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One recent weekend, a group of 
economists, university professors and 
tourism executives gathered in the 
conference room of a think tank near 
Nariman Point to ponder the question, 
“Is Mumbai truly global?”

The previous evening, at the opening of 
an exhibition in Fort focused on urban 
identities and changing city-scapes, 
a huddle of artists and architects 
discussed, “Opening spaces in the 
city: Sites, contexts and dialogues.” 
Just up the road, at the National 
Gallery of Modern Art, the “Open 
Mumbai” exhibition uses maps and 
manipulated images to demonstrate 
how the congested metropolis could 
create more parks and walking paths. 
Weekly discussions have accompanied 
the event.

India’s commercial capital, it seems, 
can’t stop talking about itself. The main 
topic: How to prevent the future from 
being as dystopian as many fear it  
will become.

Every week brings a new lecture or a 
new art event examining the megacity’s 
mega-problems:an acute shortage of 
affordable housing that has forced 62 
per cent of its population to live in slums 
the pressure-cooker conditions in local 
trains that carry 7.2 million people 
a day, the severe absence of parks 
that leaves every 1,000 Mumbaikars 
with merely 0.003 hectares of open 
space. (That’s about 322 square feet, 

or 30 square meters. Compare that to 
1.8 hectares for a similar number of  
New Yorkers.)

These problems and many others – 
always referred to in seminar-speak as 
“challenges” – make Mumbai the source 
of endless fascination for academics 
and policy analysts, from India and 
around the world. “Mumbai is…a city 
that cannot be missed: a city with global 
aspirations and a fascinating local 
context and history,” explained David 
Van Der Leer, a curator of the BMW 
Guggenheim Lab, “a combination of 
a think tank, community center and 
gathering place” that will be held in 
Mumbai over the next year, though 
dates have not yet been finalized.

The Lab, which has already been 
staged in New York City, “is looking 
at the most interesting cities around the 
world – cities that are undergoing, or, 
will be undergoing tremendous change 
over the coming years,” said Mr. Van 
Der Leer. Mumbai simply had to be on 
the itinerary, he said.

These gargantuan “challenges” 
also attracted Columbia University’s 
Graduate School of Architecture, 
Planning and Preservation to open 
an outpost of its Studio X network in 
Mumbai in February 2011. The studio, 
which hosted the recent “Opening 
Spaces” discussion as part of an art 
exhibition called “Trespassers Only,” is 
a “working laboratory on the city,” said 
its director, Rajeev Thakker. 
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“We exchange ideas on culture, 
art, the space of education, real-
estate development, music, literature, 
philosophy, film and of course 
architecture and urban design,”  
he said.

Where some see problems, others see 
opportunity. Marla Stukenberg, the 
director of the Max Mueller Bhavan, the 
German government’s cultural arm in 
India, recently helped organize a ten-day 
fair around the theme of “Cityspaces.” 
German companies like BASF and 
Siemens opened futuristic pavilions in 
the heart of the city, employing touch 
screens and slick computer graphics 
to demonstrate products designed 
to enhance environmental efficiency  
and sustainability.

“Rapid urban development presents a 
number of challenges – both today and 
for the future,” Ms. Stukenberg said. 
Challenges range from practical issues 
like efficient transport infrastructure, 
water supplies, waste-water disposal 
and waste management to social 
issues like the co-existence of rich and 
poor, she said. “We feel that Germany 
can contribute to finding solutions for 
the challenges mentioned above,”  
she said.

Such overseas interest in Mumbai is 
powering the tornado of talk, suggests 
Mustansir Dalvi, who teaches at the 
Sir J.J. College of Architecture. Over 
the past few months, he has both 
organized and participated in several 

such city-focussed seminars with a 
foreign partner, who often was the 
reason the seminar was being held 
in the first place. “I am a bit cynical 
here, but Mumbai is the flavour the day 
because so many who stay and work 
in Mumbai are voluble and articulate 
and can give voice to our physical and 
existential state.” He added, “Nobody 
is convening seminars on how great 
Mumbai is. It is mostly about finding 
virtues in its blight.”

This blight is precisely why Mumbai 
needs to be dissected so acutely, said 
Leena Chandran Wadia of the Observer 
Research Foundation, the think tank that 
organized the roundtable on raising the 
city’s global profile. She believes that 
the city could be a model for others 
around the world.

“At first glance Mumbai is so chaotic 
that it seems a miracle that anything 
functions,” she said. “Yet as one spends 
time here one realizes that Mumbai not 
only functions, but it functions better 
than most other cities in India. Then one 
finds oneself constantly wondering how 
everything manages to hang together 
against all odds.”

Despite all the seminars and roundtables 
and discussions, though, organizers are 
aware that it isn’t easy to convert the 
ideas they generate into public policy, 
especially in a city where property 
developers, the politicians who make 
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the rules for real estate development 
and the bureaucrats who regulate the 
murky process often are the same entity.

Ms. Wadia says that though her 
Observer Research Foundation has 
been able to attract the attention of some 
state chief ministers, recommendations 
never seem to get implemented. “I 
believe that the processes are simply 
not there, ones that convert a leaders’ 
vision into action on the ground,”  
she said.

Change isn’t impossible – if it is backed 
by a lot of effort, insists P. K. Das, 
the architect who conceptualized the 
“Open Mumbai” exhibition on creating 
more public spaces in the city. Many 
politicians visited the exhibition and   
Mr. Das said he hoped they departed 
with fresh ideas. But most of all, he hoped 
that the exhibition and the discussions 
around it will convince Mumbaikars that 
it is actually possible to find solutions 
for many of their problems. “Pressures 
put on the government by the citizens 
and their movements will determine our 
success,” he said.


