
A Tale of Three Cities:
India's Exclusionary Urbanisation 

�Our urban spaces and governance mechanisms have 
become the theatres for political conflicts and 
economic struggles. 'Exclusionary' urbanization is 
benefitting certain social groups to the detriment of 
others, and directing resources to large metropolises 
depriving small and medium towns of funds needed 
for infrastructure and essential services�- Hamid 

1Ansari, Vice President of India.

 By most indications, India's future seems to be 
2 3 urban.  According to reliable estimates, the 

country's urban population will increase by half a 
billion over the next four decades (or nearly one 
million a month). With cities currently 

contributing a mammoth 70 percent of India's 
GDP, there is little doubt that urban spaces will 

4 continue to grow, and for a number of reasons,
among them, the economic opportunities that 
they offer their inhabitants. Further, for societies 
like India where the layers of caste and hierarchy 
often serve as obstacles for individual progress, 
cities also offer opportunities for upward mobility 
and assimilation. It is little wonder that India's 
cities receive an enormous influx of people 
belonging to oppressed and marginalised 
communities. The last decade, for example, saw 
an increase of 40 percent in the population of 
dalits in urban areas. Historically, too, India's 
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religious minorities have been migrating to the 
5cities in large numbers.

 What kind of life do these communities live in 
Indi a ' s  urban  s paces?  A re  v u lnera ble  
communities�the religious minorities, the dalits 
and adivasi, the poor, the women�able to gain 
from the growth of cities, or are they left 
excluded? Do they manage to access the most 
basic of social services, or is such access 
dependent on their location, migrant status, and 
socio-religious identity? This paper attempts to 
provide answers to these and other related 
questions. Based on a study of three Indian cities 
(Pune, Ahmedabad and Varanasi), this paper 
examines the issues of urban exclusion in the 
context of access to services, or the lack of it. It 
opens with a review of existing literature on 
dominant forms of exclusion in India's urban 
spaces. The second section makes a detailed 
presentation of the empirical study, including the 
methodology used to uncover trends of exclusion 
in the three subject cities. The findings of the 
study are discussed in the third section, and the 
paper concludes with a description of the broad 
patterns that can be culled from the study, as well 
as raises questions for further research.

URBAN EXCLUSION IN INDIA: REVIEW OF 
LITERATURE

The City can be said to be a leveller: It offers the 
ideal conditions for the breakdown of rigid social 
structures that tend to discriminate against the 

6marginalised.  This is true for India, a society 
that is highly stratified. Calling attention to the 
transformative potential of cities and towns, 
Babasaheb Ambedkar, dalit icon and a key 
architect of the Indian Constitution, exhorted 
his fellow dalits to leave the �narrow-minded� 

7villages for city life.  In contemporary Indian 
history, cities which have witnessed a relative 
surge of populations belonging to traditionally 
marginalised communities have provided these 
immigrants with some chance of social mobility, 
greater than what they could have perhaps hoped 
for in their native village. A number of recent 
studies argue that the 'anonymity' that is 
accorded by the city has helped dalits, for 

example, in overcoming the social disadvantages 
and prejudices they were born to�in their walk 

8up the social and economic ladder.
 While there may be enough evidence to prove 
such claims of the city's potential for social 
integration and economic opportunity, other 
recent studies point to contrary trends about 
caste-based segregation and exclusion in urban 
spaces.  In many ways, these studies say, cities in 
India increasingly mirror the rural social and 
cultural realities that poor immigrants are 
wanting to escape. According to Vithayathil and 
S ing h(2012) ,  acce lerated urbanisat ion 
(particularly in medium and large cities), 
globalisation, transformations in employment 
structures�these have not aided to a significant 
degree in the dismantling of deep social and 

9ethnic divides known to Indian society.  Indeed, 
spatial segregation by caste and socio-economic 
reasons are seen to be on the rise in many Indian 
cities. A more recent study by Sidhwani (2015) 
found stronger trends of spatial segregation in all 

10major Indian cities.
 Yet the trends of rising spatial exclusion in 
urban spaces is not based on caste alone. 
R e s i d e n t i a l  s e g r e g a t i o n  b y  
religion�particularly in the case of Muslims�is 
a growing phenomenon in most large and 
medium cities which are already saddled with a 

1 1history of communalism.  According to 
Mahadevia (2002), the process of urban 
exclusion, earlier segmented on the basis of class, 

12was now happening on the basis of religion.  
Moreover, these socio-religious disadvantaged 
populations are still heavily concentrated in 
cer tain geo graphies of  a  c i ty,  most ly 
over populating slums and the poorest 
neighbourhoods; with higher population density 
and segregated populations come various 

13negative consequences.  The very location of 
slum colonies has a direct impact on the access to 
municipal services. Compared to families with 
similar socio-economic characteristics living in 
the inner parts of a city, squatter communities in 
the peripheries receive little municipal services, 
if at all, such as drinking water, sanitation, 

14 education, healthcare, and food stamps. Robust 
evidence exist establishing a direct correlation 
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between increasing distance from the cities and 
15higher incidence of poverty.

 This paper collects detailed information on 
spatiality and exclusionary dynamics in select 
neighbourhoods in three Indian cities. While the 
study is largely a followup to several preceding 
studies (Vithayathil and Singh, 2012; and  
Sidhawani, 2015), it has also gone a step further. 
To get a deeper view of exclusionary dynamics, 
this present work opted for household surveys 
backed by stakeholder analyses. Care has been 
taken to understand exclusion from the point of 
view of migrant and poorer inhabitants as well. 
The household survey was carefully designed to 
capture these relevant dimensions.  

DATA AND METHODOLOGY

The data for this paper were gathered between 
February and June 2014 as part of a larger study 
on �Urbanisation, Exclusion and Climate 

16Change�  that takes a comprehensive look at 
India's current pace of urbanisation and finds an 
understanding of the dynamics facilitating 
exclusion (or inclusion) in the three Indian cities 

17 18 19of Pune,  Varanasi,  and Ahmedabad.  Using a 
20 mixed method approach, the study used both 

qualitative and quantitative research methods to 
gather data. In the quantitative part, a household 
survey was conducted among 300 respondents 
(heads of household) from each city using the 
random sampling method. Using a scheduled 
questionnaire on a range of issues�from income 
to migration history, to level of participation in 
c iv ic  act iv it ies  and urban gover nance 

21processes�the survey covered three slums  or 
informal settlements in each city (see Annex for 
details on the subject slum communities.) 
Considering that the slum may be regarded as the 

22most apt symbol for urban exclusion,  this study 
chose slum communities of various population 
mix (poorest, migrants, majority-Hindu, 
majority-Muslim, mixed population, or 
peripheral location) to understand the intensity 
and the dynamics of exclusion faced by the 
residents. 
 The household survey was complemented by 
qualitative data culled through observation and 

in-depth interviews with officials, slum dwellers, 
local NGOs, community leaders, elected 
representatives, and urban experts from the cities 
themselves. Importantly, a series of focus group 
discussions (FGDs) were conducted from among 
the chosen slum areas. Other than the primary 
data, significant amounts of information were 
also collated from secondary sources such as 
census reports, caste census, plan documents, 
articles, and news reports. Overall, the study paid 
close attention to understand the dynamics of 
exclusion, linking them to various parameters 
such as household income, socio-religious 
identity, migration history, to level of 
participation in civic activities and urban 
governance processes. It is the aim of this present 
work to aid urban planners and other scholars in 
building the knowledge base on this highly 
relevant yet understudied field. 

FINDINGS OF THE STUDY

While the broad conclusions of the study cannot 
be extrapolated to apply to every Indian city, they 
nonetheless present various lessons for the 
country's urban planners and policymakers. The 
following sections describe the study's findings.  

Spatial Segregation Trends

The poorest neighbourhoods in the surveyed 
cities are largely overpopulated by residents 
belonging to dalits, adivasi and Muslims (See 
Graph 1). The findings reinforce those of some 

23other earlier studies by Kundu (2011)  and 
Sidhwani (2015). What is more important to note 
here is that residential segregation based on socio-
economic status has plenty of consequences for its 
inhabitants. For example,  the location of slums or 
squatter colonies has a direct bearing on the levels 
of municipal services that these residents are able 
to access. Compared to their counterparts with 
similar socio-economic characteristics in the 
inner parts of a city, families living in informal 
settlements located in the city's margins were 
found to be receiving inadequate municipal 
services such as drinking water, sanitation, 
education, healthcare, and food stamps. This 
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finding echoes a pattern that has been established 
earlier by other scholarly work on the concept of 

24 'locational disadvantage'. However, a great deal 
of spatial disadvantages in terms of municipal 
services is linked to the strength of municipal 
governance system of a particular city. For 
instance, while residents of Rajghat, a 
neighbourhood in the fringe of Varanasi, barely 
receive municipal services (sanitation, water, 
health), Annabhau Sathe, a squatter colony in 
Pune, was receiving most of the basic municipal 
services. Pune's relative strength in municipal 
governance�which came out quite clearly in this 
study's stakeholders' analysis� seems to be the 
critical factor in bringing better outcomes for the 
residents of peripheral Annabhau Sathe.

Identity and Exclusion

The location of the community, or the presence of 
a strong municipal government, are not the only 
determinants in ensuring access to basic urban 
services. As gathered by this study, the 
neighbourhoods located in the middle of Varanasi 
and Ahmedabad were not in any significant way 
better-off than the ones located in the 
peripheries. A deeper probe revealed that often, 
the socio-religious characteristics of a slum or 
neighbourhood also determine daccess to 
municipal services.  
 For example, settlements with large Muslim 
populations and those with large communities of 
new immigrants face higher degrees of 
discrimination and institutionalised apathy when 
it comes to the delivery of basic services. To 
provide an illustration, between two close-by 
neighbourhoods of Juhapura, a predominantly 
Muslim ghetto and Yogeshwar Nagar (under 
Vasna settlement), an overwhelming Hindu 
settlement in Ahmedabad, this study found that 
the former was receiving municipal services such 
as the building of roads and drainage systems, and 
sanitation, education and drinking water. Similar 
trends were observed in the case of Varanasi. A 
necessary caveat is that while this pattern was 
observed in Ahmedabad and Varanasi (both cities 
with long communal history), it cannot be 
extrapolated for every Indian city. At the least, 

this finding which points to the existence of 
identity-based exclusion in cities with long 
communal history (while the same serves 
inclusion for others) could serve as a wakeup call 
for  the countr y's  urban planners and 
policymakers in overseeing the goals of inclusive 
urbanisation.  
 The exclusionary processes take a slightly 
different turn when it comes to migrants. While 

25all migrants face various disadvantages in a city,  
it is much more severe in the case of new migrants 
(See Graph 3). Irrespective of their identities or 
socio-religious characteristics, nearly all new 
migrants face exclusionary barriers in cities for a 
wide variety of reasons. For example, new 
migrants in the surveyed cities complain of 
having little or no access to critical municipal 
services such as food stamps and social welfare 
schemes, due to their lack of requisite documents 
such as proofs of residence and identity. As has 
been found by a number of earlier studies of 

26Indian slums,  the most important passport to 
inclusion for migrant populations in cities is the 
possession of official documents such as PAN 
card, bank accounts, utility bills, voter IDs, and 
Aadhaar card. Other hurdles bar their access: 
Based on this study (both the household survey 
and the author's consultations with municipal 
officials and city-based NGOs), there are social 
and institutional aspects to exclusion as far as 
new migrants are concerned. For instance, as they 
are unfamiliar with the local leaders and elected 
representatives in their city, they not only fail to 
register their grievances with these officials but, 
more importantly, they remain unaware of the 
processes for obtaining the necessary documents 
and navigating the bureaucracy. 
 Overall, migrant populations face obstacles 
related to the resentment harboured by the older 
residents in their new city. These residents view 
the new migrants as threats, as unwelcome 
competitors for jobs and public goods, both of 
which are already scarce, to begin with. For 
example, Maharashtra, and Pune in particular, 
has seen the spurt of resistance to �outsiders� 
through the slogans trumpeting �sons of 
soil��the call led by Maharastra Navnirman Sena 

27(MNS)  and leading to the targeting of, and 
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violent attacks against migrants from Bihar and 
Uttar Pradesh. Thus, the politicisation of India's 
urban spaces�often for vote-bank populism� 
not only creates exclusionary barriers for new 
migrants but is also fuelling their gradual 
disenfranchisement, even with dangerous 

28consequences.  Indeed, what is at stake is 
citizenship for thousands of migrants who seek to 
enter cities in search of a better life. 

CONCLUSION 

This study sought to understand the dynamics 
and processes of exclusion in three Indian cities, 
paying close attention to various indicators such 
as household income, socio-religious identity, 
migration history, issues of access, level of 
participation by residents in civic activities, and 
responses of municipal governance institutions. 
In the process, the study gathered useful insights 
about the ongoing urbanisation in India. While 
the conclusions drawn by the study cannot be 
extrapolated to apply to other cities of 
India�regardless of their size, demographics, 
and other characteristics�these are important 
insights for urban planners and other 
stakeholders who are grappling with the 
complexities of Indian urbanisation. 
 First, far from being a �melting pot� and 
harbingers of social mobility, the cities studied for 
this paper increasingly resemble their rural 
counterparts. There is a growing trend of 

residential segregation by caste, religion, and 
socio-economic characteristics. Slums or informal 
settlements known for poverty, squalor and 
extreme forms of exclusion are largely populated 
by the most marginalised of populations such as 
dalits, adivasi and Muslims. Second, while the 
location of a neighbourhood significantly 
determines the levels of access to municipal 
services, the critical element in bridging the gaps 
is the strength of urban governance institutions. 
The third and highly worrisome trend is that 
socio-economic characteristics, or the identity of 
a neighbourhood, do exert an influence on the 
extent of access to municipal services. These 
trends are most visible in cities with long histories 
of communal conflict. Finally, exclusionary 
processes in cities are being played out in complex 
ways, particularly in the case of migrant 
populations. While all migrants meet with some 
form of exclusion or another, recent migrants face 
exclusion more severely. Further, the migrants 
and their ability to access key public provisions are 
increasingly being linked to democratic politics 
that often goes against the inclusionary vision of 
a city. 
 As things stand, India's ongoing urbanisation 
offers little opportunity for inclusion for its 
disadvantaged populations particularly the 
scheduled castes, scheduled tribes, religious 
minorities, and new migrants. India is still a far 
cry from making its cities an inclusionary 
platform for greater social mobility.
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Name of Slum (Basti)

1 Yogeshwar Nagar (100 )

2 Juhapura (100)

3 Ganesh Nagar (50)

4 Odhav (50)

1 Annabhau Sathe (100)

2 Indira Audyogik Vasahat (100)

3 Shivaji Nagar (100)

1Bajardiha (100 samples)

2 Nagwa (50)

3 Marwada Badi (50)

4 Rajghat (50)

5 Lohta (50)

Reasons for Selection

Typical consolidated unauthorized 
colony (slum)

Muslim ghetto which faces major exclusionary 
barriers and violent conflicts

Transition camp for displaced / evicted 
slum-dwellers

Public EWS-housing for displaced slum-dwellers; 
difference in legal and socio-economic terms to those 
left in the transition camp; public urban expansion

A Muslim ghetto, one of the poorest localities 
in Varanasi 

Mostly Hindus (lower castes) 

Mixed population (lower caste Hindus)

Slum located in the outskirt (around the Ganges) 
with extreme poverty and exclusion

Peripheral slum characterised by extreme poverty 
and exclusion

Special Characteristics of Locality

Mostly Hindu with significant migrant and rentier population

Economically mixed population; important for the AHM-
narrative in terms of intra-urban mobility and segregation

Extreme peripheral location; no basic facilities; the poorest 
of poor

Peripheral location but close to major industrial area; poor 
maintenance and low occupancy

Mixed population; fringe location; farm workers, scrap dealers

Core location; other details not yet available

Mixed population including Muslims, migrants from Karnataka; 
core location

Mostly poor weavers (famous Benarasi silk saree). Has 
experienced bouts of communal conflicts/riots in the past. 

Inhabitants of Basti living around the sewerage canal, have 
no basic provisions and vulnerable to eviction

One of the most vulnerable and poorest populations living 
around railway station, with no legal jurisdiction (centre-state 
dispute over land); have no access to public services 
including water. 

Mixed population (mostly migrants) that receives little or no 
attention from the municipal agencies. Extreme form of 
exclusion and are most vulnerable.

Mostly migrant population (lower caste, Rohingya, Musahar 
tribe); face all forms of exclusion from state and institutions

Name of City

Ahmedabad

Pune

Varanasi

Annex.: Localities identi�ed for survey and selection criteria 
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Graph 2: Average Monthly Income of Household
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