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A Manifesto for Our Urban Future

Humanity’s urban future will depend on the way urban
future in the Global South will be forged. The global
Southern urban is the urbanism of our time. The general
trends and characteristics of Southern cities of the world
will influence and shape the overall urban condition of the
world today. Humanity’s urban future is anchored in this
way to the South. Evidence of this global condition is to be
found in cities in all continents, in North and South, East
and West.

Twenty-first century world is witnessing an
unprecedented urban growth. New cities are popping up in
many parts of the globe, old cities are expanding furiously,
small towns or even smaller towns with around ten
thousand population (known in some countries as census
towns) are emerging as the bridge between old, big cities
and the countryside, and giving push to the already
accelerating urban growth. Much of this urbanization is
happening in the non-Western world, often known as
Southern countries. By a rough estimate seventeen out of
the first twenty cities with largest population are in the
non-western world. Same is with respect to density of urban
population. Dhaka, the capital city of Bangladesh, is one of
the densest cities with over 30,000 people per square
kilometre. The urban push is mainly a southern push.

This southern push to global urbanization is
reflected in the global nature of the big cities of the South.
Rivalling the scale of cities like New York, London, or



2 Ranabir Samaddar

Tokyo, cities of the South like Mumbai, Bangkok, Kolkata,
Jakarta, Sao Paolo, and of course cities in China like
Shanghai, have become crucial nodes of global economic
activities in the form of supply chains, monetary linkages,
data centres, and other logistical points, such as ports
servicing container traffic, likewise expressways and
high-speed corridors. Digital connections along the Belt and
Road Initiative (BRI), connectivity of ports, roadways, etc.,
have made urbanisation of the world an interlinked
phenomenon.

Along with this, cities of the South flag two more
important phenomena:
(a) Cities in a major way are based on informal labour. The
feature includes informalisation of many of the operations
of the giant formal enterprises like Adidas or car
manufacturers in Detroit who get their air filters, cabin
filters, oil filters, or diesel engines from production centres
in cities like Delhi marked by informal conditions of work,
or the fashion industry of Italy or France getting their
products or part their products from Dhaka or Kolkata.
Informal processes of production materialise through the
ancillarisation of manufacturing, service, and even digital
production centres. These new labour forms, popularly
called as informal, are distinct and have specific structures.
At the same time, these informal labour operations are
housed in slums that are no longer out there at the far end of
the city functioning as the periphery of urban existence.
Slums house a great part of the informal economic
operations including waste-reprocessing activities. The
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economy and locality in this way are intermeshed.

(b) Labour of migrants, refugees, stateless population
groups, contribute to the making and remaking of the cities.
Yet often migrants, refugees, and stateless population
groups lack de jure citizenship. They have no voice
regarding the ways the city should be run. They are forever
consigned to live in ghettos. The city is divided in to a de
jure city and an underground, below-the-law, shadow city.

In some ways, the present story of the South
resembles the chronicle of early urbanization in the North
when labour regulation was minimum or non-existent, and
a crude factory form of production influenced the urban
form. However, in many other ways, contemporary
southern urbanization presents new features such as mixed
production process, mixed forms of labour, globalization of
the services offered by the city, large size of the territory and
population of the city, continuing links with the villages in
the form of circular migration, continuing imprints of the
colonial past and the efforts of the postcolonial city to strike
a new path, and not the least new forms of urban politics
that include new dialogic modes of governance, dynamics
of claim making around issues of urban justice, and a
realization that the fault lines on which the city is based call
for continuous attention. These features suggest the path of
a dialogic future, a dialogic management of the city.

The preceding point is crucial. Experiences of
Southern urbanization force us to acknowledge that the city
is not a harmonious entity brimming with energy of its
citizens. It is based on cleavages, antagonisms, and

perpetual struggles for justice. The urban is not a gesture
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towards a seamless existence. On the contrary, it is based on
fundamental fault lines of race, caste, religion, gender, and
labour. Urban realities are contentious. Hence to the
question of what is a good city, the answer is in the form of
a counter-poser: what is a just city? In the imaginary of
urban future, urban justice is the stake.

Cities carry different legacies and heritages. Some
cities live with their national heritages of revolutions; often
they live with their own histories of insurrections and
upsurges at heart. These histories are suppressed in official
public histories of the cities, but these histories live in the
city’s souls. Some grapple with their pasts of religious,
communal, and racial violence. Some pride with their
educational and public health institutions, while some may
have forever lived with territorially segregated migrants’
quarters as the city continuously attracts immigrants whose
arrival is facilitated by what has been called as
“transplanted networks”. Some pride in their cosmopolitan
nature. The future of these cities will be marked by the pasts
they inhere. Or will they completely bypass the pasts? The
special attachments these cities carry remind us that there
are cities and cities, much like when we speak of railway
towns, steel towns, port towns, trading towns, etc. It is an
immense variety. All these calls for a flexible and plural
approach that can nonetheless generalize our desire for a
just city.

In a way, our imagination of urban future is thus
bound by different histories - hence different labour and
work forms, different temporalities.
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II

Urban future is shaped by our desires and dreams, but that
isnot all. Future is anchored to specific temporalities. This is
not to say that dreams and desires of a liveable city are not
important. These desires and dreams produce material
apparatuses for the journey towards the future. These
dreams are not homogeneous. Classes, groups, individuals
have their specific dreams. Likewise, planners and
administrators harbour grand designs for the urban future.
The heterogeneity of desires, dreams, and outlooks calls for
a dialogic journey — a different kind of administration of the
city, a different kind of urban power.

Urban governmentality clogs the dialogic process.
As a result, labouring classes are pushed out of the
processes of running the city. Popular neighbour-hoods
become places to be feared by rest of the city. The educated,
the literati, the cultured class, and top layers of bureaucracy
avoid these places. In fact, these places become headache for
the urban planners. These are nightmare places in as much
as cities become nightmare cities. They become objects of
planning for a better future of the city so that these
neighbour-hoods can be cleaned or altogether removed —
for instance by constructing a road that will cut through
such neighbourhood or by relocating the residents of these
popular neighbour-hoods to distant parts of the city, so that
a supermarket can be built, or an office complex, or a
cultural complex in the cleared area.

Yet these popular neighbour-hoods in time have
built social infrastructure of solidarity, care, and informal

URBAN
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6 Ranabir Samaddar

education. These neighbour-hoods have generated income
through petty and informal jobs, and have been the training
ground of social leadership. In this way, which is only one
of the several instances, our future making practices happen
in our present time, and enable the present time to connect
with the future. Likewise, popular leaders of the city like
mayors and city elders try to improve social infrastructure
of solidarity by promoting clubs and associations and other
forms of people’s organization including cultural platforms;
encourage social leadership among women and youth
belonging to lower or subaltern classes of society; adopt,
implement, and strengthen schemes for spread of education
and public health; harness resources for the improvement of
the living conditions of the popular classes of the city;
ensure security of the vulnerable sections of population;
negotiate and build relations with migrants; and most
importantly educate the urban subaltern masses to assume
leadership of self-governance. These all gesture towards
making our urban future robust. These also enthuse and
enable the popular classes to resist the mindless
developmental schemes which often ruin the condition of
the former and put them “off the map” of development.
Resistance by subaltern classes becomes the most significant
element in democratizing the city and suggesting the
possibility of a better wurban future. Popular
neighbour-hoods become the building blocks of a dialogic
spatial order of the city. The notion of infrastructure is
capacious. It allows us to look into the strategies of urban
popular classes to get on with life and combat adversities in



A Manifesto for Our Urban Future 7

anew way.

Promises of better future can work in negative and
positive - both ways. When they fail, they turn people into
cynic entities. Hopelessness becomes widespread.
Resistance declines. The situation breeds gangsterism and
proto-fascist mentality. This happens particularly when
there is a simultaneous decline of radical politics and
weakening of popular mobilization and alliance of popular
classes.

On the other hand, when promises are kept even
when not fully but in a major manner, hopes soar.
Solidarities strengthen. Bonds reinforce. Daily dialogues
between horizontal solidarities and vertical solidarities
mark urban life. Trust reinforces; trust network also widens.
Trust and dialogue become the basis of a new form of public
power - a combination of horizontal and vertical forms of
power. Promise of a better future is actualized in the reality
of the improvement of daily life of popular classes. The
banal becomes the basis of the exceptional. In most of the
illustrative instances of radical democratic governance of
the cities, the administration inheres the features mentioned
in the preceding lines. The form of such governance may be
a new form of urban leftism or in the current language,
left-populism. Marx had said of workers” cooperatives that
under a capitalist order cannot bring socialism, but these
cooperatives are the training schools for the battle for
socialism. Likewise, the measures taken by the Leftist or
Left-populist mayors cannot make the city just given the
unequal relations between countryside and the city, south
and the north, agriculture and industry, extractive practices
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and digitized finance, and global divisions running along
regions, religions, races, ecologies, economies, and gender.
However the said measures are the training ground for
moving towards a just urban future, which will be a
common future. Leftist mayors of Thiruvananthapuram,
Athens, Beijing, Santiago, Barcelona, Ankara, and several
other cities in both South and the North have added to the
present history of the wurban a rich repertoire of
reconstructive, dialogic, and just practices. Women mayors
are still a minority. However, these populist and Leftist
mayors have initiated new housing policies, transportation
networks favouring the city commoners, expanded city
facilities and the common properties of the city, and
significantly steered their cities towards being “cities of
refuge”.

The basis of a modest, realistic, and patient working
towards a better and just urban future as reflected among
others in these positive trends, is the understanding that
urban temporality is plural. Temporality is plural in two
senses: globally urban time is not same everywhere.
Singapore’s rhythm will not be of Kolkata. Likewise, within
a city time does not function in a homogeneous way. Urban
geography is often fragmented. Time could not therefore be
anything but heterogeneous. The bourgeoisie connects
cities in homogeneous time to serve the interests of capital.
Think of the temporal connections between the cities of Los
Angeles, Singapore, and Sydney and way the clock operates
and binds the economic schedules of these cities. Yet time
works in popular lives of these cities in heterogeneous
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manner. The first accomplishment of a radical urban future
will be freeing cities from the prison of homogeneity of
urban time. Urban time moves towards the future along
differential rhythm,
predicated by visions of justice. Digital technology with

tempo, dynamics - nonetheless
new logic can facilitate the arrival of such flexibility and
operation of heterogeneity instead of strapping in the cold
logic of homogeneous time.

In a similar way, past is layered in the present time
of cities in different ways. The concept of a palimpsest city
conveys a powerful image of urban areas being constantly
rewritten and restructured over time, with layers of
previous historical development visible beneath the current
cityscape. Contemporary city planning and social structures
are built upon, and often influenced by, older physical and
cultural remnants. Cities often accumulate history in layers,
with new development overwriting but never completely
erasing past influences.

Yet the concept does not tell us adequately the
dynamics of the historical formation of the city. In some
cases, traces of the violent and conflictive past of a city are
buried by the dynamics of a transformative present, a
revolutionary upheaval, or a remorseless working on the
maladies of the past. It is a melancholia pervading every
family, street, generation, even a work of art. In other cases,
the city may cling on to the memory of its radical past and
live endlessly under the pathos of a past whose promises
have not been redeemed. Conversely, this past may force a
moribund present to rise and work towards redeeming the
promise of historical legacy. There is a time when nothing
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happens, a time with no internal necessity forcing it into
action. On the other, there is a time of conflict induced by
time’s internal contradiction to produce the city’s
development and an accelerated journey towards a
revamped life. This dialectic may not be always
pronounced. It may appear marginally, somewhere,
intermittently, and may never arrive fully. The times are
never fully integrated. Forms of temporality do not achieve
union. They co-exist, but they do not necessarily relate to
each other. They may be interlaced in a connection which is
localized, momentary, apparently not firmly grounded.
Time in such cases is marked by an internal dissociation, an
unresolved alterity. In still some other cases, national
traditions, heritages, and promises, orient a city’s present.
The possibilities of the working of time are many. But on
this there is no doubt that the interfaces of different times
mark urban temporality. The daily practices of rebuilding
the future do tell upon the secular feature of urban
planning, the continuous rebuilding of the city, and the
possibility of constituting public power along popular and
dialogic lines, where bio-political issues of public life, that is
the life of the lower classes, prompt a different kind of
self-governance. There is thus no ideal city, no modular city,
no timeless imagination of a city, no city that is not
predicated and conditioned city, hence no “untimely city”.
In this sense, knowing a city involves unknowing.
But it means also, being aware of how time plays its part in
forming and framing historical knowledge of a city.
Likewise, a city’s imagination of itself is again predicated by






