
1

THE CASE 
OF MUMBAI: 
COMMONS 
AND TYPES

FRAMING THE COMMON



2



3



4

Mumbai Commons and Types

1: Housing, Class Representation and the Maximum City.
It is evident by now that Mumbai, the Maximum City is a city of paradoxes; of 
classes, people, beauty, public engagement, governance, collectivism and so on. 
This project will also be looking at such paradoxes but in a limited framework of 
the modern, formal and collective housing type of the apartment and a very specific 
range of variations defined by the economic classes of the society. 

Although the issue of class representation and struggle seems a little old fashioned 
it is interesting to observe how these ideologies have been crystallized in concrete 
forms; from the World One to Dharavi. This means that there have to be very specific 
types, archetypes, for every gradation of the class in the society. One glance across 
this large urban agglomeration and the variations in the typologies present them-
selves like a strange montage. 

This acknowledgment is important if we are going to talk about the ‘common’ or the 
‘shared spaces’ within each of these typologies. As much as ‘architecture without 
content’ has nothing to do with the way life occupies buildings, paradoxically, it is 
also about life taking over the work of architecture after building. It is well estab-
lished that spatial practices of different classes vary drastically and hence also their 
nature of commonness. 
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2. The Commons and the Common Types – The case of Slum Redevelopment. 

That working class of the society of Mumbai which is employed, formally and/or in-
formally, in those sectors of daily labor is time and again argued as a very important 
class – which ensures the functioning of the city by its mysterious efforts and dense 
networks. The informal –self organized settlements –slums of this megalopolis are 
where this “essential labor” class has made their home. 

One can say that if there has been that one intriguing subject of architectural 
thinking in Mumbai then, it has been the question of the slums or the shanty-towns. 
And this has been true for almost ever since the first wave of mills attracted a flood 
of population to the, then, city of Mumbai. And ever since then the bourgeoisie 
of Mumbai want their houses to be clean but, contradictorily, seldom think if that 
person who keeps their house clean has a house for oneself or not. Today, with over 
50% of the megalopolis living in slums, it is in this contradiction of simultaneous 
desire and apathy towards this dense mass of “essential labor” frames the first 
“common” subject – dealing with the ideas of right to the city and class representa-
tion within this sea of built environment. 

To address this condition on both social and architectural fronts an institutional body 
called the Slum Rehabilitation Authority was established - Maharashtra Regional 
and Town Planning Act, 1966 – with the project of housing the “essential labor” 
to protect the rights of the slum dwellers and also to rehouse the inhabitants into 
formal housing types – from the informal slums. Like every other authoritative insti-
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tution the S.R.A has elaborately written norms and mandates which prescribe every 
process of formalization of the housing type and re-housing the slum life into these 
formal types. The question of acceptance and the possibilities of engaging with “the 
written word” frame the second common condition to address – the subject of active 
public engagement in the formalization of the built environment. 

The Modernist Slab type has been readily adopted as the most appropriate model 
for the formal housing types developed by the S.R.A. More than the slabs it is just 
the idea of the economical R.C.C frame structure which is considered as the model 
for these projects. In adopting only the model of the Modernist Slab type and not 
paying attention to the overall organization of the cluster of these types, most of the 
projects have resulted into strange spatial and urban conditions – conditions which 
challenge the convention of the very idea of livability itself; which even raises ques-
tions on the very project of re-housing the slum life into formal housing types. This 
simultaneous act of willfulness and tokenism frames the third “common” subject to 
address – the subject of the spatial organization and architectural types employed in 
these projects.
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INTENTIONS AND METHODS 

In 2010 me and two of my friends, all architects, rented a One-Room-Kitchen in an 
S.R.A building. Oblivious to what that means. Written and illustrated in hindsight 
this project narrates a biography of the time lived in the S.R.A through spatial and 
architectural notation systems - a spatial biography. 

This project employs my memory of the lived experience in an S.R.A. building as the 
primary tool for the study of this case. These memories are recollected or re-drawn 
using typical architectural drawing systems of plan, section and axonometric draw-
ings. Where needed free hand drawing method or drawing from memory and even 
collage is employed to convey the ideas more candidly or vividly. 

A narrative structure beginning from the modest room going to the scale of the 
neighbourhood is used a method to illustrate various aspects of the S.R.A. building 
and also certain glimpses of life in an S.R.A. 

The project primarily acknowledges the absence of a sense of commonness by 
portraying a sense of complete isolation or indifference to the communal life of 
S.R.A. extending all the way to the entire city. This acknowledgement is important in 
order to begin the project on commons with a clean slate - perhaps like a confession 
which read only between the lines. 
The case used here is the S.R.A. building on Dr. Ambedkar Road, Khar (west), 
Mumbai. The actual conditions might differ in the present - partly also because the 
project is entirely reconstructed from memory. 
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PROJECT
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Normal Architecture (Kuala Lumpur): 
normalarchitecture.tumblr.com

Room for Architecture (Mumbai): 
aroomforarchitecture.tumblr.com

CAMPO (Bogotá): 
c-a-m-p-o.com

Project Mosha (Tehran): 
worknot-sharedspaces.tumblr.com

ROOM
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This book is produced on the occasion of the 15th Venice Architecture Biennale, 2016. At 
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