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A Vocation in Waiting
Ecology in Practice

“Generally, I would say just going for (LEED or GRIHA) certification is not a 
great idea, but for Mumbai I would say actually, go for it, because something 
is better than nothing.”
—Amrit, recent RSIEA graduate

“Metrics like GRIHA and LEED are not for the masters; they are for the fol-
lowers.”
—Shirish Deshpande, RSIEA Faculty member

“I am very positive. Think of how Mumbai was ten years ago or fifteen years 
ago, and what we are, where we are today, it’s good. Another fifteen years and 
there will be a lot of change. Maybe not a sustainable city, but we will be able 
to be environmental architects.”
—Suhasini, recent RSIEA graduate

Upon completion of their final thesis, RSIEA students resumed their professional 
lives. Some returned to the smaller Indian towns from which they’d come, and 
some moved on to jobs in other large Indian cities. The vast majority of graduates, 
however, stayed in Mumbai and continued working in the firms or practices with 
which they’d remained during their studies. Newly conversant in RSIEA’s version 
of good design and green expertise, they now faced the challenges of implement-
ing their new approach in practice. This chapter addresses whether, when, and 
how graduates operationalized what they had learned. What did it take, I ask, to 
transform good design aspirations into actualized built forms?

This question moves beyond the observation that cities are repeatedly re-
imagined to point to the conditions that may enable certain forms of social action, 
and thus beget certain material forms. If this book began by addressing the lived 
social life of environmental architecture through its concepts, techniques, and 
moral ecological framework, it now arrives at the point of action. In this chapter, 
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I describe the experiences of a subset of RSIEA graduates to address how the very 
idea of the possible in good design was reconstituted, adapted, and actualized 
according to each architect’s ultimate social structural position. How, I ask, did 
environmental architects produce and reproduce Mumbai’s political economy in 
their efforts to promote environmental and social change? How and when did they 
make specific attempts to influence the city’s built form, and to what effect? After 
all, both aspiration and operationalization are bundled in the concept of ecology 
in practice.

My aim is a better understanding of the contextualized meanings and relative 
power of RSIEA-style good design, as this was posed in relation to other active 
and powerful categories. In this chapter, important categories like “the state,” “the 
builder,” and “the architect” emerge in ways that contour the operational terrain 
of good design, and at times limit its capacity to “do” anything at all. Each marks a 
narrated concentration of power in Mumbai’s urban development; each points to 
the layered institutions, political processes, and forms of knowledge that shaped or 
affected RSIEA graduates’ specific suite of available choices, meaningful actions, 
and possible strategies.

The tension between aspiration and practice I trace in this chapter underscores 
a durable, and yet often pliable, balance between the compelling appeal of alter-
native, more environmentally vibrant urban imaginaries, and the deeply ambiva-
lent relationship those who are embedded within them hold to a city’s established 
political economic trajectory. I describe architects who acted from their specific 
social and political positions, each with dual stories of power and vulnerability, 
and each embedded in both the historical moment and the prevailing political 
economic realities of urban development.

Through many creative and conscious actions, RSIEA-trained environmental 
architects in part reproduced and in part refashioned that political economy. It is 
this process, animated by architects’ narrations of choices, biophysical and social 
structures, and the categories of actors with whom they engaged we approach an 
understanding of RSIEA’s environmental architecture as ecology in practice.

To follow, I examine how RSIEA-trained architects described the professional 
urban context within which they worked. I highlight descriptions of the strategic 
relationships they forged, and the moments when they named social, political, 
or material forces that seemed to limit or shape their practices. I draw from an 
initial data set of quantitative, descriptive statistics, written interview responses, 
and interview transcripts to assemble a collection of narratives. Rather than 
separating current students, new graduates, and their senior counterparts across 
set phases, the chapter is organized in terms of questions and themes that help 
to illustrate the challenge of transforming good design as aspiration to ecology 
in practice.

• • •
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A basic assumption one might make when exploring the question of why a con-
ventional architect might seek RSIEA training is that there is some kind of per-
ceived scope for the future of environmental architecture in Mumbai. This, then, 
was one of the basic questions I posed to current and past students, usually to 
an enthusiastic and optimistic response. The following conveys one example; this 
offered by a student who was just completing her RSIEA training:

There is excellent scope for green design, not only in India but also abroad. The issues 
of sustainability have touched the lives of poor and rich, young and old, everybody. 
So slowly but steadily everybody today is talking about being environmentally sensi-
tive. Buildings coming up today want to get credited with LEED recognition, which 
is not enough but nevertheless represents a first step towards becoming environmen-
tally positive. At the same time nature itself is ringing all the alarm bells. The 2005 
Mumbai floods, and the global warming that has taken place have alerted everyone 
towards the wrath of nature.1

This particular assertion of certainty about an inevitable environmental shift, with 
an accounting of multiple signs that it was well underway, was offered in conversa-
tion with four RSIEA students facing immediate graduation. Of the three women 
and one man, all intended to maintain an architectural practice in Mumbai after 

Figure 13. A graduating RSIEA student presents her team’s final 
Design Studio proposal for an eco-resort at Pali. Photo by the author.
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graduation. Of those who speak in the following exchange, Palavi works in a firm 
of roughly fifty architects, which she described as busy with contracts for LEED 
and GRIHA certified designs, while Kalpana maintains her own private firm with 
one partner. Arash worked in a large, well known development firm prior to, and 
during his two years at RSIEA, but upon graduation had plans to start working for a 
smaller developer which he described as, “more sensitive toward the environment.”

I spoke with this group immediately after the final event of the Design Studio 
course. The four had worked as a team in the course, and their collective pro-
posal for the Pali eco-resort complex had just received a rather scathing critique 
by a small jury drawn from outside the Institute’s faculty. Following a lengthy dis-
cussion of the points of that critique, I asked about their professional plans, now 
that training at RSIEA was largely behind them. Having established that all four 
intended to stay in Mumbai, with three remaining in their current firms, the con-
versation shifted to the development climate in Mumbai, and whether or not there 
is a scope for them to practice environmental architecture in a meaningful way 
there. As they discussed this question, a debate unfolded. The conversation turned 
to whether an environmental shift was eventual and inevitable in Mumbai, and the 
role of the architect in bringing such a shift about:

	 Palavi:	 I don’t think immediately it’s going to change. Unless and until you 
get the client who wants green. Even if one developer is willing to do 
it, and if I start an initiative with them, . . . this is a chance. . . . The 
benefit to this builder is that he can market his work as “eco” and get a 
premium. He gets the money back that he put into it.

	Kalpana:	 Environmental awareness will take at least five or ten years to grow in 
India at the scale we are envisaging. But what I am targeting, person-
ally, is there will be policies made by the government—they have to, 
and they will make them—policies that are nature-friendly, even for 
Bombay. In every industry, in everything. That will be the time when 
we, the people who have done a master’s in environmental architec-
ture, can step in and propose and work as environmentalists with 
those principles. Then the developers will choose us.

	 Palavi:	 See, it’s like studying computers. Ten years ago no one wanted to 
spend a lot of money to study computers. Now look. Nothing works 
without a computer, and those who studied computers are the 
economic leaders. Environmental architecture is going to make that 
impact. Everything goes through a phase, and this phase is going to 
lead to the next one.

	Kalpana:	 It has to. It is bound to. How much of land can you use up? How 
much can you cut down?

	 Arash:	 By then it’s too late, unfortunately.
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	 AR:	 But can you change this, as architects?
	 Arash:	 We can change it, but we have to get into government. We have to be 

in policymaking.
	Kalpana:	 I think every choice that you make, and I was telling Arash this a 

few months back, that we had been offered a project to do a housing 
colony in Panvel. They said we want to consume an FSI of 4 because 
that was a special regulation zone and they said we want this. And 
I said but why? That’s Panvel! Why in that kind of landscape do you 
want to consume this kind of an FSI.

	 Palavi:	 I think you should have done it. At least you could have done it envi-
ronmentally sensitive. If you say no, some other firm will do it and it 
will still be an FSI of 4, but with no environment concern.

	 Arash:	 They’ll do it worse than you!
	Kalpana:	 But for me it is about the impact that I make, not about the impact 

that I can reduce. It has to agree with my principles.
	 Palavi:	 The little interventions are what we can make.
	Kalpana:	 But that’s where we cannot make a difference. The moment we just 

pander to whatever is put in our way, then we are not doing it for the 
environment. We are just doing it for the fee that it’s going to bring 
us. . . . So you have to make a call as to what it is that you will do and 
what you won’t. The more people start making the right choices the 
better the impact will be.

	 Arash:	 That won’t happen. Ever. Because people need money. They cannot 
survive and survival is the fees. Without that, nobody will survive. So? 
Why would you want to see the same site built in a pathetic way? You 
build it your way, you know, and at least a less destructive way. Just 
because I won’t design it doesn’t mean the work isn’t going to be done. 
Someone is going to do it, and worse than you.

Kalpana:  But you are doing something about it. I think every builder under-
stands that any architect who is giving up that kind of a project 
and that kind of fee and that kind of money—because the fee is not 
small—the moment you say I will not do it, you are impacting the 
person’s mind. He will stop and think that oh my god, that has to be 
something really strong that this person has said no to doing a project 
like this. It does not come by every day. So when you do that, that 
person will also. It will not be immediate but I think over time he will, 
it will impact him in some positive manner.2

This conversation underscores many of the issues that would recur as RSIEA grad-
uates traced their experience once they left the Institute. On the question of the 
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power of the architect, per se, to catalyze an ecological shift, the answer hinged 
on the relative power of incremental design interventions. In Arash and Palavi’s 
logic, even “less destructive,” albeit far from perfect, environmental designs were 
better than those that occurred in a purely conventional scenario. This logic took 
all incremental interventions as potentially valuable, echoing the RSIEA student 
quoted at the chapter’s outset who acknowledges the imperfection of LEED and 
GRIHA certifications, but interpreted their growing popularity as “a first step 
toward becoming environmentally positive.” For Kalpana, by contrast, meaningful 
and effective action requires environmental architects to refuse projects that they 
regard as fundamentally destructive and environmentally harmful. This was the 
counterpoint to the logic of incremental change, but to stake this position also 
depended on one’s political economic capacity to do so.

In the balance of this tension is the willing forfeiture of economic gain, a cal-
culus familiar in any debate over the appropriate politics of social transformation. 
In the students’ exchange, the “disengage until the proper terms are met” posi-
tion offered a sharp rebuttal: in India, those who will accept the project exclu-
sively on the basis of economic necessity are many. Policy and market structures, 
in this logic, are the ultimate purveyors of the kind of change that will create more 
demand for good design, and therefore enable the form of ecology in practice they 
sought to operationalize. Less clear, of course, was when and how environmental 
or political conditions might force state agents to reform laws and policies, and 
then to enforce them.

Despite the tension, the exchange above also illustrates a shared confidence 
that eventually, as one declares, “there will be policies made by the government—
they have to, and they will make them—policies that are nature friendly, even for 
Bombay. In every industry, in everything.” In an important way, the messiness of 
the how questions are far less important in this exchange than the resilient, shared 
confidence in the inevitability of change. One may be left to hypothesize, per-
haps, that the architects regarded the breaking points of ecosystems themselves as 
the ultimate catalysts for a clearer path to practicing environmental architecture. 
Human power relations, when cast in the context of global environmental crises 
like climate change, natural disasters, pollution, or habitat destruction, seemed 
inevitably susceptible to reworking—particularly if the agent of that reworking 
was the very environment itself.

In another conversation among another group of four graduating students 
who had just experienced their Design Studio final project critique, the idea of an 
inevitable environmental shift repeated. Rather than casting the environment as a 
likely agent that would force the change, however, the participants in this conver-
sation narrated a more conventional, if still dramatic, political economic shift. The 
shift was well underway, my interlocutors assured me, and its indications could be 
mapped globally.
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This was, again, a group of three women and one man; here all planned to prac-
tice architecture in mid-level Mumbai firms following graduation. A field notes 
excerpt from the conversation reads,

No one said they had joined (RSIEA) with the intention of putting environmental ar-
chitecture into practice right away, but they described seeing change coming quickly, 
across the globe. Kabir spoke passionately, and at length, about an inevitable global 
revolution, saying it had already begun. He cited the Arab Spring uprisings, the Oc-
cupy Wall Street demonstrations, and the rise of groups like Anonymous as evidence 
that, in his words, “this kind of global capitalism is going to end in our lifetime.” 
Naturally, he argued, what follows it will be more sensitive to the environment; it will 
support healthier cities and green design because it will value what environmental 
architects do. Not everyone was as confident that a total, global political economic 
revolution was imminent, but all agreed that significant global political and eco-
nomic change is coming, and quickly. . . . To this confidence that global capitalism 
in its current guise is time limited, Aahna added an ominous assertion. She said that 
given how “chaotic” urban development conditions in Mumbai have become, they 
are bound to get much worse before they get better. Again, I asked why. Her reply 
was that “greed and profit” fueled all current urban development decisions in the city, 
and “you cannot take that down overnight.” Aahna said she expects that Mumbai is 
going to implode before a revolutionary change takes place, or, she then reconsid-
ered, perhaps they will happen at the same time. When I asked what she meant by, 
“implode,” she talked about “suffering and chaos.” Then a long silence fell over the 
group, until Kabir said, “Watch for the next Occupy movement. It will be somewhere 
in Asia and it will be even bigger. This is what I expect. They will keep happening and 
then there will be a huge shift.”3

In light of this and the previous exchange, we might understand the training and 
practice of good design not only as a realm of ecology in practice, but also as a 
kind of anticipatory political and professional refuge. Training in good design was 
a way of ensuring that one had the architectural capacity to make “order” out of an 
inevitable and approaching urban environmental chaos—a positioning of the pro-
fessional and personal self against broader forces regarded as both time-limited 
and self-destructive.

I was struck at first by the overt indictment of capitalism in this conversation, if 
only because it was so rarely discussed in any overt way during RSIEA training. The 
culprit in this logic had a shorthand name, capitalism, and the system that orga-
nized its social and environmental effects, and which also organized the patterns 
of urban development that kept Mumbai on a specific, environmentally undesir-
able trajectory, was withering in real time. The rather calm and casual agreement 
in support of an anticipated revolutionary change surprised me. Yet as my conver-
sations extended beyond graduating students and engaged those who were now 
back in architectural practice, I found that idea of a vocation in waiting—not to 
mention on the correct side of an inevitable revolutionary change—consistently 
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reinforced. The revolution may be socially- or environmentally driven, but it was 
surely coming.

Understanding this depends in part on the experiences and responses of dif-
ferently positioned, RSIEA-trained environmental architects. In surveys returned 
by current students, the overwhelming reply to the question, “What is the greatest 
obstacle to environmental design in Mumbai?” was simply, “lack of awareness.” 
This reply from a current student exemplified a logic that connects growing envi-
ronmental awareness with an automatic social response: increasing demand for 
environmental architecture:

It is heartening to see a lot of awareness campaigns and citizens’ initiatives towards 
saving the environment and one hopes that these will bring about some amount of 
change, however small. Lack of awareness on the part of both clients and architects 
is the biggest challenge and obstacle. Bringing about awareness about the subject can 
go a long way in creating a demand‐supply system for environmental architecture 
so this knowledge will definitely be helpful in propagating an urban lifestyle of low 
consumption.4

Among practicing RSIEA graduates, however, more complex descriptions of the 
political economy of development, its contours, and the nature of the changes that 
would have to accompany a shift to environmental architecture, emerged. Here, 
certain narrative categories organized depictions of the urban development pres-
ent in Mumbai. These included social norms and processes, such as bribery and 
corruption, as well as specific actor groups, such as builders, government officials, 
and architects. These were all invoked as aspects of the lived “market,” or what 
Kabir would perhaps call more overtly Mumbai’s specific experience of global 
capitalism.

If more enabling structural changes were just on Mumbai’s horizon, what, more 
precisely, was the timeframe architects described? How, and how soon, would 
essential urban development structures enable environmental architecture in 
Mumbai, and, yet again, what would catalyze it? Let us consider first comments 
offered by an architect whom I will call Siddharth, an architect who was complet-
ing the RSIEA program when we first met in 2008.5 As seatmates on the long bus 
journey between Chennai and Auroville, we forged a continued interest in one 
another’s work that long outlived the dusty, sundrenched heat of Tamil Nadu. It 
was there that Siddharth had first described to me his ideas for a set of bungalows 
that his boss was working on in Africa. On the bumpy bus ride, he sketched design 
elements on a scrap of paper, carefully itemizing how its many aspects harmonized 
with good design principles.

Since our very first interaction was framed by a discussion of this project, I had 
thenceforth assumed that Siddharth joined RSIEA because he had a deep com-
mitment to environmental architecture. But years later, in the context of an inter-
view in 2012, he assured me that this had actually never been the case. Instead, his 
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interest in the RSIEA program was simply driven by a love of design; environmen-
tal architecture was a way to sharpen his sense of connection between built forms 
and landscape. Siddharth described his experience at RSIEA as a way to expand 
his concept of design, not a platform for forging eventual (or inevitable) environ-
mental change. I learned in those later interviews, in fact, that he did not actually 
“bother” to complete a final RSIEA thesis when he finished years earlier because, 
in his words, “the knowledge was more important than the degree.”

After leaving RSIEA, Siddharth shifted from the small environmental design 
firm with which he’d worked in 2008 to a much larger firm of seventy architects; 
his current firm undertakes projects all over India. Few of these, he told me, had 
environmental dimensions; when I asked why, Siddharth said flatly that the build-
ers were not asking for them. Seated together in the open-air institute cafeteria in 
2012, I asked Siddharth his working impression of the scope for environmental 
design in Mumbai. His quick, sharp reply caught me off guard, in part because 
I’d been focused in the days prior on interviews with current students, so many 
of whom expected at least some scope for environmental design practice upon 
graduation. He said:

There is no scope for environmental architecture in Mumbai. For any project, the 
commercial aspect—the profit—is much more important than environmental im-
pact or the design aspect. Because finally (builders and investors) want to earn . . . 
it’s more about money than real architecture or environmental values. I don’t think 
it’s possible to change this until everything changes. Right now the politics and eco-
nomics are completely against environmental architecture here. Only a whole new 
economy will create a scope to practice real environmental architecture and design.6

What was missing from the conversation with Siddharth was the confident assur-
ance that such a “whole new economy” was somehow imminent. So long as build-
ers and developers were profiting, he could find neither scope for good design nor 
promise of political transformation.

Conversations with other practicing graduates offered a similar view. Aditya, a 
2009 graduate whom I’d first met during the study tour to Chennai and Auroville 
in 2008, told me when we sat down for a 2012 interview that he had initially hesi-
tated to accept my request for an interview. He was eager to say hello after several 
years, he explained, but he was concerned, in his words, “because basically my 
experience is anti- your thesis.” I asked him to elaborate on what he meant, and he 
replied that he understood me to be studying actual environmental architecture in 
Mumbai. Yet since graduating, he had been doing almost exclusively “anti-envi-
ronmental architecture,” not by choice, but out of the necessity of his work. “My 
work,” he repeated, “is anti- your thesis.”

Aditya works for a large, well known firm of over seventy architects; the 
practice is focused on mid- and high priced luxury residential developments in 
Mumbai. Several of Aditya’s projects have high visibility and recognition in South 
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Mumbai, the most exclusive part of the city. During one of our 2012 conversations 
in a teahouse not far from the Institute, he described his dire view of the scope for 
environmental architecture. He based his view on his work experience:

No, for residential buildings, I don’t see any scope in Mumbai to practice environ-
mental architecture.  .  .  . I don’t think it’s really possible in Mumbai. Not only are 
the builders looking for their profits, but once it is built and lived in, in residential 
buildings everything is about personal consumption. If I am paying for my flat, then 
I think I can use AC for twenty-four hours a day. I can consume, and consume con-
tinuously. Just that example, AC is normally on all the time if you’re in a high rise 
building. In fact these luxury high rises have central AC. These are 3BHK and 4BHK. 
So really, where is the green design here? Not in the building itself, and then not in 
how people use it once they live there. There is no energy efficiency. No water ef-
ficiency. Nothing.7

When I asked whether in the design and construction phase there was scope, at 
the very least, to use alternative materials or make other simple interventions 
(according to the “incremental change” logic discussed above), he replied:

Like for meeting green building criteria? I’m not seeing this used very often in resi-
dential developments. Maybe on paper or in their advertising, but no, the environ-
mental architecture we studied in RSIEA, this is completely not possible in residen-
tial development in Mumbai. In reality, by being a residential architect in Mumbai I 
am working in an anti-environmental practice. It’s not what I was hoping for.8

RSIEA boasts a number of prominent graduates in Mumbai; among these is a 
well-known builder whom I will call “Contractor.” Contractor employs huge 
teams of architects, and among them is someone I shall call “Darius.” Darius met 
with me several times to discuss his experience as an architect in a large builder’s 
firm in Mumbai. At his invitation, we spoke over tea on the open-air deck at 
the very exclusive Bombay Gymnasium. This private club in the heart of South 
Mumbai was originally established in 1875, when its membership was limited to 
the British. In the present, it remains exclusive, but its membership boasts a par-
tial who’s who of Mumbai’s elite. “Bombay Gym,” as it is often called by its mem-
bers, is remarkable in many respects, but prominent among them is the relatively 
large plot of open, green space it occupies in the heart of South Mumbai. Shaded 
with dense mature trees, the plot’s perimeter marks a clear boundary between 
the relative environmental calm of the club space and the dense, bustling city just 
beyond its borders.

From the comfort and relative calm of this place, Darius and I discussed his 
work experience. When I asked how it shaped his view of the scope for practicing 
environmental architecture in any sector in Mumbai, he emphasized the historical 
moment for urban development in India—not in the sense of an imminent new 
development plan, but rather in the context of the broader global economy. The 
relative economic boom in India, he said, would trace a predictable continuum in 
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which a consumption-hungry urban middle class drives a specific phase of capital-
ist market growth. Referring backward to the neoliberal economic turn in India, 
he made the inevitable comparison to a prototype consumer society, and in doing 
so explained his sense that the current political economic order will not only con-
tinue, but that the state and market balance in contemporary India is in part to 
blame for what he viewed as a destructive culture of consumerism in Mumbai:

America became a consumer society a long time ago, and India is going through that 
right now. We’re doing it right and wrong. We’re picking up a lot of the negative sides 
of consumerism much faster than we should. I think the beauty of India—at least 
with Nehru was that . . . (historically, the market sector in) India . . . remained closed. 
We industrialized and didn’t allow any sort of foreign products in until I think 1990 
or so. . . . I think economic globalization is good and fantastic and the way forward. 
However I think India needs to keep it in check. It needs to slowly introduce it, which 
is not the way things are happening now.9

He continued, connecting his reference to an emergent, bustling consumer market 
to the “way things work” in the urban development sector:

These days, it’s all a numbers game. The money is all that matters. At the end of the 
day if the client can save one lakh he will save one lakh. On one hand, one lakh means 
nothing to him in the context of these mega-projects he’s doing for millions of lakhs, 
but then on the other hand it’s a mindset. If he can save it he will save it. And if that 
means taking an illegal route, eight times out of ten, in my opinion, people will be 
fine with it. Unfortunately this is India. This is the world we’re living in. It’s sad.10

When I asked him to say more about what he meant by the comment that, “this 
is India,” Darius echoed views voiced earlier in the book, in which the state and 
irresponsibly built form development are coproduced. His discussion of Mumbai, 
almost instantly pointed to the state of Maharashtra:

The entire state is run by the Shiv Sena. . . . Take a simple thing like roads. Ninety-six 
percent of the BMC is Shiv Sena. The election just happened, as you know, and they 
won in a landslide. So for instance you have a simple road that gets built and does not 
last even for one monsoon. It falls apart. Then the building contractors are not held 
accountable .  .  . because the problem is that the building contractors are also Shiv 
Sena. So they’re not going to pull them up. The political groups protect their own, 
and the sense that we all belong to Bombay, or to Maharashtra . . . is totally missing.11

A 2007 RSIEA graduate whom I will call Amrit worked with “a typical commer-
cial architect firm” until 2010 and then established a private practice that allows 
him to work with individual clients on small projects “according to environmen-
tal principles,” explained to me that while he is enjoying using some of his green 
design techniques in this new practice, he regarded the scope for any kind of envi-
ronmental architecture in Mumbai to be limited to small scale projects within a 
very small arena of affluence.12 It turned out that all of his current projects were 
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in that scope, each for a client who wanted “eco-friendly” bungalows for weekend 
escapes from Bombay. These projects were in Ali Baug, a common destination for 
Mumbai’s elite to establish second homes. When I asked him to describe his expe-
riential impression of the scope for environmental architecture in an interview at 
RSIEA,13 Amrit explained,

Basically Mumbai has a lack of space, so nobody’s coming to an architect to design 
new construction. You simply can’t apply all your thoughts or work the way you want 
to practice. . . . It’s completely builder governed, this industry. I would say in Mum-
bai, it’s probably because they want to sell the property in a very limited span of time. 
There are also redevelopment projects and they are booming. But there you have that 
ratio of sellable areas and so within that constraint it’s very difficult to achieve any of 
the environmental design aspects you’ve learned in the (RSIEA curriculum).

Where Amrit did find scope to practice RSIEA-style good design was in making 
precisely the kinds of interventions that were so heavily critiqued as inadequate 
back at the Institute. In the context of Mumbai, they were “better than nothing:”

Generally, I would say just going for (LEED or GRIHA) certification is not a great 
idea, but for Mumbai I would say actually, go for it, because something is better than 
nothing. At least builders are beginning to recognize the value (of certification) for 
marketing purposes . . . so to a certain extent it is helping to save our environment. 
It’s not ideal. It can be completely impossible in some aspects to practice green ar-
chitecture here.14

A survey quotation from a recent graduate underscores Amrit’s point about finite 
space in Mumbai and the work of the environmental architect, offering yet another 
complicating point:

A lot of design is governed by development control regulations and though it is nec-
essary, in many ways it does not give any design flexibility to the architects. Clients 
are always demanding that extra inch more. Plots in Mumbai are very small, and 
where every square inch has great value, any architect’s focus lays much on consum-
ing the entire FSI and so many times the focus on sustainable issues is left out.15

Ideas of spatial, political, and economic restrictions on architects’ work often con-
nected to descriptions of a cultural sensibility that animates the urban develop-
ment process in Mumbai. Its primary characteristics might be mapped back to 
a portrait of the city’s contemporary political ecology of urban development, but 
many architects emphasized a world of associations and meaning-making which 
they also attributed to image and marketing.

Particularly in the residential development sector, several interlocutors empha-
sized that despite what seems to be a proliferation of LEED and GRIHA certi-
fied projects and buildings, “actual” environmental architecture was virtually 
nonexistent. Both Siddharth and Darius repeatedly used the term “gimmick” to 
describe what, on the surface, can appear to be a proliferation of green-certified 
developments in Mumbai. Siddharth described one of his current team projects 
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by telling me of a developer who approached his firm with a request for an LEED 
gold building design. After working on the project for a few months, Siddharth 
was convinced that,

Right now it’s a trend—a marketing gimmick. This builder doesn’t actually want a 
green thing happening, in the way we think about good design. He doesn’t care about 
the ecology at all. It’s just a marketing thing. He’s like most developers, I think. They 
know if they say it’s LEED, it will affect their final sale.16

Darius substantiated this point to some extent, when he described the “green phi-
losophy” of the builder for whom he works. Rather than signaling principles of 
environmental architecture or urban ecology, Darius explained that “green” quite 
literally often means adding green-colored things to building plans. He explained,

Look, the way we think about green is in a pretty naive sense. We put greenery on 
our buildings. So for instance we build terraces. We (plant) trees. We build beautiful, 
but artificial, landscaped podiums. For instance in my township, my 300 acre town-
ship in Pune, in my plans I showed a bird sanctuary. Because it’s a gimmick; it’s what 
the builder can sell to his public, saying, “we have an urban forest.” They are the cool 
words we use; I don’t think they’re true. When we say bird sanctuary, we just mean 
that birds will be there, or birds will come there. We’re not actually developing a bird 
sanctuary. . . . It’s a term we use to draw people in. It’s a gimmick. So that’s the obvious 
way we show green.17

Even as we spoke, many parts of Mumbai were plastered with billboards promot-
ing new residential developments that promised “green bliss,” a “green lifestyle,” 
and “green luxury.” The impression these boards and their attendant advertising 
campaigns created, if only through their ubiquity and visibility, was of a luxury 
residential sector that was literally transforming. With these new developments, 
they seemed to convey, the city could finally provide the discerning Mumbai buyer 
with the tranquility, efficiency, and general moral ecology of environmental archi-
tecture that he had been so desperately seeking. At very least, even I had assumed 
that these buildings were securing open spaces (albeit likely private and highly 
exclusive), vegetation, and, importantly, the infrastructure for an energy and water 
efficient domestic and service sphere.

Nearly all of the architects with whom I spoke convinced me otherwise, but 
none with more chiding than Aditya. He was unsurprised to learn that I had 
gleaned this impression, but he was quick to reform it:

	 AR:	 You are saying there is absolutely no authentic interest among any 
builders to erect green residential structures, but when I drive 
through Bombay, it seems that all I see are billboards advertising the 
new green luxury buildings. What’s going on?

	 Aditya:	 Well, where is that building? (laughs) What is that building? Of 
course they are making all kinds of green claims, but there is 
nothing green about the actual buildings except the pictures on 
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the signboards. I can tell you with my experience of trying to make 
even little changes that are green, in the residential sector there is 
nothing truly green. Yes, in the commercial sector you see a lot of 
push for certification, but even there it is about green cents (spells 
out c-e-n-t-s). There is no motivation to think in terms of environ-
mental architecture, and it’s even harder to imagine the residential 
buyer wants to use less water or energy or AC. Okay, in the residence 
they want some green lawn or something. But they will put a gate 
around it; they will use chemicals to keep it green . . . they will be 
anti-environment. This is why I am saying that my work is actually 
anti- your thesis.18

A collection of key actor categories consistently organized architects’ narrations 
of the political economy of urban development in Mumbai. Here, the popular 
image of all urban development professions, the relationship between government 
and private sectors, and the ultimate room for choice and action which architects 
ascribed to themselves made the optimism and imperatives of responsible action 
that so characterized RSIEA’s good design ethos seem almost ripe for caricature. 
These descriptions echo, nuance, and in many ways return us to many of the basic 
points to which Laxmi Dashmukh alluded much earlier in the book. Each came, 
however, with the personal narratives that brought these categories to life as facili-
tators of, or obstacles to, doing environmental architecture—structural obstacles 
to ecology in practice. I turn now to some of the descriptions of choices architects 
faced, and discussions of how those choices resonated with their ideological imag-
inaries. These connected to the deeply personal, moral, and even familial logics 
through which RSIEA environmental architects described professional compro-
mises between RSIEA training and ecology in practice.

Perhaps the most prevalent figure in nearly every interview was that of the 
builder. Roundly despised, and often pointed to as the source of urban disorder in 
all its forms, the popular image of the builder in Mumbai is unquestionably nega-
tive. At the same time, many of India’s wealthiest and most powerful figures are 
themselves builders. Even as they may be regularly critiqued in the press, in activ-
ism, and in many aspects of everyday Mumbai life, the names of the city’s most 
prevalent builders are as known as any famous media or political figure, often with 
a mix of reverence and disgust.

Darius works for one of these prominent builders, and so it was in conversa-
tion with him that I was particularly interested in narrations of builders. One 
of our conversations took place on an evening when the day’s newspapers were 
saturated with reports of a threatened strike by the Builders’ Union. Our dis-
cussion thus turned to his views on the strike and its potential, but this quickly 
turned to the broader role and image of large construction and development 
firms in Mumbai.
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When I asked how he felt working for a firm with such a renowned, but also 
somewhat notorious, figure at its head, Darius shrugged. “Well, he’s a builder, 
and  .  .  . nine times out of ten, I think, if you ask people, “What do you think 
of a builder?” they’ll say, “they’re corrupt.” But in his view this image was 
unfair; whilst the processes by which construction and development proceed in 
Mumbai are anything but transparent, builders are nevertheless facilitating the 
provision of material development, he explained. “At the end of the day,” he said, 
“(builders) are doing a service and without them the nation would be pretty lost. 
(Builders) are at the forefront of everything, in the sense that without them the 
city wouldn’t work.”19

Expressing some confusion about what, precisely, a builder union was, not to 
mention its relative power, Darius replied:

Everyone talks about a builder lobby, but it’s really a big bad ghost because they don’t 
stand up for each other; there is no unity among builders. (I’m talking about the 
main firms, like) Lodha, Hiranandani, Raheja—these are the old names, and then 
you have newer ones like Peninsula. They were the ones who did Phoenix Mills, so 
they revolutionized the entire building industry. They managed to convert one of the 
old mills into a huge commercial district and this had never been done before. . . . It 
was amazing how they did it. The mill lands had been under litigation for thirty-odd 
years or forty-odd years and somehow they managed to twist the system, get the 
workers compensated—not well, but they sort of got the problem to go away—and 
then they built Phoenix Mills.

Hoping to probe the idea that the well-known, and comprehensively studied, case 
of Phoenix Mills could possibly have undergone such an almost magical trans-
formation, I asked “do you mean to say that no one knows how they did it?” He 
continued:

Look, there are a lot of loopholes. Indian law is written with vague intentions, so it’s 
completely up to interpretation. And I think it’s also partially luck. So for instance, 
if you can get the right officer to interpret (a law) in a certain way, it’s all well and 
good and your project gets through. If you don’t get that—and an honest officer is a 
joke; there’s no such thing as an honest officer—you’re basically working around the 
system. And the system is set up for you to work round it. If you try to do something 
through the legal channels, it will never get done, and the system is set up that way. 
You accept it, you move on. If you don’t accept it, you don’t survive.

Darius’ response reinforced points that were echoed repeatedly in conversa-
tions with environmental architects: the laws and regulations are never the actual 
medium for effective action in urban development, and “the system” is actually 
designed in a way that invites “interpretation” and requires the capacity to shape 
that interpretation. To learn to see that system not only as it was, but to “accept 
it” and move in accordance with its choreography, was not just about practicing 
environmental architecture; it was about survival itself.
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“What use is a Builder Union, then, if the process depends so much on subjec-
tive interactions with officials?” I continued.

Well, for example, they (the Builder Union) have been trying to get rid of the new 
BMC commissioner. But it hasn’t worked. Everyone claims that the Builder Union 
is the strongest lobby in India and they push and change things whenever they 
want to. But see, it’s not the case. I think the Indian government has the ability to 
push back and keep them in check. The beauty of (his employer and head of the 
firm) is that he knows whose ears to whisper into; I think we get a three month 
warning before something is going to change, and we plan accordingly. So nor-
mally none of our projects get stopped, but even our projects over the last year 
have been stopped. This is really unusual. Under this BMC commissioner, there 
has been no leeway. . . . The stoppage is for all the violations that just a few years 
ago were pretty standard. What used to happen was if you had done something il-
legal, and you were caught, you would be fined. But then you would be allowed to 
continue. This has stopped.

What has changed, I asked, to allow for such a dramatic shift in enforcement 
norms? Why was the Builder Union having such a difficult time realizing their 
goal of “getting rid of ” this most recent municipal commissioner?

Yes, every municipal commissioner who has stood up to the builders in the past 
has been thrown out. But this time, I think he just has (the central government in) 
Delhi behind him. They claimed he wasn’t going to last a week, because in the past 
they haven’t. In the past they have been transferred out. But now I think the Con-
gress government has had so many scams, between the Commonwealth Games and 
the Adarsh scam in Cuffe Parade, I mean they recently arrested a few people for 
that—and high up people. So he seems to be honest; they claim he’s honest. And in 
India you can get that: at the head, yes, the honest are not corrupt, but he cannot con-
trol his fifty other minions that are below him. Every one of those people is corrupt.

The scuffle with the Builder Union, then, was symptomatic of a larger shift in 
assertions of power at the level of state and municipal government, one that might 
ultimately rework a calculus of state-builder power, but that would still, presum-
ably, limit the work of the environmental architect.

But Darius’ very deliberate assertions about “corruption,” even as he described 
an entire system that works in a known, albeit not formally scripted way, com-
pelled me to ask further about his experience of the way urban development actu-
ally happens in Mumbai. He took a deep breath, paused, and began a description 
that immediately introduced another important actor in many conversations with 
environmental architects: the municipal architect. He explained:

To start a project in India, step one is you have to go to a labor commissioner and 
get his permission. That process, between fees and bribes, costs you 25–30 lakhs, 
depending on your project. Then you have a whole host of other officers you have to 
go through—the feeding order—and so that’s where your municipal architect gets 
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involved. At (Darius’ firm) we do not get involved in that. We are aware of what is 
happening, of course, but we don’t deal with that. We don’t deal with payoffs or mak-
ing the bribes. So that’s the job of the municipal architect.

Here, Darius made another common assertion: although this process exists, he 
explained, they were kept at a distance from his firm. Any necessary payoffs and 
shady dealings, he claimed, were in some way outsourced to municipal architects. 
He continued:

You have a bunch of municipal architects; generally they are all ex-government of-
ficials. So they’ve retired from government and set up these businesses. They have left 
the service, but they have all their contacts and so keep getting their share of the pie. 
So it’s sort of this circle of, after you retire, after you leave that department, you can 
retire or you can start your own practice and depending on how high you were up 
there, you have the connections and you have the ability to get things passed.

Darius had set the category, and its place in the processes of urban development, 
that allowed the architect to be simultaneously a part, and to stand apart from, the 
broader system he described. When I asked him to explain further, he described 
how a municipal architect functions in his own firm:

The way the system works is that any building that is built by (Contractor) in Bom-
bay, on paper his associates are not the architect. On paper you have the municipal 
architect. So if we get into trouble it’s the municipal architect who gets into trouble, 
not (Contractor). This is standard.

Consistent with my conversations with environmental architects in many kinds of 
firms, Darius explained what is “standard” according to the established “system.” 
Its dimensions were narrated as structures that confined action and limited avail-
able choices for how an environmental architect (or any other architect) can oper-
ate. In this sense, the municipal architect was rendered a rather neutral figure—a 
facilitator of other processes rather than, for instance, a derided subset of an oth-
erwise respected profession:

You have to have a municipal architect because drawings have to be done in a cer-
tain way. They know the rules; they know the loopholes. . . . So for instance a client 
hires this municipal architect. The municipal architect knows the ins and outs of 
the government, and knows how the system works. The municipal architect will tell 
him, for your project, roughly, it will cost you this much. Officially it’s this much, but 
unofficially you will have to pay him X. The client then gives him a ballpark, saying, 
I’m alright going up to this level, but anything more is not feasible for me. So the 
municipal architect will go off and deal with the officer. Well, he’ll never deal with the 
officer directly; he’ll deal with the secretary or the appointed person. And generally 
the deals really do happen in these hotel rooms where they go, drop the money, and 
his fellow calls up and says you’ve got it . . . I’ve never experienced that, thank god, 
but I know how it works in that sense and I’ve heard of how things happen.
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I asked Darius how he could possibly avoid experiencing this, given how closely 
he works with the firm and its projects. “Well for me,” he said, “it’s all still pretty 
shocking. And it’s sad. Being my father’s son, I know I cannot do anything illegal. I 
know it; I mean, I will get caught. So I have figured out how to avoid it and still do 
interesting work. But it’s not easy. The system is set up this way.”

In every interview I conducted among practicing environmental architects, the 
default position in discussing how Mumbai’s urban development system works was 
to outline the technically legal activities in which the interviewee took part, and to 
describe an arena in which a particular subset of architects undertook any neces-
sary illegal or “corrupt” tasks. Designating two separate spheres not only facilitated 
claims to practicing without legal compromise, it also reinforced the notion that a 
powerful structural system determined architects’ capacity for action, rather than 
the other way around.

This was nearly always supplemented by some overt expression of disappoint-
ment, and occasionally disillusionment. In Darius’ case, the municipal architects’ 
material gains were a kind of index of injustice:

What’s really sad is that a municipal architect earns more money per square foot than 
a regular architect. And his fee is not including the bribes that have to be paid. His 
fee is just telling the client the roadmap . . . as in, this is who you need to give money 
to, and when. And he does the municipal drawings, which are totally different from 
what an architectural drawing would be. They are essentially two different projects. 
They submit one project (for permissions), but a completely other project is being 
designed. They are literally like two separate buildings, two different projects. At 
times it’s mind blowing. I’ve seen some municipal drawings and I’m shocked at how 
our plans are transformed into this other set of documents. And these people are 
making so much money.

The challenge of maintaining a personal sense—or even a consistent and coher-
ent narrative—of professional integrity in the midst of such uneven and opaque 
norms was a recurrent theme among nearly every RSIEA graduate with whom 
I spoke. In responses similar to Darius’s, interlocutors spoke of drawing certain 
boundaries around the work they were willing to do. Some also spoke of a con-
science, or in Darius’s case, a familial sense of honor, that prevented them from 
engaging in the practices they labeled as corrupt. And yet even as each of them 
described their relationship to “the system” and “the process,” it was clear that they, 
too, had probably had to compromise those boundaries at times.

Two graduates whom I will call Suhasini and Prisha are, like Siddharth, 2009 
graduates of RSIEA. I have known both since the study trip to Chennai and 
Auroville during which I first became acquainted with Siddharth and Aditya. Both 
women joined the RSIEA out of a deep commitment to what they described to me 
as their “environmental values.”
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Thane-born Suhasini works for an urban planning and advocacy firm that is 
focused on “sustainable transportation systems” in Mumbai. She also lectures 
occasionally at RSIEA, and so in a short period has moved from graduate student 
to adjunct professor. Her speech becomes most passionate, however, when she 
speaks of bringing about positive environmental change in Indian cities.

Prisha, by contrast, works in a small design firm of four architects, with a chang-
ing roster of draftspeople and interior designers. Most of their work is in archi-
tecture, and Prisha described her experience in the firm with great enthusiasm. 
This is not a nominally environmental firm, she said, but “if a client comes to us 
wanting something green, we encourage it.” Any lack of environmentally-focused 
projects was not, she said, due to the firm’s collective willingness, but to the prob-
lem of demand.

In a comment that instantly challenged the overwhelming impression among 
current RSIEA students of a widening scope for environmental architecture in 
Mumbai, Prisha told me simply, “I have never had a single client come to me and 
ask for something green.” She continued, “I think certification is still growing. We 
(her firm) are also relatively small, so if it’s a big project and they want to make it 
green, then often that kind of client won’t be pitching to us; they would take it to 
a bigger (firm).”

Although professionally positioned in different sectors, both Suhasini and 
Prisha emphasized the need to maintain boundaries around their work that 
allowed them to avoid engaging in illegal or “corrupt” practices and remain “neu-
tral.” When I asked how one could possibly manage this in the context of “the 
system,” Prisha not only described a category of practice similar to the municipal 
architect, the “local architect,” but she further differentiated her own practice from 
the wider “system” by emphasizing the aspect of the overall process in which her 
firm was active:

In my firm we are lucky, I think, because we can just concentrate on design. When 
it comes to passing permissions, the client has his own local architect to do that. If 
we get into that, because we are a small team, it’s like diverting your specialization in 
design. So this is so much easier. We all agree, let’s stick to it (design); we specifically 
don’t get into it (permissions).

But working on just one part of the larger process also created limitations. She 
explained, “this means that we are also restricted. But we have tried to create a line 
so we don’t cross into politics because, I guess, it’s not me, but my seniors must 
have indulged into it and (had bad experiences) so they have drawn a line as well, 
saying, no, we won’t do anything illegal.”

As Prisha talked through the details of this “line,” Suhasini nodded her head 
constantly. Without prompting, she substantiated Prisha’s expressed need to avoid 
illegalities at all costs by invoking the experience of her father, also an architect:
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It’s so bad otherwise. My father was working on a very prestigious project that was 
organized by WHO (the World Health Organization); they were designing disaster 
assistance schools. So I was working with him before taking a break to start the mas-
ter’s program. . . . For the first two years it was going well, and we were working, but 
my father was not getting paid. And the thing is, we were designing schools, and it 
was through disaster assistance, so the buildings had to be from good quality mate-
rial. You know, no corruption and all. So he said we’ll find a contractor, and we’ll 
have a proper tendering process. But (the client) said no, they wanted their own local 
contractor who would also eat money like them. So then they stopped paying him. 
Even to this day, he has not been paid. So finally my father got so frustrated—after 
three years (they’re) not paying (him) and this is too much. So he filed a case against 
them and it’s (pending). When I see my father going through all this, I think, you 
know, why be in Bombay? I feel so discouraged when I see this.

Suhasini’s story was in no way unique, and comparatively rather benign. In addi-
tion to nonpayment for services, most of my interlocutors shared stories of extor-
tion, death threats, and overt violence to degrees far beyond what one might 
entrust to the courts to adjudicate.

Furthermore, several RSIEA graduates who work in environmental architec-
ture, but whose employers are large builder firms, were unwilling to speak with me 
on an ethnographic record at all. All apologized, with some expressing a sincere 
wish that they could share their experiences with me. Yet even the appearance of 
sharing information about that builder’s designs or the processes they followed in 
order to have them built could cost these architects their jobs; this was a risk they 
could not, neither would I ask them to, take. Any promise of anonymity was auto-
matically insufficient, and the ambient sense of fear and danger that accompanied 
most discussions of corruption in Mumbai’s urban development omnipresent.

Aditya assured me that in his experience the government tendering process was 
as fraught as the processes others described in the private sector. An inevitable 
choreography was predetermined, and it ensured a substandard buildingscape. He 
explained:

With the government buildings the tender process is long and complicated. Let’s 
say that you and I are contractors, and a tender is floated by a government body at 
the cost they expect for the project. Say 50 crore is the cost of the project. You are a 
contractor and I am a contractor; you will charge 51 crore, and if I quote 49, I will 
get the contract irrespective of my actual calculations of the cost. No matter what 
background I am from, if I can quote it for 49 I will get the project. . . . Now, that same 
firm has actually calculated a total cost for a project of 35 crore. They will stretch with 
the unskilled workers, maybe they will take labor from a place where they don’t have 
knowledge of construction, you know, they just make it work without the costs. . . . 
Why? Because if you want to get a government contract, then the practice is like that: 
you lower the quote to get the job. This is not how it should be. If you want good 
buildings it should be a good contractor. It should be good infrastructure. How can 
we talk about environmental anything when this is the process?
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Inevitably this reliable choreography foreclosed any latitude for an architect to 
make any kind of intervention, whether based on good design intentions or not. 
Aditya continued,

As the contractor I quote that low, but I have in my mind some way to make up that 
money. It’s like a lump sum contract. Now I come as the architect and I look at the 
drawings, and I see things that should be changed or improved. This is a normal 
thing for architects—I am trying to improve on some things. But if I do that, the con-
tractor will say, “this is not under the contract,” and they will demand extra money 
as devaluation cost.

When I observed that this would prevent any architect from revising the design 
to make it more ecologically sound, Aditya smiled and paused. “In fact,” he said, 
“that will cut my amount.” “But this means that you can’t make any suggestions, 
environmental or otherwise, without incurring the cost yourself?” I asked, realiz-
ing that the personal material stakes of this kind of intervention were rarely men-
tioned in the entreaties to action that closed the most inspiring of RSIEA lectures. 
“Well,” he answered:

If I find mistakes in the drawings, and I try to change something, and my boss agrees, 
then there are just a few sides to convince—the client side, the government side, and 
the project manager. You discuss it. But just the other day I went to Goa (to check on 
a project we are doing there) and I asked (my boss) if we can make some very impor-
tant changes. These were for safety, not even for green aspects. But he said no. So here 
I am; I came back to Mumbai and I find today that even my structural engineer has 
made mistakes. More mistakes! But I cannot change these things without cost and 
without convincing all the others. And they are not interested.

Aditya’s experience with exclusively high-level residential development in 
Mumbai left him adamant that there is no scope for practicing anything that 
even resembles RSIEA’s version of good design—let alone space for reform in the 
urban development process—in Mumbai itself. Others, however, like Suhasini, 
Prisha, and Darius saw recent work stoppages associated with the municipal com-
missioner’s tightened permissions enforcement, discussed earlier, as reason for 
optimism. “I think it is already changing,” Suhasini said; “this new commissioner 
looks good in principle, and I think he has some integrity.” What was notable, 
regardless of whether powerful structures in urban development were changing 
or fixed, was the degree of powerlessness that each architect described when it 
came to catalyzing that change. Each environmental architect I interviewed out-
lined an ecology in practice that seemed in every way circumscribed by a “sys-
tem.” Changes to that system were almost never considered to be within the 
architect’s purview.

Yet, the system was changing. Darius pointed to a significant shift in old norms, 
which he called “loopholes,” that had previously allowed builders to create larger 
flats than Floor Space Index regulations would allow:
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The old rule was that when you design a lift, what is in front of the lift is free of 
FSI. So builders would have architects design one lift that would open this way, and 
another that would open (the opposite) way. So in the municipal drawings they are 
shown that way: all correct. But in our drawings, the space at the back, which would 
be 200–300 square feet, would go into the flat. This was also common practice with 
car lifts. You had a car lift, and builders would say they are providing parking spots 
in the air.  .  .  . That’s one thousand square feet, and you were getting that FSI free. 
Technically it wasn’t illegal . . . but then of course people didn’t use that as a car park-
ing spot. They used it as an extra bedroom or extra living room, a den. These are the 
kind of loopholes that municipal architects informed us about. This is something 
they could do, and we exploited that.

Again, the agent of change was not the architect; it was the new municipal commis-
sioner, a state actor who was reforming the structural choreography. The dynamics 
of agency and power had not changed; architects may be able to do things differ-
ently, but they were still constrained to Darius’ “system.” He continued:

But these days (with the new commissioner), those very same things are not allowed 
(and so they are causing work stoppages). . . . Just another example: earlier, balconies 
were all free of FSI. The commissioner changed that too. We were designing two 
thousand square foot balconies, one thousand square foot balconies. . . . I mean you 
don’t have flats that size. And those were all free of FSI. So in a, say, four thousand 
square foot flat, we were giving you a two thousand square foot balcony. This was 
completely free; that space wasn’t counted in FSI. The builder gets one hundred per-
cent on that because it’s not taxed. So the development people see it as a win win-win, 
but of course the BMC that was losing out on this money, and the city was not able 
to control the environmental damage or other costs. So what the new commissioner 
has done is to simply say that if you make a balcony, it’s considered in FSI. Everything 
that was free earlier, you’ll have to pay for now. It’s amazing what a complete change 
this simple thing has made.

Despite the overwhelming experiential evidence that an established political econ-
omy of development—however it may change in terms of specific regulations—
deeply constrained environmental architects’ attempts to practice good design, I 
nevertheless heard repeated assurances that eventually the scope for practicing 
good design in Mumbai would change. Amrit, for example, was unapologetic in 
his optimism, and always quick to return our conversation to the possibility of 
agentive, collective action through architecture itself. Despite what seemed to be 
an endless set of stories of architects’ powerlessness in practice, the source of this 
optimism derived from an aspirational capacity to act. To one of my more skepti-
cal questions about what appeared to be the impossibility of environmental archi-
tecture, Amrit simply said:

Look, I’m very optimistic! But I’m realistic, too. I do think architects will need to 
come as a force if we want to change things. We should enforce certain things on the 
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builders .  .  . not builders enforcing certain things on the architects. Of course it is 
possible, and in fact I think it is inevitable. It’s a matter of time, and those of us who 
are willing, we need to keep fighting for this.

Such comments resonated with the almost unshakable faith in the inevitability 
of significant transformation—and thus significant new opportunities to practice 
good design—that opened the discussion in this chapter.

Suhasini told me that her optimism came from a diehard idealism, a personal 
characteristic in which she took great pride. “It’s always a struggle,” she said, “but 
change is constantly happening, all around the world.”

Everyone in my office is highly idealistic. We believe change can happen because we 
know it is happening. Look, even these little things in Mumbai. In my office, we all 
come on foot or cycle; no one comes by car . . . and I’m happy that (I work with) a 
class of people who don’t see the cycle as a poor man’s vehicle. It’s a small, small thing 
but it is uplifting. So I know the bigger picture will change, but it will take time. We 
need a whole paradigm shift. It will take time. I know from my Rachana Sansad class 
there are many people who want this! I know people of my generation who want to 
cycle. See, you have to start to make a trend and soon it is happening.

Prisha nodded, adding, “I still think there’s a lot of scope in Bombay. There are 
people who are actually practicing environmental architecture, and they are try-
ing to push the limits. Sometimes they are even doing it. It’s a slow process. But 
we feel it.”

When I asked Suhasini if she believed that change would depend on idealists, 
she was quick to say, “No. In fact it’s the common person who has to make this 
happen.” She explained:

Many people travel abroad these days, you know, the first-timers who go abroad. 
They come back saying it’s so clean—the air is fresh and they have parks and good 
transport—in other countries. So I say, then let’s do it here! But there are always 
those people who say no, it’s not possible in India. Why is it not possible in India? 
The main thing is cultural: you have to believe it’s possible. I think part of why there 
is no willpower is because there’s corruption everywhere. You can just go to any 
MCGM office and show them a very good design, and they are still just dismissing 
you, talking about idealism, come to real life, it’s not possible. But that’s generational 
and it is moving out. I think eventually—hopefully it will move out. I am very posi-
tive. Think of how Mumbai was ten years ago or fifteen years ago, and what we are, 
where we are today, it’s good. Another fifteen years and there will be a lot of change. 
Maybe not a sustainable city, but we will be able to be environmental architects.

I persisted, asking if inevitably environmental change would have to be catalyzed 
in the realm of politics. Perhaps it’s true, I suggested, following the exchange at the 
start of this chapter, that policy changes, combined with enforcement, are the only 
ways to solidify a new direction for the urban development future of Mumbai. 
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Suhasini agreed, but added that it will also depend on architects. “I don’t have to 
be a minister to make lasting change,” she said, continuing:

All over the world, people are changing things. It is environment, but it is also politi-
cal. Look at the climate change, look at urbanization, look at all the political demon-
strations. Things are changing. But if you look at (Mumbai) right now, in 2012, you 
wonder, what did we learn from our Mumbai floods? . . . Nobody is really trying out 
new ideas (at large) scales yet . . . so it’s like if you have a tumor and you’re just eating 
medicine, but not removing the tumor. In Mumbai we reclaimed (urban land) in the 
wrong places and everything is flat, so all the river drainage is gone. So (the floods 
are) just how nature acts. But see, it cannot continue like this. People will demand 
change, and nature will force it. The politics are just reflecting this.

I continued my line of logic, asking, “So architects are also powerful in this?”

Yes. Doing environmental architecture is a political step. And it’s also right now a 
huge risk. But if you do take the risk, then ten years down the line when the rains 
come like that again, you have (a different outcome). My father is of that older gen-
eration, and so of course he (is skeptical), saying that already Bombay is too small 
and land value is so high, so you can never take land away by changing the (reclama-
tion patterns). I’m not saying make Mumbai seven islands again . . . it’s not possible. 
But you know, by thinking this way you actually see that in Bombay, if you organize it 
correctly—environmentally—there is a lot of space. You will even have open spaces! 
So if you organize it well, and you have smart design, it will happen. We have to think 
differently than my father, than the officials in the MCGM. We have to, you know Ian 
McHarg? Like, design with nature.

Suhasini’s dual faith in a generational shift and the capacity of that generation 
to both imagine and organize urban space differently was pervasive across many 
interviews—often to an extent that defied easy analysis, particularly in light of 
equally adamant descriptions of an existing system that not only constrained 
architects’ choices and parameters for action, but was also riddled with risks, dan-
gerous facets, and unscrupulous practitioners.

Environmental architects often framed the factors that enabled or constrained 
good design practice in very personal terms, through one’s material capacity, con-
sciousness of scale, or beliefs about the impact of individual consumption patterns. 
Consider the contrast between Aditya’s discussion of the financial circumstances 
that constrain the kinds of architecture he can practice, for instance, and Kalpana’s 
relative freedom to make choices about the firm that she runs. In the latter case, 
the constraints had more to do with the scale at which one assessed a design’s 
impact; in the former, constraints began with the essential need to earn a specific 
salary. Aditya explained:

After graduation, after three years, I have not found any firm where I can practice 
what I learned (at RSIEA). Yes, there are firms in environmental architecture, but 
they cannot pay that much, and I have to keep in mind financial stability. I get a 
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certain amount in my current office. Here I can do small, small things. But pure 
environmental architecture, if I go there they would pay me half as much. It’s not 
sustainable financially for me . . . so, I simply cannot work full time in the environ-
ment field. I would love to, but it’s not viable. I just bought my flat. I have my dues to 
pay for that, and if that is not feasible, then I am an architect without shelter! . . . How 
can I work for half the pay?20

In contrast, Kalpana offered:

I have my own firm; there are two of us. As and when we need people we hire on 
a contract basis. What I’m doing right now is essentially more interior work and 
small homes outside of Bombay. A couple of commercial complexes also. I am able 
to implement most of what I learned (at RSIEA), in terms of (using green) materials, 
energy systems, and general design principles, because I share that kind of a rapport 
with my clients. I sit down and I talk to them about what they want, and I can say, 
“You know, why not build it this way? Even if it costs you a little bit more . . . And they 
are willing to listen. We got an offer to design a school, for example, and they came 
with these pictures saying, “This is what we want, this is what we want, this is what 
we want.” And I said, “You know, okay. But why don’t you look at it in another way? 
So I showed them some pictures of the school in Auroville, and I said, “You know, 
this is as good, if not better, (than the pictures you have). And they realized, like, “Oh 
yeah, this is much better.”21

In the contrast between these two responses, the constraints of individual archi-
tects’ own positionality within the political economic system—not just as profes-
sionals, but also as individuals, were made very clear.

Yet beyond the question of one’s own class position and position within one’s 
firm, several issues also emerged in architects’ discussions of the factors that enabled 
or constrained good design practice. For many, RSIEA’s emphasis on good design’s 
conceptual dimensions came at the expense of what they called more “practical,” 
skill building classes. This left environmental architects relatively underprepared to 
implement what they had learned. On one example, for instance, Kalpana, Palavi, 
and Arash, characterized this issue in terms of ideology and strategy:

Students discussed at length the ways that the (RSIEA curriculum) is “all ideology,” 
teaching very few skills that they called “technical” and “practical.” Arash asked why 
the curriculum doesn’t split into two parts, in which the first year is “ideology” and 
the second is devoted to “practical” concerns. He argued that as he was on the verge of 
graduation, he felt he should be able to design a green building. He suggested that the 
Design Studio final project—the resort at Pali—could have included the stipulation 
that it be a platinum rated building, for instance. Arash emphasized a need for more 
classes or projects that focus on hands-on calculations and “thumb rules.” Otherwise, 
he said, environmental architecture remains intuitive, even as they are graduating.22

At the same time, architects emphasized how central that same “ideological” 
dimension was to their sense of professional identity as an environmental architect. 
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Even for Siddharth, who, the reader will recall claimed to have no particular inter-
est in environmental architecture, told me:

I was never interested in environmental architecture, frankly  .  .  . but the course 
helped me a lot. It completely changed the way I think about architecture. When I 
used to plan buildings before, a building was a footprint on the ground. But when I 
learned environmental architecture, and that you should design a minimalistic foot-
print that is integrated with the ground . . . it forced me to always think in a creative, 
different way. You think in a way that doesn’t endanger nature. And it makes the 
overall design so much more interesting. I would never want to go back to the way 
I used to practice.23

Architects also described the ways that the philosophical dimensions of RSIEA 
training left an imprint that reached beyond their professional practice. Suhasini, 
for instance, told me that the moral ecological aspects of learning and embracing 
good design had transformed her very sense of self:

I needed RSIEA to show me a path. Maybe if I had (just learned the technical aspects 
of environmental architecture) on my own, I wouldn’t know what is right or wrong, I 
would just go whatever way. Definitely I could have done without it from the point of 
view of technical skills, but yes, it did help. It changed me as a person!24

Similarly, Palavi identified critical engagement with environmental design as a 
lasting, if not directly “practical,” or even enabling, skill:

The course makes you think and question things. It makes you question the current 
practices, the current materials, but then even everything that you do. . . . You ques-
tion and you also think about what is the right process to assess things. What is the 
right process to know what is correct, environmentally? The program guides you to 
develop that thinking and to feel you have grounding for your ideas. And you know 
you are doing something good.25

Even Aditya, whose personal financial constraints so restricted his capacity to 
practice environmental architecture after graduation, was enthusiastic about the 
positive impact of the RSIEA experience on his life and his work. During one of 
our conversations, we spent most of an hour discussing the ways that he actively 
promoted RSIEA to his colleagues and friends. True to his own economic situ-
ation, he described the benefits of his training through a cost and benefit equa-
tion, settling on the unquantifiable dimension of an experience that “guides your 
conscience”:

The course is two lakhs for two years; IRs 40,000 per semester, plus college entry fees 
of IRs 10,000 or something like that for six months, so for two years it comes to two 
lakhs plus the study tours. This is not easy to afford. I went to all the study tours and 
they are also an expense. And now, many of my friends are asking, “Aditya is it really 
worth it? Should I join?” I say, “Yes!” Because this degree is only two years, and yes, 
you are paying, but you are also earning at the same time. You can keep your job, 
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and be in your office during the week, so you keep earning. . . . But this course has 
its own importance. It guides your conscience. I would do it over again and again. 
If you’re really interested you can learn anywhere, and with RSIEA I learned the big 
picture of green.

Our conversation ended in laughter, as Aditya assured me that, having studied at 
RSIEA, “I know what environmental architecture is, so I am also very good to tell 
you what it is not in Mumbai.”26

THE ENVIRONMENTAL ARCHITECT AS INTEGR ATED 
SUBJECT

Newly conversant in the techniques of good design, RSIEA architects faced the 
challenge of ecology in practice. Through their accounts, we glean a sense of urban 
material and economic development in Mumbai, and how practitioners discerned, 
experienced, and engaged its organizing systems and power structures. Social cat-
egories like the state, the builder, and the architect in its many guises organized 
narratives of purposeful and dynamic actors operating in an otherwise “chaotic” 
process called urban development. Each architect described his own position 
within that process, placing the self, and the category of the “environmental archi-
tect,” in strategic relationship to the figures and forces understood to limit or shape 
good design.

Graduates’ narratives also conveyed individual and collective logics of when, 
and how best, to challenge existing structures with an eye toward transformation. 
Their retellings of ecology in practice trace the simultaneous scales and forms of 
transformations already underway—from new officers in specific municipal posi-
tions to global protest actions—and patterns of power, economic incentive, and 
established processes that limit, if not fully foreclose, any chance to enact good 
design. In conversations across a wide range of RSIEA graduates, from the newly 
finished to the seasoned practitioner, the tension between finding an eviden-
tiary basis for good design aspirations and describing, as Darius called it, “the 
system,” were always present. If that tension was to break, it seemed, it would be 
the environment itself, rather than environmental architects, who would force it: 
ever-more untenable conditions of resource scarcity, pollution, human deprava-
tion, and suffering seemed poised to open the future to good design. As Suhasini 
declared with both confidence and optimism, “people will demand it, but nature 
will force it.”

As professionals, RSIEA architects’ newly cultivated sensitivity to biophysical 
processes and the functionality of urban ecosystems allowed what they considered 
to be a unique, and often superior and more complete, perspective on Mumbai’s 
urban past, present, and future. Suhasini’s reference to the Mumbai floods is a use-
ful example. She locates their cause deep in urban land reclamation history, but 
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in a final assessment concludes that contemporary land distribution, land value, 
and political economy will prevent any reversal of resulting drainage patterns. 
Nevertheless, she proudly proclaims herself an “idealist,” emphasizing her confi-
dence in the inevitability of significant change, and perhaps, ultimately, “reorga-
nizing” Mumbai in ways that will recognize the legacy of those historical drainage 
patterns. For her, a generational turnover in municipal and other state agencies 
will accelerate change, making today’s very circumscribed environmental archi-
tecture interventions merely temporary.

If the agents of change formed one set of important concerns that emerged as 
architects sought to enact ecology in practice, then the pace of change formed 
another. The capacity to understand the origins of contemporary environmental 
conditions and events, such as the Mumbai floods, in terms of longtime patterns of 
land reclamation and morphological modification left RSIEA architects equipped 
with an intellectual basis for their expectation of more, and more intensive, cata-
strophic ecological events. This is critical for understanding a pervasive, under-
lying expectation not only of massive eco-social transformation, but also of the 
scope for their own opportunities to operationalize what they had learned. By 
studying the environment as an integrated subject, and environmental design as 
good design, environmental architects might themselves be understood for their 
own integrated subjectivity: although ecology in practice was largely aspirational 
in the present, it was not only prudent, but prescient. It was through their own 
integrated subjectivity that RSIEA environmental architects anticipated an essen-
tial place in the Mumbai to come.

Meanwhile, everyday strategies to resolve the impasse between good design 
training and the (current) realm of the possible were in part driven by pure prag-
matism, as in the case of Darius, who said, “you accept it; you move on,” or Aditya’s 
logic of necessary financial and professional survival. These strategies were not, as 
Aditya joked, “anti-environmental” architecture; they were simply grounded in 
the dual belief that wholly necessary practices were, in the present, conditioned 
through the actions of other, more powerful urban development agents. Rather 
than assume the idealized role of an activist, RSIEA architects held their commit-
ment to good design in service of a vocation in waiting. It was the environment 
itself that provided legitimate reassurance that the wait was worthwhile.

Likewise, pride and personal integrity grounded in RSIEA’s brand of moral 
ecology implied a critical mindset relative to urban development norms in 
Mumbai, and the firm belief that environmental architects could maintain their 
integrity despite their embeddedness in a system rife with opaque norms. Nearly 
every architect described herself as able to remain separate and autonomous from 
the ubiquitous layers of illegality and corruption. Their experiences of a “messy” 
present recalled the comments shared earlier by a member of the RSIEA plan-
ning faculty. However pervasive the problem, that professor assumed a standpoint 



A Vocation in Waiting       161

guarded by the possibility of preserving an objective, neutral stance that enabled 
moral insulation. This she held, despite a city in which:

The kind of mess they have created now even the builders can’t help it. Even the pan-
walla is demanding with an old building that is to be demolished . . . the illegal tenant 
who (occupies it) has a goonda .  .  . It’s very easy to tell that builders have become 
the leeches who are taking the blood from the city, but now the small fries are also 
sucking blood from the builders. In huge numbers. The other day the (municipal) 
commissioner was saying that every small and big citizen of Mumbai has become 
a blackmailer, because he is in a position to take advantage of the legal system . . . 
(Even) the middle class people are (doing this). It’s everywhere, at every level and 
completely normal.

Such narratives of neutrality ultimately crystallized in a moral ecological mode 
of belonging, one that mapped to the simultaneously technical and conceptual 
aspects of good design, but that completed its contours with repeated appeals to 
consciousness. Environmental architecture as good design—consciousness, criti-
cal mindset, and specific techniques—was a lens for assessing present eco-social 
dysfunctionality and working in anticipation of future transformation. It was the 
means for organizing one’s understanding of the relationship between individual 
politics and commitments, professional choices and imperatives, and the some-
times Sisyphean task of environmental changemaking writ large. Good design 
provided a metric for personal integrity, bureaucratic transparency, and indict-
ments of categories like builders, state agents, and municipal architects.

Considered together, these narratives of ecology in practice allow an extended 
consideration of the engaged, practical fate of RSIEA’s good design training for-
mulation. They demonstrate that it is not only too simplistic, but in most cases 
simply inaccurate, to suggest that architects graduate from RSIEA with delusions 
of endless and transformative agentive capacity. It is similarly shortsighted to 
assume that aspirations formed in training simply vanished over time or through 
the wear of experience in the complex of forces and structures that shape urban 
built form development in Mumbai. Many current and graduating students, as 
well as RSIEA graduates across the history of the program, described profound 
and resounding certainty in the inevitability—somewhere in the near future—of 
urban environmental improvement in Mumbai. Ideas about when, precisely, it 
would come about, and the exact scenario that would catalyze it, differed dramati-
cally, though; so, too, did notions of what would become of Mumbai’s built form 
environment, its biophysical environment, and its social worlds in the interim. 
The moral ecology of good design, resilient appeal of green expertise, and assured 
anticipation that the environment itself would set its stage, was almost ubiquitous. 
This was the basis of ecology in practice.
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