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Abstract— Gone are the times when swords and missiles 

where used to propagate an ideology over another. While 

history has witnessed many wars between the nations and 

the two World wars, modern notions have completely 

changed. The new leaders have found far more dangerous 

weapons than the nuclear missiles or the warships. Hitler 

used ‘Race’ as the idea to instill fear among people. 

‘Religion’ also has been used as a tool extensively to divide 
and propagate an agenda. Recently ‘media’ has been used to 

infiltrate political ideologies within the people. More 

recently we have started witnessing urban spaces as carriers 

of changing political ideologies. This has been practiced in 

different scales at various parts of the country and have 

shown results which are alarming. The papers tries to dissect 

this new political strategy of ideology dissemination and the 

methods applied in this modern politics. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Over the last few decades India witnessed strong political 

philosophies being filtered into the subconscious mind of 

the people of the state through various media platforms 

including social media, press, cinema etc. These platforms 

have taken sturdy alliances with the left or the right wing 

ideologies. While the righteousness of these positions being 

taken can be debated, the apparent interests are clear. In 

other words, the political conditioning of a particular agenda 
mediated through these methods are noticeable to a 

collective logic. What is upsetting is a new model of 

political conditioning which is being carried forth in the last 

few years, which is lethal in its own ways as it can 

completely disrupt the rational thinking of the public 

without them even knowing. 

Public space is a place accessible to all citizens, for 

their use and enjoyment. But they are also powerful spaces 

of transformation. Miles Orwell and Jeffrey. L. Meikle 

correctly define ‘Public places’ as ‘sites of powerful forces 

of social, political and aesthetical change’ and  consequently 
as ‘records of assertion and displacement, of authority and 

aversion of authority, in short of the symbolic investment of 

the cultural meaning in space and of the contestation of 

public space [Orwell, Meikle, 2009].  This implies that by 

using urban spaces in a specific way, it is possible to fiddle 

with the public mind. This idea is termed as ‘The Identity 

Politics of urban space’ by urbanists. While the urban space 

making exercise is a wonderful spectacle in itself, using it as 

a strategy for accomplishing dogmatic gains is upsetting.  

Through diplomatically stirred restructuring of 

urban spaces, people are slowly detached from the 

fundamental idea that the space had once epitomized and the 
same people are provided with new notions to associate 

with, which in itself is politically, religiously or racially 

driven. This re-structuring is executed in the name of 

‘development’ or ‘Giving New Identity’ or with similar tag 

lines. What happens over a course of time is that the space 

itself become a ‘Contested space’ and further people start 

relating the place to the new philosophy envisaged.  

II. HISTORIC INSTANCES OF POLITICIZING URBAN SPACES  

History shows similar instances, where many great empires 

were built and rebuilt according to the specific visions of the 

conqueror. New urban spaces were built on the debris of the 

old leaving no traces of its precedent or the idea it associated 

with. Last century saw the same weapon being used 

extensively during the world war.  

Renaissance period saw the creation of 

innumerable public places in Europe. Medieval period 

streets in Italy were functionally inadequate and lacked 

unifying qualities. This led to a multi-centric perception for 

the city. There was no single focal point. Renaissance 
brought about the idea of hierarchy of the church and state. 

This theoretical translation into urban planning saw 

reconstruction of the city with piazzas and squares in a 

hierarchical arrangement. The leaders intentionally gave to 

the citizens a visible understanding of his position within the 

hierarchy of the power of the city.  

Mughal Empire in India saw the construction of a 

large number of public and private gardens and public 

spaces.  The central Asian Timurid ancestry was very 

important for the Mughals. They brought with them their 

classic Char Bagh gardens and created these in both urban 

and rural areas. 
During the British rule of India the Indo-Saracenic 

style was intended to strengthen the East India Company/ 

Crown by adopting the outward forms of India’s earlier 

rulers. [Wallach, 2013, 12] Thus large open public places 

like Floras Fountain was created surrounded by Indo- 

Saracenic buildings. The British began to organize the urban 

space of Bombay since 1720s as a part of which various city 

building activities were taken up. They emphasized the 

centrality of the Fort in Bombay with the esplanade around 

it indirectly giving the sense of hierarchy. [Karmarkar, 

2006-07]. Squares in India were introduced by the British as 
part of their colonizing strategies. 
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Fig. 1: Pienza Italy. 2. Red fort with Chandni Chowk, Delhi. 

3. Flora fountain, Mumbai   Source: Pinterest.com 

III. THE CONCEPT OF POLITIZING URBAN SPACE  

Every public space has two components for its existence. 

One is definitely the people who use this space tangibly. It 
can be used for various purposes depending on its context 

and location. Second is the intangible ideology each space is 

associated with. For example Taj Mahal as a Place is 

ideologically associated with love by most of the people. 

India Gate in Delhi is usually associated with the notion of 

Freedom. Thus people, place and ideology are three 

mutually related constraints. Now to schematize the 

politicizing of public space, a case example of an imaginary 

space can be elaborated. [Table.1] 

Assume that ‘Public Space A’ is a place of 

congregation for people from all walks of life. Place A is 

historically important as the great war of independence took 
place at A. Assume that, from that time people associate 

Public Place A with ‘freedom’ and ‘independence’. Now 

one generation appreciated ‘Pubic Place A’ with this idea 

and the next generation took forward this notion, but only 

with a sense of virtual association without really 

experiencing the actual event.  

Now assume that a third party is restructuring the 

‘Pubic Place A’ with its political influence or authority and 

give the ‘Public Space A’ a new identity which is aligned to 

religious, Political or racial idea. The generation which 

witnessed this transformation might be a bit disturbed, but 
will eventually go through that phase. The next generation 

unknowingly will associate with the restructured ‘public 

Space A’ and its new ideology without knowing the actual 

sequence of events behind it. What in this whole procedure, 

the third party has done is that it has actually distanced the 

actual ‘idea’ of the place from the public and has created a 
new generation which accepted ‘Public Space A’ with its 

twisted ideology. This is the process of polarizing that 

external entities can execute using public space as a tool.  

 
Table 1: process flow of identity politics 

IV. EARLIER ATTEMPTS IN INDIAN CONTEXT  

In the early years after independence, the broad and 

inclusive concept of an Indian identity which had emerged 

during the long struggle for freedom commanded sweeping 

allegiance. The determination to preserve that capacious 

identity was strengthened by the deep sense of tragedy 

associated with the partitioning of the subcontinent. This 

inclusive identity, which acknowledged and embraced 

internal heterogeneity and celebrated the richness of 

diversity, went with an adamant refusal to prioritize the 
different religious communities against each other. It is this 

spacious and' absorptive idea of ‘Indian-ness’ that has been 

severely challenged over recent decades. [A.Sen, 2005] 

Post-independent India, after partition was 

economically deprived and physically drained in terms of its 

resources and raw materials. The Nehruvian vision 

envisaged a new India, giving a new identity to the country 

and it is future. Infrastructure projects were key to this 

revival, when many new cities, public-sector industries and 

dams where commissioned. Not once did the newly formed 

government machinery think about demolishing the 
infrastructure which were reminiscent of colonial rule and 

building new places of ‘Indian’ identity. Later it was the 

‘Hindutva movement’ that pushed for a new ‘Indian 

identity’. Although Hinduism is an ancient religion, 

Hindutva is quite a recent political movement. The 

Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), represents the Hindutva 

movement in the Indian parliament. It is interesting to see 
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that this political movement is using Identity Politics as one 

of their modus operand to gain political impetus. 

 
Fig. 3: Babri Masjid 

Though Babri-Masjid issue in 1992, could be seen 

as one such earlier attempts, we have now started witnessing 

similar operations at frequent intervals being carried out at 

various levels across the country. The controversial 

Supreme Court Verdict on Women entry to Sabarimala 

Pilgrim Centre in Kerala is one recent example where an 

otherwise passive religious space associated with the notion 

of divinity, became a politically contested space within 

days. It had triggering implications on the electoral vote 
banks in the national elections of 2019 that followed. 

Sabarmathi Riverfront Development project, Ahmedabad 

initiated in 2005 by then Chief Minister Mr.Narendra Modi 

is one of the first such attempts at a city scale to construct a 

completely new idea revolving around an urban space, 

upsetting the existing historic urban fabric along the river 

edge. While the pros and cons of the project are still being 

debated by many urbanists, the said space has already 

transformed into an extent that the Minority occupied old 

City has been strategically distanced from the river edge and 

is confined into the boundaries of the Fort.  
‘The governing coalitions have justified the 

development of the Sabarmati riverfront, Ahmedabad with a 

variety of narratives, including those about a need for 

development to compete with other global cities, about a 

need to protect the population from both natural hazards and 

social disorders, and those involving purity and cleanliness, 

which has been strongly bound to tradition, heritage 

valorization and religion. [Pessina, 2019] 

By implementing the largest Human statue in the 

world, of Sardar Vallabhai Patel in Narmada Valley, 

Gujarat, ideologically titled ‘Statue of Unity’, the intent was 

about positioning a persona at a scale which can create 
political gains in the longer run. The project neither was 

economically feasible nor did it have any historical 

patronage. This project triggered similar mega-structures 

hysteria across the country with Utter Pradesh proposing 

biggest Lord Rama statue in the world which again, is going 

to color a once democratic space into a politically and 

religiously contested space. 

 
Fig. 4: The Statue of Unity 

V. THE GRAND ATTEMPT 

While in all the above endeavors, implications where at a 

regional level, the recently projected India Gate Stretch 

Redevelopment Proposal tagged as ‘Parliament 

redevelopment’ is an attempt even Hitler couldn’t have 

imagined off. As Gautham Bhatia rightly puts it as ‘Daring 

attempt to recast a vision set in stone’,[Bhatia, 2019] the 

Central Government Project envisages a complete revamp of 

one of the best democratic urban spaces in the country, an 

urban space soaked in political symbolisms. Beneath the 
functional reasons for this pursuit lurks the government’s 

insatiable desire to inscribe a new political order. 

[Srivathsan, 2019] Many people’s movements have had 

India Gate as its epicenter in the history. People of the 

nation for the last 70 years associated the image of India 

Gate with the notion of freedom and it is this prevalent 

image which is being systematically planned to be erased. 

The sheer scale and estimate of the project itself is 

indication to the change in the urban space structure 

envisaged. It is also interesting to the note that the project is 

being bestowed to the same architect who headed the 
Sabarmathi Riverfront project conceived by Mr.Narendra 

Modi himself earlier. While we can always debate between 

the concepts of an Urban Conservation approach vice versa 

Real Estate Development, what we overlook is that at a 

larger level, all these assaults at the Urban Spaces, 

outwardly disconnected and prudently projected as 

developmental activities could well be targeted at slowly 

shifting the political vantage points without us even 

knowing. 

 
Fig. 5: Central Vista redevelopment proposal Source: 

Hindustan times 
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VI. CONCLUSION 

Cities have the capability of providing something for 

everybody, only because, and only when, they are created 

by everybody.  [Jacobs, 1953] We may conclude that this 

practice of tinkering with the notion of public space can be 

lethal and can be used to change perceptions of an entire 

generation to follow. It is important to keep the inherent 

nature of urbanism. 

In a larger sense, urbanism itself is the ultimate 

example of "platform cooperativism"— the civic structure 

we share and modify together, at many polycentric scales. 
And at the heart of urbanism is public space, the shared 

commons that is the essential framework of cities and 

towns. It is in public spaces that we meet, interact, form our 

plans, and develop opportunities with one another. Today 

we understand that this public space in cities and towns–

this urbanism–does indeed hold the remarkable and unifying 

promise of a better life for all. [Mehaffy, 2017] 

The only way to counter this process is to resist 

from within. This happens only when the virtual association 

is converted into an emotional association through right 

education. People have to engage actively in public spaces 
and not just stay as passive spectators. When people have 

tangible, shareable public spaces to work on, ideological 

divisions often give way to pragmatism.  
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