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From Physical Geography to Cultural Space 

Human beings can leave nothing alone, least of all geography; which, as it turns out, is 

just as well. Imagine, if that were not to happen then society would collapse. Over and 

above all else, what culture needs is geography to enact itself. Geography, therefore, is 

repeatedly put on the rack of society, bleeding it, marking it, shaping it, and taking it 

away from what it once was. The potentialities of this dynamic are almost endless. 

Settlements, agriculture, hunting, mining, and even pleasurable activities like boating, 

hiking, playing, are all possible because ‘geography” is being altered and socialized. 

Sometimes the changes are perceptible and rapid, but all too often they happen so gently 

that they escape attention. 

 

Concurrent with this is the fact that no matter how great the emphasis that some of us put 

on culture being lodged in our heads, a sociologist always looks for culture in practice. 

The moment we do that we realize that cultures are always enacted; and where can they 

be enacted? In geography, of course! Accepting that implies that we have now converted 

what was once geography into something else. For the sake of convenience, we shall call 

this altered reality “cultured space” or, in shorthand, just “space”. Regardless of the term 

that is used, the fact remains that what was once geography is now, for all sociological 

purposes, a different phenomenon for it is culturally loaded. This is why Lefebvre, one of 

the earliest sociologists on this subject argued, that space “serves as a tool of thought and 

action…”  (Lefebvre 1974, 1991: 26; see also Harvey 1990: 203).  
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Predictably, sociologists have covered a lot of ground in understanding the nature of 

“space” (see, for example, Lefebvre 1974, 1996; Auge′ 1995; Harvey 1990). For 

Lefebvre (Lefebvre 1996) in addition, the city was something the workers, the underclass 

and the marginals must reclaim from the powerful elite. In such renditions, “space” is a 

contested terrain and subalterns must steadfastly resist all state led attempts to control 

them (see also Foucault 1975:226-230). Here, however, we are not really concerned 

about the city being a site for a kind of class war, though there is reason enough in India 

to do an analysis of this kind (Kundu 2003; Mukhopodhyay and Maringanti 2014). At the 

same time, it is not easy to overlook the fact that the stated aim in most contemporary city 

Master Plans is to include everybody in an “Athenian agora” (Harvey 2005) of sorts.  

 

Space, Non-Space and Master Plans 

Master Plans today cannot be unmindful of such political consideration and yet it is not 

as if this sentiment is expressed in a uniform way. At this point we need to get away from 

Lefebvre, Harvey and Foucault and instead recall Marc Auge′ who first alerted 

sociologists to  the fact of “non-place” (Auge′: 1995: 34). His formulation on this 

subject has provided us with an important starting point which many of the others, 

mentioned above, failed to do. According to Auge′, there are large tracts of our modern, 

even postmodern, life where we go in and out of “non-places.” While our cognitive 

apparatuses readjust spontaneously to such transitions, we do not pay adequate attention 

to the sociological content of what we go through quite routinely. They remain 

“untheorized” yet occupy a significant chunk of our quotidian world. 

 

Non-places are where there is a certain instrumental rationality at work and, while they 

do their job, they do not arouse a sense of membership, or commitment. Think of an 

airport, even the best ones in the world. They are actually non-places for those who live 

in that city will never say that they belong there because of the grand landing and take off 

facilities within their reach. Delhi now has a great Terminal, but I have not heard 

anybody say that this is why their heart beats faster when they think of India’s capital 

city. Malls can be non-places (1) and so also can some apartment buildings, but there is 

less ambiguity when we consider office complexes, airports and supermarkets. Very 
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rarely would they qualify to be anything other than non-places as their overwhelming 

quality is that of instrumental efficacy. As this feature critically defines them moving 

between non-places, such as from one office to another, or from one airport to another, is 

hardly problematic.   

 

In contrast to these “non-places”, we can posit the presence of “space”- an area that 

arouses membership, metaphors and attachment. These “spaces” are inhabited by the 

heart, as much as by the body; by belonging rather than by rationality. In India, for 

reasons such as these, villages are often seen as “space” for it is a wrench for many to 

leave and go to the city for jobs. In many romantic versions of rural bliss, every tree and 

knoll gives the rustic farmer reason to be attached. Whereas the city is a “non-place”, par 

excellence, crowded as it is with buildings and structures that ooze instrumental 

rationality, it is the countryside where one truly belongs. Of course, all of this is far from 

actually being true, but the allusion to town and country was made just to emphasize the 

difference between non-place and space. Incidentally, for the sake of convenience, we 

shall, from now, on refer to “non-place” as “non-space”. Terminologies should not 

matter, the argument should, hence let the introduction of this neologism not detain us 

any longer. 

 

When we look at contemporary city Master Plans, the difference between space and non-

space becomes very significant. In some Master Plans there is a special emphasis on 

space - where belonging and membership matter; then there are others where non-space 

and instrumentalities are central. While Master Plans do not quite divide the world, there 

is, in general, a greater emphasis on space in the west, while developing societies are 

partial towards non-space. It is because of such realities that the kind of arguments that 

Lefebvre, et.al., put forward where the city is a battlefield between classes appear beside 

the point. In both cases there is the stated objective, in most Master Plans, to serve the 

citizens, except that they approach their tasks differently. Once again, it is not as if these 

two modes are mutually exclusive, but one can sense a certain disposition to one side or 

the other. Master Plans are often aspirational, yet it is interesting to note the trajectories 

city authorities take even when dreaming. 
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When non-spaces are uppermost in the minds of planners, the need to create utilities that 

deliver effectively at the lowest price is obviously the most attractive option. If it is 

cheaper and quicker to “regularize” unauthorized constructions, or “redensify” existing 

habitations, start group housing and multi-level parking, etc., then so be it (see Master 

Plan Delhi- MPD 2021: 31-40). On the other hand, planners are often obsessed with 

creating public structures that are aesthetically pleasing and aimed to create a sense of 

belonging to the city. To be fair, it could well be argued that thinking utilities gains 

urgency when a vast under-provided population lacks the basics. That, however, still 

leaves enough room to make a choice on how the mix of utilities and aesthetics are to be 

blended.  

 

City planners in India seem to have chosen. The compelling drive to address pressing 

shortages regarding, housing, water, electricity and roads, pushes back all considerations 

of public aesthetics and public space. The Master Plan of Delhi suggest parks, 

playgrounds, heritage sites and green belts, but there is no mention of how exactly they 

will be provisioned and provided for (MPD 2021: 95-102) In the west, on the other hand, 

we find a more pronounced emphasis on public aesthetics even when planning utility 

projects. This explains why urban structures in Europe and America often generate a 

sense of “membership” though many of them were not made for recreation or pleasure. It 

is not uncommon for an ordinary resident in many western cities to be familiar with the 

names of architects who have designed a rail station or the entrance to a market square.  

In contrast, the disregard that characterizes what town planners produce in developing 

societies may well be because the aesthetic dimension is missing. Structures are ugly to 

begin with, and their upkeep makes them uglier. As “membership” deficiency is obvious 

in relation to these planned creations, non-spaces proliferate the landscape of cities like 

Delhi.  

 

Keeping this optic in mind we shall now look at a few, select city Master Plans and judge 

for ourselves which option they give weight to- the urban utilitarian one or the civic 

membership one. We must also realize that not all aspects of Master Plans are realized 
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completely anywhere in the world. Master Plans are often aspirational, yet it is interesting 

the trajectories city authorities take even when dreaming. There will be occasion later to 

argue about issues such as core citizenship values and how class and economic 

stratification leave their mark on the planning process. In fact, the Master Plans actually 

give us a privileged access into how states view their citizens and how citizens are able to 

impact the state. We might also ask the further question: is there some kind of temporal 

progression at work? Does it begin with citizens first getting a nook in the urban sectors, 

a foot in the door, as it were. Only later, after a lag, do ideas of public aesthetics and civic 

membership develop? Like the rings around a tree can tell us its age, the maturity of a 

contemporary urban centre too can be divined from the relationship between its utilitarian 

and aesthetic elements. To complete the circle, even when Planners imagine, it is 

interesting to know if they are conjuring a “space” or a “non-space”. 

 

Domination of Non-Space: The Master Plan of Delhi     

The Master Plan of Delhi follows a route that is not uncommon, in India, at least. The 

format is fairly predictable whether we are examining the capital of the country or 

Mumbai or Bangalore. There is a great degree of emphasis on handling urban congestion, 

human and vehicular, as well as making additions to the cityscape with very little thought 

to either public aesthetics or public space. There is no doubt that population increase in 

urban metropolitan centres is a major problem, even if the rate of growth is going down. 

The numbers are still immense and, by all accounts, the city is stretched beyond its limits, 

literally and figuratively. 

 

The decadal growth rate in Delhi between 2001 and 2011 was 17%, almost half of what 

the figure was in the previous ten years. This is of little solace because that still makes 

Delhi a city of over 16 million. It is also a common refrain in the city’s Master Plans that 

conditions are worsened by the continuous flow of migrants (MPD 2021: 13) and by the 

presence of  “pollution/ nuisance” producing industries (Master Plan Delhi 2021: 10). 

The class bias is further emphasized by the preference for “high tech” enterprises, which, 

for some reason, are considered to be neither polluting nor a nuisance (ibid). While there 

is a bold, and rather brave, attempt to get rid of “nuisance” producing industries 
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(“noxious’ too; see Banerjee 1975: 1782), there is also the admission that existing “non-

conforming industrial centres” should be modernized.  

 

Not just that, we must also make room for the vast informal sector as well as for 

“Hawking and No Hawking Zones” (MPD 2021: 7; see also, 56-57). For further 

industrial expansion it is best to think of areas outside the centre of Delhi but not without 

allowing for “green buffers” which must be atleast 10 metres wide (MPD 2021: 74). No 

design has been proposed anywhere for any of these proposals to make them attractive; 

even the green buffer’s purpose is utilitarian: so that the city can breathe.   

 

This is not to say that the Master Plan of Delhi (MPD 2021) is an elitist document all the 

way. There is a clear commitment in the proposal to allocate about 50%-55% of the new 

residential units in the city exclusively for the economically weaker section. In addition, 

the MPD also advocates “in situ” slum rehabilitation, which is quite a radical prescription 

to suggest (ibid: 6, 28). (Slide 1: Some EWS Block in Delhi) In its earlier incarnations, 

such a policy was hardly ever taken seriously. This must upset the city’s upper classes 

whose gated neighbourhoods would now no longer sequester them from the stench and 

sight of poverty. On the other hand, the better off may prefer that the poor be 

rehabilitated in high rises in parts of the city that are still unfashionable and low priced. 

The advocates of such constructions might well contend that as these would be 

permanent structures, and not flimsy, shanty towns, no political hand can easily wipe it 

away. While this may seem reasonable, it is equally true that high rises need high 

maintenance and they can also sever the connections residents have with their 

livelihoods. 

  

The pressure of numbers is not quite tackled yet. The planners have, therefore, further 

decided to authorize “unauthorized colonies” and “regularize them as per government 

policy” (ibid). That the government has found it difficult to put its own laws in place is 

accepted time and again in the MPD, and this is yet another demonstration of it. The 

guidelines for industrial dispersion were not adhered to either (Kundu 2003: 3530; see 

MPD: 7) even as views were expressed about their, so-called, nuisance value. In fact, the 
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MPD 2021 is rather unusual for the way it excuses the many transgressions that it is 

subjected to, time and again (Mukhopadhay and Maringanti 2014: 44-45). Designated 

“green belt” stretches were not spared either and were routinely invaded by both 

“planned and unplanned developments” (MPD 18). What is baffling is how such crucial 

provisions could be repeatedly undermined by “planned” aspects of developments 

without facing any opposition.  

 

At any rate, here is a stubborn fact. About 4.8 million people need accommodation now 

(MPD 2021: 17), or, to put it in concrete terms, 1 million houses have to be constructed 

fast (ibid: 31). Initiatives towards “redensification” of already existing neighbourhoods 

(ibid: 26), group housing, and in situ slum development (ibid: 34) will help, but there will 

still be an obvious lack of space.  All of this put together will take care, at best, about 

40% of housing needs which is why it is necessary to urbanize land that is still lying 

unused and unpopulated (ibid: 31). (Slide 2: Delhi Urban Extension). In addition to all 

of this, FAR has been handsomely increased and mixed land use too is now permitted in 

many more localities (ibid: 175-176). (2) 

 

What about vehicular traffic? That too is growing exponentially in the capital. It is said 

there are more four-wheelers in Delhi than in the other Metros of the country put 

together. This fact is seen rather in the nature of a “force majeure”, as if nothing can be 

done to stem this process. Given the routine violation of the Master Plan, it is probably 

wise not to imagine that traffic density and size can be brought down in a reasonable 

period of time. In this context it is understandable why attention is given, time and again, 

to parking spaces in residential areas after calibrating them with plot sizes (ibid: 3, 45, 

108, 125).  

 

In the Master Plan of Delhi of 1962 there was a clear instruction that “arterial cycle 

tracks” be made connecting different parts of the city to the Central Secretariat (MPD 

1962: 30), but as experience shows, nothing has been done on that front. Yet MPD 2021 

again makes similar promises without explaining why nothing of the kind has been done 

to make Delhi either cyclist or pedestrian friendly (MPD 2021: 117). Elsewhere, the 
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latest Master Plan only concedes cycle tracks in local neighbourhoods-though even that is 

nowhere in sight- and walkways in Connaught Place- something that has always been 

there (MPD 2021: 101, 106). The tokenism toward “pedestrianization” is stark for it is 

limited to just four sentences (ibid: 109). Laughably, “public art”, just one paragraph 

(ibid: 108)  

 

It is not as if a future where public transport will increase in size and efficiency is not 

envisioned; it is and with some passion. The Metro tracks in the city provide a good 

network of transport corridors that can be upgraded as “Influence Zones” (ibid: 25). If 

that were to happen then a large cross section of the urban population could walk to the 

station and take the Metro to work. If development in the future takes shape along these 

lines, then Delhi will not be as dependent, as it is today, on private vehicles. Who knows, 

in the years to come, Delhi, one day, might well become a pedestrian friendly city (ibid: 

109), miracles do happen!  

 

At the same time, where are the attempts to get us any closer to these miracles? As far as 

one can tell, there are no political strategies or designs in place, nor a special team of 

architects at work. Large tracts of the city are today impossible for pedestrians, let alone 

cyclists, but MPD 2021 has no plans to correct them at all.  No wonder, the promise of 

making Delhi a pedestrian friendly city gets but 7 lines, in a volume running into over 

300 pages (ibid: 108). In fact, the entire issue of “urban design” is covered in less than 6 

pages and, that too, in a rather perfunctory fashion (ibid: 104-109). 

 

Clearly, the planners are besieged by the very real problems of the city and the 

instrumentalities of managing them are what this Master Plan is really about. There are 

far too many people; there is a relentless growth of unauthorized industrial and 

commercial units; squatters are just about everywhere, and so on. On top of all of that 

there are serious infrastructural issues, such as water, electricity and roadways. Given 

these enormous tasks, the planners probably feel that the idea of giving the city a soul, 

something beautiful, something one can identify with, is secondary. Even parks and green 

belts are contemplated, but from an instrumental perspective: to give the city lungs; to 
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allow the entry of traffic to homes and offices, and not for the joy of walking in them and 

calling them one’s own. Even in President Abdul Kalam’s plan of Providing Urban 

Amenities to Rural Areas (or, PURA) the stress, by definition was on “amenities”. Given 

current village conditions this, by itself, is a good idea to nurse. It would have, of course, 

been better if the idea of “space” was inserted somewhere in PURA. 

 

On account of pronounced self interests, many of those who actively lobby to alter 

aspects of Delhi’s Master Plan are also concerned about instrumentalities. (3)  That a 

similar attitude prevails in the Master Plans of other Indian cities too is not surprising, as 

Delhi takes the lead in this department. This is true of Bangalore as well, though it is 

often regarded as the “garden city” of India (see Bangalore Master Plan 2015). Once 

again, there is a nod in the direction of maintaining heritage and green belts, but the 

emphasis is heavily weighted in favour of housing, industry and roads. (Slide 3: 

Bangalore Master Plan Cover) 

 

Interestingly, it was Jagmohan who, in the Emergency years (1975-1977), often 

expressed his wish to change Old Delhi (or Shahjanabad) from its present squalid status. 

To get this done, Jagmohan advocated a mix of sternness and vision so that the splendour 

of the past could be recreated. He was passionate enough to write a book on this subject 

and called it, Rebuilding Shahjehanabad (1975). There is a Haussmann like quality in this 

work, magnified manifold, by his unequivocal disdain for “bums and bad characters” that 

inhabit that part of the city. This is further compounded by the fact that Jagmohan came 

over a hundred years after Haussmann (more of him in a while), during which period the 

world saw a substantive increase in democracy. Nevertheless, he realized that to re-build 

the Old City was no easy task and could not be accomplished simply by removing the 

urban poor. However, it must also be said that unlike other planners, Jagmohan believed 

that a city should ‘stimulate thinking, give rise to ideas, provide ambience to nurture the 

creative urge in people” (quoted in Pati 2014:49). In that sense, he was not completely 

wedded to an instrumentalist approach to city planning. The serious drawback, however, 

is that Jagmohan’s aesthetics was at somebody else’s expense. 
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Domination of Space: Some Master Plans from North America and Europe 

While we covered only a handful of Master Plans of western cities, what this random 

search, nevertheless, threw up was how many of them actually thought public aesthetics. 

And whenever that happened, there is an accompanying, explicit acknowledgement of the 

need to instill a sense of pride and membership among the city residents. Oslo’s Master 

Plan is among the exceptions to this rule, for it resembles, in tone and tenor, the Indian 

story.  

 

Impressive concrete and glass structures can create a feeling of wonder, but not one of 

belonging. Public aesthetics is active when spaces are created where residents can come 

together with a sense of rootedness and membership, as in a community. Public 

aesthetics, be warned, is not limited to architectural wonders that are on view and out in 

the open. Public aesthetics comes alive when beautiful places are created which people 

can, and do, use in a number of ways, not least of all, to idle, meet and shoot the breeze. 

Amanda Burden, Mayor Bloomberg’s appointee as the Head of Planning in New York, is 

a true practitioner of this process. She describes how it is important for a city to not just 

have parks, but to design them in such a fashion that those who visit it feel it is their own 

(see www.ted.com/speakers/talks/amanda_burden; accessed on August 25, 2014). 

 

To this end, she emphasized a number of details, not excluding the need for movable 

chairs and for a combination of aesthetic pleasure and everyday life (Slide 4: New York, 

Park with Chairs, see Amanda Burden) She also argues that grand skyscrapers, or 

sweeping plazas make little impact in terms of citizen membership. According to her: 

“Even more important than buildings and cities are the public spaces between 

them…Lively enjoyable public spaces are the key….”  Beautiful public spaces, that are 

convenient and handy, contribute fulsomely to a sense of belonging among people and, 

along with it, a sense of civic pride. It is worth recalling, in this connection, that in the 

1811 Commissioner’s Plan of New York, what is today’s Central Park found no mention 

at all (see http://wikipedia.org/wiki/Comissioners%plan27_Plan_of_1811; accessed on 3 

August, 2014). As we all know, this massive area, from Fifth Avenue to Eighth Avenue 

and from 59
th

 Street to 110
th

 street, is what contemporary New Yorkers perhaps treasure 

http://www.ted.com/speakers/talks/amanda_burden
http://wikipedia.org/wiki/Comissioners%25plan27_Plan_of_1811
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the most. Coming back to Amanda Burden, her crowning glory is perhaps the Highline 

Park where an old railway bridge was transformed into a beautiful recreational space. The 

daringness of the job itself strikes people with awe, and then there is the beauty and 

aesthetics that just about seals it. (Slide 5: New York’s Highline Park).  

 

This has inspired authorities in far away Singapore. They now want to add some extra 

“space” in their city by developing a Green Corridor on the lines of New York’s Highline 

Park. Here too an abandoned railway track is the chosen site, but it has not quite made the 

grade yet. However, the plans are ambitious: there is also talk of releasing tigers there, 

recalling the jungle past of Singapore. Just so these wild animals and human don’t run 

into each other, elevated platforms for pedestrians are being plotted on the drawing 

board. (Slide 6: Singapore’s Green Corridor). It is difficult to say what it will all look 

like eventually, but the realization that city cannot be only functionally efficient has 

reached Singapore. The authorities here had gone some extent down this road already in 

the way housing for the poor are made in this city state. Kuala Lumpur, another great 

Asian city, has still to consciously make such a decision. As of now, the major emphasis 

of its planners is to stun the world with its magnificent sky rises and sweeping plazas 

where, sadly, there are few places to sit (Slide 7: Kuala Lumpur Buildings)  

 

Downtown Detroit, by all accounts, is a depressing city in its downturn phase, but it was 

no sparkler either in its brighter days. As its downward slide became increasingly 

apparent, the authorities there decided to take urgent steps to pull it back from its misery. 

Interestingly, the job did not begin with raising the level of public utilities but with the 

emphasis on arts, design and cultural spaces that would encourage community feelings 

(see 

www.detroitmi.gov/Portals/0/docs/planning/planning/MPlan/MPlan_%202009/Executive

%20Summary.pdf; accessed on September 8, 2014). Belle Isle’s beauty was further 

accentuated by these efforts and the abandoned workshop of Chrysler Company, Refuge 

Gateway, (Slide 8: Refuge Gateway) was converted into a spanking park (see 

www.fws.gov/refuge/Detroit_River/refuge_units/refuge_gateway.html; accessed on 5 

September, 2014). In 2004 this area was adopted by Wayne County for re-development, 

http://www.detroitmi.gov/Portals/0/docs/planning/planning/MPlan/MPlan_%202009/Executive%20Summary.pdf
http://www.detroitmi.gov/Portals/0/docs/planning/planning/MPlan/MPlan_%202009/Executive%20Summary.pdf
http://www.fws.gov/refuge/Detroit_River/refuge_units/refuge_gateway.html


 12 

and look at it now. Refuge Gateway has shed its past and become quite the joy and pride 

of Detroit, as it fully deserves to be.   

 

Amsterdam (USA), like Detroit, been in decline for over fifty years. Gray and grimy 

though large tracts of the city might be, there is a conscious effort among its planners not 

to give in to this given condition. Towards this end, its 2003 Comprehensive Plan places 

the need to improve the city’s image and create a positive identity as the very first item 

on its agenda. As a result, the stress is now on “nice neighbourhoods, cultural diversity, 

beautiful parks, great-tasting and abundant water, excellent golf course, and its location 

as a gateway to the Adirondacks, Saratoga, and other regional destinations….” (City of 

Amsterdam 2003: 2). In short, Amsterdam should become the symbol of the entire 

Mohawk valley. The planners of London, Ontario (not the capital of UK) believe that the 

“public realm is the ‘living room’ of every community.”  Accordingly, it intends to 

fashion its downtown in such a way that its civic pride can be showcased and that it 

becomes a “calling card to the world”. Obviously, the fame of its namesake in the United 

Kingdom is a trifle galling. Be that as it may, but how much more explicit can one get? 

 

Moving on to Europe now. It is not as if Master Plans of major cities in this continent are 

alike in stressing “space” over “non-space”, but many do. Oslo and Amsterdam (in 

Europe) do not emphasize “space” like some of the other places do, but focus instead on 

pollution and carbon print. It may well be argued that this is yet another way of creating 

citizen membership, something that residents can be justifiably proud of. Yet the fact that 

there is hardly any mention of public aesthetics in these documents is worth noting. In 

Amsterdam the concern over pollution began well before many other places in the world. 

In the early 1950s it started the “White Bicycle Plan” to reduce motor car pollution. Its 

most recent 2011 plan is along the same lines, i.e., how to conserve energy and make 

Amsterdam a “sustainable city” (see cityclimateleadershipawards.com/Amsterdam-

amsterdam-smart-city/; accessed on 24 September, 2014). Copenhagen planners had a 

similar objective in mind and accordingly set up a blueprint to make the city “carbon 

neutral by 2025. (see http://cityclimateleadershipawars.com/copenhagen-cph-climate-

plan-2025; accessed on 8 September, 2014). In Berlin, West Germany, planners have 

http://cityclimateleadershipawars.com/copenhagen-cph-climate-plan-2025
http://cityclimateleadershipawars.com/copenhagen-cph-climate-plan-2025
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actually recommended that the airport in Tegel be closed because of noise pollution and 

not because it was economically unviable (see https://www.berlin-

partner.de...Masterplan%20Industrie%20Umsetzungsbericht%202011%20(english).pdf; 

accessed on 11 September, 2014).  

 

Elsewhere in Germany, when things had to be built practically from scratch, a different 

attitude seemed to have prevailed. Hell fire broke loose in February 1945 when Allied 

raids reduced Dresden city to rubble. A major casualty was the famous Frauenkirche, the 

largest Protestant Baroque church in Europe. Dresden went through two days of ceaseless 

bombing that took away thousands of lives. The horror of it all inspired many historical 

treatises and novels, including Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse 5. In the early 1990s, 

when the citizens of Dresden decided to reconstruct their city, their first thought went to 

“beauty”. They sent out an international appeal for the reconstruction of Frauenkirche to 

which Prince of Wales responded most famously. Stone by stone the church was re-built 

to its original shape and size- a remarkable feat, no matter which standard one uses. 

Additionally, it was decreed that all new constructions were to abide by the aesthetic 

style of Old Dresden and modernist architecture was specifically repudiated. The citizens 

of Dresden were determined to have their old “space” returned back to them 

(www.intbau.org/archive/Dresden.htm; accessed on 27 September, 2014).  

 

For more European illustration where “space’ is on the masthead, let us go to Chartre. 

This little town, not far from Paris, followed a Master Plan that would emphasize its 

Cathedral, which is its centre piece. To enhance its appeal among residents, all new 

constructions there would be near architectural marvels, but with a difference. Many of 

them would be artfully suspended so that in their commodious shelter leisure facilities 

and fun options could develop and prosper. Of course, like most other Master Plans, this 

one too is concerned about industrial locations and highways, but the concern for public 

aesthetics is up front. Time will tell if they will actually be delivered. Hague, on the other 

hand, has already created a New Hague Passage in the memory of the historic one to the 

North. Just to make it special, the project used blue ceramic tiles for which Holland is 

http://www.intbau.org/archive/Dresden.htm
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justly famous. It is also an oblique reference to the same shade of blue in the flag of 

William of Orange (www.tschumi.com/projects/29/; accessed on 8 September, 2014). 

 

To Gothenburg next, where there are several visions at work and we are not yet clear 

which one will eventually take shape. The Gota River inconveniently splits the city in 

atleast two halves, making an easy connection between the two rather difficult. So what 

did the City of Gothenburg do? It invited 10 Town Planning Teams from across Europe 

to spend a week in June 2011 and imagine a new Gothenburg. Many ideas came up, 

including floating car parks, a floating grass carpet, and floating tennis courts, all of 

which would span the river connecting the fragmented city in a pedestrian friendly way. 

(Slide 9: Gothenburg Flotillas). So far, just the car parks are sitting on the waters and 

little else- maybe some day the other parts of such plans will also be realized (see 

www.centralaalvstaden.nu/wp-content/uploads/2011/10/GRAU-brief.pdf; accessed on 29 

August 2014; see also 

www.alvstaden.goteborg.se/wp/content/uploads/2012/12/rivercity_vision_eng_web.pdf; 

accessed on 24 September, 2014). Once again, a hefty dose of public aesthetics on the 

drawing board, if not exactly on the ground, or waters, as the case may be.  

 

Coventry, in United Kingdom, was bombed faceless by German planes during World 

War II just as Dresden was by the Allies. When its city authorities decided to rebuild 

Coventry, the first thought in their minds was to “create a unique identity” to ensure and 

reflect the “pride of the people”. Once again, the final destination was to make Coventry 

a city for “pedestrians”. Hull, a “not-so happening” city in North East England, once a 

fishing hub, began its re-creation drive in the closing years of the last century. It started 

this process, before all else, with the construction of an attractive city centre that is 

connected to its many waterfronts (see: www.hull.co.uk/template02.asp?pageid=201; 

accessed on 10 September, 2014). The aim was to create “a beautiful, prosperous heart 

for a great European maritime city, proud of its distinguished history and confident in its 

future….” (see www.hullcc-consult.limehouse.co.uk/file/2056325; accessed on 10 

September, 2014). Cities can be beautiful, even grand and could be made grander. But 

http://www.tschumi.com/projects/29/
http://www.centralaalvstaden.nu/wp-content/uploads/2011/10/GRAU-brief.pdf
http://www.hull.co.uk/template02.asp?pageid=201
http://www.hullcc-consult.limehouse.co.uk/file/2056325
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Master Plans must also cede territory to public aesthetics where the joy of belonging is 

allowed to flourish among the residents of that “space”.  

 

This also tells us that many important western cities did not begin with “space” as their 

leitmotif and a concern from the start. The transition some of them made from thinking 

non-space to space is a rather contemporary phenomenon. In many instances, as we have 

seen (Gothenburg and Chartre, for example) these ideas are still in “imaginary space” 

(Harvey 1990: 219), but in consideration, nevertheless. If one cares to look at the Master 

Plan of New York in 1811, it was so very unappealing: all grids and rectangles and long 

lines in between. (Slide 10: New York 1811 plan) Even in those days, the city folk there 

found it “monotonous” The New York of today cannot disown its grids and sinews, but 

with a generous hand of pubic aesthetics, a sense of membership has come to life in the 

city. Hitler’s dream city “Welthaupstadt Germania” was to be his capital and, by 

extension, the capital city of the world. Albert Speer designed it with the Konigsplatz 

(today’s New Platz der Republik) at the centre, a great hall, a new chancellery with 

double the number of mirrors as in the Versailles Palace. It was also to have the largest 

stadium ever, given Hitler’s obsession with grand spectacles. Interestingly, the 

magnificent and awe inspiring parade grounds that was so central to the plan would be 

closed to the public and only reserved for affairs of the state. So many wonderful 

structures and so little public aesthetics! How far Germany has travelled, and New York 

too, as have many others in Europe and in the west, is surely worth taking into account.  

 

Then and Now: Paris and Bilbao 

Paris and Bilbao; one a historic showcase of Europe, and the other, a relative new comer, 

are useful examples to show the difference democracy makes in creating city “space”. 

Again, a word of caution: no unilinear causality is being dreamt of here, just an 

interesting tendency. 

 

It is true that Eugene Haussmann’s mid 19
th

 century France was not particularly 

developed in terms of democratic concerns. Haussmann’s grand plan to rescue Paris from 

the bags of cesspool it had degenerated into, was done without much thought to the 
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poorer classes who lived in the city. In 1851, the French Senate changed the laws of 

appropriation making it easy for Haussmann to take over large tracts of land, buildings 

included, to reshape the city. Three thousand workers toiled night and day for years to 

make his ambitious plan a success. The areas of rue St. Martin and rue St. Denis, which 

were the worst affected by cholera, were given a huge make over. At the same time, land 

was sliced out of the famous Jardin de Luxembourg, not far from St. Michel, to build 

Boulevard Raspail and its magnificent structures, the Haussmann way. The very thought 

of eating into park property would be quite unthinkable today; that is how evolved the 

idea of the public is in our consciousness today. (4)  

 

Haussmann had his critics which ranged all the way from Jules Ferry (the ardent 

Republican advocate of education) to Emile Zola (1954) in The Kill (or, La Curee). In 

their view, the old city of Balzac was disappearing and a new one was coming up, with 

squares and broad avenues that turned out the poor. These concerns were a trifle 

exaggerated at the time for in a few areas alone, the 1
st
 arrondisement, for example, there 

was an exodus of the poor.  In the decades that followed, Haussmann’s elitist 

interventions became much more apparent. Over time, as rents climbed, Paris became 

vertically segregated, with the rich living on the 2
nd

 floor (grand etage) and the less 

fortunate people, principally their servants, in the levels above. The numbers of the 

general category of the poor diminished in Paris over a period of 30 years, making it the 

middle class metropolis it is today.   

 

That being said, it is also true that during these years democratic awareness grew in Paris 

and elsewhere. Yet, as it was still the venue for most strikes and uprisings, for Paris is the 

centre of France, scholarship tends to exaggerate the appropriation of the city by the rich 

(for example, Lefebvre 1991). Haussmann ideas and views are hardly on parade 

anywhere today. What we see are parks and boulevards that are not the property of the 

rich, or the agents of state power. Even so, Haussmann’s ghost is still around. This is 

especially true when we see the growth of the region outside the central part of Paris, the 

“Peripherique”, where the ragged and not so ragged people live. Incidentally, it may also 
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have been Haussmann’s ghost that energized Lefebvre, Foucault and Harvey, even so, in 

my view, their positions appear rather staid and dated today. 

 

Enter Sarkozy, and this new, democratic and inclusive drive gets enlarged. It now 

manifests itself in aesthetically connecting neighbourhoods that had for so long been 

separated. The Grand Paris project stated this objective as the first of the five 

requirements to kick-start its objectives (see www.invest-in-france.org/.../fact-sheet-

greater-paris-december-2011.pdf; accessed on 25 August, 2014)The intention, very 

clearly, was to rid Paris of Haussmann’s ghost, once and for all. If Gothenburg is divided 

by the river, Paris is by the circle, or the “peripherique” around it. Haussmann, as we just 

saw played a huge role in this. Consequently, there were parts of Paris that some of its 

residents saw as being kind of alien to them. Haussmann may have destroyed the Paris of 

Balzac, but in the century that followed a new middle class had grown and they made the 

city their very own cultural “space”.  

 

But the nagging fact remained: the “peripherique” was still not integrated. The lower 

middle class lived there and many of them were first or second generation migrants. Paris 

has about 2.25 million people, but the Paris Metro area has a population that is four times 

greater. Though the heart of Paris is extra-ordinarily peaceful, its fringes are not quite that 

way. If there is a middle class guilt Parisians carry then it is the way they have kept out 

those in the “peripherique”. In comes Sarkozy and he wants to leave his stamp, and how? 

Not by building more multi-storey homes for the people of the “peripherique” but by 

establishing a ring of parks and walkways that would connect different parts of the city 

easily to one another.  

 

Sarkozy’s planners even thought of the impossible task of lifting the Elysees Palace and 

taking it across to the depressed neighbourhoods of Paris, just to show: “we care”. They 

must have said: “Why not?” After all, the Louvre’s many exhibits were bodily removed, 

post-French Revolution, from the churches to its more secular location today. They also 

envisaged a new railway station below the place where Gare du Nord and Gare de l’Est 

presently stand.  The land thus freed at the surface would be converted into a series of 

http://www.invest-in-france.org/.../fact-sheet-greater-paris-december-2011.pdf
http://www.invest-in-france.org/.../fact-sheet-greater-paris-december-2011.pdf
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gardens, restaurants, walkways and shops where the public could mingle and idle (see 

Ourousof 2009). A grand EuropaCity was also designed between Paris and Roissy whose 

leafy surroundings and open spaces might leave even Paris gasping. (Slide 11: 

EuropaCity) This was a classic “imaginary space” of the kind which even Lefebvre 

could hardly have conceived (see also Harvey 1990: 219). But out went Sarkozy, leaving 

all these plans in the air and Elysees Palace stays exactly where it always was.  

 

Right till the close of the 1970s, Bilbao, in the Basque province of Spain, looked like a 

wasted industrial city. The large iron and steel mills and the shipbuilding yards had seen 

better days and were now in slow, terminal decline, with no signs of revival. In 1980, 

after General Franco died, and democracy came to Spain, the Basques were quick to 

accept a new role for themselves. The terrorist militants in that province had already 

caused havoc with their indiscriminate violence which further underlined the area’s 

economic vulnerability.  

 

When the Basque Nationalist Party took over in 1980, a great change happened that 

altered the face of the region, Bilbao included. First, its members had all the passion of 

the militant terrorists, but would have none of their violence. Instead, it trained its 

energies towards developing the Basque country in order to make it a showpiece, not just 

of Spain, but of Europe as a whole. The first thing they did was to establish the almost 

unbelievably lavish, and extraordinarily exquisite, Guggenheim Museum. (Slide 12: 

Guggenheim Museum, Bilbao) To maximize the impact of this structure it was planted 

in that part of Bilbao that was probably its darkest. The idea was to tell the Basques that 

they could do better than the rest and that poverty and grime need not be their destiny 

(Crawford 2001). Whereas Bilbao once had just two bridges across the polluted Nervion 

River that ran through it, today it has over 11 bridges and the water under it is a clear, 

crystal blue Ploger 2007: 20).  

 

There are three sculptures in the centre of Bilbao that best depict how decisively the 

Basques wanted to symbolize their move away from the past. These pieces are about four 

feet tall and shaped like crumpled pieces of waste paper; seen together they symbolize the 
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trashing of Bilbao’s past. Today, Bilbao is the leader in public aesthetics and it has used 

this charter to order where the port should be and where the new steel mills should be 

located. Stand in the city’s central square and look around you at the hills that surround it 

and you will still find sheep and cattle grazing in the heights. All that could have been 

colonized for housing, industry, tech-park, the works, but the Basques decided to let the 

bucolic ambience stay. They have managed to merge the past with functionality, but 

without ever giving up on the aesthetic side, which always comes first in their city plans. 

 

This is not a story of Bilbao alone, but also of other parts of Basque Spain (Slide 13: 

Other Basque Towns Then and Now). None of this could have happened without the 

determination of its planners to make Bilbao, and other cities in that region, both 

beautiful and useful. An old wine bottling factory, again in central Bilbao, has been 

converted into a public facility with a rooftop swimming pool, art gallery, library, a bar, 

restaurant, auditorium and wandering area. It is open to all and completely free. 

Architecturally, it is very attractive and those who use it will also tell you how pleased 

they are with it. Functionality, yes, but not at the cost of public aesthetics. That place is 

now where the city people meet, take their children to and spend long hours happily 

inside it, for it can rain for days at a stretch in Bilbao. Its chief architect is a household 

name and a lay city dweller will tell you the significance of the differently designed 

pillars of the building.  

 

Public Aesthetics and Space: Is there a Choice? 

Engineers, mechanics and artisans make buildings, parks and bridges, but it is people 

who inhabit them. It is up to the Master Planners and the city authorities then to decide 

whether to give priority to “space” or “non-space”. The everyday lives of citizens depend 

on this question. Can they do anything about it? In the abstract, of course, they should be 

able to, but in the concrete, it is very difficult. These are issues that are usually dealt with 

at the top, but a lively body of citizens could also exert pressure so that non-spaces do not 

dominate their lives. 
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As Paris became more and more middle class, the city acquired a sense of space that 

Haussmann’s grand plans did not quite succeed in bestowing. Of course, New York had 

Amanda Burden, but Basque country did too, in fact, several of them. It is because a 

definite vision powered them that these cities have today acquired a strong sense of 

“space”; but would that have worked if these societies were not quite middle class?  

 

Look at the transformation of Paris, New York, or Bilbao, and what is it they have in 

common? In all of them a strong and numerous middle class has come into being and this 

has made a huge difference to the way things were in their respective pasts. Can it then be 

said that the idea and practice of creating “space” (by whatever name) is a middle class 

project which works best when there are middle class people everywhere? Does space 

come alive only when there is a great degree of commonality between people, and where 

the basics are taken care of? Only then can we assume that inter-subjectivity has a fair 

chance of becoming a taken-for-granted social attitude? In other words, must we suffer 

non-spaces as long as the society is stratified and marked by class and status differences? 

That is the big question! 

 

In India, and countries like ours, the overwhelming burden of town planners is to fix the 

city so that it can take care of the numbers, both of people and of vehicles. This is what 

makes infrastructural issues like roads, houses, water and electricity, to name a few, so 

important. There are poor people out there without a roof over their heads and many more 

whose future is uncertain, no matter where they may be today. Under these circumstances 

it does appear contrived and artificial to give significance to “space”. Dwellings have to 

come up fast, roads built in quick times, sewer lines laid, and the list goes on and on. 

Once the utilitarian aspects of town planning are in place, perhaps then one can turn one’s 

attention to more the more elevating aspects of space and membership.  

 

Convincing though this argument sounds, we need to take a pause right here and entertain 

an alternative thought. When “space” considerations are kept in abeyance can “non-

space” facilities and structures come up effectively? If town planners feel that city 

structures and green belts are meant to fulfill a certain function, a straight utility, the 
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commitment to build quality can be easily overlooked. Further, if much of this is to 

service the poor and under-privileged, those “others”, can the thought of creating “space” 

truly surface? It is worth asking in this connection if the many transgressions to Master 

Plans are routinely tolerated, and often encouraged, because the city belongs to nobody? 

Look at the earlier plans of Delhi and you will find violation after violation which later 

Plans calmly condone. The latest one actually advocates the “regularization” of illegal 

structures (MPD 2020: 37-40). This is not the story of Delhi alone, but of several cities in 

India- in all of which the logic of non-space appears almost unstoppable. 

 

Master Plans probably need to be thought out differently. Poverty should not be an 

excuse for ugly functional “non-spaces”, for without a sense of aesthetics, nothing lasting 

and worthwhile will ever get done. Eventually, that hurts the entire society, particularly 

those who are contributing to the state’s coffers in a number of ways. In the final 

analysis, we are all “citizens” and the vitality of this status can be palpably felt when we 

look at, and interact in, public spaces with a sense of membership. As long as projects are 

for “other people” with whom a sense of membership in difficult to cultivate, non-spaces 

will continue to fail in their stated intentions. They will not only be ugly, but will soon 

become dysfunctional and, not much later, a relic, that even the poor would avoid. 

 

City planners, in many countries, have taken this attitude head on and ready to combat it 

in force. They have been busy for some time now in reconfiguring apartment buildings, 

including those meant for the underprivileged. Moshe Safdie’s demonstration, for 

example, of how this can be done, and in some cases, has already been done, should get 

people thinking. Interestingly, some of these plans take into account at least three hours 

of sunlight coming in, and gardens too. With such awesome “spaces” thrown in, poor 

housing will not look poor anymore. Note further, all these plans are budget constrained 

and none of them are big money “vanity projects”. The view that low-income homes 

must necessarily look ghastly should be banished, if not buried.  

(www.ted.com/talks/moshe_safdie_how_to_reinvent_the_apartment_building?utm_sourc

e=t.co&share=1dd54978eb&awesm=on.ted.com_d0USI&utm_medium=on.ted.com-

none&utm_campaign=&utm_content=roadrunner-rrshorturl; accessed 9, October, 2014).  

http://www.ted.com/talks/moshe_safdie_how_to_reinvent_the_apartment_building?utm_source=t.co&share=1dd54978eb&awesm=on.ted.com_d0USI&utm_medium=on.ted.com-none&utm_campaign=&utm_content=roadrunner-rrshorturl
http://www.ted.com/talks/moshe_safdie_how_to_reinvent_the_apartment_building?utm_source=t.co&share=1dd54978eb&awesm=on.ted.com_d0USI&utm_medium=on.ted.com-none&utm_campaign=&utm_content=roadrunner-rrshorturl
http://www.ted.com/talks/moshe_safdie_how_to_reinvent_the_apartment_building?utm_source=t.co&share=1dd54978eb&awesm=on.ted.com_d0USI&utm_medium=on.ted.com-none&utm_campaign=&utm_content=roadrunner-rrshorturl
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Contrasting Master Plan 1962 with Master Plan 2021 

While concluding it is worthwhile to spend a little time examining the Master Plan of 

Delhi 1962 in light of the Master Plan of 2021. This is especially warranted as the Master 

Plan of 1962 specifically advises that such exercise should be continuous in character and 

not like episodes of “fitful fever” (MPD 1962: 39). In the earlier Master Plan (MPD 

1962), the concern of making the city a beautiful one occurred in the opening pages and 

with some degree of commitment (MPD 1962: 9; see also MPD 1962: 33-35); but no 

such concern exists in the later plan, though it promises continuous reviews (MPD 2021: 

210). As was mentioned earlier, MPD 2021 does mention the need for green belts and 

preserving heritage but without a concrete plan as to how that should be brought about. 

Nor, it needs to be repeated is there any nod towards making them aesthetic.  

 

In MPD 1962 there is a specific, and commendable, piece of advice, to make 

interconnected greenways between residential and office areas to facilitate pedestrian 

spaces and cycle tracks (MPD 1962: 33, 92). This was a very clearly articulated proposal, 

but it did not find any application over all these years and, not surprisingly, it is totally 

ignored in the later plan. As far as making way for cycles is concerned, once again MPD 

2021 reiterates what was said earlier in 1962 but without accounting for why this did not 

happen over five decades and more. In fact, what cycle tracks were available in the 1960s 

disappeared by the 1980s. When it comes to cluster housing, or group housing, the 1962 

Plan explicitly advocates open balconies, if not air-conditioning (MPD 1962: 68), an 

aspect of comfort, and consideration, totally overlooked in the later Master Plan (5). 

Finally, the MPD of 1962 clearly advocated that urban villages within Delhi should not 

bear a “pock marked look” (MPD 1962: 27) and even gave Kotla Mubarakpur as an 

example. The latest Master Plan does not even see this as a problem and, if truth be told, 

it even tends to condone this fact in the name of expediency (see 

(www.liveindia.com/news/1y.html; accessed on September 5, 2014). 

.  

http://www.liveindia.com/news/1y.html
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Thinking “space” and thinking “civic membership” are both contagious and infectious, 

especially when let loose from the top. Or else, we can wait; perhaps history will deliver 

us a middle class society one day. We can then crank up our plans on “space” and 

“membership.” But what if history does not? What then? Should the given not be 

prodded, cajoled, even provoked to change? But that is exactly what planners are there 

for. To serve the given is the job of a journey man; planners must be way more 

ambitious.  
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Notes 

 

1. Malls may appear like “spaces” for many; especially among the India’s well to do 

young people who think these are safe areas to meet, away from the watchful eyes of 

their parents and of gawking strangers. In Malls, the so-called Indian “middle class”, find 

a “space” for themselves, but there are a few problems associated with such an 

association. While Malls can be a meeting ground for people, with congenial coffee 

shops, and so on, there is an added complication in the Indian case. Entry to these Malls 

is carefully manned to keep the “riff-raff” out. The poor and even the lower end of the 

lower middle classes are often not allowed to come in and, if they do, they feel 

uncomfortable while there. In that sense, Malls in India do not exactly qualify as “space” 

universally for the city’s residents. 
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2. What is quite shocking and reveals the hidden biases of the planners is that they allow 

for “servants’ quarters” to be as tiny as 11square metres. Should it be more than 25 

square metres (which is still tiny) then the area will be counted in density as a full 

dwelling unit (MPD: 46).  

 

3. Commercial traders made a representation saying that shops and establishments should 

be allowed everywhere and even on the narrow streets of the urban villages, now 

included in Delhi- the Lal Dora area (www.liveindia.com/news/1y.html; accessed on 

September 5, 2014). 

 

4. This aspect of democratic politics was noticed by Henri Lefebvre as well when he 

argued that in medieval times the importance of “dwelling” mattered only to the superior 

classes (see Elden 206: 193 ff.) 

 

5. Could it be that the American advisers in Ford Foundation who co-authored MPD 

1962 were more thoughtful of this aspect than the later all-Indian team that framed MPD 

2021? 
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