier the cattle 
were slaughtered here. 

“We finish off raw hides and leather, manufacture leather belts and supply the clothing 
industry with leather patches for trousers and jeans. Our customers include brands like 
Macciavelli, Fubu, Dranila, H & M, Brandtex, Creative Garment and Lindex. We usually don’t 
emboss the brand names on the leather here, it is done elsewhere. We don’t make our own 
designs, never even took it into consideration, and in order to do that we would need more 
money and advertising. We are just a small industry providing for the needs of larger com-
panies. Mostly we are contacted and keep in touch through the Internet or by networking.

“Most things are good in Dharavi. I don’t like the way the media depicts us, I think 
they exploit us. It is not fair because we have good living standards and jobs. Of course the 
standard could be higher and hopefully it will develop. So far not much has happened but 
I am full of hope. I have 60 employees in my factory.” LE / ml

4:55

4:56

4:57



188         Chapter 4: production DoCumenting informalities: Dharavi         189 proDuCts

4:58  all sorts of plastic can 
be melted down and 
made into pellets. 
these pellets are then 
sold as fresh, new, raw 
material. it is both used 
in Dharavi and sold for 
export

4:59 the first step after 
stripping off the label 
from a water bottle, is 
to grind it into flakes. 
these flakes are the 
result of two water 
bottles being ground.

4:60 locally produced san-
dals for sale.

4:61 suitcases assembled 
and packed in Dharavi 
ready for export.

4:62 some of the small 
things produced by 
recycled plastics in 
Dharavi, are the clips 
you find when buying 
underwear and shirts.

PRoducTs

“You name it and Dharavi makes it”. More things than 
you could possibly imagine are produced in the area. The 
things you see are often in various steps of processing – 
for instance leather and plastic of a certain quality can be 
specially made here. Highly advanced details for certain 
products such as the wheels on suitcases are exported to 
other countries where they fit into the production chain of 
well known brands. Other sophisticated products are made 
entirely in Dharavi, like embroided leather shoes.

ML / JHE 

4:60 4:61

4:62

4:594:58
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4:63 the leather patches on the 
back of a pair of jeans might 
very well be produced in 
Dharavi. When sent off on 
export, nothing is yet printed 
on the patch. the third patch 
shows what it can look like 
when it eventually has been 
printed. here by the swedish 
fashion brand h & m.

4:64 plastic tags and hangers are 
made in Dharavi from recycled 
plastic.

4:65 stickers for commercial adver-
tisement and labelling. made 
and printed locally.

4:66 the printing industry is 
connected to packaging. the 
simple boxes we throw away 
after taking out the component 
packaged inside, may be made 
in Dharavi. on the white box 
one can see the logotype of the 
hong kong shanghai Banking 
Corporation, hsBC which is 
one of the largest banks in the 
world.

4:70 a “blank” CD used when 
packing CDs all over asia, 
which are then exported all 
over the world. again, the 
raw material comes from the 
recycling industry.

4:71 the plastic handle on a rolling 
suitcase made from recycled 
plastics. handles, wheels 
and entire bags are made and 
assemled in Dharavi both for 
export and the local market.

4:67 salty snacks fried with lentils 
and chick-peas.

4:68 Chiki is sold all over india – 
everywhere. it is a sweet that 
can contain sesame seeds, 
nuts and dry fruit. Chiki is 
made all over Dharavi for 
export to the rest of the city 
and further away.

 How to make dry fruit chiki:

 1 cup cashew
 1 cup badam
 1 cup pista
 1/4 cup jaggery
 2 spoons ghee
 kesar soaked in milk

1) shred the jaggery into small 
pieces and melt ghee in a 
kadhai. 

2) place the grated jaggery in 
ghee and mix well to form fine 
paste.

3) add cashew nuts, badam, 
kesar and pista and mix well.

4) apply a layer of ghee in a 
tray and transfer the dry fruit 
mixture on to it.

5) spread the mixture evenly and 
cool and divide it into pieces. 

4:63

4:65 4:66 4:66

4:64

4:70

4:67 4:68 4:68
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Home
It is impossible to describe the building style of Dharavi in 
one sentence. There are such a mix of different construc-
tions and styles that it cannot be summarized. However, 
Dharavi could be described as a city of collaborative work, 
a monument to negotiation and innovation. The self built 
houses have been cantilevered over the alleys so that the 
upper floors stick out and meet over the narrow streets. 
Some parts of the city have no sanitation or just open sew-
ers, yet other parts feel like villages in the countryside. Here 
and there high-rises stick up. The history of these build-
ings differ as much as the history of every self built house: 
some are built by private constructors, some are the result 
of people’s organization in Dharavi who have managed to 
negotiate leaving their squatted homes in order to move 
into buildings with proper sanitation. By leaving land for 
private use, this has been sold and the money generated has 
been the base for constructing apartment buildings.

Compared to life in the formal and planned city, things 
in the informal sector can appear upside down. In formal 
society, one would take a loan, get a permit and then build a 
house. In Dharavi, one would start building, continue when 
money comes available and eventually claim a permit. This 
is why Dharavi keeps changing and keep being re-invented. 
Strange as it may seem, some of the squatters in Dharavi pay 
rent to the city of Mumbai, as in Squatters Colony, one of 
the nagars of Dharavi. The city collects money from these 
illegal residents, provides water and electricity, yet there is 
no sewage or other services found in the rest of the city.

Any family in Mumbai that can prove they have stayed 
in a place since before January 1, 1995, will be given a new 
home for free if their house is targeted for eviction. There 
is also something called a zoning bonus, which can be pro-
vided for private developers. This means the squatters can 

make a deal with a developer and sell their floor area for 
a density boost. If a high-rise can host 10 times as many 
floorratios there can be a win-win situation. However, there 
are always catches to ideas made in offices:

First of all, this ties squatters to the real estate market. 
The higher the prices on the market, the greater the value 
of the zoning bonus. But if prices fall, there is a risk in this 
game which many squatters are not willing to play.

Secondly, the floor area in the zoning system is set to 
20.82 square metres, regardless of family size. Even if a 
house often occupies this size on the ground, there are often 
two or three floors. Some homes have managed to extend 
to 50 or more square metres. When this floorratio is moved 
up in a high-rise, the family only get one room to share. Not 
even a toilet and running water can make up for the loss of 
space. People simply cannot fit into the spaces offered.

Another problem is the lack of spaces to share and to 
produce things in. A lot of homes and the space outside are 
used for work, manufacturing, buying and selling. In the 
alleys life is lived, information shared, children can play. 
These activities are difficult to keep up with if you live on 
the 8th floor.

Moreover, the policy is not designed for tenants, the 
poorest squatters. If and when the self built houses are torn 
down to make place for apartment buildings, these people 
are simply forced to find new homes elsewhere.

As we will see, there are still ways to solve upgrading and 
the policies that the government have proposed are at least 
a step towards an understanding and an acknowledgement 
of the squatters. However, nothing can be done – formally 
or informally without negotiation involving the people who 
actually live and work in Dharavi.

ML 

chapter 5:

Family and Housing
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Housing Statistics

Statistics are just sets of information which have been counted and interpreted over time. It 
seems simple enough, but can be a tricky business. Some things are easy to measure, others 
tend to slip away, shrink or disappear as soon as you take out your ruler or calculator.

In informal areas, every effort from the official state to investigate whom, what and how 
much could be a threat. People are suspicious, usually with good reason. The purpose of 
mapping has to be clear and honest in order to get truthful figures.

There are also other difficulties when measuring the informal. By definition, informal life 
is a flux. Nothing is set; there is a constant change. A truthful figure one day could be a lie the 
next. For instance, there could be more people living in Dharavi during the monsoon season 
when people sublet their houses, or less during the harvest when people leave Dharavi to 
help their families in the countryside.

Therefore, in order to formalize the informal, the complexity of every figure needs to be 
taken into account.

The figures in this survey are therefore estimations. Some statistics come from the city of 
Mumbai, others from the University of Kamla Raheja Vidyanidhi Institute for Architecture 
who have worked closely with the local organizations in Dharavi and with the non govern-
mental organization SPARC. 

PoPulaTion

According to the government there are about 57,000 families who are eligible for rehabilita-
tion or 285,000 people when multiplied by the average family size of five. However, there 
is no clear basis for this figure. Unofficial sources instead state that somewhere between 
500,000 and 600,000 people live in Dharavi. This is a calculation based on rough count of 
structures done by grass root and non-governmental organizations. Since there is a mix of 
formal and informal housing in the area, the government figure might only be counting its 
formal residents. People who have contracts for their flats in high-rises and people who were 
the original inhabitants of the villages are among these formal citizens. 

However, even in these houses there are sublettings and relatives staying who are not 
present in the statistics. 

The rest of the population, Dharavi’s informal residents, are even more difficult to count. 
Here, a person might officially reside in a village far away, in a place he or she has hardly 
been to. Subletting and housing within small scale industries is also common. So is staying 
in “hostels” where you have a temporary address, in many cases for several years.

Today the population of Mumbai is around 13 million. The population in Indian cities has 
increased by 500% since the country’s independence in 1947. Some 35% of Mumbai’s popula-
tion live under the UN poverty line and half of the population live more or less outside the 
formal economy. In Mumbai, the richest city of India, half the population live in slums. 

Mumbai is said to have a density of 29,500 people per square kilometre, making it one of 
the most densely populated cities in the world. 

If there are 500,000 people in Dharavi, the incredible density of 285,000 people per 
square kilometre it is hard to comprehend – it means that Dharavi is about 5 times denser 
than Kwoun Tong, which is the most crowded part of Hong Kong, where the density level 
is 55,077 people per square kilometre or Manhattan which has 50,000 people per square 
kilometre.

Despite, or perhaps due to this density, there is not much unemployment. 85% of the 
residents are employed. Over 5000 small scale industries and 1,500 single room factories 
generate an estimated yearly turnover of half a billion US dollars. The 30 million dollar 
leather industry alone is said to employ 200,000 workers in Dharavi. Some of these workers 
come to Dharavi to work on a dily basis. ML

Built-up Area: 100%
FAR: 2.5

Built-up Area: 50%
FAR: 2.5

Built-up Area: 50%
FAR: 2.5

Built-up Area: 25%
FAR: 2.5

floor space index (fsi) refers to the extent one can construct on a given  
plot of land. the calcultions can be related to the floor area ratio (far)  
or Built-up area index.

floor space index and floor area ratio
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Re-location capacity of the community to organize itself, to plan and execute strategies in dialogue with 
the state is the key to the outcome of these projects.

In the case of the Nsdf, for example, one important tool is the use of community led 
surveys. Details about individual households within a settlement are collected, verified and 
analysed by residents of this community. These surveys create a strong sense of “together-
ness”, but this is not the only purpose. Perhaps more importantly, the surveys allow the 
residents to come to a better understanding about the common issues held within their 
communities. When these issues become clear, common goals can be set up and “hard facts” 
formulated. These statistics are fundamental when negotiating with local authorities on the 
tenure of land, general resources and the improvement of living conditions.

Faced with highly organized community groups, there is no option for the municipalities 
but to take the voices of these organizations into consideration.

Poor men and women do not want to live on pavements, along railway tracks or in 
temporary shacks. But they cannot simply afford any other form of housing if they must 
live in the vicinity of their work. 

Evictions have never been a healthy alternative and there are very few historical examples 
of successful large-scale resettlements in major cities. In Mumbai the municipalities have 
traditionally evicted all poor families living on the land that they want to exploit. In the few 
cases where the poor have been provided alternate land for resettlement, these areas are 
usually far from the city with poor water provision and little opportunity for work. The vast 
majorities of these resettled communities eventually return to more central parts of the city 
and build new homes. 

Perhaps the Nsdf and SPARC along with the micro credits provided by Mahila Milan 
demonstrate how underprivileged communities can become highly organized in order to 
negotiate with municipalities in a peaceful and sustainable manner. 

JHE

One of the central infrastructures of Mumbai is the suburban commuter train. Many of the 
tracks are old and in the 1990s they were in need of urgent care. However, in certain parts 
of Mumbai the informal housing had come as close as one metre to the tracks. This forced 
trains to drive slowly and made maintenance of these lines impossible. The authorities were 
clearly troubled by this situation. Any attempt to actively deal with this situation would 
inherently involve the relocation of some twenty thousand households.

Informal as these households might be, many of them were and still are engaged in 
formal networks. People living along railway tracks, on pavements or by the roadside have 
become members of the National Slum Dwellers Federation (Nsdf). Since the 1980s they 
have been investigating various strategies for community driven re-housing. 

The Nsdf has cooperated with the non-governmental organization Society for the Pro-
motion of Area Resource Centres (SPARC) on several projects. When the discussions about 
expansion of the railway lines began, the two organizations presented a suggestion to the 
state government and to the railway federation. It was regarded as an impossible prospect 
mainly because of the informal settlements. 

However, in 1998 some 800 families agreed to participate in a pioneering project. The 
families who lived along a stretch of central tracks offered to demolish their own homes, 
build transit homes themselves and organize there own move. In turn the government 
would provide land for them and the railway federation would provide financial assistance. 
The authorities did not need to exert force during the transitions and thanks to this com-
munity led method another 12 000 householders re-housed themselves during a second 
phase. This model has now been applied across other parts of India. Through contacts with 
the International Slum Dwellers International, it has served as an inspiration for organiza-
tions all over the world.

It is not by chance that these methods of organization have created successful results. The 

“Good governance has 8 major characteris-
tics. It is participatory, consensus oriented, 
accountable, transparent, responsive, effec-
tive and efficient, equitable and inclusive 
and follows the rule of law. It assures that 
corruption is minimized, the views of 
minorities are taken into account and that 
the voices of the most vulnerable in society 
are heard in decision-making. It is also 
responsive to the present and future needs 
of society.” 

What is Good Governance? 
report by the united nations economic and social Commission for 
asia and the pacific (unesCap).

“Do you know what good governance is 
for a poor woman who lives as a pavement 
dweller in Bombay? Good governance for 
her is nothing else than getting access to a 
toilet … so she can defecate without fear of 
being watched by others.”

Sheela Patel
society for the promotion of area resource Centres (sparC).

gRass RooTs foR beTTeR housing
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Two Homes On the following pages we will look at two different homes in Dharvai. The first one, Shenaz’s 
house, is situated in one of the most congested areas of Dharavi. It lies between Poonawalla 
Street, described earlier in this book, and Sion Link Road which runs along the border of 
Dharavi on the edge of the marsh.

The second home, Shafikunisa’s house, is situated close to the first one but in a recently 
erected 6 floor high-rise apartment building. This building came about as a result of nego-
tiations for land with the slum dweller’s consent. Together with the non-governmental 
organization SPARC, local residents made a proposition to the city: by clearing off the shacks 
in the area, some of the land could be sold to private investors. The rest of the land could 
then be built on by those who left their houses. By placing the families on 8 floors instead of 
one or two, the families could gain some space. At the same time they would get their own 
kitchens and bathrooms.

The first home, Shenaz’s house, will also be demolished in the near future. Instead, her 
family will gain a similar apartment to the one Shafikunisa’s family has, in a similar build-
ing.

I wanted to compare a family living in the older, “slummier” part of Dharavi that is about 
to be demolished, with a family living in an apartment in the recently built SPARC building. 
I was interested to find out their thoughts about their living quarters and its relation to the 
other home. I formulated some basic questions as a foundation for a discussion with the 
families’ mothers and as a background for my photographic documentation:

Who built your home?
How many members are there in your family?
Where do you eat and sleep?
What is your family origin? Do you come from Mumbai, India or elsewhere?
What are your neighbours and your own religious beliefs?
Where does your family go to have fun? Play, gamble, drink etc?
Do the children in your family study at school?
What is your family’s primary occupation and income?
Does your family use any of the public spaces in the area?
Does your family walk the streets at nights?

Finally, I asked them about their relationship to the other home (in the SPARC building or in 
the slum) and what they would think of living in the other home. I also asked them if they 
had any thoughts on the future of Dharavi. MK

5:2 sketched plan of shafi-
kunisa’s apartment.

5:3 sketched plan of 
shenaz’s house with a 
floor space of approxi-
mately 10 m2.

5:2 5:3
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5:4 this is the neighbour-
hood where shenaz 
lives. the photograph is 
taken from the roof of 
the sparC building. 

Khan Jamal, Dusterwala, Kalyanwadi,  
Tever Nagar, Dharavi, Sion Link Road,  
Opp Sidra Hotel, Mumbai, India 

shenaz’s house

The Shenaz family gets up at 6 in the morning. Her children go to school at 12.30. They do 
not go to the Mosque in the morning. They eat lunch around noon and dinner between 
9 and 10 in the evening. After a short walk around 10, Shenaz goes to bed around 10.30. 
They live in a house built by Shenaz’s grandfather. The family has lived there for 22 years. 
There are eight people in the family: Shenaz (32) her husband (40) mother, sister, and 4 
children (three sons 18, 12, 6 and one daughter, 4). The family is Muslim and comes from 
Uttar Pradesh. There are two mosques nearby, their neighbours are Hindu and the children 
attend a Christian school.

The family’s primary income comes from tailoring jeans and embroidery. The women 
work in the home and the common income is approximately 3,000 rupees per month.

They pay 100 rupees to the government office for electricity every month. They are not 
part of any micro-credit system or bank, but save on their own.

Shenaz says that it is safe to go outside at any time and even if she does not use public 
spaces much herself, the children often play in open spaces like the parking area close to 
the SPARC house.

The family sleeps both upstairs in the sleeping loft and downstairs. They eat their meals 
either on the floor or on the bed.

Shenaz thinks that the SPARC system with new higher buildings and transit camps is a 
good solution. She hopes to move to the transit area in about a year, even if it will cost them 
1,000 rupees for a temporary home there. She thinks that there are good relations but no 
difference in status between the two homes even if she would like to get the same type of 
apartment as Shafikunisa as soon as possible.

5:4
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5:5 the narrow alley where 
shenaz lives with her family.

5:6 Due to the lack of space 
indoors, laundry will be 
washed in the alley outside, 
where lighting and drainage 
conditions are better.

5:5

5:6
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5:7 regardless of how poor they
  are, most families own a 

relatively new tv-set. follow-
ing world events or watching 
entertainment programs is 
seen as an important part of 
daily leisure.

5:8 all the spaces in the home are 
used for specific purposes. on 
top of the kitchen cupboard, 
cooking vessels are piled to 
dry after being washed.  
the kitchen has portable gas 
burners and stainless steel 
cooking pots. items that can-
not be piled are hung up on 
hooks, using the little space 
available as effectively as 
possible.

5:9 shenaz’s youngest child is 
describing the monsoon. 
on the wall … traces of dam-
age from the latest monsoon. 
Due to the low level of the 
house, water sometimes 
comes as high as a metre 
inside.

5:10  since the home lacks windows 
and a ventilation system, an 
old table fan is placed by a 
barred opening for better 
ventilation. next to the fan 
there is a religious muslim 
image. 

5:11 one of shenaz’s sons in front 
of the family’s mirror, which is 
placed on the wardrobe door.

5:7 5:8 5:10

5:115:9
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5:12 one of shenaz’s sons has got 
new glasses so that he can fol-
low teaching better in school. 
he is sitting on the sleeping-
loft. During the monsoon 
period this will be the only dry 
place in the home, filling all of 
the home’s functions.

5:13 one of the neighbour’s chil-
dren is playing drunkard on the 
family’s sleeping loft. 

 the sleeping loft is also one of 
the family’s few storage areas 
where used plastic products 
are stored before they are sold 
to the local recycling industry.

5:14 visiting relatives and friends 
proudly show off their newly 
purchased refrigerator. one 
gladly offers guests cold 
drinks of international brands 
like Coca-Cola. 
the stainless steel plates and 
mugs are kept in bookshelf-like 
constructions that also func-
tion as a plate rack.

5:12

5:13

5:14
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5:15 it is not unusual for house 
owners to sublet the upper 
floor of their home in order 
to stabilise income. tenants 
commonly have an entrance of 
their own by means of a step-
ladder outside the building.

5:16 the meter above the outer-
door tells the representatives 
of the electric company how 
much electricity the family 
consumes. 

5:16

5:15
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5:17 the family’s closest ladies’ 
toilet is approximately 300 
metres from their home. since 
many people cannot read, 
there is a painted woman’s 
head at the entrance.

5:18  the u.m.thevar school, a 
Christian elementary school 
where shenaz’s children study.

5:19 the men’s toilet has a more 
open structure than the 
women’s toilet.

5:20 the local mosque that shenaz 
visits on a daily basis.

5:17

5:18

5:19 5:20
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5:21 the parking lot in front of the 
new sparC building is the 
only open public area. the 
children run around or play 
cricket there when it is not 
occupied by the builders – the 
parking lot is also a popular 
refuge for stray dogs.

5:21 5:21 5:21 5:21

5:21
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shafikunisa’s aPaRTmenT
Asbano Hasmad, Dharavi Vikas Samethi, Kalyan Wadi, Tever Nagar, Sion Mahim Link 
Road, Mumbai, India.

5:22 the sparC building is in the 
centre and shafinisa’s apart-
ment is on the corner of the 
third floor. there are several 
new building sites in the area 
and sparC’s is just one them. 
in these buildings, families 
that used to live in the slum 
can mix with the middle class 
inhabitants who are the main 
tenants in Dharavi’s other 
high-rise projects.

Shafikunisa lives in an apartment in the SPARC building and says that the architect is A. 
Jockin, and that Parbu or Wasim are the construction company who built the house. They 
have lived there for four years and the rent is 300 rupees per month. 

The family consists of nine people: Shafikunisa herself (50) her husband (60) her daugh-
ter (20) her son (35) and his wife (25) their cousin, and 3 children (7, 8 and 1 year old). Two 
of the children study at Makim Saint Michel School. The family originally comes from 
Alababa in Uttar Pradesh (in northern India) but their home traditions are mixed with the 
Mumbai way of life.

They eat on the floor downstairs. Sometimes they also eat together with the neighbours. 
Sahfikunisa and her husband sleep downstairs and the young couple sleeps upstairs. 

Her husband and her son both work as leather tailors in a nearby leather factory. Their 
income is approximately 2000 rupees per person per month. They do not have savings in 
the bank and are not part in any micro credit system. 

The family is Muslim and they regularly visit the Sunni Mosque nearby. Their neighbours 
are Hindus, Christians and Muslims. “We have no problem with this.” says Shafikunisa. 
“You have to be friends when you live so close to each other. We even participate in their 
religious celebrations”. 

They are not afraid of the darkness and move freely in Dharavi, but they do not use the 
public areas much. The children do not use the roof or the yard but instead play inside the 
house. They also play in the alleyways and corridors since they lack regular playgrounds. 

Before moving into this apartment they lived in the transit area for nearly four years. 
Shafikunisa says, it was a mess, with lots of problems. She seems content with their current 
living situation and thinks that their apartment looks cleaner than the other home.

What do you think of the future of Dharavi?
“It will not change. It is too costly. I have no ideas of the big plans for the future.”

5:23
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5:23 franzez Waza, the local 
security guard of the sparC 
Building. 

5:24 in the disorder that follows 
a building project, undefined 
areas have become assimi-
lated by the local residents.  
a shady place like this is used 
partly as a transport route 
for the builders and also as 
a parking lot and a place to 
hang out.

5:25  the inner yard of the entrance, 
where franzez Waza is station-
ed. the yard is equipped with 
a blackboard, which children 
play with. all the windows 
have bar constructions which 
are used for drying laundry and 
dishes. 

5:24

5:25

5:23



220         Chapter 5: family and housing xxx DoCumenting informalities: Dharavi         221 

5:26 an informal parking lot for 
motorcycles in front of a sign 
giving information about a new 
sparC Building.

5:27 shafikunisa and her daughter 
together with the neighbouring 
children in the external gallery 
outside her apartment.

5:28 images from the most com-
mon religious beliefs have 
been tiled in the corners of the 
stairwell to stop people from 
spitting or urinating there. 

5:29 the stairwell is open and 
connected to the corridors and 

 external galleries, giving light 
and fresh air as well as creat-
ing spaces for socialising and 
play.

5:26

5:27

5:28

5:29
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5:30 muhammad hasmad, shafi-
kunisa’s relative, is resting 
after his morning’s work shift. 
he is home for lunch and will 
soon go back to work at the 
leather factory. 

5:31  the family’s collection of 
pictures with religious muslim 
motifs. 

5:32 the apartment has one room, a 
kitchen and a sleeping loft. the 
beds are placed alongside the 
walls of the apartment. extra 
mattresses and covers can be 
rolled up and placed where 
there is available space.

5:33 the family’s newly purchased 
stereo. the apartment is also 
equipped with a telephone of 
its own. 

5:34  the ladder leading up to the 
loft. the light, steel construc-
tion makes it easy to get at 
the space behind the ladder. 
that space is used for storing 
empty bottles of gas and a 
hand-driven sewing machine.

5:30

5:31

5:32 5:33

5:34



224         Chapter 5: family and housing DoCumenting informalities: Dharavi         225 tWo homes

5:35  the ceiling is low above the 
sleeping loft, but there is 
enough space for shafikunisa’s 
son and his family. the chil-
dren’s bicycles are stored in the 
barred cage-like construction 
outside the window. to free up 
more space, all the mattresses 
are put away during the day.

5:36  the sleeping loft also has 
a wash basin of its own and 
sometimes it is also used as a 
toilet at night when the children 
are too tired to climb down the 
ladder.

5:35 5:36
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5:37  the kitchen ceiling and the 
barred cage outside the 
window are used for hanging 
laundry and drying dishes. 

5:38 the house has running water 
enabling a separate wash 
room and toilet.

5:39 the family’s kitchen with its 
washing basin, gas stove, 
samovar and plate rack. 

5:40 shafikunisa between the door 
and the ladder that leads up to 
the sleeping loft. 

5:41 (next page.) the sunny roof of 
the building can be used for 
drying chilli or peas. the peo-
ple who live in the surrounding 
area are not allowed to use the 
roof of the sparC building. 
the roof is also ideal for hang-
ing laundry. it is possible to tap 
water from the water cisterns.

5:37

5:38 5:38 5:40

5:39
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On our first trip to Dharavi we often met the Kadam family on our walks on Poonawalla. 
Coming back a year later, our friendship grew deeper and we were invited to spend time with 
the family. With great generosity, the Kadam family shared stories about their life, gains and 
drawbacks, their struggles and hopes for the future. We laughed, cried, made food and rested 
together in the blue interior of their apartment on Poonawalla.

Kasturi Kadam: My father and mother lived in Sion, and I was brought up in this area, 
the Dharavi-Sion area. 

I was educated up to the 7th standard. My father died when I was studying at the 5th 
standard, and my older sister had to look after me and my family. My family arranged my 
marriage, and when I was 16 years old I married Devidas. By the age of 18 I had my first 
child, a daughter.

Anna Erlandson / Stina Ekman: Can you explain how your marriage was arranged?
kk: My father had a business before and his business partner said, “I have a son, will you 

give me one of your daughters?” I was looking nice then, so I was chosen from my two sisters 
they offered me and we got married. But then there was a life turn. After I had my first child, 
the story is very sad – crying and crying. At the beginning my husband was a good man, a 
businessman in leather work. The first five or six years he was very nice. We had a nice life, 
but after six years he lost his business.

AE /SE: Why?
kk: There was a quarrel between the business partners and because of the partner he 

lost the leather factory. After that he became a very heavy drunkard. The following years 
were very difficult to for me. My husband was always drunk, and he used to go early in the 
morning at four o’clock, to drink. When I was at work he came home, taking all the food 
from me and the children. He beat me often, so I always said to the children, “I am earning 
and my husband is sitting here and drinking up all the money so there is no use.” 

We where living together with Bhimsen family [Devidas’s brother and his family of five 
people], but because of Devidas’s drinking problems, and of all the quarrels and all the beat-
ings, our families separated. Bhimsen said, “Move out.” so our family moved out with the 
children to a place for rent. And at that time, I was the only one working, not my husband. 

The Kadam Family
– an inTeRvieW WiTh kasTuRi kadam 

5:42 kasturi kadam is 
talking to her beloved 
grandson. kasturi’s 
oldest daughter  
sandhya lives with her 
family outside Dharavi.

5:42
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My youngest daughter Sarika was two years old at that time. So it’s 15 years ago. You see, 
out of submission, I was doing work in a plastic industry, separating the plastic from all the 
garbage. That work I had to do. All day, from ten in the morning to ten at night. I was stand-
ing in water, sorting and washing out the plastic, garbage and all. I was doing full work.

At that time, my husband was always drunk and ate lots of food. There was hardly any 
food but he was eating all the food in the house. I earned sixteen rupees per day. Sixteen. 
One, six. Every day I was working hard for my family, allowing my husband to drink and 
daily I gave him five rupees to drink. I was doing very hard work at that time. 

AE /SE: But how could you manage the whole family with just 16 rupees and a drunk 
husband?

kk: During this period, my father-in-law supported us. He came after 10 pm and he 
gave me 10 – 20 rupees per day saying, “Give this to your children, buy something for your 
children.” My father-in-law was very supportive.

AE /SE: And you had five children?
kk: Yes, I had five children to manage, four daughters and one boy. So I was always 

looking here and there for more money. And when the first daughter was 15 – 16 years old, 
my husband’s brothers, helped us with the marriage of our first daughter. After the first 
daughter’s marriage I looked after the three daughters and the boy. I will always remember 
my great father-in-law. My mother-in-law was very aggressive and she did not want to help 
us, but my father-in-law always helped us.

My son, Atish, believed that his mother was suffering with all these problems, and that his 
father was not supporting us. Atish didn’t want to stay with us. He went to stay somewhere 
else. My husband’s brother took him in and gave him an education. And whenever my son 
came to me and asked for money, I took him to the plastic industry and the boss gave him 
some. My boss also helped us with the education of my son, Atish’s education. He was very 
good. Because of my boss and my father-in-law I could manage, otherwise I would have 
collapsed.

My first daughter Sandhya, at the time when she was in 10th standard, when she was 
trying to study, my husband did not allow her to, saying, “Don’t study, turn off the light, I 
want to sleep, don’t study now.” Although this happened, my daughter got her 10th standard 
and studied until the graduation and now, since two years back, she is married. Sandhya 
is very talented and she wanted to become a doctor. I said, “I don’t have enough money to 
make you a doctor.” I feel very bad now, to me my daughter is very talented but still we did 
not have the money to support her.

I suffered very much because of my husband being a drunkard. I always cried and cried 
and cried and my husband’s brother said, “Don’t cry, I will do something.” So, my husband’s 
brothers took Devidas to a centre in Pune where they tried to stop men from drinking, and 
after that my husband has never been drunk again.

ae /se: And that was how many years ago?
kk: This was ten years ago. 
ae /se: But how is it to come back to someone you have to get to know again and build a 

new confidence with? How is that to come back to the person who has been doing so much 
damage and …?

kk: At that time when my husband was at the hospital, the doctor called me and said, “If 

you want to keep your husband sober you have to do one thing: don’t allow him to eat meat 
and fish, because when he eats fish or meat, he will always remember the taste of alcohol.” 
So we slowly stopped eating meat and fish. And I am feeling very good because now my 
husband is okay, though we are still suffering lots of things but one good thing is that my 
husband lives with me now and is in a very good condition.

AE /SE: Seeing you and Devidas together, it seems like you have something good in com-
mon, humour or something.

kk: Now, when my husband is in front of others, he always says that he is a very good 
man because of his wife – because of her help. Nowadays he appreciates me.

And he says, “Until your daughters get married, until then you are working. But after they 
are married you are staying at home and only I will work.” 

AE /SE: And Atish has come back home too? He’s staying with the family now?
kk: Yes, Atish, yes.
AE /SE: Poonawalla Chawl seems to be an enclosed neighbourhood, if something hap-

pens, like a husband is falling out of the system, do other women around or other families 
support? How is it treated in the neighbourhood?

kk: Nobody was supporting us, no nobody was supporting … Only my father-in-law 
helped us, no one else.

AE /SE: So even though everyone can see when he is coming home drunk and falling 
around in the street, but no one is doing anything?

kk: He was not falling here and there, he was always drunk and came directly to me. If 
he had not eaten well, because of the alcohol, he would have died … 

ae /se: The house that you are living in, at Poonawalla Chawl, I understand that it 
belonged to Devidas’s father. You moved out of there and moved in again, is that so? 

kk: This room, now we are living in this room, it is now transferred to my husband. 
Before, it was in my father-in-law’s name.

AE /SE: But last year when we were here, Bhimsen, Soni (the daughter of Bhimsen) and 
her mother were also living in the house?

kk: Last year we were all living together here, but now, there is a former workshop of my 
father-in-law, that the Bhimsen family is reconstructing. It has one room and Bhimsen and 
his family are living there now.

AE /SE: You will be giving away your daughter Anjali in marriage. How do you foresee your 
daughter’s and your coming grand-children’s future? Do you think Anjali will be happy?

kk: Her husband is very good and wealthy, he lives in Kolapur. Because I don’t have 
anything for them, for Anjali. Anjali will get good a husband.

I was always wondering if there would be any peace in my life – and I think this is the 
time of peace now, because all of my daughters are getting married, our son Atish has a good 
job and he is staying in our house. My husband is not drunk now. It is very good, no? From 
that condition, this condition is very good. 

AE /SE to interpreter Sangeeta: I guess that there are lots of things to ask, but in one sense, 
as she did speak out of her heart and we hardly asked any questions, I think that it’s her story 
and that’s very good because it has come out from her desire to speak.

Sangeeta: You see this is a typical story of a woman in India, in the slum streets. Most 
of the women are suffering these problems.
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5:43 from the left:  
sonys future husband 
santosh, atish, 
Devidas, anjali, a 
sister-in-law, sarika, a 
mother-in-law, kasturi, 
sony and sony’s 
mother.

Anjali is the third of Kasturi and Devidas’s five children. She is about to get married. It is not 
an arranged marrige, but a so called love marriage. Her future husband’s name is Ratanakar, 
he is a businessman. After the wedding Anjali will move in to his big house in Kolapur, 
Maharashtra, far away from Mumbai. Kasturi’s painful separation from her daughter is obvi-
ous. And even if Anjali is lucky to move into a big house with indoor WCs, she will be far 
away from the family. A traditional Indian wedding is an enormous arrangement, often with 
more than a thousand guests to feed. There are special wedding sites to rent that can fit in 
everyone along with cooks and serving staff. When a girl is born, a poor family knows what 
will come and they have to save money for a dowry and wedding costs. 

Sony’s real name is Purnima, but everyone calls her Sony. She is Sarika and Anjali’s cousin 
but they are like sisters. Sony’s father is Bhimsen, Devidas’s brother. 

Now that Sony and Anjali are getting married, life has taken a new turn. Sony’s marriage 
was arranged by her parents. Her future husband’s name is Santosh and he is an engineer 
working with oil platforms. He is middle class, and when they marry Sony will move to his 
parent’s house, in a formal residential area far away from Dharavi. She becomes very shy 
when he suddenly shows up and it is clear that they do not know each other. Soon Sony will 
have to adjust to middle class life, and Santosh is paying for her english lessons.

 AE/SE

5:43
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5:44 after the family leather fac-
tory closed, Devidas has a 
white collar job at the golden 
leather Works. kasturi is 
working nights as an assisting 
nurse at sion hospital.

5:45 kasturi preforms the daily 
ritual by the house altar, the 
rituals are for the family 
ancestors and the gods. atish 
is having lunch and resting at 
home. the family take turns 
resting during the daytime. 

5:44
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5:46 anjali is very skilled in 
drawing and handicraft. 
she is sewing all the 
saris that the women 
of the family will wear 
when the weddings 
come. first it is sony’s 
wedding and four days 
later anjali’s. the prepa-
rations have been going 
on for a very long time.

5:47 sony is drawing two 
hearts on her leg. 
not only sony’s mind 
circulates around 
the topic of love and 
marriage. the modern 
indian movie industry 
is now depicting young 
and passionate love in 
a more western fasion, 
confronting old values 
and pragmatism in 
classical love stories 
repeated in endless 
variations. there is 
a gap between the 
massive focus on love 
in mass media, and the 
fact that most indian 
girls are facing a life 
with someone they have 
to get to know after they 
get married. 

5:46 5:47
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5:48 sarika and anjali are 
doing all the cooking. 
When they have left 
the house to live with 
their husbands families, 
atish will marry a wom-
an who will take over 
the responsibility for 
the household and its 
members. the tradition 
might be a necessity for 
many poor people as 
there is no communal 
care for the elderly. 

5:49 sarika is the youngest 
daughter. for a while 
she will take care of the 
household. kasturi is 
looking for a husband 
for her. 

5:50 sony right before the 
wedding rituals start, 
dressed in her wedding 
sari.

5:51 ratanakar and anjali 
during their wedding 
ceremony.

5:48 5:48

5:49

5:50

5:51
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Outside the ornamented iron gate that marks the border 
between Dharavi’s labyrinth of alleys, and the blue and 
white high-rise on Dharavi Main Road, two boys are sell-
ing lemons from a cart. Next to them, a guard discretely 
lets traffic pass in and out of the enclosed area surrounding 
the Vaibhav Apartments. Here a Toyota, and there a dark 
and shiny Renault Twingo. Some people are on their way 
home for a quick lunch, others are starting the day with 
some shopping errands in Mumbai City. 

The middle class families who live here have no interest 
in coming closer to the heart of Dharavi, through the wind-
ing walks among plastic recyclers, bakeries, waste handlers, 
tanners, an ocean of people. Many have installed themselves 
along the railway or by the enormous pipes that plough their 
way through fields of waste. The people who have moved 
into the Vaibhav Apartments did not do it in order to find 
out more about these informal settlements.

“We will say hi or hello, but we don’t speak to them.” 
This is how the sisters Roma and Riwa describe the lack of 
contact with people who live on the other side of the gate.

On New Year’s Eve the neighbours sometimes arrange a 
common party on the roof terrace. The view from up there is 
almost surreal: shacks and corrugated roofs spread out over a 
radius of several kilometres. But when darkness falls the only 
light are the stars in the sky; there are no illuminated streets 
or homes. The ground below is pitch black and the Vaibhav 
Apartments are transformed into a luxurious craft without a 
compass on a dark and unknown sea. The modern, 14 floor 
building is a solitary island on the main street of Dharavi.

I walk through the blue iron gate and around the newly 
repainted high-rise, but do not experience it as an entrench-
ment. The gate serves as a border, a limit, but hardly as 
protection against intruders. The violent riots that took 
place in Dharavi during 1992 – 93 seem a world away. Chil-
dren are making noise in the playground and servants pass 
in and out of the building’s main entrance. A guard stops 
me and asks me who I am here to visit. I turn to a woman 
coming from the parking lot and when she hears that I am 
studying metropolitan areas of the world and am interested 
in the living conditions of Dharavi she invites me into the 
building.

“My husband is at his architectural office, but both of my 
daughters are at home” she says. Her name is Amita and she 
is an insurance salesman. “I am on a lunch break and have to 
get back soon, but there is time for a short conversation.”

We take the elevator to the ninth floor. Amita and her family 
live in a two bedroom apartment with a living room, kitchen 
and bathroom. It is 85 square metres. The apartment’s value 
has tripled during the fourteen years that they have lived 
in it. From a value of 1,200,000 Rupees (30,500 Euro) to 
3,500,000 today (88,888 Euro) which, considering the aver-
age income in India, is a nauseating amount of money.

“It was very cheap when we bought it, but the area was 
also known as the largest slum in Asia.” Amita says.

The family used to live in Chember, one of Mumbai’s 
eastern satellite districts, but the trips to and from work 
were strenuous and so the move to Dharavi came as a relief. 

“We usually say that  
we live in Mahim-East” 
 
Roma, 24 and Riwa 18, speaking about living in the Vaibhav Apartments

5:52
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The journey into town now takes half an hour by car or by 
train from Mahim station. But moving was a bold step for 
them to take and Amita wanted to get a good deal.

“Dharavi was not what it is today when we moved here in 
1992, it was on the verge of improvement. At that time peo-
ple thought Dharavi was a dangerous place. Rajiv Ghandi 
had announced the improvement of Dharavi. So through 
the municipality we found more out about this improve-
ment plan. After that we bought the flat.”

But it was not only Rajiv Ghandi’s promises of massive 
funding of one hundred crore rupees [1,000,000,000 rupees 
or 25.4 million USD. 1 crore = 10 million rupees] that helped 
the family make their decission. Amita also talks about the 
developer K. Raheja in almost lyrical terms.

“This is the best builder in Mumbai and the company 
would never embark upon a project in a slum area of 
Dharavi’s magnitude without a vision. Pretty early on we 
understood that competition would follow. Everything in 
our home has a high finish. Big windows and, yes, you can 
see it in every detail.” Amita gestures towards the living 
room.

Builders, investors and real estate companies are all wait-
ing for the social project in Dharavi to start rolling and for 
the slum to be removed. Everyone wants a slice of profits 
from the 600 eight story buildings that are planned on the 
land-filled marshlands of Dharavi. 

But Amita sighs, “I have not encountered any difficulties 
living in Dharavi, despite what people say. But we never 
thought the improvements would happen so slowly. About 
five years ago I had plans to move from here. If I get an 
opportunity to buy a bigger flat with three bed rooms I will 
definitely move from Dharavi.”

In her building all of the apartments are identical. No 
one has the three bedrooms that Amita dreams about. 
The family are watching the prices in the more attractive 
Mahim-West area, which in contrast to Mahim-East is not 
regarded as a part of Dharavi.

Amita’s gaze wanders off, she excuses herself and sits 
down in front of the TV in her living room. Stocks are her 
passion and she watches the market’s latest developments 
vigilantly. The conversation is passed on to her daughters, 
Roma, 24 and Riwa, 18. One of them qualified as a civil 
engineer in Cardiff, Wales, the other studies law at a college 
in Mumbai.

“Once we come home from college or town, we stay in.” 
they say. “We never go out in Dharavi.”

I ask them if they fear the area and they reply, “No, it is 
not that. The place is quite safe, even at night. But when we 
decide to see friends it would rather be roaming in good 
areas.”

We start to talk about Dharavi as a cosmopolitan melting 
pot, with people from all four corners of India, different 
religions and “all that”.

“Being in this building, staying for 14 years, I haven’t 
gone inside Dharavi once. I only go from the station and I 
go by the main road. So I am not much involved in the area. 
I have a servant from Dharavi, that is all.”

Roma and Riwa start giggling and say, “Usually we don’t 
mention that we stay in Dharavi. We are pretty embarrassed 
about that, so we say we stay in Mahim-East. It is easier that 
way”.

Mahim-East is next to a busy railway station and is a 
part of Dharavi. “We have told our parents to move from 
Dharavi a number of times but as it is now, it doesn’t fit into 
their budget.”

SA

the text is based on a conversation with amita, roma and riwa, 
spring 2006.

5:52 (page 245.) vaibhav 
apartment, seen from 
outside the sparC 
building

5:53 the blue iron gate 
outside the apartment 
building.

5:53
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“On all sides we hear talk about the housing shortage, and 
with good reason. Nor is there just talk; there is action too. 
We try to fill the need by providing houses, by promoting 
the building of houses, planning the whole architectural 
enterprise. However hard and bitter, however hampering 
and threatening the lack of houses remains, the real plight of 
dwelling does not lie merely in a lack of houses.” 

Martin Heidegger
“Building Dwelling Thinking”

What does it means to dwell? Is it simply to find yourself a home somewhere? And what 
is it to be “at home”? A more elementary relationship to a place? Being at home cannot be 
reduced to living in a space that has or will become familiar. “To dwell” also means to “to 
abide”, “to reside”, “to sustain”, “to linger on”, and also to “to empathize”. When thinking 
about sustainability, we must remember the importance of sustaining the resources that 
already exist on site. We must in a sense, “dwell” upon them. 

In the following pages we present a few examples of people who are inventing new, sus-
tainable solutions in their homes. Creating new solutions involves new negotiations and a 
re-thinking of old strategies. The grass root organizations that we have talked to are more 
than willing to negotiate on all levels. Of course they are generally in favour of a better 
functioning infrastructure, but what they want most of all is to use their voice to speak about 
the things they know. And one thing that people living in Dharavi know more than anyone 
else is the realities of life there. As we have seen earlier in this book, Mumbai was developed 
by a series of incremental negotiations. There can be no sustainability without listening to 
solutions which have already been supplied by the grass roots, without negotiating with 
those who have survived and flourished in Dharavi for many generations. JHE

Sustaining Abilitychapter 6:

organization and  

sustainability
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globalizaTion fRom beloW 

Post-1989, the world seems marked by the global victory of 
some version of neoliberalism, backed by the ubiquitous 
presence of the United States and sustained by the common 
openness to market processes of regimes otherwise varied 
in their political, religious, and historical traditions. At the 
same time, more than a decade after the fall of the Soviet 
order, it is clearer than ever that global inequality has wid-
ened, intranational warfare has vastly outpaced international 
warfare (thus leading some observers to suggest the image 
of a Cold Peace), and various forms of violent ethnicization 
seem to erode the possibilities of sustainable pluralism. All 
this in a period that has also witnessed increased flows of 
financial capital across national boundaries and innovations 
in electronic communications and information storage 
technologies – the paradoxes abound, and have led to the 
proliferation of new theories of civilizational clash and of 
global gaps between safe and unsafe physical zones and geo-
graphical spheres. Fears of cyberapartheid mix with hopes 
for new opportunities for inclusion and participation. 

In this confusion, now exacerbated by the knowledge 
that neither the most recent innovations in communications 
nor the defeat of the Soviet Union has created the condi-
tions for global peace or equity, two great paradigms for 

enlightenment and equity seem to have become exhausted. 
One is the Marxist vision, in all its global variants, which 
promised some sort of politics of class-based international-
ism premised on class struggle and the transformation of 
bourgeois politics by proletarian will. This is an internation-
alist vision that nevertheless requires the architecture of the 
nation-state as the site of effective struggle against capital 
and its agents. In this sense Marxism was, politically speak-
ing, realist. The other grand vision, salient after 1945, was 
that of modernization and development, with its associated 
machinery of Western lending, technical expertise, and uni-
versalist discourses of education and technology transfer, 
and its target polity of the nationally based electoral democ-
racy. This vision, born in such experiments as the Marshall 
Plan, has been subjected to intense criticism on numerous 
scores, but the starkest challenge to it is presented by the 
fact that today, over half a century after the Bretton Woods 
accords, more than half of the world’s population lives in 
severe poverty. 

In this context, a variety of other visions of emancipation 
and equity now circulate globally, often at odds with the 
nationalist imagination. Some are culturalist and religious, 
some diasporic and nonterritorial, some bureaucratic and 
managerial. Almost all of these recognize that nongovern-
mental actors are here to stay and somehow need to be 

made part of new models of global governance and local 
democracy. 

The alliances and divisions in this new global political 
economy are not always easy to predict or understand. But 
among the many varieties of grassroots political movements, 
at least one broad distinction can be made. On the one hand 
are groups that have opted for armed, militarized solutions 
to their problems of inclusion, recognition, and participa-
tion. On the other are those that have opted for a politics 
of partnership – partnership, that is, between traditionally 
opposed groups, such as states, corporations, and workers. 
The alliance of housing activists whose story occupies the 
bulk of this essay belongs to the latter group and is part of 
the emergent process through which the physics of global-
ization is being creatively redeployed. 

The sToRy 

What follows is a preliminary analysis of an urban activ-
ist movement with global links. The setting is the city of 
Mumbai, in the state of Maharashtra, in western India. The 
movement consists of three partners and its history as an 
alliance goes back to 1987. The three partners have different 
histories. The Society for the Protection of Area Resource 
Centres, or SPARC, is an NGO formed by social work profes-
sionals in 1984 to work with problems of urban poverty in 
Mumbai. NSDF, the National Slum Dwellers’ Federation, 
is a powerful grassroots organization established in 1974 
and is a CBO, or community-based organization, that also 
has its historical base in Mumbai. Finally, Mahila Milan 
is an organization of poor women, set up in 1986, with its 
base in Mumbai and a network throughout India, which 
is focused on women’s issues in relation to urban poverty 
and concerned especially with local and self-organized sav-
ings schemes among the very poor. All three organizations, 
which refer to themselves collectively as the Alliance, are 
united in their concern with gaining secure tenure of land, 
adequate and durable housing, and access to elements of 
urban infrastructure, notably to electricity, transport, 
sanitation, and allied services. The Alliance also has strong 
links to Mumbai’s pavement dwellers and to its street chil-
dren, whom it has organized into an organization called 
Sadak Chaap (Street Imprint), which has its own social 

and political agenda. Of the six or seven nonstate organi-
zations working directly with the urban poor in Mumbai, 
the Alliance has by far the largest constituency, the highest 
visibility in the eyes of the state, and the most extensive 
networks in India and elsewhere in the world. 

This essay is an effort to understand how this came to be 
by looking at the horizon of politics created by the Alliance 
and by seeing how it has articulated new relations to urban 
governmentality. It is part of a larger ongoing study of how 
grassroots movements are finding new ways to combine 
local activism with horizontal, global networking. It is also, 
methodologically speaking, a partial effort to show how the 
anthropological study of globalization can move from an 
ethnography of locations to one of circulations. In my con-
clusion, I use the story of this particular network to discuss 
why it is useful to speak of “deep democracy” as a concept 
of wider potential use in the study of globalization. 

TheoReTical PoinTs of enTRy 

Three theoretical propositions underlie this presentation of 
the story of the Alliance in Mumbai. 

First I assume, on the basis of my own previous work 
(Appadurai 1996, 2000, 2001) and that of several others 
from a variety of disciplinary perspectives (Castells 1996; 
Giddens 2000; Held 1995; Rosenau 1997), that globaliza-
tion is producing new geographies of governmentality. 
Specifically, we are witnessing new forms of globally orga-
nized power and expertise within the “skin” or “casing” of 
existing nation-states (Sassen 2000). One expression of 
these new geographies can be seen in the relationship of 
“cities and citizenship” (Appadurai and Holston 1999), in 
which wealthier “world-cities” increasingly operate like 
city-states in a networked global economy, increasingly 
independent of regional and national mediation, and where 
poorer cities – and the poorer populations within them – 
seek new ways to claim space and voice. Many large cities 
like Mumbai display the contradictions between these ideal 
types and combine high concentrations of wealth (tied to 
the growth of producer services) and even higher concen-
trations of poverty and disenfranchisement. Movements 
among the urban poor, such as the one I document here, 
mobilize and mediate these contradictions. They represent 

Deep Democracy
uRban goveRnmenTaliTy and The hoRizon of PoliTics

by Arjun Appadurai 



252         Chapter 6: organization and sustainability DoCumenting informalities: Dharavi         253 Deep DemoCraCy

efforts to reconstitute citizenship in cities. Such efforts take 
the form, in part, of what I refer to as deep democracy. 

Second, I assume that the nation-state system is under-
going a profound and transformative crisis. Avoiding here 
the sterile terms of the debate about whether or not the 
nation-state is ending (a debate to which I myself earlier 
contributed), I nevertheless wish to affirm resolutely that 
the changes in the system are deep, if not graspable, as yet, 
in a simple theory. I suggest that we see the current crisis 
as a crisis of redundancy rather than, for example, as one 
of legitimation (Habermas 1975). By using the term redun-
dancy, I mean to connect several processes that others have 
identified with different states and regions and in different 
dimensions of governance. Thus, in many parts of the world, 
there has been undoubted growth in a “privatization” of the 
state in various forms, sometimes produced by the appro-
priation of the means of violence by nonstate groups. In 
other cases, we can see the growing power in some national 
economies of multilateral agencies such as the World Bank 
and International Monetary Fund, sometimes indexed by 
the voluntary outsourcing of state functions as part of the 
neoliberal strategies that have become popular worldwide 
since 1989. In yet other cases, activist NGOs and citizens’ 
movements have appropriated significant parts of the means 
of governance. 

Third, I assume that we are witnessing a notable transfor-
mation in the nature of global governance in the explosive 
growth of nongovernment organizations of all scales and 
varieties in the period since 1945, a growth fueled by the 
linked development of the United Nations system, the Bret-
ton Woods institutional order, and especially the global 
circulation and legitimation of the discourses and politics of 
“human rights.” Together, these developments have provided 
a powerful impetus to democratic claims by nonstate actors 
throughout the world. There is some reason to worry about 
whether the current framework of human rights is serving 
mainly as the legal and normative conscience – or the legal-
bureaucratic lubricant – of a neoliberal, marketized political 
order. But there is no doubt that the global spread of the dis-
course of human rights has provided a huge boost to local 
democratic formations. In addition, the combination of this 
global efflorescence of nongovernmental politics with the 
multiple technological revolutions of the last fifty years has 
provided much energy to what has been called “cross-border 

activism” through “transnational advocacy networks” (Keck 
and Sikkink 1998). These networks provide new horizontal 
modes for articulating the deep democratic politics of the 
locality, creating hitherto unpredicted groupings: examples 
may be “issue-based” – focused on the environment, child 
labor, or AIDS – or “identity-based” – feminist, indigenous, 
gay, diasporic. The Mumbai-based movement discussed 
here is also a site of such cross-border activism. 

Together, these three points of entry allow me to describe 
the Mumbai Alliance of urban activists as part of an emer-
gent political horizon, global in its scope, that presents a 
post-Marxist and postdevelopmentalist vision of how the 
global and the local can become reciprocal instruments in 
the deepening of democracy. 

The seTTing: mumbai in The 1990s 

I have recently completed a lengthy examination of the 
transformation of Mumbai’s cultural economy since the 
1970s, with an emphasis on the brutal ethnic violence of 
December 1992–January 1993 (Appadurai 2001). That essay 
contains a relatively detailed analysis of the relationships 
between the politics of right-wing Hindu nationalism – seen 
mostly in the activities of India’s major urban xenophobic 
party, the Shiva Sena – the political economy of deindustri-
alization, and the spectral politics of housing in Mumbai. I 
analyze the steady expansion of anti-Muslim politics by the 
Shiva Sena, the radical inequality in access to living space 
in the city, and the transformation of its industrial economy 
into a service economy. I argue that Mumbai became a per-
fect site for the violent rewriting of Muslims from its public 
sphere and its commercial world. 

I will not retell that story here, but I will review some 
major facts about Mumbai in the 1990s that are not widely 
known. Mumbai is the largest city in a country, India, whose 
population has just crossed the 1 billion mark (one-sixth of 
the world’s population). The city’s population is at least 12 
million (more, if we include the growing edges of the city 
and the population of the twin city, New Mumbai, that has 
been built across Thane Creek). This means a population 
totaling 1.2 percent of one-sixth of the world’s population. 
Not a minor case, even in itself. 

Here follow some facts about housing in Mumbai on 

which there is a general consensus. About 40 percent of 
the population (about 6 million persons) live in slums or 
other degraded forms of housing. Another 5 to 10 percent 
are pavement dwellers. Yet according to one recent estimate, 
slum dwellers occupy only 8 percent of the city’s land, which 
totals about 43,000 hectares. The rest of the city’s land is 
either industrial land, middle- and high-income housing, or 
vacant land in the control of the city, the state (regional and 
federal), or private owners. The bottom line: 5 to 6 million 
poor people living in substandard conditions in 8 percent of 
the land area of a city smaller than the two New York City 
boroughs of Manhattan and Queens. This huge and con-
stricted population of insecurely or poorly housed people 
has negligible access to essential services, such as running 
water, electricity, and ration cards for food staples. 

Equally important, this population – which we may 
call citizens without a city – is a vital part of the urban 
workforce. Some of them occupy the respectable low end 
of white-collar organizations and others the menial low 
end of industrial and commercial concerns. But many are 
engaged in temporary, physically dangerous, and socially 
degrading forms of work. This latter group, which may well 
comprise 1 to 2 million people in Mumbai, is best described, 
in the striking phrase of Sandeep Pendse (1995), as Mum-
bai’s “toilers” rather than as its proletariat, working class, or 
laboring classes – all designations that suggest more stable 
forms of employment and organization. These toilers, the 
poorest of the poor in the city of Mumbai, work in menial 
occupations (almost always on a daily or piecework basis). 
They are cart pullers, ragpickers, scullions, sex workers, car 
cleaners, mechanic’s assistants, petty vendors, small-time 
criminals, and temporary workers in petty industrial jobs 
requiring dangerous physical work, such as ditch digging, 
metal hammering, truck loading, and the like. They often 
sleep in (or on) their places of work, insofar as their work 
is not wholly transient in character. While men form the 
core of this labor pool, women and children work wher-
ever possible, frequently in ways that exploit their sexual 
vulnerability. To take just one example, Mumbai’s gigantic 
restaurant and food-service economy is almost completely 
dependent on a vast army of child labor. 

Housing is at the heart of the lives of this army of toil-
ers. Their everyday life is dominated by ever-present forms 
of risk. Their temporary shacks may be demolished. Their 

slumlords may push them out through force or extortion. 
The torrential monsoons may destroy their fragile shelters 
and their few personal possessions. Their lack of sanitary 
facilities increases their need for doctors to whom they have 
limited access. And their inability to document their claims 
to housing may snowball into a general invisibility in urban 
life, making it impossible for them to claim any rights to 
such things as rationed foods, municipal health and educa-
tion facilities, police protection, and voting rights. In a city 
where ration cards, electricity bills, and rent receipts guar-
antee other rights to the benefits of citizenship, the inability 
to secure claims to proper housing and other political hand-
icaps reinforce each other. Housing – and its lack – set the 
stage for the most public drama of disenfranchisement in 
Mumbai. In fact, housing can be argued to be the single 
most critical site of this city’s politics of citizenship. 

This is the context in which the activists I am working 
with are making their interventions, mobilizing the poor 
and generating new forms of politics. The next three sec-
tions of this essay are about various dimensions of this 
politics: its vision, its vocabularies, and its practices. 

The PoliTics of PaTience 

In this section, I give a sketch of the evolving vision of the 
Alliance of SPARC, Mahila Milan, and the National Slum 
Dwellers’ Federation as it functions within the complex 
politics of space and housing in Mumbai. Here, a number 
of broad features of the Alliance are important. 

First, given the diverse social origins of the three groups 
that are involved in the Alliance, their politics awards a cen-
tral place to negotiation and consensus-building. SPARC is 
led by professionals with an anglophone background, con-
nected to state and corporate elites in Mumbai and beyond, 
with strong ties to global funding sources and networking 
opportunities. However, SPARC was born in 1984 in the 
specific context of work undertaken by its founders – prin-
cipally a group of women trained in social work at the Tata 
Institute for the Social Sciences – among poor women in the 
neighborhood of Nagpada. This area has a diverse ethnic 
population and is located between the wealthiest parts of 
South Mumbai and the increasingly difficult slum areas of 
Central and North Mumbai. 
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Notable among SPARC’s constituencies was a group of 
predominantly Muslim ex–sex trade workers from Central 
Mumbai who later became the cadre of another partner 
in the Alliance, Mahila Milan. The link between the two 
organizations dates to around 1986, when Mahila Milan was 
founded, with support from SPARC. 

The link with the NSDF, an older and broader-based 
slum dwellers’ organization, was also made in the late 
1980s. The leadership of the three organizations cuts across 
the lines between Hindus, Muslims, and Christians and 
is explicitly secularist in outlook. In a general way, SPARC 
contributed technical knowledge and elite connections to 
state authorities and the private sector. NSDF, through its 
leader, Arputham Jockin (who himself has a background 
in the slums), and his activist colleagues, brought a radical 
brand of grassroots political organization in the form of 
the “federation” model, to be discussed later in this essay. 
Mahila Milan brought the strength of poor women who had 
learned the hard way how to deal with police, municipal 
authorities, slumlords, and real estate developers on the 
streets of Central Mumbai but had not previously had a real 
incentive to organize politically. 

These three partners still have distinct styles, strategies, 
and functional characteristics. But they are committed to a 
partnership based on a shared ideology of risk, trust, nego-
tiation, and learning among their key participants. They 
have also agreed upon a radical approach to the politiciza-
tion of the urban poor that is fundamentally populist and 
anti-expert in strategy and flavor. The Alliance has evolved 
a style of pro-poor activism that consciously departs from 
earlier models of social work, welfarism, and community 
organization (an approach akin to that pioneered by Saul 
Alinsky in the United States). Instead of relying on the 
model of an outside organizer who teaches local communi-
ties how to hold the state to its normative obligations to 
the poor, the Alliance is committed to methods of organi-
zation, mobilization, teaching, and learning that build on 
what poor persons already know and understand. The first 
principle of this approach is that no one knows more about 
how to survive poverty than the poor themselves. 

A crucial and controversial feature of this approach is its 
vision of politics without parties. The strategy of the Alli-
ance is that it will not deliver the poor as a vote bank to 
any political party or candidate. This is a tricky business 

in Mumbai, where most grassroots organizations, notably 
unions, have a long history of direct affiliation with major 
political parties. Moreover, in Mumbai, the Shiva Sena, 
with its violent, street-level control of urban politics, does 
not easily tolerate neutrality. The Alliance deals with these 
difficulties by working with whoever is in power, at the 
federal and state level, within the municipality of Mumbai, 
or even at the local level of particular wards (municipal 
subunits). Thus the Alliance has elicited hostility from 
other activist groups in Mumbai for its willingness, when 
deemed necessary, to work with the Shiva Sena. But it is 
resolute about making the Shiva Sena work for its ends, not 
vice versa. Indeed, because it has consistently maintained 
an image of nonaffiliation with all political parties, the Alli-
ance enjoys the double advantage of appearing nonpolitical 
while retaining access to the potential political power of the 
poorer half of Mumbai’s population. 

Instead of finding safety in affiliation with any single 
party or coalition in the state government of Maharashtra 
or the Municipal Corporation of Mumbai, the Alliance has 
developed a complex political affiliation with the various 
levels of the state bureaucracy. This group includes civil 
servants who conduct policy at the highest levels in the 
state of Maharashtra and run the major bodies responsible 
for housing loans, slum rehabilitation, real estate regula-
tion, and the like. The members of the Alliance have also 
developed links with quasi-autonomous arms of the federal 
government, such as the railways, the Port Authority, and 
the Bombay Electric Supply and Transport Corporation, and 
with the municipal authorities who control critical elements 
of the infrastructure, such as the regulations governing 
illegal structures, the water supply, and sanitation. Finally, 
the Alliance works to maintain a cordial relationship with 
the Mumbai police – and at least a hands-off relationship 
with the underworld, which is deeply involved in housing 
finance, slum landlordism, and extortion as well as in the 
demolition and rebuilding of temporary structures. 

From this perspective, the politics of the Alliance is a 
politics of accommodation, negotiation, and long-term 
pressure rather than of confrontation or threats of politi-
cal reprisal. This realpolitik makes good sense in a city like 
Mumbai, where the supply of scarce urban infrastructure 
– housing and all its associated entitlements – is entangled 
in an immensely complicated web of slum rehabilitation 

projects, financing procedures, legislative precedents, and 
administrative codes which are interpreted differently, 
enforced unevenly, and whose actual delivery is almost 
always attended by an element of corruption. 

This pragmatic approach is grounded in a complex politi-
cal vision about means, ends, and styles that is not entirely 
utilitarian or functional. It is based on a series of ideas about 
the transformation of the conditions of poverty by the poor 
in the long run. In this sense, the figure of a political horizon 
is meant to point to a logic of patience, of cumulative vic-
tories and long-term asset building, that is wired into every 
aspect of the activities of the Alliance. The Alliance main-
tains that the mobilization of the knowledge of the poor into 
methods driven by the poor and for the poor is a slow and 
risk-laden process; this premise informs the group’s strong 
bias against “projects” and “projectization” that underlies 
almost all official ideas about urban change. Whether the 
World Bank, most Northern donors, the Indian state, or 
other agencies, most institutional sources of funding are 
strongly biased in favor of the “project” model, in which 
short-term logics of investment, accounting, reporting, and 
assessment are regarded as vital. The Alliance has steadfastly 
advocated the importance of slow learning and cumulative 
change against the temporal logics of the project. Likewise, 
other strategies and tactics are also geared to long-term 
capacity building, the gradual gaining of knowledge and 
trust, the sifting of more from less reliable partners, and so 
on. This open and long-term temporal horizon is a difficult 
commitment to retain in the face of the urgency, and even 
desperation, that characterize the needs of Mumbai’s urban 
poor. But it is a crucial normative guarantee against the 
ever-present risk, in all forms of grassroots activism, that 
the needs of funders will gradually obliterate the needs of 
the poor themselves. 

Patience as a long-term political strategy is especially 
hard to maintain in view of two major forces. One is the 
constant barrage of real threats to life and space that fre-
quently assail the urban poor. The most recent such episode 
was the massive demolition of shacks near the railroad 
tracks, which, since April 2000, has produced an intense 
struggle for survival and political mobilization in the midst 
of virtually impossible circumstances that at the time of this 
writing had yet to be resolved. In this sense, the strategies 
of the Alliance, which favor long-term asset building, run 

against the same “tyranny of emergency,” in the words of 
Jérôme Bindé (2000), that characterizes the everyday lives 
of the urban poor. 

The other force that makes patience hard to maintain 
is the built-in tension within the Alliance about different 
modes and methods of partnership. Not all members of the 
Alliance view the state, the market, or the donor world in 
the same way. Thus, every new occasion for funding, every 
new demand for a report, every new celebration of a pos-
sible partnership, every meeting with a railway official or 
an urban bureaucrat can create new sources of debate and 
anxiety within the Alliance. In the words of one key Alli-
ance leader, negotiating these differences, rooted in deep 
diversities in class, experience, and personal style, is like 
“riding a tiger.” It would be a mistake to view the pragmatic 
way in which all partnerships are approached by the Alli-
ance as a simple politics of utility. It is a politics of patience, 
constructed against the tyranny of emergency. 

To understand how this broad strategic vision is actu-
ally played out as a strategy of urban governmentality, we 
need to look a little more closely at some critical practices, 
discursive and organizational, by which the Alliance has 
consolidated its standing as a pro-poor movement in Mum-
bai. 

WoRds and deeds 

As with all serious movements concerned with conscious-
ness-changing and self-mobilization, there is a conscious 
effort to inculcate protocols of speech, style, and organiza-
tional form within the Alliance. The coalition cultivates a 
highly transparent, nonhierarchical, antibureaucratic, and 
antitechnocratic organizational style. A small clerical staff 
conscientiously serves the needs of the activists, not vice 
versa; meetings and discussions are often held with every-
one sitting on mats on the floor. Food and drink are shared 
during meetings, and most official business (on the phone 
or face-to-face) is held in the midst of a tumult of other 
activities in crowded offices. A constant undercurrent of 
bawdy humor runs through the members’ discussions of 
problems, partners, and their own affairs. Conversation is 
almost always in Hindi, Marathi, or Tamil, or in English 
interspersed with one of these Indian languages. The 
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leadership is at pains to make its ideas known among its 
members and to the residents of the actual slum communi-
ties who are, in effect, the coalition’s rank and file. Almost 
no internal request for information about the organization, 
its funding, its planning, or related matters is considered out 
of order. Naturally, there are private conversations, hidden 
tensions, and real differences of personality and strategy 
at all levels. But these are not validated or legitimated in 
bureaucratic protocols or organizational charts. 

This style of organization and management produces 
constant tensions among members of the Alliance and 
various outside bodies – donors, state institutions, regu-
lators – which frequently demand more formal norms of 
organization, accounting, and reporting. To a very con-
siderable extent the brunt of this stress is borne by SPARC, 
which has an office in Central Mumbai where the formal 
bureaucratic links to the world of law, accountancy, and 
reporting are largely centralized. This office serves partly 
to insulate the other two partners, NSDF and Mahila Milan, 
from the needs of externally mandated bookkeeping, fund 
management, reporting, and public legal procedures. The 
latter two organizations have their own headquarters in 
the compound of a municipal dispensary in Byculla. This 
office is in the heart of a slum world where many of the core 
members of Mahila Milan actually live, an area in which 
Muslims are a major presence, and the sex trades, the crimi-
nal world, and petty commerce are highly visible. The office 
is always filled with men and women from the communi-
ties of slum dwellers that are the backbone of the Alliance. 
There is constant movement among key personnel between 
this office, the SPARC office in Khetwadi, and the outlying 
new suburbs where the Alliance is building transit facilities 
or new houses for its members – Dharavi, Mankhurd, and 
Ghatkopar. 

The phones are in constant use as key members of the 
Alliance exchange information about breaking crises, plans, 
and news across these various locations in Mumbai – and 
also across India and the world. Every few hours during an 
average day, a phone rings at one of these offices and turns 
out to be one of the members of the Alliance checking on or 
tracking down something – a call is as likely to come from 
Phnom Penh or Cape Town as from Mankhurd or Byculla. 
Because everyday organizational life is filled with meetings 
with contractors, lawyers, state officials, and politicians as 

well as among Alliance members, spatial fixity is not valued 
and the organization functions in and through mobility. 
In this context, the telephone and e-mail play an increas-
ingly vital role. The key leaders of the Alliance, with a few 
significant exceptions, either use e-mail or have access to it 
through close colleagues. The phones are constantly ring-
ing. Schedules shift at the drop of a hat as travel plans are 
adjusted to meet emergent opportunities or to address the 
presence or absence of key members. The general impres-
sion is of a fast game of ice hockey, with players constantly 
tumbling in and out of the most active roles in response to 
shifting needs and game plans. 

Nevertheless, through experiences and discussions that 
have evolved over fifteen years (and, in some cases, more), 
there is a steady effort to remember and reproduce certain 
crucial principles and norms that offset organizational 
fluidity and the pressures of daily crises. These norms and 
practices require a much more detailed discussion than 
I can give in the current context, but some impression of 
them is vital to understanding the political horizon of this 
form of deep democracy. 

Possibly the central norm is embodied in a common 
usage among the members of the Alliance and its partners 
around the world. It is the term federation, used as a noun, 
or federate and federated, used as verbs. This innocuous 
term from elementary political science textbooks has a 
special meaning and magic for the Alliance. At its founda-
tion is the idea of individuals and families self-organizing as 
members of a political collective to pool resources, organize 
lobbying, provide mutual risk-management devices, and 
confront opponents, when necessary. Members of the Alli-
ance often judge the effectiveness of other NGOs, in India 
and elsewhere, by reference to whether or not they have 
learned the virtues of federating. The National Slum Dwell-
ers’ Federation is clearly their own model of this norm. 
As an image of organization, it is significant in two ways. 
It emphasizes the importance of political union among 
already preexisting collectives (thus federating, rather than 
simply uniting, joining, and lobbying). And it mirrors the 
structure of the Indian national state, which is referred to 
as the Indian Union, but is in fact a federal model whose 
constituent states retain extensive powers. 

In the usage of the Alliance, the idea of federation is a 
constant reminder that groups (even at the level of fami-

lies) that have a claim to political agency on their own have 
chosen to combine their political and material power. The 
primacy of the principle of federation also serves to remind 
all members, particularly the trained professionals, that the 
power of the Alliance lies not in its donors, its technical 
expertise, or its administration, but in the will to federate 
among poor families and communities. At another level, the 
image of the federation asserts the primacy of the poor in 
driving their own politics, however much others may help 
them to do so. There is a formal property to membership in 
the federation, and members of the Alliance maintain ongo-
ing debates about recruiting slum families, neighborhoods, 
and communities in Mumbai (and elsewhere in India) that 
are not yet part of the federation. For as long as the latter 
remain outside, they cannot participate in the active politics 
of savings, housing, resettlement, and rehabilitation that are 
the bread and butter of the Alliance. 

Savings is another term that takes on a special mean-
ing in Alliance usage. Creating informal savings groups 
among the poor – a process that the donor establishment 
has recognized under the term microcredit – is a current 
technique for improving financial citizenship for the urban 
and rural poor throughout the world. Often building on 
older models of revolving credit and loan facilities that are 
managed informally and locally, outside the purview of the 
state and the banking sector, microcredit has its advocates 
and visionaries in India and elsewhere. But in the life of 
the Alliance, savings has a profound ideological, even sal-
vational, status. The architect of the Alliance philosophy of 
savings is the NSDF’s Jockin, who has used savings as a prin-
cipal tool for mobilization in India and as an entry point 
to relationship building in South Africa, Cambodia, and 
Thailand. He sees daily savings as the bedrock of all federa-
tion activities; indeed, it is not an exaggeration to say that 
in Jockin’s organizational exhortations, wherever he goes, 
federation equals savings. When Jockin and his colleagues 
in the Alliance speak about savings, it becomes evident that 
they are describing something far deeper than a simple 
mechanism for meeting daily monetary needs and sharing 
resources among the poor. Seen by them as something akin 
to a spiritual practice, daily savings – and its spread – is 
conceived as the key to the local and global success of the 
federation model. 

In this connection, it may be noted that Mahila Milan, 

the women’s group within the Alliance, is focused almost 
entirely on organizing small savings circles. By putting sav-
ings at the core of the politics of the Alliance, its leaders 
are making the work of poor women fundamental to what 
can be achieved in every other area. It is a simple formula: 
Without poor women joining together, there can be no sav-
ings. Without savings, there can be no federating. Without 
federating, there is no way for the poor themselves to enact 
change in the arrangements that disempower them. What 
is important to recognize here is that when Alliance leaders 
speak about a way of life organized around the practice of 
saving – in Jockin’s words, it is like “breathing” – they are 
framing saving as a moral discipline. The practice builds a 
certain kind of political fortitude and commitment to the 
collective good and creates persons who can manage their 
affairs in many other ways as well. Daily savings, which do 
not generate large resources quickly, can therefore form the 
moral core of a politics of patience. 

A final key term that recurs in the writing and speech 
of the leaders of the Alliance is precedent-setting. I am still 
exploring the ramifications of this strategic locution. What 
I have learned so far is that underlying its bland, quasi-legal 
tone is a more radical idea: that the poor need to claim, 
refine, and define certain ways of doing things in spaces 
they already control and then use these practices to show 
donors, city officials, and other activists that their “prec-
edents” are good ones and encourage such actors to invest 
further in them. This is a politics of show-and-tell, but it is 
also a philosophy of do first, talk later. The subversive fea-
ture of this principle is that it provides a linguistic device for 
negotiating between the legalities of urban government and 
the “illegal” arrangements to which the poor almost always 
have to resort, whether the illegality in question pertains to 
structures, living strategies, or access to water, electricity, or 
anything else that has been successfully siphoned out of the 
material resources of the city. 

Precedent-setting moves practices such as these, along 
with new techniques for accessing food, health services, 
police protection, and work opportunities, into a zone of 
quasi-legal negotiation. By invoking the concept of prec-
edent as enshrined in English common law, the linguistic 
device shifts the burden for municipal officials and other 
experts away from a dubious whitewashing of illegal activi-
ties to a building on “legitimate” precedents. The linguistic 
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strategy of precedent-setting thus turns the survival tactics 
and experiments of the poor into sites for policy innova-
tions by the state, the city, donor agencies, and other activist 
organizations. It is a strategy that moves the poor into the 
horizon of legality on their own terms. Most important, it 
invites risk-taking activities by bureaucrats within a dis-
course of legality, allowing the boundaries of the status quo 
to be pushed and stretched – it creates a border zone of 
trial and error, a sort of research and development space 
within which poor communities, activists, and bureaucrats 
can explore new designs for partnership. 

But the world is not changed through language alone. 
These key words (and many other linguistic strategies not 
discussed here) can be positioned as the nervous system 
of a whole body of broader technical, institutional, and 
representational practices that have become signatures of 
the Alliance’s politics. Here, I will briefly discuss three vital 
organizational strategies that illustrate the ways in which 
technical practices are harnessed to the Alliance’s political 
horizon. They are: self-surveys and enumeration; housing 
exhibitions; and toilet festivals. 

Contemporary scholars, led by Michel Foucault, have 
drawn attention to the use of censuses and other techniques 
of enumeration by political regimes from the seventeenth 
century onward; Foucault and others have indeed observed 
that the modern state and the idea of a countable popu-
lation are historical co-productions, premised alike on 
distinctively modern constructions of governance, territory, 
and citizenship. Censuses are salient among the techniques 
identified by Foucault (1979) as lying at the heart of mod-
ern governmentality. Tied up by their nature with the state 
(note the etymological link with statistics) and its methods 
of classification and surveillance, censuses remain essential 
instruments of every modern state archive. They are highly 
politicized processes, whose results are usually available 
only in packaged form and whose procedures are always 
driven from above, even when many members of the popu-
lation are enlisted in the actual gathering of data. Given this 
background, it seems all the more remarkable that, without 
adherence to any articulated theory of governmentality – 
or opposition to it – the Alliance has adopted a conscious 
strategy of self-enumeration and self-surveying. Alliance 
members are taught a variety of methods of gathering reli-
able and complete data about households and families in 

their own communities. Codifying these techniques for ease 
of use by its members in the form of a series of practical tips, 
the Alliance has created a revolutionary system that we may 
well call governmentality from below. 

Not only has it placed self-surveying at the heart of its 
own archive, the Alliance is also keenly aware of the power 
that this kind of knowledge – and ability – gives it in its 
dealings with local and central state organizations (as well 
as with multilateral agencies and other regulatory bodies). 
The leverage bestowed by such information is particularly 
acute in places like Mumbai, where a host of local, state-
level, and federal entities exist with a mandate to rehabilitate 
or ameliorate slum life. But none of them knows exactly 
who the slum dwellers are, where they live, or how they 
are to be identified. This fact is of central relevance to the 
politics of knowledge in which the Alliance is perennially 
engaged. All state-sponsored slum policies have an abstract 
slum population as their target and no knowledge of its 
concrete, human components. Since these populations are 
socially, legally, and spatially marginal – invisible citizens, as 
it were – they are by definition uncounted and uncountable, 
except in the most general terms. 

By rendering them statistically visible to themselves, the 
Alliance comes into control of a central piece of any actual 
policy process – the knowledge of exactly which individuals 
live where, how they make their livelihood, how long they 
have lived there, and so forth. Given that some of the most 
crucial pieces of recent legislation affecting slum dwellers in 
Mumbai tie security of tenure to the date from which occu-
pancy of a piece of land or a structure can be demonstrated, 
such information collection is vital to any official effort to 
relocate and rehabilitate slum populations. 

At the same time, the creation and use of self-surveys 
are a powerful tool for the practice of democracy internally, 
since the principal form of evidence used by the Alliance to 
support slum dwellers’ claims to space is the testimony of 
neighbors, as opposed to forms of documentation such as 
rent receipts, ration cards, electric meter readings, and other 
civic insignia of occupancy that can be used by the more 
securely housed classes in the city. The very absence of these 
amenities opens the door to radical techniques of mutual 
identification in the matter of location and legitimacy for 
slum dwellers. For, as Alliance leaders are the first to admit, 
the poor are not immune to greed, conflict, and jealousy, 

and there are always slum families who are prepared to lie 
or cheat to advance themselves in the context of crisis or 
new opportunities. Such problems are resolved by informal 
mechanisms in which the testimony of neighbors is utterly 
decisive, since the social life of slums is in fact characterized 
by an almost complete lack of privacy. Here, perpetual social 
visibility within the community (and invisibility in the eyes 
of the state) becomes an asset that enables the mechanisms 
of self-monitoring, self-enumerating, and self-regulation to 
operate at the nexus of family, land, and dwelling that is the 
central site of material negotiations in slum life. 

To those familiar with Foucault’s ideas, this may seem 
to be a worrisome form of autogovernmentality, a com-
bination of self-surveillance and self-enumeration, truly 
insidious in its capillary reach. But my own view is that this 
sort of govern-mentality from below, in the world of the 
urban poor, is a kind of countergovernmentality, animated 
by the social relations of shared poverty, by the excitement 
of active participation in the politics of knowledge, and 
by its own openness to correction through other forms of 
intimate knowledge and spontaneous everyday politics. In 
short, this is governmentality turned against itself. 

Housing exhibitions are the second organized technique 
through which the structural bias of existing knowledge 
processes is challenged, even reversed, in the politics of the 
Alliance. Since the materialities of housing – its cost, its 
durability, its legality, and its design – are of fundamental 
concern to slum life, it is no surprise that this is an area 
where grassroots creativity has had radical effects. As in oth-
er matters, the general philosophy of state agencies, donors, 
and even NGOs concerned with slums has been to assume 
that the design, construction, and financing of houses 
require the involvement of various experts and knowledge 
professionals, ranging from engineers and architects to 
contractors and surveyors. The Alliance has challenged this 
assumption by a steady effort to appropriate, in a cumulative 
manner, all the knowledge required to construct new hous-
ing for its members. This has involved some extraordinary 
negotiations in Mumbai, involving private developers and 
contractors, the formation of legal cooperatives by the poor, 
innovations in urban law pushed by the Alliance, new types 
of arrangements in housing finance between banks, donors, 
and the poor themselves, and direct negotiations over hous-
ing materials, costs, and building schedules. In effect, in 

Mumbai, the Alliance has moved into housing development, 
and the fruits of this remarkable move are to be seen at three 
major sites, in Mankhurd, Dharavi, and Ghatkopar. One of 
these, the Rajiv-Indira Housing Cooperative in Dharavi, is 
a major building exercise that stands as a decisive demon-
stration of the Alliance’s ability to put the actual families 
who will occupy these dwellings at the center of a process 
where credit, design, budgeting, construction, and legality 
come together. It is difficult to exaggerate the complexity of 
such negotiations, which pose a challenge even for wealthy 
developers because of the maze of laws, agencies, and politi-
cal interests (including those of the criminal underworld) 
that surrounds any housing enterprise in Mumbai. 

Housing exhibitions are a crucial part of this reversal of 
the standard flows of expert knowledge. The idea of housing 
exhibitions by and for the poor goes back to 1986 in Mumbai 
and has since been replicated in many other cities in India 
and elsewhere in the world. The exhibitions organized by 
the Alliance and other like-minded groups are an example 
of the creative hijacking of an upper-class form – historically 
developed for the display of consumer goods and high-end 
industrial products – for the purposes of the poor. 

Not only have these exhibitions enabled the poor, 
especially poor women, to discuss and debate designs for 
housing that suit their own needs, they have also allowed 
the poor to enter into conversations with various profes-
sionals about housing materials, construction costs, and 
urban services. Through this process, slum dwellers’ own 
ideas of the good life, of adequate space, and of realistic costs 
were foregrounded, and they began to see that professional 
housing construction was only a logical extension of their 
own area of greatest expertise – namely, building adequate 
housing out of the flimsiest of materials and in the most 
insecure of circumstances. Poor families were enabled to 
see that they had always been architects and engineers and 
could continue to play these roles in the building of more 
secure housing. In this process, many technical and design 
innovations were made, and continue to be made. Perhaps 
more significantly, the exhibitions have been political events 
bringing together poor families and activists from different 
cities in order to socialize, share ideas, and simply have fun. 
State officials also are invited, to cut the ceremonial rib-
bon and give speeches in which they associate themselves 
with these grassroots exercises, thus simultaneously gaining 
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points for hobnobbing with “the people” while giving poor 
families in the locality some legitimacy in the eyes of their 
neighbors, civic authorities, and themselves. 

As with other key practices of the Alliance, housing 
exhibitions are deep exercises in subverting the existing 
class cultures of India. By performing their competencies 
in public, by addressing an audience of their peers and of 
representatives of the state, other NGOs, and sometimes 
foreign funders, the poor families involved enter a space 
of public sociality, official recognition, and technical 
legitimation. And they do so with their own creativity as 
the main exhibit. Thus technical and cultural capital are 
generated collaboratively by these events, creating lever-
age for further guerrilla exercises in capturing civic space 
and areas of the public sphere hitherto denied them. At 
work here is a politics of visibility that inverts the harmful 
default condition of civic invisibility that characterizes the 
urban poor. 

Running through all these activities is a spirit of trans-
gression and bawdiness expressed through body language, 
speech styles, and public address. The men and women 
of the Alliance are involved in constant banter with one 
another and even with the official world (although with 
some care for context). Nowhere is this carnivalesque spirit 
displayed more clearly than in the toilet festivals (sandas 
mela) organized by the Alliance, which enact what we may 
call the politics of shit. 

Human waste management, as it is euphemistically 
termed in policy circles, is perhaps the key issue where 
every problem of the urban poor arrives at a single point 
of extrusion, so to speak. Given the abysmal housing, often 
with almost no privacy, that most urban slum dwellers 
endure, shitting in public is a serious humiliation for adults. 
Children are indifferent up to a certain age, but no adult, 
male or female, enjoys shitting in broad daylight in public 
view. In rural India, women go to the fields to defecate while 
it is still dark; men may go later, but nevertheless with some 
measure of protection from the eyes of the public (with the 
exception of the railway passengers, inured to the sight of 
the squatting bodies in the fields, whose attitude is recipro-
cated). But the fact is that rural shitting is managed through 
a completely different economy of space, water, visibility, 
and custom from that prevailing in cities, where the prob-
lem is much more serious. 

Shitting in the absence of good sewerage systems, ven-
tilation, and running water – all of which, by definition, 
slums lack – is not only humiliating, it also enables the 
conditions under which waterborne diseases take hold 
and thus is potentially life-threatening. One macabre joke 
among Mumbai’s urban poor is that they are the only ones 
in the city who cannot afford to get diarrhea. Lines at the 
few existing public toilets are often so long that the wait is an 
hour or more, and of course medical facilities for stemming 
the condition are also hard to find. In short, shitting and its 
management are a central issue of slum life. Living in an 
ecology of fecal odors, piles, and channels, where cooking 
water, washing water, and shit-bearing water are not care-
fully segregated, adds material health risks to the symbolic 
risks incurred by shitting in public view. 

The toilet festivals organized by the Alliance in many cit-
ies of India are a brilliant effort to resituate this private act 
of humiliation and suffering as the scene of technical inno-
vation, collective celebration, and carnivalesque play with 
officials from the state, the World Bank, and middle-class 
officialdom in general. The toilet festivals feature the exhi-
bition and inauguration not of models, but of functioning 
public toilets designed by and for the poor, incorporating 
complex systems of collective payment and maintenance 
with optimal conditions of safety and cleanliness. These 
facilities are currently small scale and have not yet been 
built in anything like the large numbers required for India’s 
slum populations. But they represent another performance 
of competence and innovation in which the politics of shit 
is (to mix metaphors) turned on its head, and humiliation 
and victimization are transformed into exercises in techni-
cal initiative and self-dignification. 

This is nothing less than a politics of recognition (Taylor 
1992) from below. When a World Bank official has to exam-
ine the virtues of a public toilet and discuss the merits of this 
form of shit management with the shitters themselves, the 
condition of poverty moves from abjection to subjectivation. 
The politics of shit – as Gandhi showed in his own efforts 
to liberate the lowest castes, whom he called Harijans, from 
the task of hauling upper-caste ordure – presents a node at 
which concerns of the human body, dignity, and technology 
meet, a nexus the poor are now redefining with the help of 
movements like the Alliance. In India, where distance from 
one’s own excrement can be seen as the virtual marker of 

class distinction, the poor, for too long having lived literally 
in their own shit, are finding ways to place some distance 
between their waste and themselves. The toilet exhibitions 
are a transgressive display of this fecal politics, itself a criti-
cal material feature of deep democracy. 

In June 2001, at a major meeting held at the United 
Nations to mark the five years that had passed since the 1996 
Conference on Human Settlements in Istanbul, the Alliance 
and its international partners built a model house as well as a 
model children’s toilet in the lobby of the main UN building. 
The models – which were erected only after considerable 
internal debate within the Shack/Slum Dwellers Interna-
tional (SDI) and official resistance at the UN – were visited 
by Secretary-General Kofi Annan in a festive atmosphere 
that left an indelible impression on the officials of the UN 
and other NGOs who were present. Annan was surrounded 
by poor women from India and South Africa who sang and 
danced as he walked through the model house and toilet 
that had been placed in the heart of his own bureaucratic 
empire. It was a magical moment, full of possibilities for 
the Alliance, and for the secretary-general, as they engage 
jointly with the politics of global poverty. Housing exhibi-
tions and toilets, too, can be built, moved, refabricated, and 
deployed anywhere, thus sending the message that no space 
is too grand – or too humble – for the spatial imagination 
of the poor. 

These organized practices sustain one another. Self-
surveys form the basis of claims to new housing and justify 
its exhibition; model housing built without due attention 
to toilets and fecal management makes no sense. Each of 
these methods uses the knowledge of the poor to leverage 
expert knowledge, redeems humiliation through a politics 
of recognition, and enables the deepening of democracy 
among the poor themselves. And each of them adds energy 
and purpose to the others. They enact public dramas in 
which the moral directives to federate, to save, and to set 
precedents are made material, refined, and revalidated. In 
this way, key words and deeds shape one another, permit-
ting some leveling of the field of knowledge, turning sites 
of shame into dramas of inclusion, and allowing the poor to 
work their way into the public sphere and visible citizenship 
without resort to open confrontation or public violence. 

The inTeRnaTional hoRizon 

The larger study of which this essay is a part is concerned 
with the way in which transnational advocacy networks, 
associations of grassroots NGOs, are in the process of 
internationalizing themselves, thus creating networks of 
globalization from below. We have seen such networks 
mobilized most recently in Seattle, Prague, Göteborg, and 
Washington, D.C. But they have been visible for some time 
in global struggles over gender issues, the environment, 
human rights, child labor, and the rights of indigenous cul-
tures. More recently, there has been a 

renewed effort to link grassroots activists in such diverse 
areas as violence against women, the rights of refugees 
and immigrants, the employment of sweatshop labor by 
multinational corporations, indigenous peoples’ claims 
to intellectual property, the production and consumption 
of popular media, mediation between combatants in civil 
conflicts, and many other issues. The underlying question 
for many of these movements is: How can they organize 
transnationally without sacrificing their local projects? 
When they do build transnational networks, what are their 
greatest assets and their greatest handicaps? At a deeper 
political level, can the mobility of capital and new informa-
tion technologies be contained by, and made accountable 
to, the ethos and purpose of local democratic projects? 
Put another way, can there be a new design for global gov-
ernance that mediates the speed of capital, the power of 
states, and the profoundly local nature of actually existing 
democracies? 

These large questions go beyond the scope of this essay, 
and the detailed analysis of the efforts to globalize from 
below of this activist network, and others like it, must be 
left for another occasion. But a brief account of this global 
context is certainly in order. For more than a decade the 
Alliance in Mumbai has been an active part of a trans-
national network concerned with “horizontal learning,” 
sharing, and exchanging. Given official form as the Shack/
Slum Dwellers International, or SDI, in 1996, the network 
includes federations in fourteen countries on four conti-
nents. The process that led to this formalization goes back 
to the mid-1980s. Links among federations of the poor 
in South Africa, India, and Thailand appear to have been 
the most vital in the gradual building of these grassroots 
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exchanges and, to a considerable extent, still are. Key 
to these exchanges are visits by groups of slum or shack 
dwellers to one another’s settlements in other countries to 
share in ongoing local projects, give and receive advice and 
reactions, share in work and life experiences, and exchange 
tactics and plans. The mode of exchange is based on a model 
of seeing and hearing rather than of teaching and learning; 
of sharing experiences and knowledge rather than seeking 
to impose standard practices, key words being exposure, 
exploration, and options. By now, a large body of practical 
wisdom has accrued about how and when these exchanges 
work best, and this knowledge is constantly being refined. 
Visits by small groups from one city to another, either with-
in the same or to another region, usually involve immediate 
immersion in the ongoing projects of the host community. 
These range from scavenging in the Philippines and sewer 
digging in Pakistan to women’s savings activities in South 
Africa and housing exhibitions in India. 

These horizontal exchanges now function at four levels. 
First, they provide a circulatory counterpart to the building 
of deep democracies locally. By visiting and hosting other 
activists concerned with similar problems, communities 
gain a comparative perspective and provide a measure of 
legitimation for external efforts. Thus, activist leaders strug-
gling for recognition and space in their own localities may 
find themselves able to gain state and media attention for 
their local struggles in other countries and towns, where 
their presence as visitors carries a certain cachet. The fact 
that they are visiting as members of some sort of interna-
tional federation further sharpens this image. In fact, local 
politicians feel less threatened by visitors than by their 
own activists and sometimes open themselves to new ideas 
because they come from outside. 

Second, the horizontal visits arranged by the federations 
increasingly carry the imprimatur of powerful international 
organizations and funders such as the World Bank, state 
development ministries, and private charities from the 
Netherlands, England, the United States, and Germany, and 
increasingly involve political and philanthropic actors from 
other countries as well. These visits, designed and organized 
by the poor in their own communities and public spaces, 
become signs to local politicians that the poor themselves 
have cosmopolitan links – a factor that increases their pres-
tige in local political negotiations. 

Third, the occasions that these exchanges provide for 
face-to-face meetings between key leaders in, for example, 
Mumbai, Cape Town, and Bangkok actually allow them to 
progress rapidly in making more long-term strategic plans 
for funding, capacity building, and what they call scaling 
up, which is now perhaps their central aim. That is, having 
mastered how to do certain things on a small scale, they are 
eager to expand onto a broader canvas, seeking collective 
ways of making a dent in the vast range of problems shared 
by slum dwellers in different cities. In a parallel movement, 
they are also exploring ways of speeding up, by which they 
mean shortening the times involved in putting strategies 
into practice in different national and urban locations. 

There is some evidence that speeding up through 
horizontal learning is somewhat easier than scaling up. In 
support of the latter goal, the core SDI leadership is working 
on ways to build a transnational funding mechanism that 
will reduce the federations’ dependence on existing multi-
lateral and private sources, putting even long-term funding 
in the hands of the SDI so as to free its members further 
from the agendas of project planners, donors, states, and 
other actors, whose aims can never be quite the same as 
those of the urban poor. Elements of such a mechanism 
exist among the South African and Thai members of the 
SDI, but the structure is yet to be realized on a fully global 
scale. That will require the current leadership of SDI to pro-
ceed with a demanding mixture of political cooperation, 
willingness to negotiate, and stubbornness of vision in their 
dialogues with the major funders of the battle against urban 
poverty worldwide. The objective of creating a worldwide 
fund controlled by a pro-poor activist network is the logical 
extension of a politics of patience combined with a politics 
of visibility and self-empowerment. It is directly pitched 
against the politics of charity, training, and projectization 
long recognized as the standard solution. As such, it rep-
resents a formidable wager on the capacities of the poor to 
create large-scale, high-speed, reliable mechanisms for the 
change of conditions that affect them globally. The proposal 
for a coordinated funding mechanism inaugurates a new 
vision for equalizing material resources and knowledge at 
one stroke. The self-organization of this network is very 
much in process and constitutes an ongoing experiment in 
globalization from below and in deep democracy. 

The fourth, and most important, level at which the traffic 

among local and national units functions within the Shack/
Slum Dwellers International is that of the circulation of 
internal critical debate. When members of the SDI meet in 
one another’s localities (as well as on other occasions, such 
as meetings in London, New York, or the Hague), they have 
the occasion to raise hard questions about inclusion, power, 
hierarchy, and political risk or naïveté in their host’s local 
and regional organizations. This is because their role as out-
siders allows for frank questions, based on real or rhetorical 
ignorance – questions that would frequently be regarded as 
unacceptable coming from closer quarters. 

Who handles the money? Why are there not more wom-
en at the meeting? Why are you being so nice to the city 
officials who oppress you? How do you deal with defaulters 
on small loans? Who is doing the real work? Who is getting 
the perks of foreign travel? Why are we staying in one kind 
of hotel and you in another? Why are some poor people 
in your city for you and others against you? Why did your 
savings group start falling apart? Are you happy with this 
or that leader? Is someone getting too big for his boots? 
Are we beginning to take up partnerships that might fail us 
in the long run? When we agree to a global agenda, which 
national partner is really setting it? How far should we go 
in trusting each other’s intuitions about partners, strategies, 
and priorities? 

These are some of the tough questions that are asked 
by friendly but skeptical visitors, and usually answered 
frankly by the local hosts. And when the answers are weak 
or unsatisfying, they continue to reverberate in the locality, 
long after the visitors have returned to their home commu-
nities. This critical exchange is a long-term asset, a vital part 
of globalization from below. The visits – and the e-mails 
that sustain the interims – incorporate a crucial dimension 
through which the challenge of facing internal criticism can 
be mediated: distance. The global network of poor com-
munities turns out to be, among other things, a constant 
source of critical questions about theory and practice, a flow 
of irritating queries, doubts, and pauses. But coming from a 
distance, they sound less harsh than the same queries when 
they come from local opponents. At the same time, coming 
from communities equally poor, their moral urgency can-
not be ignored. 

It is this last consideration that now allows us to return 
to the relations among risk, creativity, and depth in the 

democratic experiments of the Alliance and its global net-
work, the SDI. The Alliance and the transnational network 
of which it is a part belong to a group of nongovernmental 
actors that have decided to opt for various sorts of partner-
ships with other, more powerful actors – including the state, 
in its various levels and incarnations – to achieve its goals: to 
gain secure housing and urban infrastructure for the urban 
poor, in Mumbai, in other parts of India, and beyond. In 
opting for the politics of partnership, such movements con-
sciously undertake certain risks. One is the risk that their 
partners may not hold even some moral goals in common 
with them. Another is that the hard-won mobilization of 
certain groups of the urban poor may not be best invested 
as political capital in partnership arrangements, as opposed 
to confrontation or violence. 

And there is an even larger gamble involved in this strat-
egy. This is the gamble that the official world of multilateral 
agencies, Northern funders, and Southern governments can 
be persuaded that the poor are the best drivers of shared 
solutions to the problems of poverty. What is at stake here 
is all the energy that has been invested in setting precedents 
for partnership at all levels, from the ward to the world. The 
hoped-for payoff is that, once mobilized and empowered 
by such partnerships, the poor themselves will prove more 
capable than the usual candidates – the market, the state, 
or the world of development funding – of scaling up and 
speeding up their own disappearance as a global category. In 
the end, this is a political wager on the relationship between 
the circulation of knowledge and material equalization, and 
about the best ways to accelerate it. 

In making this wager, activist groups like the Alliance 
in Mumbai and its global counterparts are also striving to 
redefine what governance and govern-mentality can mean. 
They approach their partners on an ad hoc basis, taking 
advantage in particular of the dispersed nature of the state 
as an apparatus of local, regional, and national bodies to 
advance their long-term aims and form multilateral rela-
tionships. Moreover, in a country like India, where poverty 
reduction is a directive principle of the national constitu-
tion and the tradition of social reform and public service 
is woven into nationalism itself, the Alliance can play the 
politics of conscience to considerable effect. But even then, 
it hedges its 

bets through practices of building on, sharing, and multi-
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plying knowledge – strategic practices that increase its hold 
on public resources. 

conclusion: deeP democRacy 

One of the many paradoxes of democracy is that it is org-
anized to function within the boundaries of the nation-state 
– through such organs as legislatures, judiciaries, and elected 
governments – to realize one or another image of the com-
mon good or general will. Yet its values make sense only 
when they are conceived and deployed universally, which is 
to say, when they are global in reach. Thus, the institutions 
of democracy and its cardinal values rest on an antinomy. 
In the era of globalization, this contradiction rises to the 
surface as the porousness of national boundaries becomes 
apparent and the monopoly of national governments over 
global governance becomes increasingly embattled. 

Efforts to enact or revive democratic principles have gen-
erally taken two forms in the period since 1970, which many 
agree is the beginning of globalization (or of the current 
era of globalization, for those who wish to write globaliza-
tion into the whole of human history). One form is to take 
advantage of the speed of communications and the sweep of 
global markets to force national governments to recognize 
universal democratic principles within their own jurisdic-
tions. Much of the politics of human rights takes this form. 
The second form, more fluid and quixotic, is the sort that I 
have described here. It constitutes an effort to institute what 
we may call “democracy without borders,” after the analogy 
of international class solidarity as conceived by the visionar-
ies of world socialism in its heyday. This effort is what I seek 
to theorize in terms of deep democracy. 

In terms of its semantics, deep democracy suggests roots, 
anchors, intimacy, proximity, and locality. And these are 
important associations. Much of this essay has been taken 
up with values and strategies that have just this quality. 
They are about such traditional democratic desiderata as 
inclusion, participation, transparency, and accountability, 
as articulated within an activist formation. But I want to 
suggest that the lateral reach of such movements – their 
efforts to build international networks or coalitions of some 
durability with their counterparts across national boundar-
ies – is also a part of their “depth.” 

This lateral or horizontal dimension, which I have 
touched upon in terms of the activities of the Shack/Slum 
Dwellers International, seeks direct collaborations and 
exchanges among poor communities based on the “will to 
federate.” But what gives this cross-national politics its depth 
is not just its circulatory logic of spreading ideas of savings, 
housing, citizenship, and participation “without borders” 
and outside the direct reach of state or market regimes. 
Depth is also to be located in the fact that, where successful, 
the spread of this model produces poor communities able 
to engage in partnerships with more powerful agencies – 
urban, regional, national, and multilateral – that purport to 
be concerned with poverty and citizenship. In this second 
sense, what these horizontal movements produce is a series 
of stronger community-based partners for institutional 
agencies charged with realizing inclusive democracy and 
poverty reduction. This in turn increases the capability of 
these communities to perform more powerfully as instru-
ments of deep democracy in the local context. The cycles 
of transactions – both vertical (local/national) and hori-
zontal (transnational/global) – are enriched by the process 
of criticism by members of one federated community, in 
the context of exchange and learning, about the internal 
democracy of another. Thus, internal criticism and debate, 
horizontal exchange and learning, and vertical collabora-
tions and partnerships with more powerful persons and 
organizations together form a mutually sustaining cycle of 
processes. This is where depth and laterality become joint 
circuits along which pro-poor strategies can flow. 

This form of deep democracy, the vertical fulcrum of a 
democracy without borders, cannot be assumed to be auto-
matic, easy, or immune to setbacks. Like all serious exercises 
in democratic practice, it is not automatically reproductive. 
It has particular conditions of possibility and conditions 
under which it grows weak or corrupt. The study of these 
conditions – which include such contingencies as leader-
ship, morale, flexibility, and material enablement – requires 
many more case studies of specific movements and organi-
zations. For those concerned with poverty and citizenship, 
we can begin by recalling that one crucial condition of pos-
sibility for deep democracy is the ability to meet emergency 
with patience. 
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mahila milan

Mahila Milan is Hindi for “Women Together” and can be 
described as a de-centralised network consisting of poor 
women who, among other things, organize credit and sav-
ings in their local area. 

Mahila Milan started in 1986 when some 500 women 
living on the pavements of Mumbai started to organize 
themselves in order to stall evictions and to stop the demo-
lition of their homes that were taking space every fortnight. 
Many of these women became friends and started to discuss 
what to do next. Today Mahila Milan has given tens of thou-
sands of loans to women all over India and has accumulated 
common savings worth tens of millions of rupees.

One of the areas that the women pinpointed was the need 
for reliable loans that could help with day-to-day crises. 
Since they had no, or very little money, they had to either 
borrow from each other or else fall into the hands of loan 
sharks. Mahila Milan solved this problem by creating a col-
lective self-help system.

Mahila Milan’s set-up process was very simple: every 
stretch of pavement on a street in Mumbai normally holds 
between 10 and 15 households; one woman from each “street 
group” was elected to make daily visits to all the households 
on her street and take care of the deposits, loans and repay-
ments. All of these transactions are carefully noted in two 
books, one personal notebook and one general control-
book for the whole group.

In the beginning, Mahila Milan used different pieces of 
coloured paper to represent the amounts of loans and sav-
ings since many of the women are illiterate. Today they leave 
big blue fingerprints as signatures in the books. Members of 
Mahila Milan save for both short term economic problems 
and longer term housing plans.

Each of the women representatives also participates in a 
committee that takes decisions about the payment of loans. 
Each committee has its own rules for loans and repayment, 
but a prevailing factor is that the loans can be given out at 
any time of the day or night, since it is the women in the 
local neighbourhood who make the administrative deci-
sions.

It might seem odd and even unnecessarily bureaucratic 
to save such small amounts every single day instead of just 
depositing larger sums on a regular bases, but this system is 
one of the strengths of Mahila Milan. If these women were 
asked to save 30 rupees each month, they would perceive it 
as a very difficult thing to do. The handling of larger sums 
of money can cause problems. But, as one woman from the 
collective stated, “If I am to save 1 rupee per day then, for 
example, my son agrees to skip his daily sweet and we will 
hardly notice that we are saving. At the end of the month 30 
rupees are saved without any major effort at all. Earlier, we 
did not know how to save money, if we had some change it 
would just disappear.”

Mahila Milan started off on a few pavements in Byculla, 
Mumbai and has now spread across the city and to many 
other places in India. Even if the individual amounts are 
small, the benefits of this organization go beyond the basic 
needs they help sustain. Indeed, these women learn from 
their experience with Mahila Milan to handle transac-
tions and negotiate in many other aspects of life. Mahila 
Milan has created a visible impact to people’s immediate 
environment. This has helped the women involved become 
more respected in their communities and other financial 
institutions are also taking Mahila Milan seriously. Banks, 
for instance, use the Mahila Milan’s written documentation 
concerning old loan repayments when assessing women’s 
applications for larger loans. 

Whilst women are often the ones who bare the brunt 
of social deprivation in India, it is also the case that they 
are excluded from much of the decision making in family 
and political life. Mahila Milan has succeeded in including 
women in every stage of its development. By building their 
initiatives from “within”, the women of Mahila Milan have 
created strategies for the social and economic problems 
closest at hand; they have built solutions which will remain 
flexible as each empowered woman’s individual set of cir-
cumstances continues to change and grow. 

JHe / SE
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Jockin Arputham has lived in Dharavi for over 40 years. He 
is one of the founders and the director of the organization 
Slum Dwellers International (SDI), a movement dedicated 
to the mobilization and empowerment of squatters. SDI 
has spread to 23 countries around the world. Jockin is also 
one of the founding members of SPARC, the Society for the 
Promotion of Area Resource Centres.

According to Jockin, one of the most effective ways to 
empower the poor is to use shared savings. Organizations 
that pool their contributions, such as Mahila Milan, give 
their participants the scope to develop solutions within their 
own communities. 

“The poorest of the poor are being marginalized all the 
time. They are not getting their space because the planners 
have ignored them. In Mumbai 55 to 65 percent of people are 
living in slums in unsuitable conditions. If their voices are not 

heard locally or globally, their number will only increase … 
In order to make society at large hear them, we need to tell 
the world that we are finding solutions to our own problems. 
The solution will not come from others. What we need is 
for people to listen to what our community has to say. We 
are not begging or asking for total charity, we need to be 
participants. We need to be part of the development of our 
own people. We can not sit and wait for somebody to come 
and feed us.”

The urban poor can and should come together collec-
tively, Jockin says, and they are definitely getting organized 
on a global scale. 

“Yes, we have organized ourselves. We are not waiting 
for the government or the donors to deliver. We are tired of 
waiting and watching and waiting.”

JHE

6:3 Jockin with a map of 
Dharavi, attempting to 
explain the consequenc-
es of the masterplan.



268         Chapter 6: organization and sustainability DoCumenting informalities: Dharavi         269 strategies

6:4 preema salgoonkan in 
the pink dress is always 
moving. she has a lot of 
responsibilities when she 
oversees the mahila milan 
accounts and she also fills 
an important social role.

6:5 mahila milan savings book. 
every transaction is care-
fully noted.

6:6 preema counting the sav-
ings at the end of the day 
before closing the books.

6:7 this elderly man is sitting 
in his cramped “hole-in-
the-wall” sorting someone 
else’s waste that he has 
bought and will re-sell 
later. With the help of 
mahila milan he is saving 
money for a decent funeral 
when the time comes. he 
puts aside a few coins 
every day. since he no 
longer has any relatives, 
he has given preema from 
mahila milan detailed 
instructions on how his 
funeral is to be conducted.

6:4 6:6 6:7
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PReema salgoonkan

Collecting Savings 

“Or there was another problem, one woman comes cry-
ing – my husband beat me – so I try to solve their problem. 
Or problems with school’s admission fees.” 

Preema argues that the real matters essentially are the 
family matters, “Husband and wife. Small quarrels that 
occur in the house and we are dealing with them, but the 
very big things no … You know, most of the people here have 
a really low living standard and some of them are always 
searching for money. Like if this guy has stolen something 
from that shop, these kinds of matters are handled by the 
police, not by us”.

“The poverty is the main problem – of course housing 
and shelter also – but in Dharavi so many people have so 

much money and some people have no money at all. Yes, 
there is a very nasty big difference. Many, many rich people 
here, like smugglers, working at night … but most people, 
normal people, they are below the poverty line.”

I ask her how to solve such a problem, how to solve the 
poverty? If there is any political will to do anything about 
it. Preema laughs, “Politicians do not care, they only come 
for their work and nothing else. They only come here when 
there is an election coming up, otherwise no … But the 
SPARC people do, and the Mahila Milan, the savings are one 
part and creating jobs is another part. Personal engagement 
and creating jobs will make a proper slum.” 

se

Indu is frying chapatis on a small open fire. She has col-
lected the sticks. Two children can be spotted at the far end 
of her home. Indu is pleased to proudly present a ten-rupee 
note to Preema. This is what she is able to save today. She 
is mainly saving so that she can rent a room for the family 
(along with two other families) during the monsoon season 
when this stretch of land by the busy railway tracks will be 
even less liveable than it already is.

Preema (in the red dress) has worked for seventeen years 
collecting money. She tells me that the women in Dharavi 
have divided the area into several districts. Preema has 
400-800 households in her district. She complains that her 
feet ache nowadays. She covers several miles every morning 
when she collects savings.

Preema is a widow. Her spouse died only three years after 
they wed. She has two children, a son and a daughter.

In the afternoon, after she has counted and deposited all 
the worn paper bills at the Mahila Milan office, she takes a 
sort break with a crossword or a Sudoku-like puzzle. Preema 
likes numbers and is quick at mental arithmetic. 

Valli and Pachiamma are also savings collectors, and 
they are meticulous when they write down numbers in their 
books.

In the afternoon a small stream of women come into the 
office to pick up their loans. Most of them do not sign their 
names because they are illiterate, instead they press their 
thumbs against the ink pad and then carefully leave a mark 
in the books.

Preema has worked for Mahila Milan for almost two 
decades and there has been a lot of changes.

“Yes, yes.” Preema says, “Today so many people are work-
ing and the standard of living is increasing. We give them 
loans and they start their own businesses. The ladies have 
small, small businesses. Before Mahila Milan started only 
the men were working and giving small amounts of money 
to their wives. Today women are very confident. Each and 
every woman has to work, they are out of the house and 
doing work, so they are earning a little bit more. Mainly 
they run small-scale businesses, only one or two women 
together, no large-scale business. Everybody who saves is 
able to start a business of her own. Let’s say someone saved 
1000 rupees and wants a loan – she will get the loan if she 
has a good plan for the money.

“Today there is a national level project, Rashtria Mahila 
Cause, The National Women’s Fund. The government 
secures lots of money for the development of women. It is 
a loan for new businesses. It started in 1992 and SPARC had 
a great role in this.” 

Preema walks around her district every day, “I arrive at 
nine in the morning and I go home at seven”. She works 
her ten hours even on Saturdays and Sundays, but not only 
collecting money.

“I also help with family matters.” she says. “There are 
domestic problems, school problems and there are always 
economic problems. Sometimes even problems that end 
up at the hospital. Like recently when my neighbour came 
knocking on my door at two o’clock in the night yelling – 
Preema, Preema, my son has drunk poison! Of course I had 
to go with them to the hospital even if it was in the middle 
of the night.”

6:8 preema collecting savings by the railway.
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indu

Indu is a second-generation beggar. She works inside the 
trains together with her children, just as her parents did 
when Indu was a child.

The family (2007) consists of: The husband Nala (35) 
and Indu (30). Their sons Subhas (13) and Arjun (7). Their  
daughters, Arti (3) and her sister (1).

Indu has given birth to six children. The children were 
all born at home, without any assistance, two of them died 
at 18 and 2 months of age.

Indu says, “There is a private clinic which charges 50 
rupees for an adult and 20 rupees for a child per visit. Medi-
cine costs between 100 and 200 rupees.” 

Sarkari Hospital is the name of the municipal hospital, 
which is cheaper.

“But I am afraid” Indu says, “I don’t want to go there. 
They take out your blood and they steal organs.” She tells us 
the appalling story of one person who ‘got rid of ’ his kidney. 
Indu prefers the private clinic. 

“If you go to the hospital you have to sit and wait the 
whole day and you loose your income that day.” But earlier, 
when Indu had tuberculosis, she went to Sarkari hospital and 
was prescribed medicine for three months. After this she got 
well again. Now, with a beautiful smile, she says she’s fine. 

The children do not have any birth certificates. This is 
because it costs 200 rupees and Indu and Nala cannot fill 
out the necessary forms because they are illiterate.

Indu was born near the Banda-Kurla Complex. Between 
four and five families were living in that area, but build-
ing work forced them to relocate. They were four children 
and Indu was very small when she started to beg with her 
mother on the trains. Indu sees begging as a job – some 
people give you money and some don’t. 

“But white people seem to have a better situation.” she 
says.

She was 18 years old when she married Nala. Nala used 

to live in a village near Kolapur, Maharastra, before com-
ing to Mumbai. Nowadays he works at weddings and sells 
garlands at traffic lights. He has started to smoke a lot of 
cannabis, possibly due to his meagre situation.

“There is nobody to support us. I cannot ask for a loan, 
so I go begging.” Indu says, “I can earn between 30 and 40 
rupees a day and I eat the leftovers from the neighbourhood. 
My husband can earn a maximum of 140 rupees a day.”

Indu does not have a ration card with which the poor-
est can acquire rice, lentils and so on at subsidised rates in 
government stores. To receive a ration card you must prove 
that you have a permanent address, but since their home is 
considered temporary and is in an illegal tent camp on the 
railroad’s territory, Indu will never get a permanent address. 
Indu’s only chance to get a ration card is to bribe a civil 
servant so that she can get a false address. 

“But that would cost me 6000 rupees.” she says, “And 
where will I get that much money?”

During the heavy rainstorms and floods of the mon-
soon season they must move around. Sometimes up on the 
railway platform and sometimes to her mother’s place in 
Mankurd. 

“But it becomes too crowded there, two brothers, two 
wives plus all the children and the parents.” Indu says. 

“Nobody is with us to guide us how to bring up children 
and I have no aspirations at all.” No dreams of a better future. 
When asked about her view on school for her children, she 
replies, “No, they would only run back home, it is no good. 
And the teachers beat them. If I have money I will get my 
children married, otherwise …” 

Indu stopped saving four months ago. She took all the 
money she had saved, 300 rupees, closed her Mahila Milan 
account and went to the Gods festival in Pune. 

“My next life only depends on God.” she says.
se

6:9 indu’s home.

6:10 indu with two of her 
children.
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naseema banu

Naseema Banu was just a girl when she came to Mumbai 
from Uttar Pradesh in northern India. Now she has children 
of her own and wants to inspire them to work for them-
selves. She hopes to do this by showing them the results of 
her own hard work. Naseema has six children aged 6, 10, 12, 
16, 19 and 20. One is a carpenter who wants to work, but not 
study. One of her daughters loves to study and dreams of 
becoming a doctor.

They live in a good area. All the neighbours have been 
saving money with Mahila Milan for the last seven years. 
Originally the family lived on the pipeline without a place 
of their own, but now they have built a one-room house 
with a kitchenette. In the image we can see that the house is 
partially constructed with corrugated iron. The kitchen area 
is built from bricks.

She pays 50 rupees a month to take water from the pipe-
line. Toilet visits are also expensive at 1 rupee per visit.

Between five and six every morning, Naseema gets up and 
makes breakfast tea for the family. She works from nine to 
twelve o’clock, then takes a break to make lunch. She used 
to work sorting strips of plastic but now she has been able to 
buy a sewing machine with borrowed money. She has man-
aged to start a small business of her own and make a profit. 
She sews sacks for 5 rupees a piece. She tries to save 25 – 30 
rupees a day, but if she cannot she will ask Preema to wait 
for a few days when she comes by on her daily visits. It is 
tough since she has installments and other loans to pay off. 
She paid 5,000 rupees for her sewing machine. 

Her husband is an alcoholic. He used to have a juice stand 
but all of his assets are gone. Now he spends most of his time 
at his mother’s house. He becomes violent when he drinks. 
Naseema’s eardrum and back are permanently damaged 
because of his beatings.
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6:11 naseema’s blue house 
can be seen at the far 
end of the platform.

6:12 naseema Banu with 
the family’s goat. it is a 
family pet and supplies 
them with fresh milk.
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ujjWal and kajal das

During one of my long walks with Preema, I met Kajal and 
Ujjwal Das. Kajal had a big smile as she told me that she tried 
to save a couple of rupees every day. 

Ujjwal is a fishmonger. He gets his fish from the market at 
dawn, then spends the day on foot, selling to his customers 
around the district. 

When I visited them a year later their situation had 
become much worse. Ujjwal had broken his foot and could 
not work. Without social security or insurance, an accident 
or illness simply means that income ceases. 

“We cannot save anything, our account is emptied and 
now we depend on neighbours and friends. Ujjwal does 
not have any money for medicine and his foot hurts.” says 
Kajal.

Despite their predicament and Ujjiwal’s constant pain, 
they invite me to take the step down into their home where 
they show me his x-rays. It is an ugly fracture.

The next day I am sitting on the bed sharing lunch with 
them. Delicious Chicken Masala – Kajal probably spent all 
morning preparing this unforgettable lunch.

se

Resham

In this image, Resham is standing in front of her oldest chil-
dren. The two younger daughters are busy somewhere else. 
She is proud because she has just saved 40 rupees into her 
account with Mahila Milan.

The girl to the left does not belong to the family, her dress 
is very dirty and she does not look as confident as the other 
three. But we can see she understands the bank book that 
Resham is holding, is an important item. Perhaps the girl is 
deciding to get a book of her own.

Resham’s clothes are clean and brightly coloured, and the 
same goes for her children. This implies that they have at 
least one other set of clothes, which signifies a certain mate-
rial wealth. Resham works selling flowers with her family. 
Her husband is always in the city centre selling flowers and 
often when Preema comes to collect money for Mahila 
Milan, no one from the family is at home, they are all out 
selling flowers.

We can also see from the photograph that Resham is rela-
tively young and that her children are teenagers. Resham 
must have been very young when she was married off and 
conceived her first child.

In the background we can also see how they live, it looks 
like a sort of temporary tent camp. They do not own much 
more than what they are carrying along with cooking 
utensils and a mattress to sleep on. Their home measures 
approximately 2 × 2.5 metres.

We can also see how close the trains are to where they 
live. They live right next to Mahim Station, precisely where 
the bombs exploded on the 14th of March 2006.

The nearest tap is on the other side of the station and they 
have to cross six busy railroad tracks every time they need to 
fetch water. Food is prepared over an open fire made from 
sticks and bits of collected scrap wood. There is no toilet.
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6:13 resham with family 
and her mahila milan 
savings book.

6:14 this image of the Das 
family and their friends 
is taken just inside the 
doorway.
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vida

We are sitting on simple, white plastic chairs in the pale 
glow of strip lights. We are in a common room in one of the 
transfer buildings for people who used to live next the rail-
road tracks of Mahim Station. A humming fan wisps back 
and forth and a small poster by the door tells us that we are 
welcome. The room works as a kind of office for SPARC.

The houses were built after negotiations between SPARC 
and the local railway company. SPARC showed them what 
the economical profit would be if they removed the shacks 
closest to the tracks. The Mumbai Railway Vikas Corpora-
tion made a deal where they would finance the re-housing 
of these people if, in return SPARC could guarantee that new 
homeless people would not try and establish themselves by 
the tracks.

At the age of seven, Vida moved next to the tracks by 
Mahim Station with her parents and her older brother. Their 
ten older siblings had died from various diseases. They had 
previously lived by the railway near Kings Circle. Their new 
home was approximately one metre from the tracks and as 
a child Vida was always frightened when the house shook 
from passing trains.

Life was dangerous. Just to fetch water or go to the toilet, 
they had to cross six tracks. During the rainy season, the 
shack would fill up with knee-high dirty water. The smaller 
children risked contracting diseases or even drowning when 
they played.

A few weeks after they moved to Mahim Station her 
father died, leaving her mother as the sole supporter of Vida 
and her brother. After school, Vida would work together 
with her mother, cleaning middle class homes. She attended 
school until the age of thirteen and then started working full 
time with heavy household work. At eighteen she married 
a man from the other side of the tracks. She tells us with 
a smile, that it was a love marriage and not an arranged 
one. She dreamt of leaving the slum and before her chil-
dren were born she lived in Kuwait for two years, doing 
household work, but she was treated badly by her employer 
and decided to move back to a shack by the railway tracks, 
where she gave birth to her first child.

Before they could move into the new building, the people 
from Mahim Station had to stay in a transit camp. These 
eight-storey buildings were completed in 2000. A dark cor-
ridor runs through each floor. Some twenty doors on either 
side lead to each of the family’s apartments. The apartments 
are approximately 25 square metres. Five to ten people nor-
mally live in these apartments, which consist of one large 
room, a partition and a kitchen. A few of the apartments 
also have their own toilets and showers.

When we visit Vida’s building in the heat of the day, 
many of the doors are standing open, the drapes that hang 
inside each door post are swaying in the breeze. Around 
the doors, Hindu, Christian and Muslim symbols have 
been painted, showing individual family’s religious beliefs. 
Inside some of the homes, women are sitting on the floor 
and working. Some are cutting loose thread from jeans or 
sewing and embroidering sari cloth and other material. In 
one apartment, a new born girl is proudly presented to us. 
The child’s thick eye-liner will protect her against infections 
and the evil eye. The round black markings on her cheeks 
and in between her dark eyebrows also protect her against 
this curse.

Vida continues to tell us about her duties in the neigh-
bourhood. At first we do not quite understand. She is not a 
police officer, but works for them. The police do not gener-
ally enter Dharavi at all. They prefer to let the Dharavians 
solve internal conflicts themselves as far as possible. After 
an agreement between the police, SPARC and Mahila Milan, 
local stations and offices have opened. They are run by reli-
able individuals in the local neighbourhood. Vida is one 
of them. She is employed by both the police and by SPARC, 
to keep order in the buildings that house former rail road 
dwellers. It’s a sort of social service, rather than regular 
police officer work. In fact, she is respected and trusted, 
precisely because she is not a police officer people feel that 
they can talk to her about their problems and conflicts. Only 
in the most serious or violent cases are the police contacted. 
At the moment she is fully occupied by trying to trace a 
young couple from the building who have eloped. The girl’s 

family are threatening to call the police. Most of her work 
is trying to solve family conflicts. “First the children start 
fighting, then the mothers and then the fathers. By then a 
great fight between the families has broken out. Or a fight 
between parents-in-law. When we live on top of each other 
like this, friction is unavoidable.”

Based on the violent riots in 1992, we ask, just as we have 
asked many others before, if there are any conflicts between 
the various religious beliefs. The answer is, as always – no. 

“There is no prejudice of that kind here. We share the 
everyday and invite each other to our religious celebra-
tions.” 

“This area is all joined” Vida exclaims when we suggest 
that we have heard condescending words about Muslims 

from Hindus. We find that our predefined categories based 
on religion, caste and region in India, from which the fami-
lies originally have come, are too clumsy and general to give 
us any deeper understanding of what conventions regulate 
and govern the social life of Dharavi.

Before we say good-bye to Vida, we ask her about her 
thoughts on the relationship between men and women. Loud 
laughter fills the room when she asks why men do not have 
to ask for permission every time they leave home, or why 
they do not have to say where they have been or justify what 
they have been doing all day when they come home again. 
However strong women are, they always have to ask their 
men for permission before they can do anything, she says.

JW

6:15 vida, dressed in red, 
with two of her children.

6:15
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Black 
Flags

On the 18th of June 2007 over seven thousand men, wom-
en and children gathered outside the offices of the Slum 
Rehabilitation Authority waving black flags in protest 
against the government’s Dharavi Redevelopment Project. 
The black flags were not a statement of anarchy; they were 
meant as the opposite of a white truce flag. And their mes-
sage was clear: “We will not surrender!” 

The protest was a direct reaction to the advertisements 
that sought out global expressions of interest from real 
estate developers. The message of the black flags was that the 
people of Dharavi, the ones who actually turned this marsh 
into land, should be given priority in the redevelopment. 

The protesting residents of Dharavi had three major 
demands: 

Firstly, that the consent of 70 percent of affected slum 
dwellers should be made a mandatory requirement as in all 
individual slum rehabilitation projects. 

Secondly, they demanded that the free tenements, which 
were being offered as part of the re-housing package, should 
be 37 square metres instead of the proposed 20 square 
metres. 

And finally, the residents demanded that those who 

Conventional planning 
approaches to slums and 
slum dwellers are thoroughly 
paternalistic. The trouble with 
paternalists is that they want 
to make impossibly profound 
changes and they choose 
impossibly superficial means 
for doing so. To overcome 
slums, we must regard slum 
dwellers as people capable 
of understanding and acting 
upon their own self-interests, 
which they certainly are.

Jane Jacobs
“the Death and life of great american Cities” (1961)

wished to undertake “self-development” like the potters of 
Kumbharwada, who have lived in the area since the 1950s, 
be permitted to do so. 

The demonstration was peaceful and well organized. The 
protesters asked that their demands be passed on to the 
chief minister and that the clause requiring consent of the 
slum dwellers should be reintroduced in the project before 
entering a dialogue. 

As Dharavi in many ways can be described as a township 
rather than a “pocket of slum”, it should be treated as such. 
Dharavi stretches far beyond a limited geographical area. It 
has links to trade and commerce in the city of Mumbai and 
companies all around the world. There are more questions 
than those of housing and land at stake here. According 
to the organization Slum Dwellers International more than 
forty percent of the Dharavi inhabitants also work there. 
Dharavi is also a big employer for people from other parts 
of the city and the country.

The inhabitants of Dharavi do not want to stop develop-
ment; on the contrary they are generally in favour of a better 
infrastructure. However, the black flags question the right of 
big business to violate ordinary people’s livelihood and the 
assumption that they will be happy living in the 20 square 
metres they have been offered possibly far away from work. 
The promise of new apartments in high-rises are offered only 
to those who have formal papers on their properties, around 
300,000. But for those without ownership, there are no offers 
at all. Moreover, the workshops and small businesses or the 
factories such as the printing industry are not taken into 
consideration. The people of Dharavi are deeply concerned 
about what will happen to their businesses during the devel-
opment. Knowledge, experience and business opportunities 
might easily disappear in this transformational process. 

Dharavi is not a green-field site waiting to be developed; 
it is the home and the workplace of hundreds of thousands 
of people. The black flag protest during the summer of 
2007 demonstrates the organizational capacity of some of 
Mumbai’s informal citizens. The inhabitants of this area 
have through this remarkably peaceful and well-organized 
manifestation proved that they want to remain an integral 
part of the city of Mumbai. If Dharavi is to be redeveloped 
this must be done in a way that works first for them, and 
then for the city, before others finally can start to make 
profit from it. Not the other way around. jhe
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Dharavi is in the 
Midst of a Storm 
 by Sheela Patel

Dharavi is in the midst of a storm, as different development plans are proposed. Global capital 
investment companies, local real estate developers and the state government all envision Dharavi 
as the gateway to Mumbai’s transformation. These proposals have crystallized opinion with all 
those associated to Dharavi. Mumbai is often called Slumbai or Slumbay; it probably has the 
largest number of slum-dwellers of any city in the world (over six million within the metropoli-
tan area and many more outside). The current attention to Dharavi is the outcome of the Dharavi 
Redevelopment Plan which was drafted by the State Government of Maharashtra. Details of this 
plan and the objections raised to them are discussed at the end of this article. This is not the 
State’s first attempt to redevelop Dharavi, but it is the latest one and if left unchallenged, it could 
threaten the lives and businesses of many residents.

The bRidge ThaT sPans The gaP

Some years ago, I was asked to explain my role in the alliance between SPARC, Mahila Milan 
(women’s savings groups formed by slum and pavement dwellers) and the National Slum 
Dwellers Federation (NSDF). Of course one can give many answers, but in reality my overarch-
ing role and that of SPARC’s remains twofold: first to assist grass roots organizations; second, to 
help slum dwellers secure their housing and other rights to the city. That role is like a bridge that 
spans the gap, because all negotiations between slum dwellers and external groups (including 
government agencies and private sector interests) keep going back and forth. Rarely are there 
any clear outcomes at the time. One must often look back to locate critical milestones when 
choices made led to vital outcomes, or events which occurred that washed away any gains made. 
In the case of Dharavi, SPARC is part of the group of Concerned Citizens for Dharavi (CCD) which 
is made up of professionals and activists and retired civil servants. This Group seeks to inform 
the State Government that neither residents of Dharavi nor residents of the Mumbai as a whole 
will not benefit from the present plans for Dharavi’s future. NSDF and Mahila Milan are support-
ing their federation within Dharavi – The Dharavi Vikas Samittee (DVS) (Dharavi Development 
Committee) to align with other communities and networks who are equally unhappy with the 
present redevelopment plan. Over time a coalition has emerged which is known as Dharavi 

Bachao Andolan (Movement to Save Dharavi) and these two organizations now represent the 
face of the resistance to the plan. So with communities in resistance mode, but still wanting 
development which works for them, our role remains to bridge the communication channels, 
to keep residents open to dialogue. What the results will be can only be described in the next 
edition of this book.

PooR communiTies and incRemenTal housing sTRaTegies

Poor communities generally want development, but are never included in that process as partici-
pants. They are always treated just as beneficiaries or consumers. In Dharavi the “beneficiaries” 
of the official development plan will not be the ones to reap the benefits of such investments. 
The slum dwellers inability to visualize planned change comes from years of opportunistic 
investment, below the official radar, made in their home and neighbourhood. Inch by inch they 
develop their spaces for homes and businesses and its conglomeration gives a character that 
we as outsiders see as Dharavi. This is a very vibrant conglomeration with tens of thousands of 
enterprises and hundreds of thousands of residents. Now suddenly, images of how this whole 
town within the city will be developed are presented by outsiders. These plans have been devel-
oped without any of the residents’ involvement. Dharavi residents and businesses cannot locate 
themselves, their work and communities within such a visualization. It’s as though, what they 
are familiar with, a gradual incremental evolutionary process, now fights with the new models 
of planning and development which devalues everything they do and have invested in. This is 
justified by claiming that Dharavi, as it stands, contravenes planning norms and building codes. 
In reality the drive to redevelop Dharavi is propelled by the very large profits that developers 
and the State Government will make.

Dharavi was built on marshes. First the houses had stilts, then land was reclaimed little by 
little, brick by brick. To those with a discerning eye, Dharavi is a testament to the innovative 
and survival instincts of the poor. Some even suggest that Dharavi should be given UNESCO 
heritage status because it stands as a historical monument of investment and design from below. 
Dharavi describes perfectly how most cities develop: the poor build their own homes, investing 
bit by bit, carving communities and neighbourhoods and finally towns as generations of families 
continue their work. When such flexible processes become incorporated in the norms of town 
planning, formalization occurs and over time, further upgrading produces legal and liveable 
spaces. Official support for these incremental processes are also signalled when the city provides 
urban infrastructure and services: clean piped water, sewage systems, good roads and social 
services, for example. 

Poor people in urban settlements have often been neglected in the global South, and there is 
an increasing gap between the planned, formal city and its informal shadow. The gap in invest-
ments and the difference in house prices has become so wide in Dharavi that the city fathers 
cannot see how this might be bridged. Clearly financing systems which support incremental 
housing (most formal housing finance does not) must be used. There just isn’t enough money 
available to replace these self built houses. De Soto states that a conservative estimate of all the 
informal housing in the world would far exceed the worth of the world’s stock exchanges. This 
gap exists because there are no formal connections between the self built householder’s capac-
ity, aspirations and time frame to the official city. Ironically, official cities draw heavily on the 
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labour and innovation of shanty town residents, but very rarely do cities support these workers. 
Without infrastructure provision or legal status, these communities will remain to be unable to 
move towards the formal, legal world via incremental development.

All of us who champion incremental development accept with some resignation that such 
possibilities in Mumbai are over. But not before we acknowledge three aspects that people have 
developed themselves. 

First, that the residents have made huge investments in their own township development. 
This must be accepted by the state and by the financial and real estate interventionists, who at 
the moment are only offering compensation based on resettlement, not on the resident’s lost 
investments.

Secondly there is a need to see Dharavi as a town within a metropolis, and not simply as a 
large slum. Walking through Dharavi, one sees a town in its own right, with social and cultural 
under-pinning, with multifaceted groupings of religions, residents from different states of India, 
and people with diverse beliefs and traditions. Dharavi is a vibrant town, with a complex physi-
cal, economic, social and cultural life, with multifaceted groupings of religions, castes, languages, 
provinces, and ethnicities, and a huge resources of social capital. Current redevelopment propos-
als treat Dharavi almost like a void or green field on which fresh lines and structures can be built, 
negating the deeply rooted habitat that already exists. 

Thirdly, Dharavi is a vivid demonstration of entrepreneurial innovation in the face of global 
financial transformations. It has much to teach us about how informal settlements generate 
solutions to the demands of business and housing. Flexible work schedules, home-based occupa-
tions, businesses of various scales that interconnect with residences – this is the reality of how 
the poor not only survive, but thrive without handouts or charity. Regardless of development 
policies designed to keep the rural poor away from cities, people still flock to cities, even in the 
face of the dangers and trouble which might await them. 

hoW The PRivaTe secToR and The sTaTe vieW dhaRavi

Some time in 2007 the Economist compared Kibera in Nairobi, Kenya (One of Africa’s largest 
slums) and Dharavi. It was a comparison that got me thinking: what did the two townships have 
in common, apart from being large aggregations of informal dwellings with work spaces and 
homes? And it dawned on me that they represent two different dimensions of the relationship 
of poor communities to the state and the market. To the state they represent a long-standing 
development nightmare, for whom the state has not been able to develop any policies with which 
to upgrade and improve these large townships. Kibera and Dharavi are so embedded within 
their respective cities, that they serve as a constant reminder of the state’s inability to create an 
inclusive model of urban development. But on the other hand, to the global financial institutions, 
they represent huge areas of well-located real estate. So as the Public Private Partnership (PPP) 
repeat to us again and again, the option of redeveloping these “eyesores” is too much to resist. 
The state will champion and enable their redevelopment by partnering market forces together, 
that will unleash the “true market value” of these sites. 

Global financial investors still don’t have the knowledge or capacity to manage decentral-
ized, staggered investments which communities in Dharavi have evolved into a fine art. And 
new policy is not forthcoming from city planners to legitimize this approach and reduce the 

risks of lending to the poor. Global funding and real estate development have produced a one 
dimensional formula in which business houses borrow and repay capital. Hopefully, some time 
in the future, research, practice and activism will produce an alternative model which can be 
used to create financial mechanisms that support incremental development.

Gentrification is inevitable in large cities, but it is the real estate market and poor people in 
search of affordable space who shape cities far more than the planners. The poor inhabit the 
shadows and margins, creating value where none existed. They come into the public eye when 
the city expands around their settlements, which is when formal real estate begins to look at the 
land they occupy. Values of properties in a particular location transform neighbourhoods and 
push existing groups of households and communities to other places. Dharavi’s neighbouring 
district of Bandra Kurla , the new business district with very high value commercial real estate, 
for instance, has pushed the Dharavi development into a frenzy of speculation. Dharavi was once 
a fishing village on the backwaters of one of the seven islands, on the periphery of Mumbai. Now, 
if cleared, it would be among the most valuable real estate in the world.

So one also needs to examine the pace of gentrification. Are there better ways to manage this? 
How gradual should it be? Who should benefit, and can this be part of the regulatory framework 
to ensure the vulnerable are protected from predatory speculation? How will such frameworks 
be developed? Who will enforce them? Can Mumbai lead the way? 

dhaRavi’s sTaTus Today (maRch 2008)

Writing any reflections on Dharavi’s redevelopment is difficult because the situation here is 
constantly changing. This book will freeze Dharavi in a single point in time. While this may be 
useful from a historical perspective, as it captures a range of perspectives around a given event, 
it is severely limiting for someone who is engaged in a struggle with the future. 

There are many possible outcomes for Dharavi. The Government of Maharashtra was origi-
nally in a state of denial about the discontent of the residents, but now it accepts the need to 
heal that breach and listen to the residents’ recommendations. Clearly that is not enough. Those 
who criticise the current strategy are being challenged to come up with better plans. But both 
residents and professionals acknowledge that unless new ideas emerge from a collaborative 
process, they will only mimic the old mistakes. Dharavi residents and dissidents don’t want to 
stop the development or investment, they simply want to ensure that it will work for them as 
much as for the city at large.

Examining the power of citizens’ associations, is always essential when such projects come 
under public scrutiny. Some claim that until the “trouble makers” (read that as activists from 
outside Dharavi) entered, all was well. There are even suggestions that civil society organi-
zations and grass roots organizations only support such dissent to make money and further 
their reputation. I get asked this question by every TV crew that comes to shoot Dharavi for 
their documentary and news program. My answer is always the same, what fame and what 
money? My reflections on this take me to review the power of association. The complete non-
acceptance of dissent from within the very people whose homes and lives are being affected by 
this development goes to the heart of the crisis of modern development practices. The views of 
the poor are not heard, recorded or acknowledged unless they are accompanied by voices from 
the mainstream or through violence. Violent dissent has become one of the only ways to reject 
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state plans or market forces. It is an unfortunate side effect of a government which increasingly 
relies on inequity and exclusion to govern its people.

We are discovering increasing problems as the struggle for equality continues. Voluntary 
organizations are often accused of trouble making, when in reality they are simply delivering 
messages of dissent from those without a voice in the political arena. Some organizations are 
extremely suspicious of government practices feel that almost any dialogue with the state is 
problematic. In a process like Dharavi’s development, where the outcome will affect hundreds 
of thousands of people, the stakes are very high. If there are mistakes in the redevelopment, the 
damages will be huge and irreversible. What is needed is cautious reflection and consensus 
building, but few politicians are willing to let themselves be this vulnerable.

When I speak at workshops and conferences there are many discussions about “world class 
cities”. If we get the solution right to Mumbai’s development, this city could be world class, it 
could lead the world on the issues of addressing inequality in housing. Mumbai may be the 
financial capital of India, but it has very little else to claim except in negative terms. But with 
every crisis comes an opportunity, it may have the largest number of slums in the world, but it 
also has a huge force of mobilized citizens, who are socially active across classes and localities. 
Mumbai has the potential to develop a world class model for slum redevelopment through 
consensual, increment building. All the ingredients are there. The true challenge is only whether 
the political leadership has the courage to explore it. We believe it is possible.

It’s very gratifying to hear that so many people around the world care about Dharavi. Our 
situation seems to have really stirred the imagination of a wide range of academic institutions, 
documentary makers, researchers, journalists and young people. Sympathetic accounts of 
Dharavi’s bustling commercial success and entrepreneurial innovation have even appeared in 
The Economist, Time and National Geographic. Getting international support for such a local 
crisis has really helped us contest the development process, especially now that so many inter-
national investors have become involved. Dharavi is sending out a strong message to the world, 
day after day demonstrating its imaginative responses to the problems of survival. Dharavi is 
being used by many as a template for the situations which many cities will faces in the coming 
years of rapid urbanization. 

The local leadership in Dharavi receives a visiting delegation almost every day. But such 
engagements also have their downsides. Dharavi residents don’t like developmental tourists, 
and with good reason too. On one occasion when there was a large conference in the city and 
organizers encouraged participants to visit Dharavi, those who did, later talked about it as 
though they had visited a dangerous war zone. But this reaction was countered by others who 
had come to listen, not just to stare. These people wanted to help, they wanted to write in 
international publications, make exhibitions celebrating Dharavi, they wanted to take home 
their impressions of a powerful self determination that has produced vibrant neighbourhoods 
and an amazing township. These visitors don’t want to see such spirits dampened or destroyed 
by government ignorance. 

Our association with students and staff from the Royal University College of Fine Arts in 
Stockholm began when they first visited us two years ago in 2006. And like other groups who 
were deeply moved by what they saw, they came back to explore the politics of inclusion and 
exclusion. They used their experiences to teach, to examine a different cultural environment 
from their own and to help students relate to their own past. 100 years ago, Sweden also had 

extensive slums and went through a rapid redevelopment. What is special about this relationship 
is that it is with artists who generally do not inhabit this particular field. They have decided to 
create this book and many other artistic productions. This is new for us and for residents of 
Dharavi. I look forward to finding out more about how globally connected relationships can help 
encourage inclusive development which is both locally driven and locally accountable. 

March 2008

The May 2007 letter from the Concerned Citizens for Dharavi was addressed to the Chief 
Minister of the State Government of Maharashtra, since the Dharavi Redevelopment Project 
is organized and managed by the state government. The following is an extract from this letter, 
followed by a summary of the issues it raised:

I am writing to you on behalf of several organizations – including academic institutions and NGOs 
– as well as on behalf of different individuals who are concerned with the Dharavi Redevelopment 
Project (DRP) as it stands today … In this letter we will list the issues which concern us, raise 
certain objections to the present DRP, ask certain questions and make certain recommendations 
as to a future roadmap. We are aware that the Government of Maharashtra has sanctioned the 
DRP but we feel that it should be scrutinized afresh. The people of Dharavi are largely ignorant 
about DRP, but those who are aware of it oppose it very fiercely. As a group, we are concerned 
that if the legitimate aspirations of the people of Dharavi are not met, their anger will spill out 
onto the streets … In order to avoid such a possible confrontation, it would be prudent to have 
a thorough re-look at DRP. Our issues are listed below.

a. legal issues

The DRP does not conform to the legal requirement for a Special Planning Authority to prepare 
and publish the draft plan and proposals for inviting suggestions and objections. This Plan is in 
effect an attempt to implement an existing Development Plan, but with a change in the Floor 
Space Index (FSI). 

It would be incorrect to go ahead with the existing Development Plan which is completely out 
of date. There have been so many changes within Dharavi in terms of the number of people living 
there, the number of structures there, the kinds of activities undertaken today, the programmes 
implemented such as the Prime Minister’s Grant Project and the increased connectivity of 
Dharavi with the rest of the city. 

b. suRvey and daTa collecTion

One of the key issues for Dharavi’s redevelopment is the extent to which it serves those who 
live and work in Dharavi – for instance, exactly who is entitled to be rehoused (and in what 
form and where) and what provisions are made for their enterprises or workspace? The exact 
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population of Dharavi is unknown and the census data for Dharavi and the figures used by the 
Slum Rehabilitation Authority (that is in charge of the redevelopment) do not match. The basis 
for the Authority’s estimation of 57,000 tenements in Dharavi is also not known. The basis for 
setting who is eligible for “resettlement” is also unclear – for instance a person or family’s eligibil-
ity for rehousing might require that they have proof that they were residents at the beginning of 
1995 or the beginning of 2000. Obviously, which date is chosen and what kind of documentation 
is required for proof have major implications for the number of “eligible” families. Our own 
population projections based on Census reports suggest that the numbers are much larger than 
estimated by the Dharavi Redevelopment Project. If the population of Dharavi is unclear, it will 
be difficult to plan for its redevelopment. Only a Baseline Demographic-cum-Socio-Economic 
Survey, which is open to public scrutiny, can give us the absolutely essential data needed for 
planning. 

The number of structures in Dharavi has not been determined. The various purposes that 
each of these structures are used for (such as Residential, Residential + Commercial, Indus-
trial, Religious, Educational and Health) are not known. If any survey has been conducted, its 
methodology has not been published, nor have its findings. There is a need for an infrastructure 
survey to assess existing conditions and the extent and nature of deficiencies. 

The Dharavi Redevelopment Project does not present any data on ownership which can help 
to establish the pockets that can be redeveloped and those that have to be left out. 

No detailed physical survey showing the topography of the Dharavi area has been carried out. 
This has particular importance because large sections of Dharavi are prone to flooding. Thus 
this survey is much needed to establish natural drainage systems, flood prone areas and soil 
conditions, which are critical in any planning for redevelopment.

c. PRojecTion sTudies and Planning sTandaRds

The increase in Dharavi’s population that will be brought about by the “sale component” (as 
developers are granted permission to increase floor space ratios within Dharavi which means 
more commercial and residential space will be for sale). The implications on required land use 
distribution, amenities, infrastructure, traffic and urban forms have neither been understood 
nor carefully assessed. It is only on the basis of these projections that strategies for the design of 
the master plan can be conceived. For example, without projections for the increased volume of 
vehicular traffic, people and commercial activities, there is no basis for traffic planning. 

d. Planning, design and disseminaTion

An existing Land Use Survey needs to be undertaken and a proposed Land Use Plan prepared 
and published. Objections and suggestions for modifications to this have to be invited. Not 
only is this mandatory under law, it also becomes a way of involving the community and its 
representative organizations in the planning of Dharavi. This Land Use Plan also needs to show 
how Dharavi residents are going to be accommodated on 65% of the land. At present, Dharavi 
residents are not aware about where they will be resettled: for example, this might be in the worst 
low lying and flood prone areas of Dharavi. The proposed Development Plan shows that some 
sectors have less area assigned to rehousing the residents than others and this does not seem to 

reflect the population densities in these sectors. There is a concern that some sectors will have 
higher densities and taller buildings for rehousing than others. 

There are concerns about what increase in Floor-Space Ratio should be permitted. This is one 
of the core concerns for the Redevelopment Project because the higher the Floor Space Ratio 
permitted (or what is sometimes termed the “bonus FSI” permitted to the developer), the more 
apartments or commercial buildings the developers can build for sale. But the higher the FSI 
permitted, the greater the likelihood that the residents will be rehoused in high-rise blocks and 
the less the provision per person will be for public amenities including open spaces, footpaths 
and educational and health facilities. We recommend that the government look at methods by 
which densities can be reduced, which means a reduction in the bonus FSI offered to the devel-
opers of each sector. One of the great attractions of the DRP for government agencies was that it 
needed no government funding (the developers would cover all the investment costs because of 
the profits they could make on these developments); indeed, the DRP as conceived at this time 
promised very substantial funding coming from the redevelopment for the government. 

It would be possible for the government to break even with only a 0.25 bonus FSI, much lower 
than what is currently proposed. The government has to make a careful choice between the 
densities and the profits, in order to achieve a humane living environment. 

The present DRP does not deal in depth with strategies for land use, traffic, urban form, infra-
structure, housing typologies, and environment. One example of this is the hint that Dharavi 
may be served by a new metro system but there is no detail about its likely route and the cor-
responding locations of stations. Obviously, these routes and locations would be a key influence 
on Dharavi’s land use pattern.

The Dharavi redevelopment model divides Dharavi into a few sectors, completely ignoring 
the existing “community” boundaries based on nagars. These have evolved over the years from 
community claims over property, occupations such as tanneries and religious boundaries. Exist-
ing nagar boundaries must be central to the planning process.

There is no coherent plan to link up the proposed infrastructure in Dharavi with the city’s 
infrastructure. If individual developers take on the development of the sectors they are assigned, 
how can it be ensured that they fit in with the infrastructure provided by the Municipal Cor-
poration? For example, if nallas (natural drains) are diverted or built upon, it could lead to a 
flooding emergency as has happened in Mumbai in the recent past. A plan for linking Dharavi’s 
proposed infrastructure with that of the areas outside of Dharavi needs to be prepared, with a 
clear definition of roles and responsibilities between the Special Planning Authority, the different 
government agencies and private developers. 

We note with surprise that this huge project involving more than 500,000 people and a 
planned investment of more than Rs. 9,000 crore [around USd 4.5 billion] has no Environmental 
Impact Assessment and suggest that this Assessment must be done at the township level and 
commissioned by the Government rather than by individual developers for their own “sec-
tors”. 

e. issues RegaRding lack of claRiTy of PuRPose of The dRP

Alternative development scenarios for Dharavi show that a much lower incentive FSI can still 
allow the development to break even financially but with much lower densities and with four 
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storey [ground plus three] or five storey [ground plus four] buildings instead of high-rises. Our 
contention is that if the purpose of the project is to redevelop Dharavi without the Government 
of Maharashtra spending money, it is possible to do so by even offering 0.25 incentive FSI. We 
feel that enabling huge profits for the developers and huge revenues for Government of India 
should not be the main purpose of the project. As an extension to this argument, there is also 
no need to increase the cap of permissible FSI to 4.0.

Although the Government claims that the Dhararvi Redevelopment Project is a project initi-
ated by the Government of Maharashtra, all tasks of conducting surveys, planning, design and 
construction have been left to private developers. The Government’s role of negotiating and rec-
onciling the interests of various groups, including its own interests, public interest and that of the 
community, has not been fulfilled. The role of Government as arbitrator needs to be spelt out.

One of the justifications for allocating Dharavi a higher FSI is that this is the only way of 
attracting developers to a “difficult area.” But now that Dharavi is being redeveloped as a 
township and considering its extremely advantageous central location with excellent overall 
connectivity, the redevelopment of Dharavi would be very lucrative even with a much lower 
bonus FSI. Dharavi is also very close to the Bandra Kurla Complex, which commands some of 
the highest real estate prices in the world. Thus, detailed financial planning has to be undertaken 
to establish the need and extent of the bonus FSI required for Dharavi Redevelopment Project. 

f. lack of claRiTy RegaRding insTiTuTional Roles

The DRP is considered a Government project with partnership from private developers. But 
critical state functions such as master-planning, environmental assessments and the seeking 
of mandatory clearances have been handed over to the developers. It is not at all clear how 
the Government of Maharashtra can hold developers to account for their commitments. For 
example, the DRP claims that the developers will maintain the buildings in which the population 
is rehoused and pay for elevator maintenance for a certain number of years. What mechanism is 
there to enforce such an obligation? Roles need reassessment and contractual provisions must 
be clarified.

Similarly, the Plan speaks of providing various amenities such as schools and health centres, 
but there is no mention of who will establish and run these or how these will be made affordable 
for low-income groups, except for vague statements about some individuals promising to do 
some things. Also, it is doubted whether such facilities would be open to existing communities, 
as has been seen with many private developments on public lands. Memoranda of Understand-
ing and commitments from public and private authorities to establish and manage the proposed 
amenities are needed, with guaranteed access for low-income groups. The Government of Maha-
rashra should prepare a document spelling out clearly the roles and responsibilities of different 
public and private actors in the planning and implementation in DRP. 

g. issues RegaRding absence of communiTy PaRTiciPaTion

We feel that the Redevelopment Plan has not provided any space for community participation. 
This is surprising, since one of the main principles of democracy and development planning is 
the involvement of the community in its own development. The 73rd and 74th Constitutional 

Amendments reflect the commitment of the Indian State to democratic decentralization and 
community participation, which has, unfortunately, been completely ignored. 

The people of Dharavi have virtually no information about DRP, except that it is a sector plan. 
They do not know who is eligible for rehabilitation, what their entitlements are, the locations of 
the transit tenements where they will be housed while redevelopment takes place, and where 
their permanent accommodations will be. They do not know what measures to take to protect 
their livelihoods and what types of housing will be provided. Furthermore, many residents have 
larger families, thereby making the 225 sq. ft. space [the size of the resettlement apartment they 
are promised] inadequate for their purposes. Has the government considered making addi-
tional area available to them, either as a profit-sharing mechanism with the developers or as 
additional purchasable property? Similarly, should not the residential development (as a “free 
sale” component) by private developers have a mandatory component of lower and middle 
income housing? 

We strongly urge the Government of Maharashtra to re-introduce the clause of consent, so 
that the people can become involved in the redevelopment process. In slum redevelopment 
plans, there is a requirement that 70 percent of the population agree to the redevelopment, but 
the government has claimed that no such consent is needed in this case because the DRP is part 
of an already agreed development plan. The Government of Maharashtra should draw up a 
document to institutionalize community participation at every stage of DRP: surveying, planning, 
implementation, monitoring and evaluation. 

h. oTheR issues

There is a lack of clarity about exactly which land within Dharavi is to be within the Re -
development Plan. There are some communities within Dharavi that appear to be within the 
plan in some documents or presentations and not in others. There are also some areas where a 
bonus FSI of 1,333 is not needed – for instance the communities staying in the municipal hous-
ing – since these are not high density and do not qualify as “difficult areas.” 

The letter ends:

In conclusion, we would like to say that the DRP needs to be examined afresh. In the light of the 
above objections/suggestions/recommendations, the Slum Rehabilitation Authority model itself 
may be unsuitable for Dharavi in view of its peculiar circumstances. An appropriate model needs 
to be developed. As a group, we would be happy to work with the Government of Maharashtra 
to prepare a road map for the development of Dharavi, that will be based on public scrutiny 
of all data; that will have the consent of the community; that will respect the links between 
housing and livelihoods; that will have diverse housing typologies to suit varied lifestyles and 
occupational factors as well as income groups; that will keep densities at manageable levels 
and restrict the role of developers to bidding for construction contracts. It should be possible 
to develop a low rise, high density settlement at Dharavi that keeps maintenance costs low and 
liveability conditions high.

Sundar Burra

Explanatory text in square 
brackets has been added by 
the editors to help clarify 
certain points for readers 
unfamiliar with some of the 
issues raised. 

Note about fsi; see Burra, 
Sundar (2005), “Towards a 
pro-poor slum upgrading 
framework in Mumbai, 
India”, Environment and 
Urbanization, Vol. 17, No. 1, 
pages 67–88.

The need for the develop-
ers to pay for elevator 
maintenance may sound 
relatively trivial but it is a 
good example of the dif-
ficulties in supporting city 
redevelopment in ways that 
benefit low-income groups. 
Past experience with rehous-
ing low-income households 
in high-rise buildings 
showed that actually, paying 
for the electricity to run the 
elevators and the service 
costs was a problem – to 
the point where in some 
high-rise developments, the 
elevators were not used. The 
problems this presents for 
families living on upper 
floors are obvious.
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The Necklace of Dharavi

Soni Kadam, 17 and Saraha Kadam, 18 make an appointment 
with Anna and me. The sisters want to show us where one 
of their relatives runs a business. We take our cameras and 
they take us on a serpentine route through narrow alleys in 
parts of Dharavi we have never been to before. Pretty soon 
we start to feel very lost. Eventually we reach a small open 
space, a yard. The Kadam sisters point out a steep stairway 
among the surrounding stone houses. We climb up to the 
second floor together and find ourselves in a dark room. We 
are immediately struck by the heat from a couple of large 
stone ovens. A kind of snack that is offered in restaurants 
all over Mumbai is being fried in large iron-cast pans. In the 
corner, we see a boy crouching down next to a large pile of 
prepared snacks on the floor, pouring them into bags. The 
heat is almost unbearable and the air is heavy with dust. All 
the people working there are children.

When climb back down and stand in the yard, a young 
woman comes out from one of the houses and begins to 
scold Soni and Saraha for bringing us here. A quarrel breaks 
out that Anna and I cannot understand. We ask for an expla-
nation and the young woman makes it clear that she is very 
upset that the girls have shown us this kind of activity. Her 
name is Suma, and she questions why they have to show us 
the worst side of Dharavi. She says that we are putting the 
young men’s jobs at risk. The owner might become angry 
and sack people for this. Suma wants to know who has given 
Soni and Saraha permission to show us around.

Frightened and deeply shocked, the sisters take us out 
of there. They do not want to tell us any more about what 
the young woman said during the dispute. Never before 
had they been so humiliated or spoken to with such rude, 

cursing language. We quickly return to a more familiar 
neighbourhood. Anna and I try to understand this hostil-
ity. Suma’s violent accusations intrigue us, it makes us so 
curious that we decide to find our own way back. 

A few days later we muddle along through the alleys 
without the Kadam sisters. Our return surprises Suma, and 
pretty soon a conversation starts up again.

Suma says, “The owner was asking about you and why 
you were filming. I just told him that you wanted to start 
your own dot-com and all, you were only taking observa-
tions to experience what we are doing.”

“So, what happened?” we ask.
“Nothing happened.” Suma says.
“So the owner …”
“Here is the owner.” she says. 
“Oh, hello. Maybe we should explain why we are here.” 

I say.
Anna, Suma and I embark on a long discussion about 

the global economy, informal economy and micro-credits. 
Despite our different perspectives, we do agree upon the 
general analysis – which surprises us with our preconceived 
and slightly patronising ideas of how Suma, a young woman 
in the slum of Dharavi, with no formal schooling at all, can 
reason about the complicated relationships between the rich 
world and the poor. Suma stresses how we share these prob-
lems by pointing out that we all are consumers. The people 
in the slum do not only produce but also consume these 
cheap products. Thereby we all must share responsibility for 
sending young children to work. Throughout our conversa-
tion Suma’s glass bangles clink together, and as she argues 
she refers to the terrible circumstances in which young girls 

6:16

6:16 suma with her mother 
and son.
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make the very same kind of glass bangles she herself loves to 
wear. “We are the elders, we are making them work like that. 
But nobody knows the problems that we are facing” she 
says. “We share the responsibility of child labour. We also 
have a common responsibility to make sure that Dharavi is 
represented faithfully.” She continues, “the other day I told 
you: ‘Don’t shoot me like an object.’ If you want to shoot me, 
you should bear my problems, take my problems as if they 
were yours. To understand my problems you should film 
me, but don’t shoot me like an object.”

The questions that arise are all to do with how we, as West-
erners, can find a way to tell the stories of Dharavi faithfully, 
without misrepresenting the people who live here. In the 
same gesture the people of Dharavi are supposed to admit 
the hardships and wrong doings in their own neighbour-
hood as well as stand up for the community, for Dharavi. 
An everyday struggle for one’s self-esteem. How can one be 
proud about the quality of products produced in Dharavi 
without denying the child labour, low wages and unhealthy 
workshops which are polluting the city? Every morning, 
the women try to keep their communities clean, as no one 
else does, so that they can sit and work together and let the 
children play. Abandoned as they are by the municipality 
and the politicians, keeping the neighbourhood clean is an 
important aspect of self-representation and self-esteem. The 
border between the private house and the public space is 
not always easy to discern. Visitors must keep this in mind, 
and must expect questions when they intrude.

“We don’t know who is coming. All we know is that 
there is child labour and that people are coming to look. 
Ok, we have child labour. If a child is working we should 
put the company owner in jail. I thought you were coming 
for child labour only. In every business they are forcing the 
children to work, that is the situation over here. Even the 
owner is a child, he is not eighteen. That is why I thought, 
‘Oh God, what is happening!’ Because you see, three years 
ago the police, the constables came and took the children. 
We should not work like this. If you want to work in peace 
you should work with elders. Child labour is very illegal.” 
Suma says. 

“But now you are working in the police station, you told 
us and you knew about this, don’t you feel that you should 
report it?” we ask.

“Yes, but I am in a very low position and I don’t have the 

right to speak to my seniors. If I speak to seniors I don’t 
know what kind of senior he is. Suddenly he might ques-
tion me: ‘Why are speaking of this? That is my duty, I will 
see to their problems. I am the senior, I will communicate 
with them.’ I just don’t have the right to speak to my seniors 
because I am in a lower post. I just have to respect my 
seniors, to salute my seniors.” 

Being a strong-willed young woman in Dharavi is full of 
contradictions. Suma continually points out that everything 
she has achieved has been a battle against forces that would 
rather have her passive and silent. 

“Dharavi is my family. We are the necklace of Dharavi. 
We are the crown of Dharavi. I don’t want to show myself as 
a useless person. My Dharavi is best. I give you fine goods, 
fine clothes. Even in simple houses the women are working. 
For what? – because nobody is helping them, they are doing 
it for their own family.”

No matter how much Suma is raising her voice for Dhar-
avi, no matter how much the women in the neighbourhood 
are cleaning up, someone and something always shows up 
to undo whatever they are striving for.

“They are greedy persons. The company owners have 
the money and do not care about the problems that we are 
facing. They put up the factories and workshops and you 
can see how much garbage they are throwing out. They con-
taminate our water and you can smell it. We cannot speak to 
those people as they have the rights and the law. We have no 
rights and no law, and we don’t have the support that they 
have. Now you are recording my voice, and if they will hear 
about it they will ask me why I spoke up like that.” 

When we ask why she does not go into the politics she 
sighs deeply before explaining that the politicians would 
never let her in since she would speak against them as she 
represents the lower castes and the women of Dharavi, and 
that the political chairs are too precious for those who are 
already occupying them.

Throughout her life Suma has been met with disrespect, 
both because she is a woman and also because of her low 
caste. She has always been placed in the lowest positions. 
After many hardships, Suma finally got a professional edu-
cation. Her mother was very supportive. Suma was full of 
pride when she got the job with the police, but once again 
found herself at the bottom of the chain of command. Work-
ing as a police officer she became a home guard without any 

position or possibility to have her voice heard. 
“If a woman is working as a constable, people will not 

show her any respect. They will just tell you to go and sit 
over there, even in rude language.”

Now a married woman with children of her own, Suma 
refuses to be silenced and subdued by her roles as a mother 
and wife. Suma’s mother has always stood up for her, even 
against the will of her father. “That which I could not do, my 
daughter is doing now” her mother used to say. Affection-
ately, Suma expresses all the esteem and respect her mother 
deserves. Her mother never got any education and she did 
not want her daughter to go through the same kind of prob-
lems that she did with her own family. A legacy Suma will 
pass onto her own daughter, “a woman will only be helped 
by other women.”

“If you are having a problem you should only share that 
with another woman, and not with a man. If I would tell my 
problems to a man he will only create more problems. He 
would insult me, tease me, but women are not like that. If 
you have a will you must follow that will and not just stay 
home to do the housework.” 

Suma vividly depicts the different roles women are forced 
into from early childhood onwards, the rules and customs 
which prevent women from following their own will and 
convictions. Referring to the sign “Beware of the dog”, 
Suma laughingly urges young women to think “Beware of 
the family” unless they want to get caught and curtailed by 
their father, husband or mother-in-law. 

“Even if people are telling you that you have no right to 
help other people, you have no right to stand up against the 
authorities and the police. If you care for democracy, if you 
have the power to do things for the people, for Dharavi, you 
just have to do what you must.”

“But do you talk with you friends about this?” we ask.
“Oh yes many times, but they just say that they don’t have 

the power as their families are not with them in the way that 
my family stands behind me.” 

We are sitting outside Suma’s house in the little square 
that the women clean every morning. As we speak children 
are playing around our feet. Shyly, or reserved, the men are 
standing in the background listening. The women are sitting 
in a circle close by, working with whatever is at their hands. 
Street vendors are passing by, shouting out the goods they 
are offering.

“What do you think about your future? If you could just 
dream of anything what would it be?” we ask.

“I want to become prime minister.” 
“Good, then be one!”
“If I become prime minister the women will be on top of 

the world. And I will not sit on the side, I will struggle and 
struggle for my country.”

JW
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soPhie allgåRdh (SA)

As editor-in-chief of the Swedish art publication Paletten and critic at Svenska Dagbladet 
(one of Sweden’s national newspapers), I am interested in the complex relationship between 
contemporary art and politics. I recently curated the 2007 Öyvind Fahlström retrospective 
at Mjellby Konstmuseum. This reflected my enthusiasm for socially conscious art. 

The trip to Dharavi has enabled me to learn more about the context surrounding con-
temporary Indian Art.

sTina ekman (se)

I have been working as an artist for over a quarter of a century. In the nineties I was appoint-
ed professor of fine arts, specialising in sculpture. I taught for ten years in the very north 
of Sweden as well as in Stockholm, spending short periods of time abroad. My works have 
been exhibited in 17 countries.

What kind of world was I born into?
What it is to be a human being?
In Dharavi I learned that “we” and “them” should be replaced. “Us together” is the way, 

no matter where on earth we stay.

jonaTan habib engqvisT (JHE)

I co-edited and translated this book, but my interest in this project has always been from 
the point of view of a philosopher and aesthetic theorist. For me this project has been very 
much about relationships. Relationships to the people in the group, to the people of Dharavi 
and to the various organizations we have received help and advice from. It has also evoked 
more general, philosophical questions concerning spatial experience. I think that on a fun-
damental level we all perceive space in a very relational way. This experience is intensified 
when physical space becomes a luxury item.

We have a lot to learn from the creative solutions in high density areas like Dharavi. Not 
only from a structural, relational or existential points of view, but also (considering the 
accelerating development of technology, globalization and recent environmental changes) 
we had better start listening carefully to those who know how to make their lives sustainable 
whilst manoeuvring through our own parallel landscapes of relationships.

love enqvisT (LE)

I am an artist based in Stockholm who has studied in Stockholm, Frankfurt and Helsinki. 
I’m fascinated by projects that try to turn dreams into reality. Utopian communities and 
theories have often informed my work about embodied, urban experience.

As an artist, I believe it was my responsibility to learn from Dharavi, to let the experience 
filter into my life, rather than to use Dharavi as just a way to express my own agenda. By 
studying Dharavi’s architecture and by reflecting on how the inhabitants’ lives and my life 
are related, I have brought back a wealth of ideas and questions which I hope to pursue.

More than anything, this project has meant that the word “we” has taken on a new signifi-
cance for me. By using collective action and acknowledging one’s own significance within 
society, the people of Dharavi are creating powerful grass roots organizations which we in 
Sweden would do well to replicate.

anna eRlandson (AE)

I am an artist, educated at Umeå University College of Fine Arts. The intense trip to India 
was the beginning of a new way of understanding the world. Changing the way one interprets 
the world implies a long and profound process of relearning. Deconstructing preconcep-
tions and habitual logics is a slow and even frustrating process. It is in the meeting face to 
face, the mutual sharing of time and stories, where little by little, pieces fall together and a 

leaRning by doing

This book has been an entirely collaborative project. We are a group of head-strong indi-
viduals who have managed to use each other’s expertise when grappling with the many new 
questions which we encountered. Mutual trust and sharing have been the main tools which 
we used when working with our friends in Mumbai and Dharavi.

However, in many respects we are amateurs in regard to the questions that are poised in 
this book. But we are also amateurs in the sense of being passionate, curious, and unafraid 
to ask naïve questions. We did not visit Dharavi to teach, but rather to learn. This perspective 
has been of the utmost importance.

The group, in alphabetical order:
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maRia lanTz (ML)

I am employed as a senior lecturer at the Royal University College of Fine Arts in Stockholm 
Sweden. In this institution, I am in charge of the multi-disciplinary research program Art 
& Architecture which was the point of departure for the first mutual journey to India. A 
journey which, among other fortunate circumstances, made this book possible.

I am also an essayist on photography for the morning paper Dagens Nyheter and the 
image editor of Motiv, a magazine on contemporary photography. However, these occupa-
tions are the result of my background as a photographer, an occupation I still love and work 
within. These days I work with my own collaboration projects which are always related to 
urbanism and the global, informal life which connect all of us.

monika maRklingeR (MM)

One of my strongest impressions from Dharavi was the orange Hindu and the green Muslim 
streamers which stuck up wherever I looked. As a painter I was struck by the muddle and 
the cultural diversity of Dharavi. Contemporariness is not just a keyword for the structure 
of collage making but signifies Dharavi as well. Electric cables connect the temples with 
the recycling-stations and spread like a mycelium over this site filled with ambiguity and 
contradictions.

In my pictures from Dharavi I try to intertwine my own individual language with the 
reproducible expressions of society. The claim for veracity implicitly included in photogra-
phy is challenged and called in question by the inevitably subjective perspective of drawing. 
In that sense my aim is not only to expose my own position of dependence in a society 
which to an increasing extent reclines on the informal sector. By erasing the limit between 
the documentary and the fictive I try to create new outlooks on the informal settlements 
which host so much hopelessness but also so many dreams.

johan Widén (JW)

Professor of fine art, specializing in painting and Pro-Vice-Chancellor at the Royal University 
College of Fine Arts, Stockholm. Johan is involved in the multi-disciplinary department Art 
& Architecture. 

The goal of this department is to create an international forum for contemporary discus-
sions in art, architecture, technology, and community planning. The program is aimed at 
artists, architects, engineers, photographers and journalists.

complex map of similarities and connections is revealed. Dharavi has taught me that change 
is possible, and the change cannot wait.

With this book as a ground, we proceed into the project Informal Cities, where voices 
from six countries contribute to our mutual and never-ending story about the city and the 
people living in it.

jake foRd (JF)

As well as working as a landscape architect in Stockholm, I also co-run Medium, a studio 
producing projects related to public space, architecture and visual culture. Medium projects 
often focus on the context of our everyday lives, the commonplace things that often go 
unnoticed. Medium works with an international network from visual arts, communication 
design, architecture and product design. During this project my perception of Dharavi has 
changed massively. The last visit to Dharavi has shown potential links between the huge 
recycling industry, micro-credit organizations and collective building projects.

jonas jeRnbeRg (JJ)

I am an architect and urban planner. I am one of five co-founders of the architectural office 
N59 architects in Stockholm. My main interest is in informal urban structures and the dif-
ferent characteristics of self-made housing and unplanned space. In a broader perspective I 
am interested in political and social issues connected to the physical environment.

Among other things, my experience from this trip engaged me in the process of forming 
a Swedish Architecture Sans Frontières, ASF Sverige.

maRTin kaRlsson (MK)

I am an artist and my work often implies different kinds of documentary practices like 
photography. I have a special interest in history. Whilst visiting Dharavi I became fascinated 
by the changes that are taking place and what the future holds for the area. The disparities 
between the government’s blueprints for Dharavi and the inhabitant’s everyday experience 
made studying the area of interest both on the individual level and also on a wider, political 
level. Certain families who have lived in very simple conditions, perhaps even on the street 
are now being offered the chance to move into high-rises with relatively high standards of 
living. Will this change the status of Dharavi? How will this effect people’s daily lives and in 
the long run – their own sense of self? The demolition work and new building projects will 
totally transform Dharavi, and perhaps the divisions between the formal and informal will 
become even more blurred.
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