
realities and hides its parochial nature 
behind euphemisms. The most obvious 
one today, and that which reminds you 
most of the past is the term the ‘World 
Class City’. It has become ubiquitous 
in discussions on urban and economic 
development in India and other developing 
countries. One sees it daily in newspapers 
and hears it on TV and at the dining table. 
It is also omnipresent in policy circles and 
academia and needs to be urgently placed 
in its urban and ideological context.

The emergence of the 
“World Class City” in discourses on 
urban development is linked to the 
disappearance of the equally problematic 
notion of “Third World”. When the Soviet 
block (the “Second World”) disappeared 
as a distinct political regime, “First 
World” capitalism spread all over the 
world as it seemed to represent the 
only possible model of governance and 
development. Socialism was relegated 
to the museum of failed utopias and 
the world’s political imagination was 
suddenly reduced to whatever could be 
done within the frame of capitalism.

Since (almost) every country 
could now be measured on the 
scale of its economic production and 
accumulation (GDP), the political 
nomenclature of first, second and third 
worlds was replaced by terms referring 
to stages of economic development: 
underdeveloped, less developed, 
developing, developed, most developed…

In a way, one could say that 
at that time the world became more 
politically integrated and economically 
“global”. Without the Second World, 
there could not be a Third one. The 

world had become global again, with 
international trade networks expanding to 
new horizons, financial flows circulating 
freely from country to country, industrial 
processes realigning themselves along 
command and control centres and 
sites of production, and so on. With this 
relative erosion of political-economic 
borders, cities were propelled at the 
centre stage of the world economy. In 
an integrated global economy, their 
significance was no longer simply 
national –they became international 
entities, with high levels of specialization.

Cities came to be seen as the 
“hubs” of the global economy and a new 
nomenclature emerged to replace that of 
the Cold War era: first tier, second tier and 
third tier cities. This meant that potentially 
a developing country could have a second 
or first tier city. Shanghai and Sao Paulo 
are examples of that. At this point, the 
aspiration of many political and industry 
leaders shifted from a national agenda 
to an urban agenda. Since cities were 
engines of growth, it made sense to 
invest heavily in their development, even 
if it meant leaving the country behind.

This is the broad context 
within which the imagination of the 
World Class City emerges. The World 
Class City is not simply your “Global 
City”, since, in a global world, most 
cities are global whether they want to 
be or not. World Class echoes the Cold 
War era notion of First World, since in 
a world dominated by the First World, 
World Class really means First Class. 
First Class as a status is relative by 
nature. On the one hand, it is based on a 
certain imagination of what our first tier 
global cities (New York, London, Tokyo) 

The phrase “World Class City” 
has a ring of grandeur to it, evoking 
pride on the scale of civilization itself. 
However, what the term translates into 
is often a set of practices resembling 
medieval lives, complete with castles, 
watchtowers, fortresses, high walls and 
wilderness. Gated communities and 
hallowed spaces of privilege planted in a 
dangerous landscape of vast, growing and 
unidentified urban objects with several 
misnomers - shanties, slums and informal 
settlements – is the vision that seems 
to have taken hold of our urban future. 

According to historian and 
novelist Umberto Eco, the continued 
prevalence of medieval imagery in 
modern fantasies and our political 
imagination is no coincidence. He points 
out how an episodic and evolutionary 
presentation of history does not really 
mirror the diverse, complex and 
unpredictable way in which human 
lives and cultures actually unfold in 
space and time. Medieval concerns 
continue to exist deep in the human 
consciousness and experience because 
in many ways our lives have not gone 
beyond them. Notwithstanding the grand 
technological progress made by many 
parts of the world, as well as taking 
great strides in political emancipation, 
the world is still divided over resources 
like land and minerals while wars, 
inequalities and religious divides 
continue to thrive. Popular culture is 
replete with imagery and fantasy from 
medieval times because modern life is 
punctuated by medieval moments.

How does the medieval 
imagination play itself out in the urban 
world? It closes itself up from several 
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ought to look like, and on the other 
hand, it is a statement of superiority 
vis-à-vis the rest of the country.

The problem is that the cities 
that really stimulate our imagination when 
we think of World Class are not as classy 
when you view them from the ground. 
London is experiencing a rise in urban 
violence and unemployment and many 
neighbourhood shops are closing down. 
New York is enduring one of the most 
dramatic bed bug epidemic (of all things!) 
of its history and Tokyo has an increasing 
number of homeless people setting up 
tents and shacks in parks and squares.

The “World Class City” is a 
slogan that seems to be coming directly 
from a marketing agency and seems to 
be devised to sell the latest fashion in 

cosmetic urbanism. It is a visual narrative 
made of bits and pieces taken from 
distant places, which exist primarily as 
urban spectacles in our imaginations. 
One never encounters the World Class 
City in reality. The only places where this 
vision seems to have materialized are 
cities like Singapore and Shanghai, where 
authoritarian regimes can sustain its 
artificial existence. These are closer to the 
model of the theme park or the “special 
economic zones”, which achieve perfect 
order at the cost of forcefully containing 
the mess outside their boundaries.

In India the dream of 
transforming Mumbai into a World 
Class City has given way to the more 
realistic ambition of developing world-
class buildings and infrastructures in 
some parts of the city. This version of 
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you are on your own. Narratives of urban 
development often have the urbanist-
architect as their hero who valiantly 
steps out of the castle, braving and 
eventually taming wilderness around.The 
wilderness is epitomized by the category 
slum, encompassing all that is avoidable, 
dangerous and worthy of erasure. In 
reality, like the proverbial adventurer of 
ancient tales the heroic architect only 
encounters false monsters and elusive 
spirits. The slum emerges as a highly 
unstable category, slipping through 
fingers the moment he thinks he has 
found one. Eventually when he finds it – it 
appears as a chimera, and he realizes 
that the dangerous forest around him is 
nothing like what he had been told it was.

In Mumbai particularly, the 
spectacular spectre of speculation has 
produced the most naive narrative on 
slums, which justifies their transformation 
into high-value graveyards populated by 
zombie-like buildings. The scary forest 
was a fantasy in the mind of castle 
dwellers in a way that played upon 
all kinds of anxieties and fears. Kings 
and aristocrats saw them as spaces 
out of control, unlike the domesticated 
peasants and taxed agrarian lands 
that were caught in their web. From 
the vantage of the subaltern hero, the 
forest was Sherwoodian, full of Robin 
Hoodian impulses, a social space 
and a world of creative freedom and 
economic independence. Resisting 
control was its biggest aim. 

Today the big ‘other’ in urban 
ideology is the slum-word, which has 
replaced the forest and the wilderness 
in name alone. A quick glance at the 
definition of the word “slum” used by the 
United Nations1 suffices to demonstrate 
that it is a catchall that can be used 
indiscriminately to describe a wide 
range of habitats, from cardboard huts to 
decrepit buildings and sometimes even 
perfectly functional neighbourhoods.2 It is 
always based on locally variable notions 
of acceptable housing. Quite simply, 
what a slum is in one context is not so 
in another. The s-word has become a 
Damocles sword hanging over its head. 
When the authorities call a neighbourhood 
a slum, they ensure that it can be 
redeveloped. No matter what’s inside, 
how people live and how they use the 
space to generate income. If it is a slum 
it is no good. It has to eventually go and 
give way to good-old modern planning 
and housing. It has to become civilized. 

The slum-word belongs to 
the same category of four letter words 
as junk, mess and dirt, and just like 
them (and a few others), the reaction 
it sparks owes more to our own biases 
than to any objective reality that it could 
be describing. The World Class City is 
that shining beacon in urban practice 
today that tries to hide the dirt, eliminate 
darkness and do away with all that is ugly. 
In reality, the brighter it shines, the more 
shadows in casts all around. The more it 
tries to cleanse the more dirt it generates. 

1 According to the United Nation Task Force in Improving the Lives of Slum Dwellers, a slum is “a group of individuals 

living under the same roof lacking one or more of the following necessities: access to improved water, access to 

improved sanitation, sufficient living area, structural quality and durability of dwellings, and security of tenure.”
2 Matias Echanove and Rahul Srivastava, “The s… word”, airoots/eirut, 

October 2010. http://www.airoots.org/2008/10/the-s-word/
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the World Class City takes the form of 
firewalled islands of high-security and a 
world-’classiness’ connected to similar 
islands around the world. Outside, the 
Third World  continues to strive.

The World Class City as it 
is being envisioned and developed 
nowadays uses speculative projections 
that would humble the most spectacular 
of science fiction imagery and is 
a shortcut for the political glory of 
corrupt leaders or those without much 
imagination. The latest in that brand of 
development is Mumbai’s aptly named 
World One complex, which is planned 
to become the highest residential tower 
in the world, entirely self-contained 
and unabashedly exclusive. From the 
twentieth century ideal of “One World”, 
we have come to the vision “World 
One”. Real estate speculators and 
developers have resolutely decided to 
keep the rest of the city at the door.

Without its second class citizens 
and third world periphery, the World Class 
City would have no backdrop to pitch 
itself against. It uses the label ostensibly 
to carry the entire city on its merit, but 
in reality only exists, especially in new 
urban avatars, as a medieval fortress, 
an enclave that leaves behind the 
citizens that do not belong to its globally 
networked connections. The idea has 
currency in the business and politics of 
construction, often tied up with a more 
respectable sounding infrastructural 
dimension. These infrastructures function 
as corridors that connect the periphery 
to the centre, making the World Class 
City look like a walled kingdom reigning 
over a city-region that it is simultaneously 
exploiting and protecting itself against.

The World Class City is not as 
much a vision of the future, as it is a 
reproduction of a model that belongs 
to the Dark Age with added high-tech 
features. Our hopes for the future do not 
rest in the World-Class enclaves of this 
world, nor in the regions they dominate, 
but rather in the spaces that are not yet 
fully ruled by them, where alternatives 
to the World Class City vision are waiting 
to be recognized by architects, planners, 
developers and policy-makers.

This urban vision rides on a 
huge wave of ideological assumptions, 
the bigges being that we are now all 
firmly entrenched in an Urban Age. What 
would be more accurate is to state that 
we have returned into a rather Dark Urban 
Age. After all this age is punctuated by 
prophets predicting apocalyptic visions 
about this era with images of dark 
shadowy habitats replacing the erstwhile 
fears of the forest that castles and 
protected urban habitats had in the past. 

Every new architectural 
or urban fantasy that gets realized 
repeats such imagery, presenting itself 
as a fort surrounded by architectural 
wilderness full of danger and chaos. If 
it is not such negative imagery about 
their surroundings then it is about 
taming the wilderness and transforming 
it into acceptable notions of urban life. 

Today’s castles take all types 
of forms and functions. They range 
from corporate towers to multiplexes, 
housing estates, hotels, private clubs, 
hospitals and universities. You know you 
are entering one when you are being 
screened and patted down.The message 
is clear: inside you are protected. Outside 
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