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Revisiting the City: The Relevance of Urban

Sociology Today

19905, i
and theinformation and communication technology
revolution in particular, have had a profound impact on
dities around the worid ademic

empis by
By e lvpeuudly m,mmu.a the iinherent com-

plexity of the phenomenon and have thrown up many
e i sheorains (Seunders 1585 Flanagan 1993
Similarly, with

interestin the urban question. This paper makes a case

urben problens have e e ks o pamed whan b

forrevisiting the city fr
Layingerphasis on the distincion between “locale”
and “milies” and on

the intractability of the o qunlmm in social theory and in
urban planning led to cynicism. In 1985, Peter Saunders (1985)

dialectic in urban areas, it elucidates thematics foran

Inretrospect, Saunders” obituary for urban sociology was pre-

ty. The paper further conside

forempirical investigation, such as
e berspacs it ot i ke Hroncludes

Union and the disenchantment with communism; the end of the
cold war and the realignment o the international economic and

mnsxdefahom in studying the city.

Earlier versions of this paper were preseated a the conference on

spread of glo-

balisation and the associated information and communication
logy

‘ment of human beings, ideas, and capital; the tise of religious

fundamentalism and the violence associated with it ~ have all

had a profound impact on cities around the world and rejuve-

nated academic interest in the urban question.

both within individual countries and internationally (Short and
Kim1999). This has been greatly facilitated by increased physical
‘connectivity,via improved means of transportation, and efficient

electronic connectivity, via television, mabile telephony, and the
internet. Wheder i i boom o melidow i the cconamy, el
racial atacks,

urymlmmmx,mmym the world today can remain unaffected.

ists alike are revisiing the city (Dear 2000; Ellin 2006)..

‘TheCity: Localeand Milieu

locale (place) and the milieu (space) dimensions of the urban
h

even if abitrarly. That is what we sec on the map; that s wh.l

Univers

the jurisdicton of che city. The mi

of Mambat inFebeuary March 2007 and at a coneresce on “Urba:

di or
‘cesses around which the city dwellers' Lives revolve. These pro-
‘cesses could be ) soial, involving groupings and intra- and in-

Sy Mumtat ing from size and composidon of the population; (2) culrur
£l R Y S —
= — =  SPECIALARTIEE
d (3) politcal having The engine behind these developments are, no doube, the na-
reof and
imthe formal sense.

Two points need clarification. First, the millew dimension of
the city s embedded in its locale dimension, but the miliey di-

o :
policies of liberalisation and structural adjustment by the
i e, ke s

mension transcends the locale dimersion. That is to say, locale  Kolk e in Mumb

provides for miliew, but have declined,

limit milew inwhich d 4
nd, Mumbai . The

sion i fmportant in s own right, fust as it is in relation to the
‘milleu dimension. Bur it ealls for 2 multidisciplinary, i not inter-
3

Hydera.
o and Pune, fsered conutaions, s i th cee o

disciplinary expertise, which
hardly provides in s rban saciology courses.

‘The primary focus of revisiting the cify in urban sociology
would be people and their culture, rather than o the physical
dimeasions of

ear Delh,
‘growth in many a small town, Not caly has plvdlxnnn techno-
Iogy and distriowtion management changed, the et
i of ke, dlcshave s e chgs. Co-

their cukture in the ciies, the ey issues appear to centre around
(0 chigenshp,local eations and cosmopalanism, o he one

munm this change.
“The city, which has afways been 2 visile marker of civiisa

hand, and
identity, on the other, The dislectic of these two focl, namely,
community and cosmopolicanism highlights the contempocary

ope
logy is variegated, just as its thematies are vibrant. In what
follows, an auiempt is made to discuss these with special refe-
rence tIndia

Community-Cosmopolitanism Dialectics
There are multiple sources of this community-cosmopolitanisea
diectic. To sart with, there has been a phenomenal growth
both in the nurmber of cites and the number of people living in
them. I developing countries, muich of the growth n the urban.

is that there:

=
seen not only in terms of the extent and variety of ussets it pos-
sesses, such us industries and business houses of varying sizes, a
ast administrative machinery, specialist hospitals and educa-
tional institutions, architectural heritage sites and skyscraper
buildings, gated colonies and squalid sturms, Aiyovers and metros,
bt also in the nature and vibrancy of it lifestyles and culture

cinema, nightlife and erime, sport spectacles and mega events.
“The city has aftained heightened observabilicy and become an
extraordinary source of dreams, aspiratians, and ilusions, Naru-
rall, it acts as @ magnet not oaly for public and private invest-
met, but also for a rural population, a an island of promise in
the midst of despair. Imerestingly, it is this observability o the

Paradoxicall

‘gration flows. There has been 3 r.hlnge in the gender imlll! of
the migrant populaton, with an inczesse in fermale migrat
e Overall, th

sociologists and social thinkers (excluding the pessimist Vilfredo
Pareto), with the advancement of science and technology, ration-
i i

has been a greater heterogeneity in the ciry's population. “The
theme of ity lie",as Richard Rodrigues observes, s the theme
of differences” (quoted in Dear 2000:2)

“The migration of people from rural to urban areas, and the
‘movement of peogle becween these two arcas generally, have

of rligion on social if s not waned. The consensus mustered
by social sclentists in the decades following second workd war
hat modernisation and seculaisation woukl replace: religion
with Faith in science, education, and the rule of aw has tumed
out to be unfounded. Starting in the 19805, it

India.

reeat. There hi
elhnm and rellgious moblsains of various e, mzmdmx

polises and urban centres with direct_railway conneetions.
Besides the Government of India's national highways project,
called the *Golden Quadrilaceral", the state governments have:
been improving the state highways linking urban centres. The.
improved means of transportation have meant increased facili-

‘acquiescent, and docile religions. Globally, cities have become
the sices of multiple religious movements, conversions, and cults

tions. Both new television and intermet and conventional press
media have been used for such representations. It i in the con-

text

Journey time, and g el
their hinterlands. Contriburing further to the last consequence:

cation like the television, to some extent, the (nternet, and
mobile telephony.
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sation of social Iife. It appears that equating urbanity with mo-
dernity,or urbanism with secularism, has resulted in grave mis-
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The paradox under reference cannot be explained either by es-
sentialst concepts of the ecological school or the deserministic
assumptions of the policical economy perspective. u..amum

acep-

ing
vl tools and theoretical forays.

contradiction that the juxtaposition of community and cosmo-
politanism raises n urban existence.

tion of what Lefebvre terms the *homo urbanicus” (1996 ¢7):
) that cicy dwellers are stomised individuals wil sege

The rapid urbanisation and urban migration ulmn.\ popula- lities, (2) thy
tions irtrain by erasing differences, and (3) that the city offers b
mew ones. Overcrowded housing and slums, uverlouded trans-  citizenship and the “right to urban life" (Lefebvre 1996: 158).
portation services, oversretched medicare facltes, substand-  The conept of community, s used in the urban context, 10
andso  more refers to & spati I entity in which face-to-face
on, have all been researched at length. larly, 1] interaction is i
P hich
‘been reviewed and evaluated. e
v e s o decdes v vl e cmvrgence  who may ot b pesonnly SR 54 1
ity Accord-

organisations engaged in all activites from garbage collection
‘and disposal t cultural promotion. There are citizen initiatives.
concerning voter registration, commuting, vigilance against
crime, etc. Many of ind organisati for-

ingly, we hm ‘Such expresions a el commmunities, case

nities, and o on - all hinging on “consciousness of kind” in
reference-group terms.

financially supported by the government, However, there are
parallel governance mechanisms in place, which are not recog-
nised, and in some cases, are even illegal. For example, the
phenomenon of gangs and their warfare in big cities, often
ubbed the *underworld”, is litle understood. The same is true.
of the growth of urban violence resulting from gang warfare,
‘communalism, ethnoceneric assertions, etc.
doxicall the ci

clarify that

face to-face interaction can salidify and reiaforee community

dentity. Wirth (1957: 53) ong ago inferred “the spatil segrega
n of individuals according to color (ic, ethnic heritage, eco-

‘nomic and social satus, fastes and preferences”. He postulated

chat thi

Jaton, which mmm @ greaies range of individul varition™

population s Hedid

&

e, politcal, and social - which can re-

resulting in greater influx of population and aggravation of the.
problems. Urban problems, thus, would appear o be sui generis
intractable? One may recall here Henri Lefebvre's observation
that “shere can be grovweh without social development (hat is,
quanticaive growth without qualtative development)” (1996
177). Under these conditions, he acgues that “changes in society
are more apparent than real, Fesishism and ideology of change.

sult

Ahmedabad.®
Kolkata and Mumbai, the ethnic refugee carmps in Chandigarh
‘and Delhi, the linguistic enclaves among slum-dwellers in Ben-
galuru, and the changing of pols (raditional neigh-
‘bourhood groupings) in Ahmedabad (Ray 2008) are cases in
point. The point that Is emphasised here is that communities

of essentlal social relations” (Lefebvre 1996: 177). It s in this:
context that the scope for & aew urban sociology will have
bespel.

‘Thematics of an Urban Sociology Today

‘The dialectics of community-cosmopolitanism imply that com-
‘munity and cosmopolitanism constitute two opposing polar ten-
dencies. ™

come (0 be constituted; they need not be natural formations.

tation, and inclusive in relarion 10 ome another.

‘Viewed thus, it i easy to understand how community, empha-
sising collectiviey, with it narrowes and more rigid articulation
of identiy, and cosmopalitanism, emphasising differences and

ulation of multiple Identities are polar tendencies in the city.
Their dislectics () deermine the veryday e of wibakes,

(2) shape their realisation

o T ecpunloons propouaded e German -

identi-
s

ties,
s ot © mnmxy redraw the place-space mnmuunan m

e Dur-
Kheim readily come to mh\d s lmm Wirth (1957) 100, JlluM ©

rural way of lfe, However, what the dialectis of community-

Durkheim). The dialectic draws attention to the  inevitable
52

emptncll invesigationin light o this dialectie.
‘The Urban Citizen: Contestations over Definition

or* " Apparently, this Y q
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‘contrasted to a visitar or a sojournes) s its “citizen”. A closer ex-

Thiruvananthapuram; and 5o on. Within each cicy, there have
b In

fact, Inl Mumba, Ceawford Market and Victoria Terminus have become.
Indian cities)is  citzen of thatcity. Delhi, Connaught Circus, Rajiv Gandhi Ci Mount
. i adh Road,

sites and land forbuilding houses, etc.

However, given limitations on resources, facilites, and
opportunities in any city, and the resulting competition, th
legal definition of citizenship is uml!unpd in qunmlmn exist

by migrants. The cit

language in the public realm - in eciicationat institutions, civic

ceremonies, official documents and on nameplates, signboards

and hoardings. There have been cases where native vigilante

groups have enforced this through violent methods. There is
4 . &

of the citizenship, m\'rxnng it by a rigidly defined “nativity”

of Thiruvalluvar (& ssint poe) had. been installed but rot un:

“Thus, “Mumbaikar™ (someone belonging to Mumbai) becomes

decades, The reason is that the native Kannada-speaking

phasising the idea of “sons/daughtes of the soil” in linguistic
cerms, The natives would consciously exclude not only those
who have migrated 1o the city during the last decade, but
ven second and third descendens of orginal migrant. T

rhusion bas of .
lence:targeting outsiders, The Shiv Sena movemen against
south Indians (derisivey called Madrasis) in the lte 19605 and
early 19705, and the Maharasira Navirman Sena movemment
‘against north Iadians (mostly migtants fram Bihar and Uttar
Pk dekiey Gl My I M € e

this phenomenon.
e ‘migrants, including those: who have maoved in only
recently, would wan  more of ciizenship.

ists wanted a g Sarvajnya, a Kannadiga
saint poct, installed in Chennai, the predominantly Tami
speaking capial city of Tamil Nadu!

‘The demands for renaming cites, or monuments and streets,
or for pricriising the use of the local language, as 2gainst the
offcial language Hindi, or English, or any other,or for/agaiast
installing statues s more than a desire for erasing colanial
‘memories or commemorating local heroes. It is the dialectic of
community-cosmopolitanism at work. Such demands seem to
counter cosmopolitanism;* underlying them ofien are atavistc
tendeacies glorifying a community or viifying another, ot
infrequently based on a mythologised or imagined pest, and on
frozen memorics.

After all, the city, by its developmental logic, s a conflux of
‘migrant streams resulting in 3 unique culture, Most of them
=2 Sy i iy g il o),
Furthermare, i i they who il for the general prosperiy
the iy, they would argue. They are citizens of the city by virtue
of being there.

Interesingly, the legal defintion of ciy cizenship is not &
prerequisite for voing registraion fo the tae assembly or

tanism appears to be more pronounced in cices where s larger
sectio ofthe population consists o it second, or third genera-
dves. I e,

answer to the guestion “who belongs to the city?” depends
on “who defines citizenship?™ Legal and the socio-politically
contingent definitons of citzenship seem to vary. As & conse-
quence, the city isthe site of myriad artculations of ety and
mobilisations of people. The issue of urban citizenship and

: issues for

Obviously,
this s & bone of contention. The natives oppose voting rights
© lmyinu and the migrants press for them, as this is the

ven if it

sociologieal investigation.

Differences Territories

rhika ey o Tyt e At gtk
concentration in specific localities, constiute vore banks and
they do vote en bloc; they have even been successful n getting
their candidates elected ot only to civic bodies, but 2150
population, no poliial party can afford t lose sight of such
vote banks.

Cites are geserally heterogerieous in their eomposition: the

population (Wirth 1957: 52:53). The identity derived from cic

refore, Except
when t i invoked by the natives, it s also tenvors and fraglle
Gy when a citizen performs  fea or i conferred an hasour, or
team tepresenting the cityscoresover another in a competitive

reservations in employment, and rights to political representa-
ion, etz They spill ver into symbolic space. Many cites in India
have been renamed in the las few decaties, Bangalore has be-
‘come Bengalury; Baroda, Vadodara; Benaras, Varanasi; Bombay,
‘Mumbai; Calcutta, Kolkata; Madras, Chennai; Trivandrum,
e Pl wiaess TR AUGUST 38, 010 VOL KLY N0 33

for example “Mumba-
ikar” iavoked with pride. Similarly, when the cicy remarkably
recovers from a natural disaster such as a flood o a human-
engineered calamity like a serial bomb-blast, a reference is

‘made about the city's pirit of citizenship. The use of cii
zenship identity with a posiive connotation s limited, though
not insignificant. However, it is periodically invoked by the
5

natives (‘we’s*us’) whenever the migrants (“they’/“then") are
viewed a5 a negative reference group. The consequences are.
negative, and ciizenship identity takes a dent.

particular
behaviour. Heightened Ml wll.hm the oo and avoid-

we should ex-
et that more non-city besed identites would be aseribed of
invoked in urban life. There.

the
familiar, on the one band, wl me pemc!lnn of theet rom
= )

identities for urban collectivites; correspondingly, there are
2 labels.

of ethnic enclaves and ghettos. Violence exacerbates social

stereotypes
Apart from regi inthe

of migrant, rligon, cast,class, gender, oy may
invoked n ey formasion. As clydweller

Tn almostall

ing upon the sicuation.
‘Those invoking identities, their own or especially of others,
ot Proclivity

resided in specific areas
of the city, and many of these areas were even known by the

e e xS, e o o of oo aois s

for prejudices acts as a smokescreen for knowledge. Due to this,
imvocation of identites is often mistaken. But once invoked, the
identities and the stereotypes that g0 with them influence the
‘ehaviour of people. Even if e is knowledgeable, the process of
judgment could be erroneous. Jndgln; the behaviour of an

is ohw-uy dtle(mmnud ed imation el o0 mlum,
caste, and gender s proscribed. the modern
v pree, nd he ity s expeced b b hainge, How
ever, not only with notable exceptions have earlier segregated
vesienial arcasprs st b e v o b e i

individual
o otin sl goc aoed ot bavioe o .
dualisfraught with danger

T and

violation of law, informal msnll\mn of residential colonies aper-
ates in housing societies, gated communities, and so 00,1

on such primordi
chere is the inherent danger of essentialising or reifying
ethnicites. Categorical distinctions in socia sicuations result in

I lines as religion, caste, or linguistic affiia-

par or area of the city and why,
throws up several faces of urban lie for sociological inquiry
the formation of urban enclaves, che rature of their interaction
with other areas of the city, and the quotidian life of the people
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