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Mumbai is a dynamic city, one with a life 
and soul of its own. It lures you in with promises 
of wealth and keeps you prisoner to an exhila-
rating life. Located on the west coast of India, 
it is the financial powerhouse of the country. 
Ripe with opportunity, people from all over the 
country migrate to the city to have a chance at 
a better life. This has led to Mumbai becoming a 
melting pot of cultures, traditions and lifestyles. 
Mumbai is now home to over 22 million people 
from all walks of life. It is a city of extremes 
where the rich live in lavish apartments while 
the underprivileged live in crammed chawls 
(slums). Nevertheless, thousands pour into the 
city each day into the city with dreams in their 
eyes, trying to make it in the big city.

The city one sees today has a humble be-
ginning. The land on which Mumbai now stands 
was once an archipelago made up of seven se-
parate islands that was originally inhabited by 
a small fisherfolk community called ‘Kolis’ since 
the 13th century AD. The language that they 
speak is a dialect of ‘Marathi’ and they worship 
the goddess ‘Mumba Devi’ from where Mumbai 

— Mumbai: Reclaimed 
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derives its name. In the 16th century, the Por-
tuguese arrived to these islands and referred to 
them as ‘Bom Bahia’, which means ‘Good Bay’ 
which took the written form of ‘Bombaim’. The 
Portuguese eventually gained control of the is-
lands, only to hand it over to the British in the 
17th century as gift when Charles II of England 
married Catherine of Braganza. Under the Bri-
tish the islands came to be known as ‘Bombay’, 
an anglicized version of ‘Bombaim’. The city re-
mained ‘Bombay’ after India gained indepen-
dence from the British in 1947, as it was called 
throughout the duration of British colonial rule 
and was changed to ‘Mumbai’ only recently in 
1995.

The genesis of Mumbai or Bombay as a city 
took place after the British ‘East India Company’ 
took over the islands. They quickly understood 
the advantages of Mumbai’s deep natural har-
bour and envisioned a thriving port city that 
would strengthen trade relations with India. In 
the 19th century, together with religious tole-
rance shown by the British, attracted to the city 
immigrants from all over the subcontinent and 
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beyond. Thus, the strategically located port was 
built to become ‘Urbs Prima’ of India.

After India became politically independent 
in 1947, the city of Mumbai retained a few in-
fluences of the British over the years which is 
most evidently reflected through architecture 
built during the British Raj (Rule). The city is 
dotted with structures that are constant remin-
ders that Mumbai was once under British rule. 
Notably, the names that these structures bore 
were also to honour either British officials or the 
British Crown. In recent history, there have been 
attempts at ‘reclaiming’ these structures built by 
the British in an effort to decolonise ourselves. 
This, however, has resulted in a movement in 
the city that has caused a shift in the identity of 
Mumbai from one of being cosmopolitan to one 
that essentially champions regional nationalism.

It can be argued that Mumbai has an iden-
tity of its own. That in turn poses the question 
how are urban identities created? The notion of 
a city possessing a single identity is full of pro-

blems. Firstly, because different people with 
varied backgrounds would assess the city’s 
identity in their own way and can have a multi-
tude of meanings attached to it. Secondly, the 
construction of an identity occurs by rejecting 
another identity and therefore leaves no space 
for pluralism. Especially for a city like Mumbai 
with a rich and varied history, it is nearly impos-
sible to attach a singular identity to it. One must 
acknowledge that urban identities are in no way 
static and with the constant change and fluctua-
tions that a city undergoes, the city’s identity is 
also continuously evolving. 

In the following chapters, we attempt 
to look at the influence of politics on the so-
cio-cultural aspects of the identity of Mumbai 
by examining most importantly British colonial 
traces in the city of Mumbai that exist in the 
form of the structures and their names built du-
ring the British Raj and the various inscriptions 
related to the influences in the shift in the iden-
tity of the city.

1. Different names for the city of 
Mumbai over the years 

1. Illustration of Bal Thackarey, Founder of Shiv Sena, a political organisation illus-
trated in an unofficial Google doodle.
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Facing the Arabian sea, the city of Mumbai 
is located on the west coast of India. A flouri-
shing economic centre it draws to itself people 
running from small towns or chasing big dreams 
alike.

People come from all over the country to 
Mumbai seeking to make a living but end up 
making it their home. This has resulted in Mum-
bai developing a culture that is a concoction of 
all the cultures of the country. India has very dis-
tinct cultures in different regions of the country, 
every 50-100 kilometres the culture and the lan-
guage or dialect of a language changes. In In-
dia, states of the country are largely demarcated 
on a linguistic basis and each state has a culture 
and lifestyle that is unique to that region. Mum-
bai is the capital of the western state of Maha-
rashtra, where predominantly the language 
‘Marathi’ is spoken. Although Marathi is the lan-
guage spoken by a majority in the state, there 
are a multitude of languages spoken in Mum-
bai including Hindi, Gujarati, Kannada, English, 
Telugu, Konkani, along with a colloquial form of 
Hindi called, ‘Bambaiya’. Being the capital of the 
state, it is the focal point of administrative ac-
tivities and has been so since the British era. It 
is also the birthplace of the Indian film industry 
which generates a revenue of more than $1 Bil-
lion per year.

6

Genesis of a City
The city that has grown to be one of the 

biggest, most densely populated, commercial 
metropolis of India is drastically different from 
what once was a cluster of seven small islands 
inhabited by a community of fisherfolk called 
‘Kolis’. In the 13th century AD, the Kolis along 
with a few other tribes migrated to the islands 
under an Indian ruler, King Bhimdev. The Kolis 
were practitioners of Hinduism and still worship 
the goddess ‘Mumba Devi’. The Koli tribe has 
survived till date and continue to practice fi-
shing as an occupation, although years of being 
converted to Christianity and marginalisation 
has led to some changes in their lifestyle. The 
Kolis had various names for the individual is-
lands, including multiple names for their home 
calling it ‘Mumbai’ or ‘Mumbaim’.

The Portuguese arrived to the islands in the 
16th century and took over control from the lo-
cal Indian ruler and called the place ‘Bom Bahia’ 
which means ‘Good Bay’ which took the form 
‘Bombaim’ when written. They established their 
control and built many churches across the is-
lands that stand even today. Portuguese rule 
was soon replaced by British rule when the is-
lands were given as dowry in the marriage of 
Charles II of England and Catherine of Portu-
gal in the year 1662. By the time the British had 
acquired the islands they already had a strong 
hold in eastern India in the city of Calcutta (now 
Kolkata) and in western India in the city of Surat, 
where they had the British East India Company’s 
factory. The control of the islands was given to 
the British East India Company and they named 
it ‘Bombay’, an anglicized version of the Portu-
guese name ‘Bombaim’.

Dawn Of A City
A curious trend of renaming colonial structures 
50 years after independence.
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1. Illustration of various communities that migrated to Mumbai during the British 
rule.
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1. Map of India and major port cities 
of the British East India Company

Home to Migrants
Bombay’s natural protected deep harbour 

and isolation from the hinterland ensured se-
curity against land attacks. The British had rea-
lised that Bombay had the potential to beco-
me one of the premier trading centres in South 
Asia. In the words of historian, S M Edwardes, 
the first Governor of Bombay, Sir George Oxen-
den “aimed at encouraging trade in all possible 
directions, encouraging people of all classes to 
settle on the island”. The British East India Com-
pany started buying more land around the port. 
These efforts were made for the establishment 
and promotion of trade with the hope of even-
tually setting up British controlled manufacture. 
Thus, Bombay was set up based on the primary 
functions of trade and commerce.

The only way the Company could establi-
sh trade networks was through working with 
local Indian merchants. The appointment of 
Gerald Aungier as the President of the Com-
pany’s Surat factory and simultaneously as Go-
vernor of Bombay had a significant impact on 

the development of Bombay as a trading centre 
and port. Due to the constant attacks on Su-
rat by the ‘Marathas’ (a warrior tribe belonging 
to western India), Aungier decided to shift the 
Company’s trading headquarters from Surat to 
Bombay as it offered a sheltered harbour. This 
along with the religious freedom offered by the 
British encouraged mercantile communities to 
migrate to Bombay. These trading communi-
ties included Parsis, Gujuratis, Dawoodi Bohras 
and Jews. Later more and more people and 
communities started migrating to the city from 
all over the country and nearby regions, inclu-
ding Kacchi Bhatias, Marathas, Goans and many 
more. This led to the city having a very diverse 
population. The aspiration to create a thriving 
trading centre thus moulded a co-operative tra-
dition which endured in Bombay through the 
following centuries. 
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1. Map of South Mumbai with famous colonial structures that still stand today. 1. Timeline of Mumbai spanning from 1290 to 1995.

British Legacy
Today, while the city is brimming with tall 

buildings and skyscrapers, hidden from the 
city’s skyline, in the southern part of Mumbai, 
are grand buildings built by the British with Vic-
torian-Gothic and Indo-Saracenic architecture 
styles over the span of two centuries. As the 
city of Bombay was developing, the British oc-
cupied the southernmost part of town and the 
Indian natives started settling further towards 
north. By the year 1834 the British had taken 
on a more prominent administrative role in the 
sub-continent. South Bombay became the city 
centre or the hub of all administrative activities 
as it was closest to the docks. Large scale topo-
graphical development in the form of land re-
clamation projects had begun. Most of southern 
Mumbai is built on reclaimed land and is dotted 
with structures that exude grandeur and can be 
seen as an assertion of colonial powers. Most 
of these structures were made for practical pur-
poses of administration, others were geared 
towards the development of a small commercial 
town into a city with better organisation. These 
buildings are of great historical significance to 

Mumbai and several are classified as heritage 
sites. Some of these structures include Chhatra-
pati Shivaji Maharaj Terminus (formerly Victoria 
Terminus), The Gateway of India, Mahatma Jyo-
tiba Phule Mandai (formerly Crawford Market), 
University of Mumbai, Hutatma Chowk (formerly 
Flora Fountain) and Mumbai High Court.

These structures and buildings remain a 
part of the cultural fabric of Mumbai and are fre-
quented by tourists and residents alike. As one 
might have noticed, a lot of these structures 
have been renamed, a phenomenon that has 
taken hold of Mumbai since the 1990s. The most 
obvious of these changes is the name of the city 
itself being changed from colonial ‘Bombay’ to 
native ‘Mumbai’. Mumbai was derived from the 
name of the patron goddess ‘Mumba Devi’ of 
the indigenous inhabitants of Mumbai, the Ko-
lis. The city’s name was changed when a political 
party called ‘Shiv Sena’ was elected to power in 
1995 in the city. It was a political party that grew 
in popularity based on nativist sentiments. In 
the duration that this political party was in of-

fice, Shiv Sena made changes to the names of 
numerous colonial structures.

For instance, in the year 1888, ‘Bori Bun-
der’, a terminus of the Great Indian Peninsula 
Railway, was rebuilt as the grand railway station 
we see today and renamed ‘Victoria Terminus’ 
to commemorate the Golden Jubilee of Queen 
Victoria. More than a century later, in the year 
1996, ‘Victoria Terminus’ or ‘VT’ (a colloquial ab-
breviation) was renamed to ‘Chhatrapati Shivaji 
Terminus’ after Shivaji, the 17th century warrior 
king and founder of the ‘Maratha Empire’. For-
merly known as the ‘Prince of Wales Museum 
of Western India’ met a similar fate when it was 
renamed to ‘Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj Vastu 
Sangrahalaya’ in 1995. 

This trend of renaming structures can be 
observed throughout Shiv Sena’s governance 
not only in structures built by the British but 
also in a multitude of public spaces which is a 
continuous and endless process with the recent 
addition of ‘Maharaj’ which means ‘Great King’ 
to ‘Chhatrapati Shivaji Terminus’ making it ‘Ch-
hatrapati Shivaji Maharaj Terminus’ in 2017. Shiv 
Sena came to power in the city of ‘Bombay’ and 
when its term was over, it left the office of the 
city of ‘Mumbai’.
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1. Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj Ter-
minus, formery known as Victoria 
Terminus. 

Dawn Of A City

An Act of Decolonisation
Toponymy, which is the study of place 

names, allows us to examine how these place 
names play a significant role in the way people 
interact and connect with spaces. One of the 
reasons voiced for changing the names of colo-
nial buildings, roads and other structures was 
to reclaim these spaces as native, to create a 
sense of belonging for the residents of the city. 
This can be seen as an act of decolonisation, 
that’s taking shape in post-colonial Mumbai. 
Decolonisation in itself implies getting rid of all 
that is colonial and traces that are oppressive 
for the natives and empowering for the coloni-
ser. However, one must realise that return to a 
culture that is native in the ‘purest’ sense is im-
possible. 

These acts of decolonisation cannot be 
viewed in isolation, we must understand how 
the new names impact the citizens of the city 
and what do the names mean in the larger 
identity of Mumbai. The structures that are re-
named bear names of either British officials or 
the Crown, even ‘British-sounding’ names are 

changed. For example, ‘Gunbow Street’ was a 
name given by the British to honour an Indian, 
‘Ganba Shet’, ‘Gunbow’ was an anglicized form 
of ‘Ganba’ but it was renamed to ‘Rustom Sid-
hwa Marg’ as it was assumed to be a colonial 
name.

Two major structures built during the Briti-
sh Raj had their names changed in the 1990s to 
honour a particular historical figure, Shivaji who 
was the founder of the ‘Maratha Empire’ and 
a hero for people who speak ‘Marathi’ and are 
native to the state of Maharashtra. In the year 
1960, Bombay became a part of Maharashtra, 
despite the fact that not all people residing in 
Bombay were Marathi. This commenced a gra-
dual shift in the identity of the city from ‘British 
Bombay’ which had a cosmopolitan framework 
to a ‘Marathi Mumbai’ that is increasingly 
pushing towards a homogenous identity for the 
city. The rise of Shiv Sena as a nativist political 
party was Marathi-centric, which quickly grew to 
dominate the streets of the city it had proudly 
named Mumbai.

After Independence from the British rule, 
India was divided into states based on language. 
Bombay had established itself as the financial 
capital of the country and was a multicultural 
city which made it difficult as there was no clear 
linguistic border that could’ve been formed.  A 
struggle between the communities of Bombay 
took place and, in the end, Bombay was establi-
shed as the capital of the Marathi speaking state 
of Maharashtra despite Bombay not being Ma-
rathi like the rest of the state. 

Shifting Identities
To provide context to renaming as an act of deco-
lonisation, we must understand the reasons for 
the rise of nativism in the city of Mumbai.

Origins of Nativism
In a diverse city like Mumbai, where people 

come in from all walks of life, migration of-
ten ignites nativist sentiments. Major indus-
tries were owned by Parsi and Gujarati traders 
and south Indians had migrated to Bombay for 
white collar jobs. The Maharashtrian commu-
nity did not have enough capital to start their 
own businesses and hence relied on office jobs 
to earn a living. The south Indian community 
that migrated to Mumbai would be chosen over 
Marathis for such jobs since they were more 
fluent English speakers. This caused unemploy-
ment in the Marathi community and they felt 
like outsiders were taking away their opportuni-
ties at jobs and a better standard of living. This 
caused the rise of nativist sentiments within the 
community. This feeling gave rise to Shiv Sena, 
whose initial ideology was anti-migrant. 

These nativist beliefs, when voiced political-
ly, can be demonstrated in the form of protests, 
riots, nativist associations or even nativist politi-
cal parties. One such nativist political party that 
emerged in Bombay after India gained indepen-
dence from the British, is Shiv Sena. 

Now that Bombay was a part of Maharash-
tra, the Marathis felt like they had more claim 
over the city than the other communities pre-
sent there. The Marathis formed 43% of Bombay 
and were the largest community but they felt 
like they were marginalised since the population 
of all non-maharashtrians combined was more 
than that of the Maharashtrian community. Mo-
reover, Bal Thackrey’s drawings in the newspa-
per, ‘Marmik’, issued warnings that Bombay was 
being overrun by outsiders. Much of Shiv Sena’s 
reputation was built through their publications 
like the newspaper, ‘Marmik’. 
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itself being changed from colonial ‘Bombay’ to 
native ‘Mumbai’. Mumbai was derived from the 
name of the patron goddess ‘Mumba Devi’ of 
the indigenous inhabitants of Mumbai, the Ko-
lis. The city’s name was changed when a political 
party called ‘Shiv Sena’ was elected to power in 
1995 in the city. It was a political party that grew 
in popularity based on nativist sentiments. In 
the duration that this political party was in of-

fice, Shiv Sena made changes to the names of 
numerous colonial structures.

For instance, in the year 1888, ‘Bori Bun-
der’, a terminus of the Great Indian Peninsula 
Railway, was rebuilt as the grand railway station 
we see today and renamed ‘Victoria Terminus’ 
to commemorate the Golden Jubilee of Queen 
Victoria. More than a century later, in the year 
1996, ‘Victoria Terminus’ or ‘VT’ (a colloquial ab-
breviation) was renamed to ‘Chhatrapati Shivaji 
Terminus’ after Shivaji, the 17th century warrior 
king and founder of the ‘Maratha Empire’. For-
merly known as the ‘Prince of Wales Museum 
of Western India’ met a similar fate when it was 
renamed to ‘Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj Vastu 
Sangrahalaya’ in 1995. 

This trend of renaming structures can be 
observed throughout Shiv Sena’s governance 
not only in structures built by the British but 
also in a multitude of public spaces which is a 
continuous and endless process with the recent 
addition of ‘Maharaj’ which means ‘Great King’ 
to ‘Chhatrapati Shivaji Terminus’ making it ‘Ch-
hatrapati Shivaji Maharaj Terminus’ in 2017. Shiv 
Sena came to power in the city of ‘Bombay’ and 
when its term was over, it left the office of the 
city of ‘Mumbai’.
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Construction of Marathi Mumbai
In 1960 Bal Thackeray, a Bombay-based car-

toonist, belonging to the Marathi community, 
began publishing the satirical cartoons weekly. 
Through this publication, he started dissemina-
ting anti-migrant sentiments. Thackeray then 
founded the Shiv Sena as a political organisa-
tion, out of frustration at the job situation of 
his community. The Shiv Sena attracted many 
unemployed Marathi youth, who were attrac-
ted by Thackeray’s charged anti-migrant orato-
ry. Shiv Sena cadres became involved in various 
attacks against the South Indian communities, 
vandalising South Indian restaurants and pres-
suring employers to hire Marathis.

Shiv Sena gets its name from Shivaji Maha-
raj, the Maratha warrior that fought against the 
Mughals. The party was organised to protect the 
interests of the Marathi community. The party’s 
aim went from safeguarding interests of the Ma-
rathi community to attacking the communities 
they thought of as outsiders in Bombay. Protests 
were launched, particularly targeting migrants 
from South India who had monopolised secreta-
rial and clerical jobs in Bombay. 

Shiv Sena didn’t stop there. After promo-
ting anti-migrant and anti-outsider feelings 
they went on to wage a war against ‘anti-natio-
nals’. This mainly made the communists and 
the Muslim community the target of the par-
ty’s wrath. Shiv Sena accused them of not being 
loyal to their country. They urged the public to 
retaliate and keep the community in check. Shiv 
Sena went through two major changes in their 
ideology. They started out as a nativist move-
ment that took the form of a political party that 
was against migrants in a multi ethnic city like 
Bombay.

Name Game
“Power is employed and exercised through 

a net-like organisation. And not only do indi-
viduals circulate between its threads; they are 
always in the position of simultaneously under-
going or exercising this power. They are not only 
its inert or consenting target; they are also the 
elements of its articulation. In other words, indi-
viduals are like vehicles of power, not its points 
of application” - Michael Foucault

The names of any place are reflective of the 
political power of a land and tell us what sort 
of order is being led in the region. Mumbai’s 
landmarks have gone through this shift in iden-
tity as the political power has been succeeding 
through distant hands. During the British rule in 
the late nineteenth century, the British named 
a great deal of development after Queen Victo-
ria, such as Victoria Gardens, The Victoria Tech-
nical Institute and the Victoria Terminus. In the 
mid-twentieth century, everything was named 
after the Prince of Wales to honour him.

Around the time of Independence in India, 
Britain was in ruins after the world war even 
though they had been successful in winning. In 
fact, most of Europe had lost its faith and power 
and the USA and Soviet Union were in global do-
minance. After the British separated itself from 
India, the government took the responsibility 
of changing names of cities, states, streets, pu-
blic spaces and more. Initially factors such as a 
need for standardising spellings or convenience 
for local languages were notable reasons; a big 
concern was also to move away from the colo-
nial regime. The early renaming was not met 
with as much controversy as the more recent 
name changes, as one would be accustomed to 
it and would not always be accepting of a new 
adjustment. The renaming of major cities in 
the last 3 decades has faced major opposition. 
On the other hand, in countries such as Nige-
ria, they went through a renaming quite early 
in their independence from the colonial empire 
and it was rather seamlessly accepted by the po-
pulation. These changes that took places were 
Cochin to Kochi, Madras to Chennai, Calcutta to 
Kolkata, Bangalore to Bengaluru, Gurgaon to 
Gurugram and Bombay to Mumbai, that took 
place in 1996. The more recent name changes, 
especially in bigger cities is sometimes observed 
as a conflict between a cosmopolitan public and 
a local, regional community over defining the 
city’s image.
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1. Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj Ter-
minus, formery known as Victoria 
Terminus. 

Dawn Of A City

An Act of Decolonisation
Toponymy, which is the study of place 

names, allows us to examine how these place 
names play a significant role in the way people 
interact and connect with spaces. One of the 
reasons voiced for changing the names of colo-
nial buildings, roads and other structures was 
to reclaim these spaces as native, to create a 
sense of belonging for the residents of the city. 
This can be seen as an act of decolonisation, 
that’s taking shape in post-colonial Mumbai. 
Decolonisation in itself implies getting rid of all 
that is colonial and traces that are oppressive 
for the natives and empowering for the coloni-
ser. However, one must realise that return to a 
culture that is native in the ‘purest’ sense is im-
possible. 

These acts of decolonisation cannot be 
viewed in isolation, we must understand how 
the new names impact the citizens of the city 
and what do the names mean in the larger 
identity of Mumbai. The structures that are re-
named bear names of either British officials or 
the Crown, even ‘British-sounding’ names are 

changed. For example, ‘Gunbow Street’ was a 
name given by the British to honour an Indian, 
‘Ganba Shet’, ‘Gunbow’ was an anglicized form 
of ‘Ganba’ but it was renamed to ‘Rustom Sid-
hwa Marg’ as it was assumed to be a colonial 
name.

Two major structures built during the Briti-
sh Raj had their names changed in the 1990s to 
honour a particular historical figure, Shivaji who 
was the founder of the ‘Maratha Empire’ and 
a hero for people who speak ‘Marathi’ and are 
native to the state of Maharashtra. In the year 
1960, Bombay became a part of Maharashtra, 
despite the fact that not all people residing in 
Bombay were Marathi. This commenced a gra-
dual shift in the identity of the city from ‘British 
Bombay’ which had a cosmopolitan framework 
to a ‘Marathi Mumbai’ that is increasingly 
pushing towards a homogenous identity for the 
city. The rise of Shiv Sena as a nativist political 
party was Marathi-centric, which quickly grew to 
dominate the streets of the city it had proudly 
named Mumbai.

After Independence from the British rule, 
India was divided into states based on language. 
Bombay had established itself as the financial 
capital of the country and was a multicultural 
city which made it difficult as there was no clear 
linguistic border that could’ve been formed.  A 
struggle between the communities of Bombay 
took place and, in the end, Bombay was establi-
shed as the capital of the Marathi speaking state 
of Maharashtra despite Bombay not being Ma-
rathi like the rest of the state. 

Shifting Identities
To provide context to renaming as an act of deco-
lonisation, we must understand the reasons for 
the rise of nativism in the city of Mumbai.

Origins of Nativism
In a diverse city like Mumbai, where people 

come in from all walks of life, migration of-
ten ignites nativist sentiments. Major indus-
tries were owned by Parsi and Gujarati traders 
and south Indians had migrated to Bombay for 
white collar jobs. The Maharashtrian commu-
nity did not have enough capital to start their 
own businesses and hence relied on office jobs 
to earn a living. The south Indian community 
that migrated to Mumbai would be chosen over 
Marathis for such jobs since they were more 
fluent English speakers. This caused unemploy-
ment in the Marathi community and they felt 
like outsiders were taking away their opportuni-
ties at jobs and a better standard of living. This 
caused the rise of nativist sentiments within the 
community. This feeling gave rise to Shiv Sena, 
whose initial ideology was anti-migrant. 

These nativist beliefs, when voiced political-
ly, can be demonstrated in the form of protests, 
riots, nativist associations or even nativist politi-
cal parties. One such nativist political party that 
emerged in Bombay after India gained indepen-
dence from the British, is Shiv Sena. 

Now that Bombay was a part of Maharash-
tra, the Marathis felt like they had more claim 
over the city than the other communities pre-
sent there. The Marathis formed 43% of Bombay 
and were the largest community but they felt 
like they were marginalised since the population 
of all non-maharashtrians combined was more 
than that of the Maharashtrian community. Mo-
reover, Bal Thackrey’s drawings in the newspa-
per, ‘Marmik’, issued warnings that Bombay was 
being overrun by outsiders. Much of Shiv Sena’s 
reputation was built through their publications 
like the newspaper, ‘Marmik’. 



1. Collage of a weekly paper, Marmik; newspaper clippings and a picture of Shivaji.
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Rituals of Naming
In Mumbai, whether it was experiencing na-

tional pride or regional pride, names of places 
within the city were on the whole named after 
Jawaharlal Nehru, the first Prime Minister of In-
dia and a critical figure in politics during inde-
pendence; or Chhatrapati Shivaji, who was the 
Maratha Empire’s first emperor. Few important 
changes that we’ve seen are, ‘Victoria Terminus’ 
to ‘Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj Terminus’, ‘Vic-
toria Gardens’ to ‘Jijamata Udyan’(the name of 
Shivaji’s mother), and ‘Prince of Wales Museum’ 
to ‘Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj Vastu Sangra-
halaya’. Dr. Bhau Daji Lad Museum, previously 
known as Victoria Albert Museum, is the oldest 
museum in Mumbai and is about India and In-
dia’s traditions. Bhau Daji Lad was part of a com-
mittee that raised money for construction of a 
new building for the museum. The Museum was 
renamed in 1975 as it was considered appro-
priate to form greater relevance to the people of 
Mumbai. In some cases, the renaming was quite 
irrelevant and felt forced on as they had nothing 
to do with the monument or its origin. For ins-
tance, the Prince of Wales Museum’s renaming 
to ‘Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj Vastu Sangraha-
laya’. There are critics that say the naming could 
have been better defined by the scope of the 
museum and the architecture. In situations like 
this, you have a perplexed integration where 
the name and the thing you are naming are not 
relevant together and reflect disparity in some 
way.

Renaming has not been limited to British 
era structures. Renaming of railway stations 
and various spots in the city is taking place. The 
railway station previously known as Victoria 
Terminus has been renamed a few times. Ear-
lier known as ‘Bori Bunder’, that name was su-
perseded to honour the golden jubilee of Queen 
Victoria. It was renamed to Chhatrapati Shivaji 
Terminus out of appreciation for the emperor. 
Similarly, Elphinstone Road to Prabhadevi, Co-
laba Causeway to Shahid Bhagat Singh Marg. 
There are laws set that only allow names that 
are British to be changed. So, it would be im-
possible to change the names that linguistical-
ly echo an ‘Indianness’. This says that the only 
intention of renaming is to remove any relation 
with the colonial empire.

‘‘It is only when we understand 
that all cultural statements 
and systems constructed in this 
contradictory and ambivalent 
space of enunciation, that we 
begin to understand why hie-
rarchical claims to the inherent 
originality or ‘purity’ of cultures 
are untenable, even before 
we resort to empirical histori-
cal instances that demonstrate 
their hybridity.’’
- Homi K. Bhabha, Postcolonial writer

1. Infographic of Marathi speakers 
and Non-Marathi speakers in 
Mumbai in 2011.

2. Infographic of different communi-
ties that were part of Mumbai in 
1968.
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Construction of Marathi Mumbai
In 1960 Bal Thackeray, a Bombay-based car-

toonist, belonging to the Marathi community, 
began publishing the satirical cartoons weekly. 
Through this publication, he started dissemina-
ting anti-migrant sentiments. Thackeray then 
founded the Shiv Sena as a political organisa-
tion, out of frustration at the job situation of 
his community. The Shiv Sena attracted many 
unemployed Marathi youth, who were attrac-
ted by Thackeray’s charged anti-migrant orato-
ry. Shiv Sena cadres became involved in various 
attacks against the South Indian communities, 
vandalising South Indian restaurants and pres-
suring employers to hire Marathis.

Shiv Sena gets its name from Shivaji Maha-
raj, the Maratha warrior that fought against the 
Mughals. The party was organised to protect the 
interests of the Marathi community. The party’s 
aim went from safeguarding interests of the Ma-
rathi community to attacking the communities 
they thought of as outsiders in Bombay. Protests 
were launched, particularly targeting migrants 
from South India who had monopolised secreta-
rial and clerical jobs in Bombay. 

Shiv Sena didn’t stop there. After promo-
ting anti-migrant and anti-outsider feelings 
they went on to wage a war against ‘anti-natio-
nals’. This mainly made the communists and 
the Muslim community the target of the par-
ty’s wrath. Shiv Sena accused them of not being 
loyal to their country. They urged the public to 
retaliate and keep the community in check. Shiv 
Sena went through two major changes in their 
ideology. They started out as a nativist move-
ment that took the form of a political party that 
was against migrants in a multi ethnic city like 
Bombay.

Name Game
“Power is employed and exercised through 

a net-like organisation. And not only do indi-
viduals circulate between its threads; they are 
always in the position of simultaneously under-
going or exercising this power. They are not only 
its inert or consenting target; they are also the 
elements of its articulation. In other words, indi-
viduals are like vehicles of power, not its points 
of application” - Michael Foucault

The names of any place are reflective of the 
political power of a land and tell us what sort 
of order is being led in the region. Mumbai’s 
landmarks have gone through this shift in iden-
tity as the political power has been succeeding 
through distant hands. During the British rule in 
the late nineteenth century, the British named 
a great deal of development after Queen Victo-
ria, such as Victoria Gardens, The Victoria Tech-
nical Institute and the Victoria Terminus. In the 
mid-twentieth century, everything was named 
after the Prince of Wales to honour him.

Around the time of Independence in India, 
Britain was in ruins after the world war even 
though they had been successful in winning. In 
fact, most of Europe had lost its faith and power 
and the USA and Soviet Union were in global do-
minance. After the British separated itself from 
India, the government took the responsibility 
of changing names of cities, states, streets, pu-
blic spaces and more. Initially factors such as a 
need for standardising spellings or convenience 
for local languages were notable reasons; a big 
concern was also to move away from the colo-
nial regime. The early renaming was not met 
with as much controversy as the more recent 
name changes, as one would be accustomed to 
it and would not always be accepting of a new 
adjustment. The renaming of major cities in 
the last 3 decades has faced major opposition. 
On the other hand, in countries such as Nige-
ria, they went through a renaming quite early 
in their independence from the colonial empire 
and it was rather seamlessly accepted by the po-
pulation. These changes that took places were 
Cochin to Kochi, Madras to Chennai, Calcutta to 
Kolkata, Bangalore to Bengaluru, Gurgaon to 
Gurugram and Bombay to Mumbai, that took 
place in 1996. The more recent name changes, 
especially in bigger cities is sometimes observed 
as a conflict between a cosmopolitan public and 
a local, regional community over defining the 
city’s image.
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1. Statue of Jijabai, Shivaji’s mother and a young Shivaji. (top)
2. Statue of Shivaji in Apolla Bandar, Colaba in Mumbai
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Shiv Sena taking Centre stage 
Political power in the hands of Shiv Sena 

has been assertive in influencing Marathi 
culture in Mumbai. Officials from the organisa-
tion have also stated that many other proposals 
have been made for changing names to com-
memorate Shivaji, Hindu gods and local mar-
tyrs. While the relevance might seem superficial, 
we should acknowledge the benefits of such 
steps as they create a sense of inclusion for the 
people and pride and attachment for culturally 
relevant role-models. Though it brings into mo-
tion an endless debate regarding whom should 
we memorialise and the preference of one out-
look over the other. 

The city has witnessed a lot of tension 
when a similar political organisation, the Maha-
rashtra Navnirman Sena (Army of the Recons-
truction of the State) or MNS, was formed in 
2006. The organisation asked all shop owners 
in Mumbai to use signboards in Marathi. The 
MNS attacked minority cultures by violently cen-
soring their arts and demanded Marathi to be 
compulsory in schools. They’ve also been ad-
vocating that those living in Maharashtra must 
know Marathi and integrate themselves with 
the local culture rather than emphasising their 
distinct cultural practices. Their electoral suc-
cess has highlighted a firm sense of nativism at 
the centre stage of Maharashtra politics.

Identity Beyond Geography
In a digital era, we’re less confined to just 

geographical identities. We have the ability to 
make our identity in various ways. Historically, 
it would’ve been difficult to have a community 
beyond your geographical land. We still follow 
those identities and categorise people based 
on where they are from. It used to be true that 
people from an area would generally have the 
same views as they assimilate similar thinking 
and ways. But this has now changed for several 
reasons. People are not confined to one area as 
much as they used to be and ease of transpor-
tation has made it possible for people to move 
from one place to another in shorter spans of 
time. Technology and social media have also 
connected people from all over the world with 
one another. It has brought ideas together from 
all over the planet and people on social media 
are able to from groups and identities as they 
wish with no geographical constraint. Social me-
dia has allowed ideas to reach out areas where 
they would’ve been impossible before. Internet 
has somewhat democratised information. 

Post-Modern Mumbai
“These ‘in-between’ spaces provide the terrain for elaborating 
strategies of selfhood — singular or communal — that initiate new 
signs of identity, and innovative sites of collaboration and contes-
tation, in the act of defining the idea of society itself.” 

Within Mumbai, social media platforms 
such as Facebook, WhatsApp, Meetup and Red-
dit allow people within the city to share diverse 
opinions and come together. Those that don’t 
have people that they can connect to, look for 
alternatives online and find communities there. 
From art, design, philosophy, food, religion to 
clothes, profession, hobbies and so on. The in-
ternet has no borders and communication from 
around the world transpire and produce intri-
cate expressions.

1. Collage of a weekly paper, Marmik; newspaper clippings and a picture of Shivaji.
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irrelevant and felt forced on as they had nothing 
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to ‘Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj Vastu Sangraha-
laya’. There are critics that say the naming could 
have been better defined by the scope of the 
museum and the architecture. In situations like 
this, you have a perplexed integration where 
the name and the thing you are naming are not 
relevant together and reflect disparity in some 
way.

Renaming has not been limited to British 
era structures. Renaming of railway stations 
and various spots in the city is taking place. The 
railway station previously known as Victoria 
Terminus has been renamed a few times. Ear-
lier known as ‘Bori Bunder’, that name was su-
perseded to honour the golden jubilee of Queen 
Victoria. It was renamed to Chhatrapati Shivaji 
Terminus out of appreciation for the emperor. 
Similarly, Elphinstone Road to Prabhadevi, Co-
laba Causeway to Shahid Bhagat Singh Marg. 
There are laws set that only allow names that 
are British to be changed. So, it would be im-
possible to change the names that linguistical-
ly echo an ‘Indianness’. This says that the only 
intention of renaming is to remove any relation 
with the colonial empire.

‘‘It is only when we understand 
that all cultural statements 
and systems constructed in this 
contradictory and ambivalent 
space of enunciation, that we 
begin to understand why hie-
rarchical claims to the inherent 
originality or ‘purity’ of cultures 
are untenable, even before 
we resort to empirical histori-
cal instances that demonstrate 
their hybridity.’’
- Homi K. Bhabha, Postcolonial writer
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Mumbai in 2011.
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1. Small stores inside Mahatma Jyotiba Phule Mandai, previously known as Crawford 
Market

2. Old photograph of Mumbai on display in Dr. Bhau Daji Lad Museum  
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Local Voices within Alien Structures
We make ideas our own if we relate to 

them. The structures and names of those struc-
tures and roads are not inherently our own 
ideas,  but those that were given by the Briti-
shers or even past cultures that we’re unfami-
liar with or don’t know where they come from, 
but we’ve lived with them since birth and tend 
to become familiar to it and soon enough feel 
ownership/pride over it. This creates some kind 
of cultural blend where you adapt consciously 
or subconsciously whatever is that is around 
you and become accustomed to it. We see this 
in the way our areas within Mumbai are named 
such as Malabar Hill, Bandra, Crawford Market. 
Not Indic names, but a crucial part of Mumbai’s 
identity. Any attempt to change the names of 
these areas and structures is led by a protest 
that wants to retain the previous identity. Those 
that protest also ask the government that ins-
tead of changing names of these places, to 
rather create something of their own and give it 
Indic or Marathi names. That way it would make 
sense and even give pride and ownership to 
even those that oppose the name changes.

For the higher middle class and upper 
class, we’ve been accustomed to western ideas 
right from the education to the ideas we sur-
round ourselves through the multinationals 
people work at or places they shop and even 
media. High rises and apartments also tend 
to have names generally that are western and 
not Indian, though there have been ones with 
an Indian name too. India doesn’t have its own 
contemporary design language yet and de-
signers are constantly trying to build a foun-
dation for Indian design in architecture, typo-
graphy and so on. Because of a lack of current 
language for Indian design, we’re attracted to 

ideas that come from Europe or East Asia. 

Modernism has been an idea that has wi-
dely been adapted as it is considered the most 
economical for modern development. Moder-
nism has also been promoted since Indepen-
dence as it doesn’t bring any of its own cultural 
baggage and gives you freedom to create mea-
ning around it. Modernism has been adopted 
in structures and to localise them, they tend to 
have motifs from local culture. Homes give the 
opportunity to bring out your own identity in a 
private space and create a home within. So, in 
apartments and homes, though from the out-
side you may not always tell who lives inside or 
where they come from, when you go in, you will 
observe people bringing cultures from various 
regions into one place and making that space 
their own. A South Indian’s house will have 
books, furniture, food, utensils etc that are from 
South India. A Gujarati will have from Gujarat. 
Again, these are more seen in older homes that 
are present. The newer generation tends to go 
towards cost effective options or those that are 
easily available. Eurocentrism plays an impor-
tant role in deciding what we like, what we do 
and what we believe. Though you might still see 
some local motif here or there where the people 
still retain some of their ancestral past.

As more and more people move towards 
a western lifestyle. There have been people of 
various groups that feel it is important to learn 
from our past and bring out local culture in the 
modern world rather than abandoning it. We’ve 
had a deep foundation of culture, cultivated on 
religion primarily. Local voices have also been 
given opportunities to present themselves as 
part of a larger society. 

Assimilation of New Names
Since the change of Mumbai’s name from 

Bombay, structures and spaces have also gra-
dually had their names changed and to make it 
visible, one way the government enforces is by 
having school books that follow the new names 
and compel students to follow that language. 
Once you grow into it through education, you 
think less about it and it becomes more relevant 
than previous names. Most children that have 
been taught the Marathi names tend to use 
those names and at least in schools they aren’t 
allowed to use the previous ones. They may 
still use both terms when talking to family and 
friends. Most commonly you hear the Marathi 
names in the younger generations. In the ones 
slightly older than them may switch alternatively 
between both names as they’ve grown with 
both of them. The even older ones tend to stick 
with the British names as that is what they’ve 
brought up on and are more resistant towards 
names being changed.

Convulsion of History
We may not have the same memories, 

but through the ideas of welcoming histo-
ries that are wide and vast, histories that we 
would like to hide or glorify, we can become 
citizens of a nation. Shared history brings 
the point of- what history do we consider 
important? If we start changing what are 
past is, we in a way are trying to change the 
past and are trying to forget what happe-
ned and what has brought us where we are. 
If we don’t know where we come from or 
don’t have anything to learn from history, 
we’re deemed to make the same mistakes 
again.

“Recent postcolonial criticism,...seeks to undo the Eurocentrism 
produced by the institution of the West’s trajectory, its appropria-
tion of the other as history. It does so, however, with the acute 
realization that postcoloniality is not born and nurtured in a pa-
noptic distance from history. The postcolonial exists as an after-
math, as an after-after being worked over by colonialism.”
- Gyan Prakash, Historian
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1. Statue of Jijabai, Shivaji’s mother and a young Shivaji. (top)
2. Statue of Shivaji in Apolla Bandar, Colaba in Mumbai

18 Shifting Identities

Shiv Sena taking Centre stage 
Political power in the hands of Shiv Sena 

has been assertive in influencing Marathi 
culture in Mumbai. Officials from the organisa-
tion have also stated that many other proposals 
have been made for changing names to com-
memorate Shivaji, Hindu gods and local mar-
tyrs. While the relevance might seem superficial, 
we should acknowledge the benefits of such 
steps as they create a sense of inclusion for the 
people and pride and attachment for culturally 
relevant role-models. Though it brings into mo-
tion an endless debate regarding whom should 
we memorialise and the preference of one out-
look over the other. 

The city has witnessed a lot of tension 
when a similar political organisation, the Maha-
rashtra Navnirman Sena (Army of the Recons-
truction of the State) or MNS, was formed in 
2006. The organisation asked all shop owners 
in Mumbai to use signboards in Marathi. The 
MNS attacked minority cultures by violently cen-
soring their arts and demanded Marathi to be 
compulsory in schools. They’ve also been ad-
vocating that those living in Maharashtra must 
know Marathi and integrate themselves with 
the local culture rather than emphasising their 
distinct cultural practices. Their electoral suc-
cess has highlighted a firm sense of nativism at 
the centre stage of Maharashtra politics.

Identity Beyond Geography
In a digital era, we’re less confined to just 

geographical identities. We have the ability to 
make our identity in various ways. Historically, 
it would’ve been difficult to have a community 
beyond your geographical land. We still follow 
those identities and categorise people based 
on where they are from. It used to be true that 
people from an area would generally have the 
same views as they assimilate similar thinking 
and ways. But this has now changed for several 
reasons. People are not confined to one area as 
much as they used to be and ease of transpor-
tation has made it possible for people to move 
from one place to another in shorter spans of 
time. Technology and social media have also 
connected people from all over the world with 
one another. It has brought ideas together from 
all over the planet and people on social media 
are able to from groups and identities as they 
wish with no geographical constraint. Social me-
dia has allowed ideas to reach out areas where 
they would’ve been impossible before. Internet 
has somewhat democratised information. 

Post-Modern Mumbai
“These ‘in-between’ spaces provide the terrain for elaborating 
strategies of selfhood — singular or communal — that initiate new 
signs of identity, and innovative sites of collaboration and contes-
tation, in the act of defining the idea of society itself.” 

Within Mumbai, social media platforms 
such as Facebook, WhatsApp, Meetup and Red-
dit allow people within the city to share diverse 
opinions and come together. Those that don’t 
have people that they can connect to, look for 
alternatives online and find communities there. 
From art, design, philosophy, food, religion to 
clothes, profession, hobbies and so on. The in-
ternet has no borders and communication from 
around the world transpire and produce intri-
cate expressions.
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1. View of the Bandra-Worli Sea link 
from Worli Koliwada
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Reshaped Urban Landscape
We can’t deny the fact that cities will need 

to develop. They develop at a much faster rate 
than we can organise and plan. Urban deve-
lopment improves the quality of the city and 
unfortunately it only happens as it deteriorates 
the environment. When the majority of the city 
lives in economically poor conditions, they be-
come less worried about building a culture and 
tend to focus on building a life first so that they 
can live with some economic freedom and give 
a certain quality of life to their family. In situa-
tions like these, priorities are different from 
someone who is more privileged to work on de-
fining and identity of a city.

Mumbai has evolved in history by amal-
gamation of many cultures with predominant-
ly British influence. Many western movements 
were adapted and have formed the cityscape 
of British ruled-Mumbai. Though not all, most 
of those structures are still present and are 
being utilised or preserved. The problem is that 
preservation isn’t cheap and it isn’t possible to 
preserve everything that we may consider im-

Plural Identities Through Brands
Consumerism and industrialisation were 

key aspects of a western philosophy of life that 
were established by the British and that have 
been adapted throughout the country and be-
come even more crucial as we try to balance a 
society of abundance and scarcity. The effects 
of globalisation have brought in products and 
services from all over the world to compete with 
Indian manufacturers and services coming up 
on the market. Most of the big brands tend to 
be foreign in India as India has a big market for 
investment and no matter where they are from 
or where they are established, English is the pri-
mary language used to communicate within the 
country. Being able to read and converse in En-
glish is a privilege that not everyone can afford 
and being fluent in English is seen as a golden 
ticket to better jobs and consequently, a better 
lifestyle. Almost all written marketing and ad-
vertising was done in English to present a brand 
of higher quality as all kinds of cultures within 
Mumbai to some level accept Eurocentric ideas. 
The change was witnessed when brands started 
to move in a different direction and adopted re-
gional languages and context for their commu-
nication. Type designers and design agencies 
work specifically in trying to create a multiscript 
logo or typeface so that the feel of the brand 
conveyed through English isn’t lost when inscri-
bed in another language. Messaging in regional 
languages also speak to a wider audience. An 
example of this is the Starbucks logo created in 
the Devanagari script by Indian Type Foundry 
which was commissioned by Landor Associates. 

‘Make in India’ was a movement that started 
in 2014 to promote locally produced goods and 
to encourage companies to manufacture within 
the country to develop industries and skilled la-
bour force, rather than relying on other nations. 
People are becoming more aware of their own 
roots and are endorsing moving away from wes-
tern ways of life and accepting ideas that have 
existed and passed down generations but not 
given sufficient value.

Cities are also their own brands. In Mumbai, 
regional name changes do help create a holistic 
identity, but it prevents outside ideas from en-
tering the city, therefore making it more rigid in 
its beliefs and even dogmatic in some ways. Ha-
ving a rigid, regional identity for a city makes it 
harder for outsiders to migrate and become es-
sential parts of the city. They either are forced to 
adapt or be alienated. A city loses the potential 
and contributions of people that may have gi-
ven their skills for a plural growth of the city.

portant. Economic and development demands 
that we progress ahead. In such case there’s a 
conflict of permanence and temporariness of 
architecture. While you don’t consider archi-
tecture to be a temporary, in a long enough ti-
meline, you observe that buildings evolve and 
sometimes are demolished and replaced with 
what’s new. This progress means that we will 
lose what there was before and only sometimes 
can you do something about it. Many local he-
ritage conservation organisations are trying to 
conserve heritage sites that were built pre inde-
pendence but are not given enough value today. 
They fight against builders and contractors that 
see the prime land those buildings are built on 
and try their best to buy off their land or direc-
tly or indirectly put pressure on those owners 
to sell them the land, legally and illegally. Since 
it’s impossible to judge the intangible value of 
culture, we tend to lose ideas and ways of life to 
give way to newer, progressive movements. 

1. Flipkart’s Devanagiri script logo by Whitecrow Designs, Mumbai
2. McDonald’s storefront with a Devanagiri script logo in a mall
3. Starbucks’ Devanagiri script logo in Fort, Mumbai 

1. Small stores inside Mahatma Jyotiba Phule Mandai, previously known as Crawford 
Market

2. Old photograph of Mumbai on display in Dr. Bhau Daji Lad Museum  
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Local Voices within Alien Structures
We make ideas our own if we relate to 

them. The structures and names of those struc-
tures and roads are not inherently our own 
ideas,  but those that were given by the Briti-
shers or even past cultures that we’re unfami-
liar with or don’t know where they come from, 
but we’ve lived with them since birth and tend 
to become familiar to it and soon enough feel 
ownership/pride over it. This creates some kind 
of cultural blend where you adapt consciously 
or subconsciously whatever is that is around 
you and become accustomed to it. We see this 
in the way our areas within Mumbai are named 
such as Malabar Hill, Bandra, Crawford Market. 
Not Indic names, but a crucial part of Mumbai’s 
identity. Any attempt to change the names of 
these areas and structures is led by a protest 
that wants to retain the previous identity. Those 
that protest also ask the government that ins-
tead of changing names of these places, to 
rather create something of their own and give it 
Indic or Marathi names. That way it would make 
sense and even give pride and ownership to 
even those that oppose the name changes.

For the higher middle class and upper 
class, we’ve been accustomed to western ideas 
right from the education to the ideas we sur-
round ourselves through the multinationals 
people work at or places they shop and even 
media. High rises and apartments also tend 
to have names generally that are western and 
not Indian, though there have been ones with 
an Indian name too. India doesn’t have its own 
contemporary design language yet and de-
signers are constantly trying to build a foun-
dation for Indian design in architecture, typo-
graphy and so on. Because of a lack of current 
language for Indian design, we’re attracted to 

ideas that come from Europe or East Asia. 

Modernism has been an idea that has wi-
dely been adapted as it is considered the most 
economical for modern development. Moder-
nism has also been promoted since Indepen-
dence as it doesn’t bring any of its own cultural 
baggage and gives you freedom to create mea-
ning around it. Modernism has been adopted 
in structures and to localise them, they tend to 
have motifs from local culture. Homes give the 
opportunity to bring out your own identity in a 
private space and create a home within. So, in 
apartments and homes, though from the out-
side you may not always tell who lives inside or 
where they come from, when you go in, you will 
observe people bringing cultures from various 
regions into one place and making that space 
their own. A South Indian’s house will have 
books, furniture, food, utensils etc that are from 
South India. A Gujarati will have from Gujarat. 
Again, these are more seen in older homes that 
are present. The newer generation tends to go 
towards cost effective options or those that are 
easily available. Eurocentrism plays an impor-
tant role in deciding what we like, what we do 
and what we believe. Though you might still see 
some local motif here or there where the people 
still retain some of their ancestral past.

As more and more people move towards 
a western lifestyle. There have been people of 
various groups that feel it is important to learn 
from our past and bring out local culture in the 
modern world rather than abandoning it. We’ve 
had a deep foundation of culture, cultivated on 
religion primarily. Local voices have also been 
given opportunities to present themselves as 
part of a larger society. 

Assimilation of New Names
Since the change of Mumbai’s name from 

Bombay, structures and spaces have also gra-
dually had their names changed and to make it 
visible, one way the government enforces is by 
having school books that follow the new names 
and compel students to follow that language. 
Once you grow into it through education, you 
think less about it and it becomes more relevant 
than previous names. Most children that have 
been taught the Marathi names tend to use 
those names and at least in schools they aren’t 
allowed to use the previous ones. They may 
still use both terms when talking to family and 
friends. Most commonly you hear the Marathi 
names in the younger generations. In the ones 
slightly older than them may switch alternatively 
between both names as they’ve grown with 
both of them. The even older ones tend to stick 
with the British names as that is what they’ve 
brought up on and are more resistant towards 
names being changed.

Convulsion of History
We may not have the same memories, 

but through the ideas of welcoming histo-
ries that are wide and vast, histories that we 
would like to hide or glorify, we can become 
citizens of a nation. Shared history brings 
the point of- what history do we consider 
important? If we start changing what are 
past is, we in a way are trying to change the 
past and are trying to forget what happe-
ned and what has brought us where we are. 
If we don’t know where we come from or 
don’t have anything to learn from history, 
we’re deemed to make the same mistakes 
again.

“Recent postcolonial criticism,...seeks to undo the Eurocentrism 
produced by the institution of the West’s trajectory, its appropria-
tion of the other as history. It does so, however, with the acute 
realization that postcoloniality is not born and nurtured in a pa-
noptic distance from history. The postcolonial exists as an after-
math, as an after-after being worked over by colonialism.”
- Gyan Prakash, Historian



1. Localised road names in Fort, Mumbai named after notable personalities.
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Mumbai has an undetachable colonial lega-
cy which is embodied by the physical landscape 
and the social structures within the city. Despite 
the government’s feeble efforts to decolonise 
the city, cultural imperialism manifests itself 
in the mindset of the citizens which largely re-
mains Eurocentric. 

When it comes to the issue of people from 
all over the world that move to Mumbai and 
help in contributing to create a better city, the 
growth of Mumbai’s vision has been non-inclu-
sive and inequality-enhancing as it plays seve-
rely on identity politics. The politics of campai-
gning against migrants has created a peculiar 
polarisation along narrow ethnic-linguistic 
lines as opposed to the cosmopolitan ethos of 
Mumbai. It would be impossible to combat this 
sub-democratic politics without campaigning 
for a pluralistic notion of ‘Indianness’ based on 
a multi-faceted identity and defending basic 
constitutional freedoms, including the rights of 
residence and work.

Conclusion

The city’s evolution is aimed towards a Ma-
rathi notoriety. The newly assigned names cause 
confusion in the beginning, as most are not 
aware of the new names and they don’t unders-
tand, or are willing to not accept the arbitrary 
changes and regard the alternation only on pa-
per. While it can be seen as a natural evolution 
for the city, we bear in mind that any substitu-
tion is in one way or another, inducing the loss 
of a history that we’ve had. As time goes by, 
with no record of the previous identities unless 
consciously taking a shot at uncovering the his-
tory, we forget what has brought us to where we 
are and grow up in a history inconsistent with 
actuality. For better or for worse, we frame a 
new perception for the future.
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1. View of the Bandra-Worli Sea link 
from Worli Koliwada
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Reshaped Urban Landscape
We can’t deny the fact that cities will need 

to develop. They develop at a much faster rate 
than we can organise and plan. Urban deve-
lopment improves the quality of the city and 
unfortunately it only happens as it deteriorates 
the environment. When the majority of the city 
lives in economically poor conditions, they be-
come less worried about building a culture and 
tend to focus on building a life first so that they 
can live with some economic freedom and give 
a certain quality of life to their family. In situa-
tions like these, priorities are different from 
someone who is more privileged to work on de-
fining and identity of a city.

Mumbai has evolved in history by amal-
gamation of many cultures with predominant-
ly British influence. Many western movements 
were adapted and have formed the cityscape 
of British ruled-Mumbai. Though not all, most 
of those structures are still present and are 
being utilised or preserved. The problem is that 
preservation isn’t cheap and it isn’t possible to 
preserve everything that we may consider im-

Plural Identities Through Brands
Consumerism and industrialisation were 

key aspects of a western philosophy of life that 
were established by the British and that have 
been adapted throughout the country and be-
come even more crucial as we try to balance a 
society of abundance and scarcity. The effects 
of globalisation have brought in products and 
services from all over the world to compete with 
Indian manufacturers and services coming up 
on the market. Most of the big brands tend to 
be foreign in India as India has a big market for 
investment and no matter where they are from 
or where they are established, English is the pri-
mary language used to communicate within the 
country. Being able to read and converse in En-
glish is a privilege that not everyone can afford 
and being fluent in English is seen as a golden 
ticket to better jobs and consequently, a better 
lifestyle. Almost all written marketing and ad-
vertising was done in English to present a brand 
of higher quality as all kinds of cultures within 
Mumbai to some level accept Eurocentric ideas. 
The change was witnessed when brands started 
to move in a different direction and adopted re-
gional languages and context for their commu-
nication. Type designers and design agencies 
work specifically in trying to create a multiscript 
logo or typeface so that the feel of the brand 
conveyed through English isn’t lost when inscri-
bed in another language. Messaging in regional 
languages also speak to a wider audience. An 
example of this is the Starbucks logo created in 
the Devanagari script by Indian Type Foundry 
which was commissioned by Landor Associates. 

‘Make in India’ was a movement that started 
in 2014 to promote locally produced goods and 
to encourage companies to manufacture within 
the country to develop industries and skilled la-
bour force, rather than relying on other nations. 
People are becoming more aware of their own 
roots and are endorsing moving away from wes-
tern ways of life and accepting ideas that have 
existed and passed down generations but not 
given sufficient value.

Cities are also their own brands. In Mumbai, 
regional name changes do help create a holistic 
identity, but it prevents outside ideas from en-
tering the city, therefore making it more rigid in 
its beliefs and even dogmatic in some ways. Ha-
ving a rigid, regional identity for a city makes it 
harder for outsiders to migrate and become es-
sential parts of the city. They either are forced to 
adapt or be alienated. A city loses the potential 
and contributions of people that may have gi-
ven their skills for a plural growth of the city.

portant. Economic and development demands 
that we progress ahead. In such case there’s a 
conflict of permanence and temporariness of 
architecture. While you don’t consider archi-
tecture to be a temporary, in a long enough ti-
meline, you observe that buildings evolve and 
sometimes are demolished and replaced with 
what’s new. This progress means that we will 
lose what there was before and only sometimes 
can you do something about it. Many local he-
ritage conservation organisations are trying to 
conserve heritage sites that were built pre inde-
pendence but are not given enough value today. 
They fight against builders and contractors that 
see the prime land those buildings are built on 
and try their best to buy off their land or direc-
tly or indirectly put pressure on those owners 
to sell them the land, legally and illegally. Since 
it’s impossible to judge the intangible value of 
culture, we tend to lose ideas and ways of life to 
give way to newer, progressive movements. 

1. Flipkart’s Devanagiri script logo by Whitecrow Designs, Mumbai
2. McDonald’s storefront with a Devanagiri script logo in a mall
3. Starbucks’ Devanagiri script logo in Fort, Mumbai 



1. Rajabai Clock Tower in Fort, Mumbai
2. Gateway of India in Apollo Bandar, Mumbai
3. Brihanmumbai Municipal Corporation Building in Fort, Mumbai
4. The Asiatic Society of Mumbai inFort, Mumbai 

1. Statue of Sir Pherozeshah Merwanjee Mehta in front of the Municipal Corporation 
Building

2. Statue on top of Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj Terminus
3. Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj Vastu Sangrahalaya, formerly Prince of Wales Mu-

seum of Western India
4. Gloria Church in Bycullah, Mumbai
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Mumbai has an undetachable colonial lega-
cy which is embodied by the physical landscape 
and the social structures within the city. Despite 
the government’s feeble efforts to decolonise 
the city, cultural imperialism manifests itself 
in the mindset of the citizens which largely re-
mains Eurocentric. 

When it comes to the issue of people from 
all over the world that move to Mumbai and 
help in contributing to create a better city, the 
growth of Mumbai’s vision has been non-inclu-
sive and inequality-enhancing as it plays seve-
rely on identity politics. The politics of campai-
gning against migrants has created a peculiar 
polarisation along narrow ethnic-linguistic 
lines as opposed to the cosmopolitan ethos of 
Mumbai. It would be impossible to combat this 
sub-democratic politics without campaigning 
for a pluralistic notion of ‘Indianness’ based on 
a multi-faceted identity and defending basic 
constitutional freedoms, including the rights of 
residence and work.

Conclusion

The city’s evolution is aimed towards a Ma-
rathi notoriety. The newly assigned names cause 
confusion in the beginning, as most are not 
aware of the new names and they don’t unders-
tand, or are willing to not accept the arbitrary 
changes and regard the alternation only on pa-
per. While it can be seen as a natural evolution 
for the city, we bear in mind that any substitu-
tion is in one way or another, inducing the loss 
of a history that we’ve had. As time goes by, 
with no record of the previous identities unless 
consciously taking a shot at uncovering the his-
tory, we forget what has brought us to where we 
are and grow up in a history inconsistent with 
actuality. For better or for worse, we frame a 
new perception for the future.
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