
Vidyadhar Date

MALLS, FAST 
CARS AND THE 
LIFE OF THE MAN 
ON THE STREET

23 / 271

MRE15.indb   271 04/12/14   11:45 am



The American consulate in Mumbai 
celebrated the U.S. Independence Day 
last July in the Phoenix City mall. That 
is fine but the choice of a mall and 
in the down-market suburb of Kurla 
would have been unimaginable a few 
years ago. Gentrification is spreading, 
highly privatized spaces, displaying 
international consumer luxury brands, 
are emerging and are treated by some 
as public spaces. 

The students of the elite St Xavier’s 
college also organized a flash mob 
dance in this mall during their high 
profile Malhar festival. The phenomenon 
is worth studying because the mall is 
set in one of the poorest sections of the 
city with areas like Bail Bazar where 
bullocks were sold some years ago.

Also worth noting is how a huge 
amount of space is becoming available 
and is being gobbled by big money 
while the poor are being deprived of 
space. There is a process of what has 
come to be known as Accumulation by 
Dispossession. It is not at all true that 
Mumbai is short of space. The point 
is there is a terrible distortion and 
inequality in land ownership.

Also involved in the process is the erasure 
of memory and the de-industrialization 
of the metropolis. Does anyone know or 
remember that on the mall land stood 
till a few years ago a plant of Mukand 
Iron, one of the biggest engineering 
units of Mumbai? Interestingly, Viren 
Shah, former governor of West Bengal, 
once involved with George Fernandes 

in the Baroda dynamite case, controlled 
it? Along side stands the plant of Kamani 
Tubes, which witnessed the historic take 
over by a workers’ cooperative.

One has to see the squalor and poverty 
and the contradictions near the mall. The 
best way perhaps is to take a bus from 
Saki Naka, a double decker preferably. 
It comes through a very narrow road, 
buses go in both directions along with 
other vehicles, little children, elders 
walk in extremely hazardous conditions 
as there is no footpath on either side. 
From the upper deck of the bus one 
can see beyond the wall of the airport 
and look at the parked aeroplanes and 
flights descending onto the runway. It is 
the slums in this area, which are such 
an eyesore to the upper class as they 
are on the flight path of aeroplanes 
and it wants them removed as part of 
a programme of land capture in the 
name of airport expansion. At the same 
time corrupt elements in the Airport 
Authority have colluded with builders 
to allow high-rise buildings to come 
up around the Juhu airport in violation  
of norms.

The mall is by its nature and location 
heavily dependent on motorized traffic 
and this creates nasty traffic jams on 
Lal Bahadur Shastri Marg, a major 
artery for the eastern suburbs and 
named after the former Gandhian 
Prime Minister noted for his spartan 
lifestyle. Secondly, the bus stop outside 
the mall is seen as an eyesore by the 
management as it does not gel with 
its high-class culture. So it is bringing 
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pressure on the BEST management 
to shift it but shifting it would cause 
great inconvenience to thousands of 
people in the vicinity. So, first the mall 
creates problems of mobility and then 
seeks to add to them by imposing an 
additional burden on those using public 
transport. And this is happening when 
the BEST service is being increasingly 
and heavily neglected and is becoming 
shoddy. It continues to enjoy a positive 
image but one has to travel regularly to 
experience the numerous problems.  The 
numbers of buses are written in small 
size in chalk and are almost invisible 
to commuters who wait patiently for 
long. The plight of the commuters 
was aptly expressed in the play in the 
tradition of the Theatre of the Absurd 
by Achyut Vaze in the seventies. The 
bus is coming, the bus is coming, says 
one character and another asks the 
key question - where is the bus? That 
is a question reminiscent of the famous 
play Waiting for Godot. Since then, the 
service has deteriorated though this is 
not noticed by non-users because the 
services in other cities are much worse, 
except in Bangalore and Delhi. Huge 
amounts have been spent on creating 
steel bus shelters in Mumbai, which 
solely benefit advertisers while causing 
maximum inconvenience to commuters. 
This is such a shame because the 
revenue from the advertisements is 
abysmally low, as an official admitted. 
The bus stops are badly designed with 
a narrow exit and this year there was 
widespread leakage of water during 
the rainy season.

The civic body actively discriminates 
against pedestrians denying them 
footpaths, and more buses. Worse, it 
strangely spends so much energy and 
time on constructing car parks and 
giving a bonanza to builders in complete 
violation of the recommendations of 
the national urban transport policy. 
The Shiv Sena, the ruling party in the 
MCGM, is seldom blamed for the ills 
while the bureaucracy draws much flak. 
It is mainly Prahar, a Marathi daily, 
which exposes the Sena but this again 
is because it is owned by Narayan 
Rane, now a Congress minister, an ex 
Sena chief minister, who wants to settle 
scores with the party.

One needs to walk in different parts 
of the city to get a true perspective, 
you cannot get it from a high rise like 
the World Trade Centre, as pointed 
out by Michael Certeau, the French 
Jesuit whose work combined history, 
psychology, philosophy and social 
sciences. Nor can one get it from the 
windshield of the car. But where is the 
proper, safe space to walk even for 
normal day-to-day work for citizens? The 
lack of such space is more noticeable in 
elite areas like Malabar Hill and Pali 
Hill where the rich and powerful live 
and where one would expect basic 
amenities be provided for the common 
people. A board put up by the Pali Hill 
Residents’ Association on Nergis Dutt 
road proudly says this is a better place 
to live. Better for whom? I walk on and 
around Pali Hill often and I know how 
extremely hazardous it is for the walker 
as there is no footpath.
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There is a big question mark over the 
government’s credibility on urban 
transport. It is contemptuous of 
pedestrians and cyclists and then the 
Maharashtra State Road Development 
Corporation adds to the injury by 
wanting to construct a Formula 
1 racing car track and acquiring 
hundreds of acres of land for it at great 
expense. What kind of priorities do our 
bureaucrats and politicians have? How 
removed these people are from the 
masses and their needs. The decision 
looks particularly ludicrous considering 
that even the track in Delhi is becoming 
irrelevant with Formula bosses deciding 
this year to keep India out of the 
international calendar of races.

We need to do away with hierarchy as 
well. The chief minister’s convoy held 
up traffic and this upset High Court 
judge S. C. Dharmadhikari in Mumbai 
in August, 2013. So much so that 
the judge had a traffic police official 
called to his chamber and reprimanded 
him. The judge was on his way from 
his residence in Sarang building near 
Mantralaya to the High Court. Now, 
this distance is so short, less than half 
a km or so. He is a good judge and 
grandson of a prominent Gandhian 
Dada Dharmadhikari. It would be 
so good if men like him walked the 
distance and set an example in the true 
Gandhian spirit. We have such a great 
heritage of Gandhi and we need to use 
it. Walking and public transport are 
also crucial for reducing dependence 

on oil imports which we have to pay 
in dollars. This has contributed to the 
wrecking of the rupee in relation to the 
dollar.

The footpath outside the Council Hall, 
the State legislature, is sealed off for 
pedestrians while a multi-storeyed car 
park has been built on the adjoining 
plot, which gives an idea of the 
priorities of the powers that be. I went 
to the top storey of the car park and 
found four storeys were completely 
empty which means a terrible waste 
of money and space. The cult of the 
car and reckless speed and arrogance 
of the rich perhaps found its logical 
expression when four MLAs beat up a 
police assistant inspector in the Council 
Hall premises for having dared to stop 
MLA Khsitij Thakur for speeding on the 
Bandra Worli sealink last March.

A lot has been written on the opulent 27 
storey personal home Antilla, of Mukesh 
Ambani and family at Cumballa Hill in 
Mumbai. Urban planners, activists, in 
fact, everyone should visit the area.

A visit will give one an idea of how 
callous our city administration and the 
wealthy are. I saw no footpath at all 
on Altamount Road where the building 
stands on a plot originally reserved for 
the education of Muslim children.

Worse, the building encroached on 
a substantial part of the public road 
outside with greenery but even this 
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was rendered highly exclusive because 
security men jealously guarded the 
premises and would not allow any 
one in the vicinity. Groups of rich 
citizens are very vocal against alleged 
encroachment by street vendors but not 
if the encroachment is by the rich.

There is a provision for parking of 
some 168 cars on thousands of sq. ft. 
of space on five floors of the Antilla 
building plus there are three helipads. 
So there is all the space for the mobility 
of one rich family and nothing for the 
barest need of walking for the ordinary 
people. It is reported that some 600 
people are employed for work in the 
building. Obviously, they do not have 
cars and most walk. They have to walk 
because no buses ply or dare ply on the 
elite Altamount and Carmichael Road. 
The area is difficult to reach by public 
transport. It is a long distance from the 
suburban railway network and the bus 
network even on the main artery, Peddar 
Road, is very inadequate. There are a 
couple of narrow roads from Peddar 
Road to climb upto Altamount Road 
and   another elite road, Carmichael 
Road. And these too do not have 
footpaths. This cannot be a matter of 
oversight. At the root of this refusal to 
provide a basic service to the masses 
is the crafty realization that a footpath 
will reduce the space for cars for the 
wealthy. The Ambani building is also 
visible from the BEST bus stop outside 
the Films Division office at Peddar 
Road. And this bus stop like many other 

new stainless steel shining bus shelters 
in Mumbai should be studied by urban 
planners, architecture students and 
activists. These are so badly, almost 
cruelly and sadistically designed. Steel 
and cement benches all over the city are 
badly designed, ignoring the basics of  
human physiology. 

Clearly, Mumbai is a revanchist city, 
cruel for the poor. The term revanchism, 
well articulated by urban thinker Neil 
Smith, owes its origin to the anti poor 
crusade launched by the upper class in 
19th century Paris in revenge against 
the temporary control of the city gained 
by the workers. Revanchism is driven 
by militarism and moralism to restore 
public order on the street, banish the 
poor. The term Zero Tolerance, such a 
favorite of the upper class in Mumbai in 
its drive against the poor, originated in 
the United States in the 1990s when a 
systematic attack was launched on the 
homeless, affirmative action, feminism 
and multi-culturism. The mark of a 
failed state is its failure to provide basic 
services to people. The gap between 
the rich and poor is becoming more 
and more wide. Nothing shows this 
more than the large number of ordinary 
people being knocked down, killed 
by rash, drunken people resembling  
serial killers.

There is a huge glorification of the motor 
car culture and speed continuously 
through the print media and television 
and the film Ferrari ki Sawari blatantly 

23 / 275

MRE15.indb   275 04/12/14   11:45 am



glorifies the racing car Ferrari as also 
the cricket maestro Sachin Tendulkar, a 
lover of racing cars, who nevertheless 
sold away a Ferrari car which was 
reportedly gifted to him and for which 
the Government of India waived  
import duty.

The car culture has come about without 
any sense of social responsibility.  
Tendulkar glorifies racing cars but 
there is no footpath outside his house 
on Perry Cross Road in Bandra. He 
shares this with Mrs. Ambani who in a 
sense owned him as she is the owner 
of the IPL team for which he played.  
One wonders why new houses of the 
rich and famous are so unaesthetic as 
Tendulkar’s is. Even the new mosque 
near his house is so drab and dark unlike 
the beautiful traditional masjids. That 
apart, the more fancy and gentrified 
an area, the more hostile proportion 
it assumes for the common people. I 
recently went to the British Council, 
which is now in India Bulls Centre 1, 
a brand new high-rise building near 
Elphinstone Road station. Its motorcar 
driveway extends into a slope on the 
road, which makes it impossible to 
stand or walk on the footpath without 
losing one’s balance. It does not cost 
a pie to build here correctly or for the 
civic body to enforce its regulations. 
But such violations continue throughout 
the metropolis causing inconvenience 
to millions of people literally and on 
a daily basis. But while potholes with 
roads made front-page news the whole 

of the last monsoon, such humiliation of 
pedestrians never gets so much as an 
occasional mention. 

There is a nice covered walkway as 
one enters India Bulls but further on 
one cannot avoid the threat of cars 
even here. Cars come at quite some 
speed from the car park upstairs and 
the speed limit of 15 km here is quite 
menacing. There is again a loss of 
historical memory here. A girl in the 
British Council or a journalist in the 
Prahar daily office in the building had 
no clue that here stood Jupiter textile mill 
not long ago. Increasingly, with sudden 
gentrification, people do not know 
people or areas around them. This is 
adding to the alienation and isolation 
of people, there is less fellow feeling.

Building walkable, decent footpaths 
should be the first step towards 
humanizing, civilizing our streetscape 
and cities, our public realm. And 
the second is providing benches for 
citizens to sit down and relax, as is a 
regular feature of much of the civilized 
parts of the Western world.  Delhi has 
much more awareness on this at the 
official level. UTTIPEC, United Transport 
and Traffic Infrastructure Planning and 
Energy Centre is doing excellent work 
though it part of a notoriously corrupt 
DDA, Delhi Development Authority. 
It has created excellent guidelines 
for footpaths and bus shelters with 
enthusiastic, idealistic architects like 
Romi Roy. The Lt. Governor of Delhi 
takes personal interest in its working. 
Such concern seems to be totally lacking 
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in Mumbai either at the higher or lower 
level. We have brutally ignored simple 
facilities like streetside benches. Pune is 
relatively less inhuman in this regard. 
Such simple facilities are being denied 
either due to callousness or under the 
pretext that anti-social elements would 
use them. But the best safeguard in 
that case is for good people to use 
these benches. This will also greatly 
enhance safety and prevent crime as 
is repeatedly stressed by Jane Jacobs, 
the eminent sociologist of urban life. 
Our upper class needs to come out 
of its cocoon of cars and like the 
Europeans start walking. Then things 
will improve. More space can also be 
created for hawkers with a little more 
planning to counter a terrible mismatch. 
Opportunities for shopping for luxury 
goods for the rich have increased many 
times in the last few years partly due to 
the dictates of international capital and 
luxury brands while spaces for buying 
essentials for the poor are dwindling 
in proportion and are in fact under 
attack from the upper class and the 
administration. This flies in the face of 
the national policy on street vendors.

A sugarcane juice seller near my house 
on Pali Road in Bandra is highly popular 
many college students flock to him, his 
is a very popular hang out joint, and 
there is hardly any public space nearby 
for people to meet. He is far more useful 
than a dozen fancy jewellery shops in the 
vicinity and many other glittering shops. 
Yet, he works in perpetual uncertainty, 
he is treated as un-authorized, has 
no access to electricity and so works 

hard pushing the wheel to crush the 
cane with his own hands all day long 
which must be hard considering that he 
is nearly 60 now. A little further near 
St. Andrew’s college and auditorium 
a young man, apparently a migrant 
from the South, parks his bicycle and 
attracts a big crowd for his idlis and 
wadas and he maintains the area 
scrupulously clean. A cobbler, Maruti 
Kadam, nearby, again highly useful, 
has fallen on bad times because of the 
crisis of shelter. His children have sold 
his tenement at Dharavi and shifted to 
far away Dombivali. He cannot travel 
daily so far by train because a motorist 
crushed his leg some years ago while 
he was at work on the roadside. So, 
he spends several nights on the road 
and sometimes goes to Dombivali. 
Obviously, it is not easy to get a little 
space for his work on the roadside 
anywhere within several km of his new 
house. That should give an idea of the 
extent of the job and housing crisis in 
Mumbai. There is a total disconnect 
between the place to work and  
the place to live.
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