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Figure	  3.	  Colonies	  in	  South	  Delhi	  after	  1947	  
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From	  the	  sprawl	  to	  the	  city,	  and	  from	  the	  automobile	  to	  the	  sustainable	  neighborhood	  

	  
The	  colonies	  were	  born	  as	  neighborhoods	   in	  the	  early	  colonial	  period,	  they	  transformed	  in	  the	   late	  
colonial	  period,	  and	  changed	  after	  Independence.	  They	  are	  hybrid	  urban	  entities	  subject	  to	  changes	  
and	  metamorphosis.	   If	  at	   first	   they	  were	  only	   for	   the	  well-‐to-‐do	  British	  who	  wanted	   to	  escape	   the	  
crowded	  unhealthy	  Shahjahanabad,	   later	  on	   they	  were	  assigned	  to	  «Indians»	  at	   the	  bottom	  of	   the	  
social	  pyramid.	  They	  finally	  became,	  after	  the	  declaration	  of	  Independence,	  the	  main	  way	  to	  build	  a	  
city	   «for	   the	   people».	   Even	   if	   they	   could	   not	   satisfy	   the	   needs	   of	   the	   poor,	   still	   thanks	   to	   them,	  
housing	  was	   given	   to	   a	   large	   part	   of	   the	   population.	   As	   time	  went	   by,	   not	   only	   their	   physical	   and	  
social	   traits	   changed,	   but	   also	   their	   urban	  meaning.	   It	  was	   a	   process	   that	   involved	  many	   different	  
experiences,	   from	   the	  Mughal	   bagh	   to	   the	   garden	   city,	   from	   suburbia	   to	   Zen	   culture.	   The	   recent	  
transition	  from	  low	  houses	  to	  multiple-‐storied	  buildings	  is	  part	  of	  this	  adaptation	  and	  transformation	  
process	  which	  involves	  more	  than	  architecture.	  	  

	  
The	   singular	   aspect	   of	   the	   history	   of	   colonies	   is	   that	   they	   derived	   from	   foreign	  models	   and	   were	  
influenced	  by	  other	  cultures,	  but	  they	  nonetheless	  became	  rooted	  and	  integrated	  into	  the	  city.	  They	  
are	  the	  result	  of	  a	  colonial	  «importation»	  from	  Great	  Britain	  and	  in	  part	  from	  the	  United	  States,	  but	  
are	  quite	  different	  from	  British	  or	  American	  suburbs.	  They	  were	  vastly	  criticized	  because	  they	  were	  
not	  considered	  adapt	  to	  solve	  the	  problem	  of	  high	  population	  density,	  yet	  they	  are	  more	  populous,	  
alive	   and	   less	   deserted	   than	   neighborhoods	   such	   as	   suburban	   Hampstead	   in	   London.	   Another	  
important	   difference	   is	   that	   the	   Indian	   colonies,	   in	   comparison	   to	   British	   suburbs	   or	   to	   American	  
neighborhoods	  from	  the	  same	  period	  in	  Los	  Angeles	  and	  Philadelphia,	  have	  streets	  wide	  enough	  for	  
cars	   to	   circulate	   freely,	   but	   they	   do	   not	   follow	   this	   logic.	   After	   Independence	   cars	   were	   not	  
widespread	  in	  such	  a	  poor	  country,	  and	  the	  lower	  classes,	  i.e.	  the	  majority	  of	  the	  population,	  could	  
not	   afford	   them.	   The	   country’s	   economic	   situation	   prevented	   the	   risk	   of	   urban	   sprawl.	   Most	  
communities	  were	   closed,	   and	  movement	  was	   by	   foot	   or	   rickshaw,	   but	   there	  were	   a	   bazaar	   or	   a	  
market,	   public	   parks	   and	   gardens,	   schools	   and	   organizations	   for	   the	   collectivity.	   In	   this	   transition	  
period	  we	   see	   that	  poverty	  was	  not	   just	  a	  problem	  and	  a	   limit,	  but	   interestingly,	   a	   strong	  point,	   a	  
chance	  to	  change	  the	  urban	  model,	  a	  bulwark	  against	  waste,	  a	  first	  step	  towards	  sustainability.	  	  

	  
Another	   trait	   typical	   of	   these	   neighborhoods,	   which	   contradicts	   the	   mixité	   suggested	   by	   the	  
Americanized	  Master	  Plan,	   is	  an	  enduring	  rigid	  division	  in	  distinct	  and	  recognizable	  «communities»,	  
following	   the	   ancient	   caste	   hierarchy	   and	   the	   propensity	   to	   live	   with	   one’s	   peers.	   This	   natural	  
division,	   the	   lack	  or	   inefficiency	  of	  public	   transportation	  and	   the	  difficulty	   to	  establish	   connections	  
have	  contributed	  in	  making	  the	  colonies	  «cities	  inside	  the	  city».	  The	  influences	  were	  not	  only	  foreign	  
but	   from	   the	   internal	  migration	   of	   groups	   from	  other	   parts	   of	   India	   as	  well,	   creating	   an	   exchange	  
system	  that	  has	  transformed	  the	  urban	  areas.	  The	  prevalently	  Muslim	  Pakistani	  neighborhoods	  have	  
little	  in	  common	  with	  those	  inhabited	  by	  the	  Punjabi	  Sikh,	  or	  those	  housing	  the	  pacific	  Hindu	  people	  
from	   the	   South.	   Architecture,	   public	   buildings,	   the	   use	   of	   space	   in	   the	   neighborhoods,	   all	   change	  
according	   to	   the	   origins	   of	   their	   inhabitants.	   Over	   and	   beyond	   the	  many	   Indian	   communities,	   the	  
colonies	  have	  been	  transformed	  by	  the	  subtropical	  vegetation	  that	  gave	  the	  green	  areas	  a	  touch	  of	  
the	  local	  climate	  and	  history.	  Adaptation	  took	  on	  many	  complex	  forms.	  	  

	  
The	   relationship	   between	   colonies,	   new	   buildings,	   the	   historical	   parts	   of	   the	   city	   and	   time	   is	   an	  
interesting	  one	  of	  respect	  and	  integration.	  Not	  only	  because	  the	  colonies	  became	  overall	  connections	  
between	  pre-‐existent	  urban	  areas,	  but	  also	  because	  historical	  monuments	  were	  preserved	  and	  made	  
a	  fundamental	  part	  of	  the	  urban	  structure.	  For	  example,	  Green	  Park	  Colony	  holds	  the	  tombs	  of	  Bagh-‐
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Alam-‐ka-‐Gumbad	  and	  Dadi-‐Poti,	  furthermore	  «there	  are	  several	  other	  tombs	  of	  different	  sizes	  within	  
the	  Green	  Park	  and	  its	  neighbourhood,	  with	  popular	  names	  like	  Biran-‐ka-‐Gumbad	  (Brother’s	  tomb),	  
Chhoti	   Gumti	   (small	   dome),	   Sakri	   Gumti	   (narrow	   dome)»	   (Sharma,	   1964,	   p.	   70).	   In	   the	  New	  Delhi	  
South	  Extension	  I,	  «there	  are	  four	  noteworthy	  tombs	  […]	  probably	  built	  during	  the	  Lodi	  period	  […].	  At	  
the	  north	  end	  of	  the	  colony	  there	  are	  three	  tombs,	  collectively	  known	  as	  Tin-‐Burj»	  (Towards	  a	  New	  
Truthful	  Heritage,	   1967,	   p.	   73).	   Thus	  new	  and	   ancient	   habitually	   coexist,	  with	   the	   result	   that	   each	  
takes	  strength	  from	  and	  is	  enriched	  by	  the	  other.	  	  

	  
The	  peremptory	  criteria	  on	  which	  the	  American-‐inspired	  city	  plan	  is	  based	  are	  not	  very	  credible.	  They	  
have	  been	   radically	   criticized	  both	  by	   Indian	  architects	  and	  by	   the	   local	  population,	   for	  example	   in	  
the	  document/manifesto	  The	  Delhi	  Master	  Plan	  of	  1962.	  An	  Anthropological	  Analysis.	  Many	  Indians	  
have	  polemically	  maintained	  that	  «Even	  the	  relationship	  between	  density	  and	  amount	  of	  breeze	  is	  a	  
culturally-‐determined	   phenomena»	   (Godfriend,	   1978)	   and	   that	   the	   foul	   smell	   an	   Englishman	  
perceives	   in	  Shahjahanabad	  may	  not	  be	  perceived	  as	   such	  by	  an	   Indian.	   It	   is	   an	  American,	  Alebert	  
Mayer,	  who	  has	  an	  intuition	  concerning	  this	  matter	  as	  he	  writes:	  «I	  keep	  wondering	  whether	  we	  are	  
worried	  too	  much	  about	  wind	  in	  Delhi.	   If	  the	  wind	  were	  valued,	  why	  would	  they	  have	  built	  the	  old	  
city	  with	  such	  narrow	  and	  winding	  streets	  and	  gaps	  between	  houses	  –	  where	  wind	  can	  scarcely	  be	  
expected	  to	  penetrate?»	  (Godfriend,	  1978).	  Although	  there	  has	  been	  a	  local	  response	  on	  the	  part	  of	  
Indian	  architects	  and	  an	  awareness	  of	  these	  differences	  on	  the	  part	  of	  some	  American	  architects,	  it	  is	  
not	   very	   clear	  why	   in	  practice	   the	   tendency	   is	  often	   to	   thin	  out	   the	   slums,	   to	  place	   industries	   and	  
production	  far	  from	  housing,	  to	  integrate	  communities	  until	  now	  divided.	  	  

	  
Born	  at	   the	  beginning	  of	   the	  megalopolis	  boom,	  colonies	  have	   represented,	  despite	   contradictions	  
and	  failures,	  the	  attempt	  to	  adopt	  imported	  elements	  into	  local	  cultures,	  as	  well	  as	  an	  alternative	  to	  
zoning,	   a	  model	   of	   integration	  of	   residential	   and	  work	   areas,	   and	   a	   bulwark	   against	   urban	   sprawl.	  
They	  have	  drawn	  attention	   to	  open	   spaces	   and	   to	   sustainability	   criteria.	   They	  have	  preserved	   and	  
enhanced	  the	  differences	  between	  local	  cultures	  and	  respected	  historical	  monuments.	  	  
Indians	  have	  proven	  with	  the	  elaboration	  of	  the	  Master	  Plan	  that	  they’re	  not	  passive	   interlocutors,	  
but	   capable	   of	   establishing	   dialectics	   and	   making	   the	   dialogue	   between	   different	   points	   of	   view	  
fruitful.	  	  
Delhi	  has	  been	  able	   to	  preserve	   its	   ancient	  past,	   assimilate	  and	   transform	   the	  British	  heritage	  and	  
question	  American	  culture,	  offering	  alternatives.	  Unless	  due	  to	  deep	  political	  and	  cultural	  roots,	  it	  is	  
difficult	   to	   explain	   the	   reason	   why	   local	   critiques	   and	   suggestions	   have	   had	   so	   little	   influence.	  
Nonetheless,	   the	   city	   and	   its	   planners	   have	   in	   time	   constructed	   an	   internal	   point	   of	   view	   and	  
elaborated	   an	   alternative	   development	   of	   the	  megalopolis;	   they	   have	   indicated,	   often	   implicitly,	   a	  
prospective	  of	  both	  resistance	  and	  democracy.	  	  
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