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ABSTRACT

In 2015, Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi announced 100 smart cities under the central
government’s initiative of Smart Cities Mission (SCM) programme, with the goal to improve the
urban infrastructural crisis of the nation. As often seen from other smart city cases around the
world that center capital cities as pioneers of these innovative initiatives, it was unlikely that the
capital of India — New Delhi — would not be chosen. Using Ananya Roy and Aihwa Ong’s (2011)
concept of worlding, this dissertation examines New Delhi smart city — assessing the aspirational
claims and situated practices of worlding unfolding in New Delhi — and contributes to smart cities
research in the Indian context. Drawing from methods of discourse analysis, semi-structured
interviews, online survey questionnaires, and participant observations, this dissertation argues that
India’s rising global relevance is at the center of smart city discourse of both the central
government and New Delhi Municipal Council (NDMC). Both the national and municipal actors
actively leverage New Delhi’s status as the national capital and its symbolic position as a global
contender to justify and advance New Delhi smart city and its initiatives. What remains
underexplored in worlding is the everyday improvisation and engagement by urban dwellers as
they locate themselves within worlding projects, such as smart cities. Rohan Kalyan’s (2017)
discussion on urban métis and Amit Rai’s (2019) on jugaad helps to illustrate such active and
agential role of urban dwellers. Contrary to the policy discourse, stakeholders’ narratives
emphasize how New Delhi smart city initiatives are reinforcing exclusivity despite existing diverse
socio-economic differences. Furthermore, on-ground realities showcase everyday engagements
with smart city initiatives where urban dwellers improvise and remain skeptical of big, bold

promises made by New Delhi smart city and by the SCM program more broadly.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background

The concept of smart cities emerged in the Global North, primarily in the United States in
the 1990s, as an extension of the smart growth movement. This movement aimed to address the
political, economic, and governance challenges of metropolitan development, such as increasing
traffic congestion, deteriorating air quality, and loss of open space (Scott 2007, 26). Rooted in
voluntary and locally driven governance frameworks, smart growth was supported by local
governments, regional institutions, and communities. Over time, smart growth evolved into a
broader policy response to suburban sprawl, promoting controlled urban development that
balanced the two complex policy agendas of development and sustainability (Scott 2007, 16—17;
Herrschel 2013). The transition from smart growth to smart cities marked a shift from spatial
planning tools (Herrschel 2013) to technology-driven approaches (e.g., sensors, data) intended to
improve the quality of urban life (Das 2020). In this shift to smart cities, urban challenges central
to smart growth movement remained key drivers behind the appeal of smart cities to governments,
citizens, businesses, and urban developers seeking urban transformation (Albino, Berardi, and
Maria Dangelico 2015).

Neirotti et al. (2014, 27) broadly categorize smart city features as “hard” and “soft.” The
former are technology-centric ICT (Information and Communications Technology) features such
as wireless communication network, wireless sensors, smart buildings, smart energy grids, water
and waste management systems, and efficient modes of transportation, technologies, and
management solutions (e.g., public transport, traffic control, electric vehicles, autonomous

vehicles). The latter include features such as improving education services and facilities, cultural
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development, policy innovations, social inclusion and welfare, and e-governance practices in
which technology plays a less decisive role (ibid). Given these diverse features, smart cities are
now widely recognized as innovative solutions that combine a variety of technologies and
infrastructures to tackle persistent urban challenges, and the concept has been adapted beyond the
United States and the Global North to the cities in the Global South such as New Delhi in India.
In 2015, the Government of India (Gol; from here onwards referred to as central
government, which is USA equivalent of federal government) launched the Smart Cities Mission
(SCM) program to tackle the nation’s challenge of increasing urbanization (MoUD 2015a). The
SCM program aimed at advancing a comprehensive development of “physical, institutional, social
and economic infrastructure” that will enhance the quality of life and bring people and investments
into the cities, “setting in motion a virtuous cycle of growth and development” (5). In the SCM
program, Prime Minister Narendra Modi led-central government revised and shifted from its
earlier promise of building 100 new (smart) cities to proposing 100 smart cities (Hoelscher 2016),

99 ¢6

focusing on “retrofitting,” “redevelopment,” and “pan-city” or city-wide initiatives (MoUD 2015a,
8). This new policy discourse on smart city focused on upgrading existing cities and their
infrastructure, framing smart cities as “inclusive projects within existing cities” (Hoelscher 2016,
34).

The SCM program was to be implemented at a city level, and the selection of cities was
divided into two stages. In the first stage of “Intra-State competition,” potential smart cities were
shortlisted with at least one city from each state (MoUD 2015a, 10). In the second stage, a list of
potential 100 smart cities announced which cities then competed in an “All India competition”

(10), known as the “City Challenge” (11), for central government funding. The Ministry of Urban

Development (MoUD), a nodal ministry currently known as the Ministry of Housing and Urban



Affairs (MoHUA), collaborated with USA-based Bloomberg Philanthropies to design and develop
the City Challenge. (The MoUD became MoUHA in 2017 after the former was merged with the
Ministry of Housing and Urban Poverty Alleviation). The central government also invited various
private corporations to collaborate with cities in preparing their smart city proposals (SCPs), which
served as the main deliverables within the City Challenge. These proposals described urban
challenges and answered other governance and technology-related questions prepared by the
MoUD. After evaluating the proposals, the top 20 smart cities were declared under the round one,
while the cities that were not selected revised their proposal for the next round of the competition
(MoUD 2015a).

In round one of selection, the top 20 smart cities, also referred to as “winning cities” or
“lighthouses of future development” (MoUD 2016, 1), included the national capital (New Delhi),
state capitals, and other large and small cities. As often seen from other smart city cases around
the world that center capital cities as pioneers of these innovative initiatives, it was unlikely that
New Delhi would not be chosen. Following the selection and participation of New Delhi in the
program nearly a decade ago, one might imagine extensive research on the city in the smart city
context. However, empirical studies on New Delhi smart city remain scarce till date. Existing smart
city research tends to focus on Delhi as the larger metropolitan area where New Delhi is located
(see Saha and Singh 2017) and do not explicitly situate their analyses within the framework of the
SCM program (see Sarkar 2019).

Furthermore, some scholarly research focused on the SCM program at a national level,
often analyzing it with limited empirical depth (see Praharaj and Han 2019; Smith, Pathak, and
Agrawal 2019; Das 2020; Prasad and Alizadeh 2020; Purandare 2023). Such broad focus has led

to “sweeping accounts of cities” in the list of 100 smart cities (Parida 2022, 4708), largely engaging



with the phenomenon rhetorically without empirical depth. Using the concept of worlding, this
dissertation examines New Delhi smart city — assessing the aspirational claims and situated
practices of worlding unfolding in the context of New Delhi — and contributes to smart cities
research in the Indian context. This dissertation argues that India’s rising global relevance is at the
center of smart city discourse of both the central government and New Delhi Municipal Council
(NDMC). Both the national and municipal actors actively leverage New Delhi’s status as the
national capital and its symbolic position as a global contender to justify and advance New Delhi
smart city and its initiatives. Both the central government and the NDMC discursively construct
New Delhi as an exemplary site to establish new standards or break the established standards of a
smart urbanism in and beyond Delhi. New Delhi is framed as inherently entitled to best-in-class
status because it is the national capital and has already world-class parameters, logically qualifying
it to become a smart city. On the contrary, stakeholders’ narratives about New Delhi smart city
emphasize how its initiatives are reinforcing exclusivity despite existing diverse socio-economic
differences and on-ground realities also showcase attempts of resistance or worlding from below,
improvisation or jugaad, and a practical engagement or an urban métis with the smart city
initiatives. Broadly, this dissertation demonstrates how New Delhi smart city was not merely the
outcome of an official selection criteria, but the result of a deliberate political and strategic

decision.

1.2 Research gap and statement

National capitals are often seats of central power, sites of national identity formation, and
often subjected to influence from the national governments. Given their national and international
visibility, national capitals tend to serve as showcase or flagship sites for state-led development

and image-building projects that positions them under political influence often not faced by other
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cities. This visibility of national capitals has attracted extensive scholarly attention such as Nairobi
(Guma and Wiig 2022; Sarkar 2022), Santiago (Irazabal and Jiron 2021; Jiron et al. 2021), Taipei
(Chang, Jou, and Chung 2021), and Manila (Mouton 2021) among others. For many of these cities,
especially in the Global South, a common observation from the studies is the disconnect between
the aspirations embedded in smart city plans and policies and the on-ground urban realities and
inequalities that have implications for infrastructural access, citizen participation, and technocratic
modes of governance and control. In India, similar observations have been noted in many cities,
including the national capital of New Delhi (Kumar 2017) and state capitals such as Bhubaneshwar
(Mullick and Patnaik 2024), Chennai (Prasad, Alizadeh, and Dowling 2024), and Kolkata (Ghosh
and Arora 2022) among others.

Comprehensive research on a national capital as a smart city and its initiative remains
limited. Importantly, the literature lacks examination of how a city’s status and position as a
national capital influences and shapes its smart city agenda. This dissertation attempts to fill this
gap by analyzing New Delhi smart city. Unlike other smart cities inquiries in India that have drawn
on frameworks like provincializing (Datta 2015), governance (Prasad, Alizadeh, and Dowling
2021; Parida 2022), splintering urbanism (Van Gils and Bailey 2023), socio-technical imaginaries
(Ghosh and Arora 2022), and policy mobility (Purandare 2021), this dissertation adopts worlding

(Roy & Ong 2011) as a conceptual lens for the examination of New Delhi smart city in India.

1.3 Research questions

This dissertation aims to answer the following three research questions. The first two
research questions are answered in chapter four, and the third research question is answered in

chapter five.



a. How is the smart city concept discursively constructed within the plans and policies of the
central government and New Delhi smart city?

b. How do the on-ground realities and stakeholder narratives of the New Delhi Smart City
differ from or contest the discourse constructed in plans and policies?

c. How do decision-making processes shape both the planning and implementation of New

Delhi smart city’s initiatives?

1.4 Conceptual lens

This dissertation draws from Southern urban theory that focuses on transforming urban
studies by engaging with theorizations and conceptualizations that are more applicable to the
empirical, historical, and intellectual diversities of Global South cities (Lawhon and Truelove
2020). Although the notion of a smart city and its adoption in urban policies originated in the
Global North (Das 2020) and later travelled to cities in the Global South, Southern urban theory
offers a critical and context-specific analysis that challenges the universality of these policies. This
theoretical approach enables a deeper understanding of how smart city policies are reinterpreted,
resisted, or reimagined in cities like New Delhi, where local realities often diverge significantly
from those in the Global North. Southern urban theory offers a valuable lens to understand and
explain the vision and development of smart city in my research location of New Delhi, a rapidly
expanding city in India, without forcing a (Western) framework that follows a predictable or fixed
trajectory of urbanization. Informed by Southern urban theory, my research presents a dynamic
trajectory of urbanization, one driven by aspirations, visions, and experiments that challenge the
universalizing logics of Euro-American urban models.

This dissertation uses worlding, one of the concepts of Southern urban theory, to view,
understand, and study smart city development in New Delhi. Worlding emphasizes cities as

6



dynamic, constantly evolving spaces shaped by diverse urban dreams, projects, and speculative
experiments, rather than being confined to spaces resulting from universal capitalist or postcolonial
logics (Roy and Ong 2011). New Delhi’s multiple prestigious traits such as its role as the political
capital of India, historic significance, global diplomatic presence, cultural diversity, and as a key
center for education and economic opportunities make it a valuable location for national projects.
It is consistently chosen for key central government initiatives such as Pradhan Mantri Awas
Yojana — Urban (PMAY-U), Deendayal Antyodaya Yojana — National Rural Livelihood Mission
(NRLM), and Swachh Bharat Mission — Urban (SBM-U). New Delhi is also one of the top 100
smart cities selected under India’s SCM program. The selection of New Delhi is not only motivated
by New Delhi’s status as the capital of India. The selection is also shaped by New Delhi’s own
ambitious vision to become the “global benchmark for capital cities” (NDMC 2015, 15).

In this context, worlding provides a lens to explore New Delhi in a way that can explain its
smart city visions and initiatives without relying on a limiting what constitutes a smart city
framework. This dissertation approaches New Delhi smart city as context-specific, shaped by New
Delhi’s capital status, political and administrative proximity, and purely symbolic role and position
of the city that makes New Delhi an attractive site for demonstrating urban transformation. New
Delhi’s smart city not only reflects national objectives of inclusive and sustainable development
listed in SCM program policy guidelines, but also, primarily, showcases the city’s own attempts
to assert a global urban identity. Both central government and the New Delhi Municipal Council
(NDMC) along with private stakeholders and urban elites are the key actors driving New Delhi’s
smart city agenda. Instead of viewing New Delhi as passively adopting global smart city models,
a worlding lens allows us to consider how New Delhi becomes a site of localized, yet globally

aspirational experimentation.



Worlding also allows an examination of the disjuncture between aspirational discourse and
implementation in New Delhi, treating the gap between both the aspirational discourse and
implementation not as a failure but as constitutive of its worlding process. Although smart city
implementation has largely been exclusive and the needs of certain citizens have been strategically
bypassed in decision-making processes, New Delhi smart city continues to be branded as the first
city that offers best practices for others to learn from and replicate. New Delhi smart city proposal
has been duplicated by other cities selected to become smart cities, highlighting its demonstrative
effect. These findings (from chapter 5) demonstrates that there is a clear gap between policy
discourse and implementation and yet, New Delhi is celebrated as a global exemplary of a smart
city. This shows that gaps are not in contradiction to worlding processes, rather a part of worlding.

I also engage with the conceptual lens of urban métis (Kalyan 2017) — an informed
skepticism — that strengthens the concept of worlding by grounding it in the everyday practices of
those who must inhabit global urban transformations such as smart cities. Whereas worlding
describes the process of new urban futures through plans, visions, and aspirational projects, urban
métis reveals how such projects are lived, interpreted, and navigated on the ground. It shows that
worlding is also continually mediated by the improvisations of urban dwellers — much like the
practices of jugaad (Rai 2019), another lens deployed in this dissertation — where residents and
workers adapt technologies, infrastructures, and bureaucratic systems to make them function in

precarious conditions.

1.5 Structure of dissertation

Following this introduction, Chapter 2 provides an in-depth conceptual discussions and
literature review. Chapter 3 delineates and justifies the research methods I adopted along with

addressing my positionality and ethics. It also provides a detailed context of my study area and



locations where I conducted fieldwork. Chapter 4 answers the first and the second research
question and Chapter 5 answers the third research question. Lastly, Chapter 6 provides overarching

conclusions and calls for future research.



CHAPTER 2: SMART CITY, SOUTHERN URBAN THEORY
AND CRITIQUE, WORLDING: A LENS TO STUDY NEW
DELHI SMART CITY

This chapter highlights and analyzes debates on smart cities by first providing an overview
of what constitutes a smart city. It then reviews some of the broad scholarly critiques of smart
cities. The discussion subsequently narrows to critical concerns, particularly those influenced by
Southern urban theory. Finally, the chapter examines how India, and consequently New Delhi as

a Global South city, fits into this debate on smart cities.

2.1 What is a smart city

Smart cities have been widely recognized as innovative solutions that combine a variety of
technologies and infrastructures to solve urban challenges such as congestion, improve quality of
life of urban dwellers, economic development, and promoting sustainable development. Big
private technology corporations, such as IBM, CISCO, Microsoft, Intel, Siemens, SAP, Oracle,
play a pivotal role in pushing the adoption of technologies by integrating ICT-based (Information
and Communications Technology) infrastructure into cities (Kitchin 2014; Wiig 2015). For tech
corporations, technology comprises the key component in their conception of smart cities. To push
the adoption of ICT infrastructure, tech corporations advocate the outcome of better operational
decisions in the city development by integrating live, real-world data collected via sensors, meters,
appliances, and personal devices (Kitchin 2014). Predictably, even these abovementioned big tech
corporations hold different visions and ambitions and do not share a unified conception of the

smart city, largely because these oligopolists embrace different corporate ethos and sell different
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products, such as consultancy, networks, hardware and devices, chips, software, system solutions
(Kitchin 2015, 134).

Nonetheless, in this techno-centric vision of city development, smart cities are an outcome
of a coalition between the key players involved in the creation of urban strategies — governments
and tech corporations (Luque-Ayala and Marvin 2015). Governments, urban planners, and
policymakers embrace the smart city concept because it promises cities will achieve economic
growth, sustainable development, and an improved quality of life for citizens through technology
integration (Albino, Berardi, and Dangelico 2015). Apart from national and local governments and
the private sector, international bodies such as the United Nations (United Nations 2015) also play
a pivotal role in promoting smart cities as the solution to complex urban problems in the Global
South and the Global North (Purandare 2021, 81). Proponents from governments, tech
corporations, and international private consultants and organizations share a favorable discourse
on smart cities. They advocate smart city as a feasible or even the only solution to balancing
sustainability and urban development through the use of ICTs (Mouton 2021).

Another perspective shared by these supporters is an economic policy perspective of smart
cities, where technology is seen as the strategy to attract and connect talent and innovation,
“enacted by smart people” (Kitchin 2014, 2). The assumption behind this economic policy
approach is that technology will make cities more appealing to highly skilled professionals,
entrepreneurs, innovators, and investors (Mouton 2021). Given these positive aspects associated
with smart cities, cities around the world are adopting the features of smart cities, rebranding
themselves or sections of their cities as smart cities. The definition of a smart city extends beyond

a mere integration of technologies into the cities, necessitating a critical analysis of this concept.
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A wide range of academic disciplines engage in discussions about the theoretical and
practical challenges related to smart cities, including anthropology, architecture, computer science,
economics, engineering, geography, planning, political science, and sociology (Miller et al. 2021).
Additionally, a range of inter-disciplinary areas, such as business studies, development studies,
environmental studies, and wurban studies, have increasingly contributed empirical,
methodological, and theoretical insights. In terms of its adoption across the world, the smart city
concept has become a major policy and planning tool, particularly in the Global North, including
North American countries of USA and Canada (Shelton, Zook, and Wiig 2015; see Levenda et al.
2020) and Western Europe (Joss, Cook, and Dayot 2017; Charnock, March, and Ribera-Fumaz
2021). It has also been deployed in many cities across the Global South, including in Asia (Datta
2015; Cowley et al. 2019; Chang, Jou, and Chung 2021; Curran and Smart 2021; Mouton 2021;
Prasad, Alizadeh, and Dowling 2024), Africa (Watson 2014; Odendaal 2021; Guma and Wiig
2022), Latin America (Irazabal and Jiron 2021; Jirén et al. 2021), and Middle East (Breslow 2021).

While the smart city concept has become mainstream in global urban discourse, its
comprehensive implementation remains uneven across regions. Notably, despite scholarship on
smart cities being more established in the Global North, the highest concentration of large-scale
smart city initiatives is found in the Global South, particularly in countries such as India, China,
Korea, Saudi Arabia (Datta 2018a). This faster uptake of smart city initiatives in the Global South
reflects rapid urbanization projects and significant investment in technology-driven urban
development. Although the smart city concept emerged from the Global North, it has been more
extensively implemented in the Global South, where it is pursued not only as a means of addressing
urban challenges but also as a strategy to advance technological innovation. Yet the very

prominence of smart cities in policy and planning has also made them a focal point of critique.
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Indeed, smart cities have been subject to scholarly examination in recent decades across both the

Global North and the Global South. I discuss these critiques in the following section.

2.2 Critiques of the smart city concept

Much of the critique of the smart city concept centers on issues of definition and
applicability. These concerns have critical implications for planning and policy, citizenship,
governance, and infrastructure. Scholars highlight not only the persistent ambiguity of the term,
but also the ways in which corporations, governments, and policymakers have mobilized the term
to advance particular techno-centric and entrepreneurial visions of urban development. The
following discussion reviews these critiques, ranging from definitional imprecision and corporate
agendas to technocratic governance, citizenship, and the urban bias within smart city research.

Critical scholars argue that the term smart city is widely used in various urban plans and
policies without a universally accepted definition, resulting in persistent ambiguity around its
conceptualization. Hollands (2008) argues that the lack of definitional imprecision surrounding
the term smart city stems from its varied and inconsistent use. For instance, the usage of term
ranges from referring to technological development using ICTs to creative industries and e-
governance. The term is often conflated with related terms such as wired cities, digital cities, and
knowledge cities and it is difficult to separate these terms (ibid).

Hollands further asserts that the term hides various unspoken assumptions about urban
transformations, such as the “notion of IT transforming life and work within a region” discussed
in literature that automatically assumes “there is some kind of community consensus and
involvement in the transition, and that such a change is inherently positive” (306). This lack of
clarity and unspoken assumptions leave unanswered questions about impacts on marginalized

populations (Wiig 2015). Vanolo (2014) also raises concern with common keywords such as social
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cohesion and participation, which are commonly found in the discourse central to smart city
policies across the world. Despite this ambiguity, Das (2020) contends the relevance of the smart
city concept citing how it frames technology as a panacea for urban challenges and welcomed by
urban policymakers and planners across the world.

Critical scholarship on smart cities argues that techno-centric visions of urban development
remain overshadowed by various economic and entrepreneurial priorities linked with ICT
deployment (Hollands 2008). With the lack of clear definitions, Caragliu and Del Bo (2016) point
out an intentional attempt by technology corporations to create a “buzzword” (658) of smart city,
persuading municipalities to adopt and invest heavily in ICTs. Séderstrom, Paasche, and Klauser
(2014) deeply analyze such intentions by focusing on the constitutive elements and imaginaries in
the smart city discourse of IBM corporation, a key actor leading the global and massive smarter
cities campaign. The authors contend that the imaginaries in the smart city discourse are a
corporate “storytelling activity” and they critique smart urbanism as an “ideological construct”
used by IBM to secure and strengthen its market position (309). These observations reveal that
smart city is at times a marketing rhetoric far from any evident outcomes. However, Wiig (2015)
challenges the overemphasis on IBM’s agency in driving smart city discourse within critical
studies. He emphasizes the need to look beyond the company narratives and to actively ground the
analysis in cities that have adopted these policies. Examining “the rationale cities gave for
enrolling in smart city policymaking to begin with” (259) requires unpacking “how and why cities”
(258) engaged in smart city policymaking with IBM and demonstrating the agency of city
governments who are key actors in advancing the smart city paradigm.

Kitchin (2014) raises critical questions regarding technocratic governance, which

“presumes that all aspects of a city can be measured and monitored and treated as technical
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problems which can be addressed through technical solutions” (9). The claims that smart cities are
inherently beneficial, driven by technological innovation, data-driven governance, and market-
based solutions are mainly driven by academics in the sciences and computational social sciences,
municipal and national governments, and businesses (Kitchin 2015). Smart city advocates often
assume that technologies, techniques and visions are “scientific, objective, commonsensical and
apolitical” (132). Kitchin (2014) also questions the corporatization of city management. He argues
that smart city agendas are often shaped by large software services and hardware companies that
embed their systems deeply into city governance. Such companies create dependencies and
“technological lock-in that beholden cities to particular technological platforms,” prioritizing
vendor-driven solutions over local “uniqueness of places, peoples and cultures (10). Kitchin
further highlights how the growing reliance on software-driven infrastructures produces system
vulnerabilities, resulting in city services and spaces that are “buggy, brittle and exposed city
services and spaces that are prone to viruses, glitches, crashes, and security hacks” (11). Alongside
these technical risks, he raises ethical concerns related to surveillance that “threaten to stifle rights
to privacy, confidentiality, and freedom of expression” (12).

Calzada and Cobo (2015) argue that being digitally connected should not be mistaken for
the acquisition of social capital. They mean that mere participation in digital social networks (such
as social media) does not automatically generate trust, foster strong social ties, or meaningful
relationships. This distinction matters because smart city discourse often assumes that increased
connectivity and digital participation will naturally strengthen communities and civic life. Calzada
and Cobo’s critique challenges the techno-deterministic assumptions embedded in the dominant
smart city approach of large tech corporations, which often overlook the social and political

dimensions of human interaction. Similarly, Vanolo (2014) contends that participation or citizen-
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centric policies are often portrayed as neutral terms or inherently positive practices. These terms
can mask underlying contestations and power imbalances. Vanolo’s critical assessment
emphasizes how the techno-centric orientation of the smart city concept can reformulate the
concept of citizenship by co-producing “smart citizens,” who are compelled to be technologically
literate and have “a moral obligation to behave in a certain way” (2014, 893).

The smart city concept is also critiqued for exclusion of non-urban contexts such as smaller,
rural, and remote communities or municipalities pursuing smart city development. In their study
of two remote communities in northern Canada, Spicer, Goodman, and Olmstead (2021) find that
the mainstream smart city accounts continue to focus predominantly on cities, equating smartness
with large, dense urban settings. They contend that there is limited understanding of the reasons
and incentives that drives smaller, rural, and remote communities or municipalities of all sizes in
pursing smart city development. Often cities in non-urban context adopt smart technologies out of
basic necessity to support their communities and not to compete with advancing cities. Shifting
the focus toward rural and remote communities allows better understanding of how such contexts
are positioned at the frontier of digital opportunity, with the potential to benefit significantly from
the adoption of smart technologies. In addition to large cities, mainstream smart city research also
relies on use of “canonical examples” of smart cities, such as Songdo (South Korea), Masdar
(United Arab Emirates), PlanIT Valley (Portugal), as indicative of all smart city initiatives and
cities’ efforts everywhere (Kitchin 2015, 133). This imbalance in how smart city initiatives are
understood and studied gives disproportionate importance to large cities, sidelining both the needs
of smaller cities and the lessons that might emerge from such contexts.

Critical scholarship on smart cities often critiques what is seen as a one-size-fits-all

approach to smart city development (e.g., Hollands 2008; Townsend 2013; Soderstrom, Paasche,
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and Klauser 2014; Vanolo 2014). A one-size-fits-all approach refers to the way many smart city
plans, policies, and visions — often promoted by governments and big technology corporations
such as IBM, Cisco, etc. — present technology-led urban development as universally applicable
across all cities. Kitchin (2015) argues that such critiques themselves can reproduce one-size-fits-
all narratives by applying theoretical framings, such as neoliberal urban governance or ICT-based
networked urbanism, to all smart city initiatives. This approach risks overlooking the varied “logic,
drivers and deployment” of smart city initiatives and representing “actually existing smart cities
development” in overly generalized ways that fail to account for diverse histories, cultures,
political economies, and forms of capitalism shaping urban development in different locales (133).

Neoliberal rationale remains a key theoretical framing for understanding and analyzing
smart city initiatives across the world. It is, therefore, important to discuss its meaning, its
relationship with technology, and how it shapes smart city narratives. The following section
reviews key literature on neoliberal rationality and its connections to smart cities. The section
concludes by outlining my dissertation’s stance on the topic.

2.3 Understanding the neoliberal rationality

Neoliberalism is “a theory of political economic practices that proposes that human well-
being can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an
institutional framework characterized by strong private property rights, free markets, and free
trade” (Harvey 2005, 2). These characteristics suffice a utopian and a theoretical sense of what
neoliberalism is (19). Neoliberalism advances ideals of “human dignity and individual freedom”
(5) as fundamentals while identifying market and trade as the means through which those ideals

are supposed to be secured. Harvey (2005) also discusses neoliberalism as a “political project to
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re-establish the conditions for capital accumulation and to restore the power of economic elites”
(19), arguing that this political agenda of neoliberalism dominates in practice.

In Harvey’s account, the “neoliberal state” is a state apparatus whose fundamental mission
is to facilitate profitable capital accumulation for both domestic and foreign capital (7). He
compares it with the postwar (Second World War and the Great Depression) order of “embedded
liberalism,” in which markets were surrounded by social and political constraints, welfare
arrangements, and active state regulatory interventions (11). For Harvey, neoliberalization is
therefore the project to disembed capital from such constraints of welfare systems (such as
education, health care) and state’s intervention in industrial policy and both restoring or
reconstructing the power of economic elites. Harvey also contends that the language of freedom
in theory does not remain a broad social freedom in practice. He views that neoliberalism debases
the concept of freedom, one that is “a mere advocacy of free enterprise” and in practice favors
those who already possess income, leisure, and security (183). He emphasizes that neoliberal
theory and the rhetoric of freedom and liberty surrounding it function primarily as a “mask™ for
the “maintenance, reconstitution, and restoration of elite class power” (188), broadcasting that free
markets and free trade will eliminate poverty.

Harvey provides an extensive political-economic history of neoliberalism and how it
proliferated and why. Focusing on a broader and more global level, Harvey explains that the United
States sought to impose neoliberalism by restructuring state apparatuses so that their fundamental
role became the facilitation of capital accumulation for both domestic and foreign capital. In the
case of Iraq, this was done directly through political and military power and introducing policies
such as privatization, foreign ownership rights, repatriation of profits, and removal of trade

barriers. In Latin America, Harvey identifies Chile after the 1973 coup as the first major
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experiment in neoliberal state formation. The coup against Salvador Allende was supported by
domestic elites, US corporations, the CIA, and US political leadership, and it led to the installation
of policies designed by economists trained in neoliberal theory. The policies included privatization
of public assets, opening natural resources to private exploitation, encouragement of foreign
investment, and the promotion of free trade. More broadly, Harvey contends that the spread of
neoliberalism from the mid-1970s onward reflects the reach of US power, though it is not reducible
to it alone. He notes that similar restructurings of state apparatuses occurred in different regions
(UK, China, parts of Europe) and periods under the coercive influence of the US and the use of
international financial institutions such as the IMF (International Monetary Fund), suggesting a
pattern of global proliferation. At the same time, he emphasizes that domestic factors also played
a role and that neoliberalization developed unevenly across different geographical contexts.
Focusing particularly on cities as “strategically central sites” for advancing neoliberal
restructuring projects and resistance to them, Peck, Theodore, and Brenner (2009) shift the focus
to “actually existing neoliberalism” (49). The authors argue that neoliberalization is not uniform
but variegated, contextually embedded and path-dependent, unfolding through policy
experimentation and adaptation across different urban settings. They accentuate the mutation and
uneven geographical context — “defined by the legacies of inherited institutional frameworks,
policy regimes, regulatory practices and political struggles” (50) — of neoliberal urbanism rather
than a singular model. The authors critique the idea that the gaps between neoliberal ideals and
outcomes are accidental, arguing instead that the “disjunctures...between ideology and practice;
doctrine and reality; vision and consequence” are defining features of neoliberalism itself (51).
Building on this emphasis on contextual variation and uneven outcomes, Roy and Ong

(2011) also do not identify neoliberalism as a fixed system or an ideology. Rather than viewing
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the neoliberal as a set of market conditions that are tied to a particular form of state, Roy and Ong
mark it as “a set of maximizing rationalities that articulates particular assemblages of governing”
(2011, 4). It is a way of thinking that shapes the organization of governance. They also describe
neoliberalism as a “mobile technology” — a circulating and adaptable technology — that can be
taken up by a government or any other institution “to recast problems as non-ideological and non-
political issues that need technical solutions to maximize intended outcomes” (4). This explains
how neoliberal reason has also infiltrated areas that resist market principles such as NGOs, cultural
production, and social movements. As a broader logic of entrepreneurialism, neoliberal reason has
also influenced how different actors operate. This reasoning leads to situations where neoliberal
practices coexist with, and even support, discourses of “anti-neoliberalism,” revealing a complex
and intertwined relationship rather than a clear opposition (5).

Roy and Ong (2011) further argue that the spread of neoliberal techniques creates complex
urban environments where different actors and ideas mix in unexpected ways and processes. These
processes generate “borrowings, appropriations, and alliances” that cut across class, ideological,
and national boundaries and still rely on constantly re-establishing such boundaries through
discourse (language, ideas, rationalities) (5). Even “opposing ideological positions™ (such as pro-
and anti-neoliberal) becoming interconnected and shaped in relation to each other, sharing some
common norms. Because of this entanglement, Roy and Ong suggest that judging urban practices
as simply “right” or “wrong” is not useful. Instead, avoid such judgments and focus on
understanding the variability and specific dynamics of urban initiatives as they unfold, moving
both forward and experiencing challenges (ibid).

Similar understanding that neoliberal rationality is not the sole driver of urban

transformation, other scholars contend that critiques of neoliberalism have become too dominant
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in urban theory and risk overextending its explanatory power. Parnell and Robinson (2012)
maintain that while neoliberalism is important, it is only one of many processes shaping cities,
particularly in the Global South. Unlike Harvey’s focus on class or Peck, Theodore, and Brenner’s
emphasis on variegated neoliberalism, Parnell and Robinson stress that neoliberalism may be
partial, absent, or even irrelevant in some contexts. Overall, together, these scholars move from
understanding neoliberalism as a global project, to a variegated and flexible process, whose
dominance must be questioned to better capture the diversity of urban realities. This nuanced
understanding of neoliberal logic resonates with Kitchin’s (2015) argument noted previously in
this chapter about how often neoliberal theoretical framings underpinning the smart city concept
(e.g., Hollands 2008; Townsend 2013; Soderstrom, Paasche, and Klauser 2014; Vanolo 2014; see
Greenfield 2013) overlook a variety of drivers and logics (histories, cultures, political economies,
etc.) shaping urban development in diverse settings. The following section critically assesses some
of the literature engaging with smart cities and neoliberalism, particularly in the context of smart
cities in India.
2.3.1 Technology and neoliberal rationality

Harvey (2005) also pointed out that private enterprise and entrepreneurial activities are
treated as the keys to innovation and wealth creation within neoliberalism. This emphasis on
competition and entrepreneurship underpins neoliberal approaches to technological change.
Harvey asserts that neoliberalism drives technological change through competitive pressure,
making innovation in products, production methods, and organization a constant imperative. Such
a competitive environment becomes embedded as a “fetish belief: that there is a technological fix
for each and every problem,” shaping both corporations and state institutions (68). As a result,

technological development can become autonomous and destabilizing, generating innovations
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without clear social need or market demand and even reshaping problems to fit available
technologies.

Such a neoliberal rationality aligns with the technology-centric and driven buzz in the plans
and policies of smart cities around the world. Scholarship on smart cities provides a variety of
engagement with the neoliberal logic. Cardullo and Kitchin (2019b) explore how the smart city
policies and initiatives particularly under the European Innovation Partnership for Smart Cities
and Communities (EIP-SCC) of the European Commission “actively (re)produce a neoliberal
conception of citizenship and participation” through various mechanisms of “funding allocation,
the application of scaling and replication techniques, and mobile policy formation” (814). They
discuss neoliberalism as a “more or less coherent ideology, rationality, policy agenda, and
structural process” operating across urban, neighbourhood, individual scales, and intra-city scale
collaboration at European and national levels. In their work, a focus on the “actually existing”
implementation of such policies on ground remains lacking (816).

Cardullo and Kitchin assess the discourse of the policy documents and project descriptions
along with interviews with stakeholders working on citizen engagement, targeted city officials,
and corporate stakeholders. Through their analysis, the authors contend that citizen-focused smart
city projects in practice reproduce active forms of (a) “marketization” of citizens into consumers
in a marketplace, users of privatized utility, and/or data-products producing valuable data for the
companies (821) and (b) paternalistic citizen participation as the “objectives and solutions were
set before problems” to take suggestions from citizens (819). Participation is thus largely
instrumental and paternalistic, with power retained by corporations and state actors rather than
redistributed. This perspective presents neoliberalism as a relatively coherent and dominant

structuring force shaping both governance and subjectivities within smart cities. In contrast,
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Chang, Jou, and Chung (2021) complicate this dominant framing by arguing that the prevailing
association between smart cities and neoliberal, corporate-led urbanism, is largely derived from
Global North experiences, obscuring the diversity of political rationalities and power dynamics in
other contexts. Through the case of Taipei, Taiwan, the authors show that smart urbanism cannot
be reduced to neoliberal economic logic alone. Instead, it operates as a political strategy embedded
in local regime transitions, where technological agendas are mobilized to reorganize governance
structures, form new coalitions, and bolster legitimacy.

Some of the literature on Indian smart cities further extends and reworks these debates by
framing smart cities within postcolonial and neoliberal transformations. Datta (2015a) critiques
smart cities in India by conceptualizing them as “urban utopias” rooted in entrepreneurial
urbanization (4). Smart city is framed as a business model, reinforcing existing inequalities and
often bypassing the challenges of existing cities. At the same time, her account also showcases
how resistance and local protests delay the speeding development of such a business model,
showing that smart utopia often requires active dispossession of marginalized citizens.

In her detailed study of discourses and narratives, Basu (2019) shows how an elite
discourse coalition frames the SCM program, arguing that it represents an advanced stage of
neoliberal urbanism characterized by financialization, privatization, and the erosion of local
democracy. She contends that Modi’s technocratic nationalism, the technological utopia of IT and
consulting firms, and middle-class urban citizenship together shift urban policy from inclusive
rights to exclusive privilege, privatize governance in place of local democracy, and turn structural
inequalities into technological problems. In this account, urban landscape is organized into pockets
of exclusive urban zones, governance unfolds via elite-led arrangements and Special Purpose

Vehicles (SPVs), and urban citizenship with values of ownership, aesthetics, efficiency, and
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property rather than rights and entitlements of the urban poor. Basu argues that smart cities
promote an elite-led neoliberal governmentality that bypasses local politics while legitimizing
privatization, exclusion, and technological fixes for urban inequality.

Across the above discussed body of work on smart cities, what remains lacking is
understanding of how implementation of neoliberal logics within smart city plans and policies
often face resistance and friction in an everyday life and how urban dwellers apply their practical
knowledge and jugaad to navigate and survive amidst technological and infrastructural changes
emerging from smart city plans and policies. The above literature also misses taking into account
that neoliberal logic is not the only reasoning behind the discourse and narratives and in the
decision-making of smart city initiatives. Again, neoliberal logic usage and centrality is context-
specific and often varies, such as in this study of New Delhi smart city. This dissertation aligns
with Roy and Ong (2011), Parnell and Robinson (2012), and Kitchin (2015) and claims that
neoliberal logic is one of multiple drivers behind the plans and narratives of smart cities.

Complementing Kitchin’s (2015) critique of one-size-fits-all narratives such as neoliberal
logic is the persistent lack of engagement with smart cities context outside the Global North. More
importantly, the local contextualities, complexities, contradictions, and uneven outcomes of smart
cities in the Global South remain underexplored and insufficiently theorized in the mainstream
smart city literature (Luque-Ayala and Marvin 2015; Burns et al. 2021). This has led to a surge in
Southern urban theory engagements with the smart city concept. The section below explores this
body of scholarship for its relevance to study New Delhi as a Global South city. The section begins
with discussing what is Southern urban theory and describing its utility for understanding smart

cities.
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2.4 Southern urban theory

At its core, Southern urban theory, also known as Southern urban critique, asserts that the
dominant theories, concepts, and tools, such as modernity, derived from prominent cities or so-
called world cities in the Global North are limited in their ability to fully explain the Global South
(Robinson 2006; Roy 2009a; Sheppard, Leitner, and Maringanti 2013). This call challenges the
claims of universal applicability of Northern theories, concepts, and tools to study cities elsewhere
— often those in the Global South. Scholars of Southern urban theory argue that dominant
theorizations and conceptualizations emerge from experiences of cities in the Global North — North
American (e.g., LA, Chicago) and Western Europe (e.g., London, Paris), and are, thereby, limited
in analyzing varying experiences of cities in the Global South (e.g., Shanghai, Cairo, Mumbai,
Mexico City, Rio de Janeiro, Johannesburg). Diverse experiences and practices evident in cities of
the Global South are not included or given little attention by theories developed in the Global
North. Scholars argue for new or revised theoretical perspectives to study diverse urbanization
processes across the world (Robinson 2006; Leitner and Sheppard 2016).

Instances of varied and context-specific experiences are particularly evident in the studies
of Indian cities such as Delhi, where urbanization is shaped not only by global capital but also by
postcolonial state practices, such as Bhagidari scheme “a program launched to increase ‘citizen—
government partnership’ through RWAs [residents welfare associations]” (Ghertner 2011a, 506),
middle-class environmental politics, and conflicts over formal versus informal use of space
(Baviskar 2003; Ghertner 2012). Scholarly research on Delhi demonstrates how urban
transformations are produced through conflicts over land (Baviskar 2003), discourse of
legal/illegal surpassing the formal processes and planning criteria (Ghertner 2012), aesthetic norms

of clean/dirty, beautiful/ugly, and order/disorder (Baviskar 2003; Ghertner 2011b), and “a form of
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propertied citizenship” (Ghertner 2012) rather than through universal logics of modernization or
neoliberalism alone.

These dynamics are also illustrated in Baviskar’s (2006) account of slum demolitions in
Delhi. She shows how preparations for global spectacles such as the 2010 Commonwealth Games
intensified large-scale evictions of working-class settlements in order to make way for malls,
infrastructure projects, and beautification schemes. She notes that the demolition of Banuwal
Nagar in 2006 razed 1,500 homes to create space for commercial redevelopment, while many
displaced residents were either pushed to distant resettlement colonies with little access to
employment or left with no compensation at all (90-91). Baviskar demonstrates that such
demolitions are justified through middle-class claims that slums are “dirty, congested and
dangerous,” (91) enabling the transformation of urban land in the name of creating a “clean and
green Delhi.” (95). She further argues that these processes represent new forms of enclosure in
which lands informally occupied by the urban poor are reabsorbed into profitable real-estate
markets, reflecting a vision of a world-class city that has little place for low-income residents.

Proponents of Southern urban theory do not seek to dismiss or invalidate theories or
concepts from the Global North. Instead, they focus on critically examining how diverse urbanisms
can be explained, studied, and interpreted. This body of scholarship emphasizes the need to
understand cities as the starting point of research and not studying cities through a predefined
framework or lens and trying to fit a particular urban context into it. It is also crucial to note that
Southern urban theory is not an independent emergence. Instead, it is shaped by and builds upon
key bodies of scholarship that inform its foundations. Postcolonial and feminist theories are
foundational tenets to critical geographic thought, of which Southern urban theory is a part.

Southern urban theory is known to be associated with theoretical approach of postcolonial urban
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theory (Robinson 2003; Roy 2009a) and also with a variety of overlapping and complementary
conceptual lenses of comparative urbanism (Robinson 2006), ordinary cities (Amin and Graham
1997; Robinson 2002, 2006), worlding (Roy and Ong 2011), and provincializing (Leitner and
Sheppard 2016).

In the Indian context, postcolonial urban studies show that the critiques of presumed
universality of Northern theories and concepts and few experiences counting towards knowledge
production are closely linked to concrete, everyday politics. For instance, Baviskar’s (2003)
analysis of Delhi shows how elite and middle-class environmental politics have reshaped urban
space through aesthetic ideals of cleanliness and order, leading to removal of informal settlements
and the remaking of the city in the image of a “clean and green” (95) capital. Her account of
conflicts over parks and neighborhoods in Delhi further illustrates how such visions of cleanliness
authorize coercive actions against unplanned residential settlements, framing their displacement
as necessary for urban improvement. Similarly, Ghertner (2012) demonstrates how slums in Delhi
have been discursively constructed as “nuisances” (1162) by private property-owning RWAs,
framing their demolitions as acts of environmental and civic improvement. He shows that this
“nuisance talk” (1162) proves slums as illegal environments solely on the basis of aesthetics,

thereby legitimizing their removal as part of projects to beautify the city.

2.4.1 Conceptual lenses

One of the key postcolonial works central to all the preceding conceptual lenses is
Chakrabarty’s (2000) provincializing. He offers a historical critique of dominant European thought
that challenges the epistemological dominance of Europe in knowledge production. In his critique,
Chakrabarty makes a call to provincialize — both to situate and decenter — Europe by challenging

the assumption that ideas of political modernity are universally applicable (4). Histories,
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categories, concepts, and theories from Europe (such as capitalism, modernity, citizenship,
democracy, equality) are assumed to be applicable to all societies. These universal histories and
concepts are an important and unavoidable part of the modern history and Chakrabarty calls them
“history one” (71). This histography frames non-Western ways of life as inadequate, rejecting their
historical difference. He calls this “history two” (ibid), emphasizing its existence regardless of
Europe’s version of history. European modernity does not fully explain non-Western experiences.

Chakrabarty argues that all histories or concepts are located in specific contexts, including
European history or modernity. European thought is one among many intellectual traditions; it is
not the only universal tradition standard against which other traditions are measured and regarded
as incomplete or inadequate. For him, to provincialize is to situate and contextualize ideas and
theories. Since all knowledge is located, through provincialization, he calls on scholars to historize
knowledge, i.e., to trace where the knowledge comes from and what social, cultural, economic,
and political roots shape that knowledge (Chakrabarty 2000, 6).

In his book, Chakrabarty (2000) does so through an in-depth engagement with historical
studies of cultural and social practices of Hindu, educated, middle-class, and upper-caste Bengalis
(people from West Bengal state) in India and with studies of the subaltern groups in India. He
clarifies that to situate Indian Bengali history is to recognize how European intellectual traditions
are both essential and yet limiting or inadequate for explaining the diverse, situated practices
constituting the complexities of political and historical contexts in India (6). Euro-American
intellectual traditions may not be universal, but they are essential because they have shaped global,
entangled knowledge systems and completely rejecting them is neither be productive nor possible
(4). These traditions are rooted in specific historical and cultural contexts; thus, we acknowledge

their limitations and critically engage with them. The call to provincialize is neither to reject or
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ignore European thought, history, or representations nor is a call for “cultural relativism” and
uncritical acceptance of all cultures or returning to ancient, exclusive “nativist histories” (45).
Instead, to provincialize is to rethink and renew European thought from the margins — those places
existing outside the historical centers of power and knowledge in Europe — and for the margins —
by including excluded, plural, and diverse narratives to understand the world (16).

Drawing from Chakrabarty’s (2000) call to provincialize and emphasizing the value of
postcolonial critique, Robinson (2003) calls for a postcolonial critique of knowledge production
in the field of urban geography. It is more than just adding more “case studies” of other places “to

2999

diversify the “voices” and “contexts” in academic research (278). Robinson argues that case
studies from outside the West are often considered as “simply empirical evidence of different
places” that focus on documentation of “their inassimilable differences or confirming their
similarities” (285). Thus, postcolonial critique of knowledge proposes use of different contexts to
“transform” theoretical accounts and to change core conceptual analyses; it is also about a deep
transformation of various scholarly practices of teaching, publishing, and recognizing the
imbalances of power while conducting fieldwork (278). Recognizing that the task of
provincializing knowledge is not an easy or direct process, Robinson notes that to conduct
postcolonial attentive research, one needs to acknowledge “locatedness” (277), that is, the
specificity of argument being made — is it located in Western context or Southern, in Chinese
context or Indian?

In a similar vein, Parnell and Robinson (2012) call for neoliberalism to be provincialized
in order to make space for alternative frameworks grounded in the experiences of Southern cities.

They emphasize that urban processes such as poverty, informality, developmental state

interventions, and diverse political arrangements cannot always be reduced to neoliberalization
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and thus, one needs to pay attention to the local context. Within the literature of smart cities,
Chang, Jou, and Chung (2021) also emphasize that while neoliberal narratives circulate globally,
their local enactments are shaped by context-specific histories, political economies, and
institutional arrangements. Thereby, they challenge universalist interpretations of smart urbanism
that are mainly dominated by neoliberal logics. In the case of Dholera smart city in Gujarat, Datta
(2015a) demonstrates how globally circulating smart city models are provincialized through local
histories, politics, and laws, but remain aligned with neoliberal priorities of competitiveness,
privatization, and capital-driven development.

Compared to Robinson (2003), Roy (2009a) makes a more radical call to dislocate the
Euro-American centers of knowledge production and “articulate new geographies of urban theory”
(820). In other words, the centers of knowledge production must move to the Global South. Similar
to Robinson, Roy argues that it is not enough to research cities of the Global South as “interesting,
anomalous, different, and esoteric empirical cases” (820) or simply adding urban experiences of
the Global South into existing urban theories. To support her arguments, Roy (2009a) discusses
examples from diverse world-regions and their different postcolonial traditions of scholarship. She
notes that different traditions of scholarship show how urban theorizations emerging from local
histories can inform broader discussions on urbanization, inequality, and citizenship. Roy expands
on Latin American dependency theory and scholarship on urban citizenship, South Asian
postcolonial theory (of subjectivity and power) and subaltern studies, and East Asian urban theory
emerging from strategic mediations and negotiations of “economic globalization and cultural
cosmopolitanism” (823).

Drawing from Chakrabarty’s (2000) call for provincializing but seeking to go beyond the

need for a (T)heory or a postcolonial urban theory, Leitner and Sheppard (2016) advocate for a

30



provincialization of critical urban theory. The authors seek to move beyond current “polarizations”
and “disputes” over the foundations of urban theory and provincialize critical urban theory (228).
In other words, provincializing is understanding that knowledge is shaped by its local origins, it is
situated (Haraway 1988), that is, “all knowledge is initially local, shaped by the context through
which it is produced” (Leitner and Sheppard 2016, 230). The authors assert that “no single theory”
is enough to account for the variegated nature of urbanization and cities across the world and it is
not necessary to have “distinct theories for different contexts” (230).

Leitner and Sheppard (2016) highlight how this call to provincialize aims to “transcend
dualisms” of political-economic/identity-representation (230) existing in the heterogenous stances
among critical urban theorists. For one set of scholars, the specificities of postcolonial cities simply
reflect their local contexts, Euro-American urban models are universally applicable, and the
specificities of local contexts do not disrupt the core and Euro-American theoretical claims and
policy implications (229). For another set of scholars, emerging from the postcolonial urban
theory, new theories are needed to account for and engage with specificities of urbanization in
postcolonial cities, and thereby, challenging the universal applicability of Euro-American urban
theorizations. The authors argue that provincialization of critical urban theory seeks to discontinue
such divisions between the core or central urban theory with dominant, all-encompassing theories
and concepts and peripheral, subaltern, or indigenous theories emerging from postcolonial urban
studies.

Leitner and Sheppard (2016) emphasize that since all knowledge is initially local, certain
theories become more dominant and powerful, advancing to be seen as universal truths or accepted
as “monist knowledge” — “a knowledge claim that becomes accepted as the only plausible account

of a phenomenon” (230). This process is not simple but rather “politicized” as certain “local
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epistemologies may gain hegemonic status for reasons that have little to do with their universal
validity” (230). After theories gain a monist status, it becomes difficult to challenge monist
knowledge due to their “taken-for-grantedness” (230). Thus, a call to provincialize is about
scrutinizing “what we think we know” — both our knowledge and its lenses, that is, challenging
monist knowledge and situating our lenses with their local, contextual origins. Since all theories
tend to exceed their origins and can be found elsewhere, even in postcolonial cities, the focus needs
to be conducting ongoing engagement to assess how well those theories and concepts travel and if
they misinterpret urbanization in the other contexts.

Offering alternative analytical lenses, Amin and Graham (1997) and Robinson (2002,
2006) extend the approach of ordinary cities. Aligned in their critiques of dominant urban theories,
these scholars offer approaches to reframe how cities are theorized in urban theory and policy
debates. They argue that urban theory must move beyond the analysis of a few cities
(predominantly Western) located at the top of global urban hierarchy and specific hierarchical
economic processes. Instead, urban theory needs to direct attention to a wider range of processes
and overlapping networks of interaction within the city.

Amin and Graham (1997) critically analyze the dominant perspectives and approaches
about the city in the contemporary urban theory and policy debates, with specific focus on urban
research and commentary supporting a renewed emphasis on the importance of cities on both
global and national levels “as the powerhouse of the globalized economy” (411). The authors argue
that one of the fundamental problems with such an understanding of the city is the tendency to
elevate a small number of cities, such as Los Angeles, London, New York, Tokyo, and Barcelona,
as “paradigmatic,” treating their specific characteristics and trajectories as representative of urban

transformation for all other urban areas. This leads to overgeneralization from specific cities,

32



where “the exception, by a process of reduction or totalizing, becomes the norm, applicable to the
vast majority of what might be called ‘unexceptional’ cities” (417) that do not exhibit features
(such as centrality in global networks, creative transformation) associated with paradigmatic cities.
As a result, analysis shifts from recognizing urban diversity and specificity to assuming a degree
of “interurban homogeneity” or uniformity either in the nature of the sectors leading urban
transformation or in the processes of urban change (417).

While making similar argument to Amin and Graham’s (1997) about many accounts of
cities focus only on certain aspects of city based on a small number of cities or parts of the city,
Robinson (2002) analyzes and critiques two dominant urban theoretical frameworks — world and
global city approaches and the mega-cities and developmentalist approaches — in the field of urban
studies. She critiques the persistent geographical division within the field of urban studies, where
urban theory is broadly focused on the Western cities and while the places previously known as
the third-world cities are interpreted through the lens of developmentalism. She argues that this
persistent alignment of “theory/development dualism” with the “West/third world division” results
in a narrower understanding of cities, which is particularly based on the experiences of a small
group of predominantly Western cities (531).

Similar to Amin and Graham’s (1997) above argument, Robinson (2002) notes that what
is primarily problematic with world cities approach is the categorization of cities as certain
important cities are “identified, labelled, processed and placed in a hierarchy,” often “at the top of
the tree of influence,” without attention to “diverse experiences of that city, or even to extant
literature about that place” (534). This ranking approach “has shaped the ways in which cities
around the world have been represented — or not represented at all — within the world cities

literature” (534). Robinson underscores how the world cities approach has been heavily influenced
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by the hierarchical logic of the world-systems theory, which places countries across the world into
a hierarchy (core, semi-periphery, and periphery) based on economic dominance. Robinson argues
that adopting a criterion same as world and global city approaches, where the characteristics
specific to only certain parts of cities are ascribed to the whole city through the process of
categorization, the mega-city and developmentalist approaches “extend” the imagination of those
parts of the city that are “lacking in all sorts of facilities and services” to the “entire city” (540).
The focus of mega-city and developmentalist approaches is on the cities outside the West — the
poorest cities in the world that are characterized by their distinctive features as ‘third-world cities’”
— and these cities are seen as lacking the qualities of “city-ness” (531).

Like Chakrabarty (2000), Robinson (2002) aims to suggest restructuring the “terrain” (532)
or the intellectual foundations of urban studies on which different kinds of cities are theorized and
studied. She does not imply that cities elsewhere “belong in a different category,” rather the
argument is that existing theory is “located elsewhere,” and theory is “not developed in relation to
the experiences and trajectories of diverse cities” (533). Here, similar to other postcolonial studies
previously discussed, Robinson (2002) also makes a methodological suggestion that urban
scholars should rethink where they often theorize from, encouraging them to reflect on “the
contrast between the restricted spatialities” of their theories and “the diverse cosmopolitanisms of
the cities” they write about (532). She understands that restructuring how (methodologically) and
from where (geographically) we build theory “could enhance the understanding of cities
everywhere” (532).

Developing a similar argument to Chakrabarty (2000), Robinson (2002) also acknowledges
that mainstream accounts (such as world and global city approaches in urban studies studying the

certain sectors of the economy such as financial and banking, corporate services, global business
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networks) are valuable. She argues that these accounts offer great insights into “the limited part of
the world and economy that they study” (532). Even though cities left off the map of mainstream
urban theories actively engage in a range of diverse global political, economic and cultural
connections, mainstream urban theories often overlook them and do not explore these cities.
Robinson suggests that the insights from the mainstream accounts “could be incorporated in a
broader and less ambitious approach to cities around the world,” an approach that does not divide
cities into fixed categories and is more inclusive of the diverse experiences in different cities.
Therefore, she proposes a cosmopolitan approach to urban studies with two alternative approaches
— comparative studies and ordinary cities — to understanding different cities, particularly from the
perspective of those cities excluded by dominant world and global city theories, those “off their
maps” (532).

Supporting Amin and Graham’s (1997) proposal of ordinary cities approach — cities as
layered, interconnected, and relational, Robinson (2002; 2006) calls for research to be based on
ordinary cities. This approach stresses “the importance of acknowledging overlapping networks of
interaction within the city — networks which stretch beyond the physical form of the city and place
it within a range of connections to other places in the world” (Robinson 2002, 545). Here, the
range of potential (transnational) connections is vast including “cultural, political, urban design,
urban planning, informal trading, religious influences, financial, institutional, intergovernmental
and so on” (545). Robinson (2002) also calls for one productive approach to theorizing about cities
and moving “towards cities without categories” — comparative research (542).

Drawing from debates of comparative urbanism between 1940s and the late 1960s that
discussed “diverse urban ways of life in cities across the world” (41), Robinson (2006) argues for

a “post-colonial urban studies,” which “sees all cities as ordinary, rather than as defined by a-priori
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categories” (42) — categories such as Western and colonial or developed and underdeveloped.
Placing two different understandings of urban modernity or ways of life next to each other, one
based on mid-20" century research on Copperbelt in Zambia and other based on experiences of
late 19" and early 20" century European (Berlin and Paris) and American (Chicago) cities,
Robinson suggests how comparative methodologies that explore “diversity of ways of urban life”
(59) can support the development of a postcolonial urban theory; one that strives to “reimagine the
city” by attending to a “diversity of urban experiences” (56). Robinson calls for a comparative
approach of post-colonial urbanism that will engage with the differences amongst cities and their
experiences to build a theoretical account, and thereby, avoiding the two major pitfalls of
“assuming its [theory’s] universal applicability or segmenting the world of cities into categories”
(60). Thus, according to Robinson, comparative studies aim for a “cosmopolitan and curious
theoretical endeavour” that is inclusive of all kinds of cities — ordinary cities — and can “stimulate
and transform the divided form of urban studies” (63).

Across the conceptual approaches of ordinary cities, comparative urbanism,
provincializing and worlding (which I will explain in detail in the following section), their
synonymity lies in challenging dominant, universalizing forms of urban theory that have
historically emerged from a limited set of Euro-American cities and have been presented as
unlocated, generalizable knowledge. They are synonymous in their epistemological stance that
urban theory needs to recognize its own situatedness (historical, spatial, political, etc.) and needs
to question its claim to universality. They focus different analytical levels of urban theory,
addressing hierarchical categorization of cities (Amin and Graham 1997; Robinson 2002, 2006;

Roy and Ong 2011), dominant world and global city frameworks (Robinson 2002, 2006; Roy and
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Ong 2011) and hegemonic status of certain local epistemologies in urban theory (Leitner and
Sheppard 2016; Roy and Ong 2011).

Ordinary cities (Amin and Graham 1997; Robinson 2002, 2006) functions as an analytical
stance that rejects hierarchical categorization of cities. Comparative urbanism (Robinson 2002,
2006) provides a methodological approach for relating cities without presupposing universal
categories and thus, complements the ordinary cities stance, lens of worlding, and provincializing.
Provincializing (Leitner and Sheppard 2016) offers an epistemological framework for scrutinizing
how certain theories acquires hegemonic status, alongside a “comparative analytic” (233) of
provincialization that outlines how to conduct research differently, thereby, complementing the
analytical orientation of ordinary cities.

Worlding offers a conceptual lens for understanding how cities actively produce urban
imaginaries and carry out them through situated practices and experiments. It complements
provincializing by situating urban aspirations in locally specific contexts. I address this
complementary relation between worlding and provincializing in detail in section 2.4. I now

discuss the conceptual lens of worlding central to this dissertation.

2.4.2 Worlding

Worlding is a process through which cities seek global recognition amidst inter-city
competition and navigating uncertain global dynamics (Roy and Ong 2011). It consists of ongoing
situated practices that bring together aspirations and visions of disparate actors such as “the state,
capitalists, NGOs, foreign experts, and ordinary people” (10) with techniques of planning, policies,
and strategies to reimagine cities and create new possibilities for urban futures. Worlding is not a
single action or outcome but an ongoing, deliberate effort to strategically assert global relevance.

It is “inherently unstable... and always incomplete” (xv). Roy and Ong (2011) critically examine
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how cities of the Global South, particularly Asia, engage in worlding through practices of
modelling, inter-referencing, and associations.

Roy and Ong (2011) argue that dominant frameworks and methodologies in global
metropolitan studies do not capture the “diversity of urban dreams, projects, and practices” (xv)
shaping cities in emerging world regions. In response, they articulate a new ethnographic approach
centered on worlding, urging research to move away from dominant structural explanations rooted
in political economy and postcolonial theory and instead trace the situated practices of aspiration
and experimentation. This approach study cities as constantly in formation, emphasizing their
instability. The authors identify worlding as both “an object of analysis” (314) — practices,
initiatives, experiments through which cities seek to “instantiate some vision of the world in
formation” (11) — and “a method of critical deconstruction” that marks a shift away from “concepts
of world cities and world-systems to that of worlding practices” (314).

Roy and Ong (2011) describe the worlding city as a “milieu of intervention, a source of
ambitious visions, and of speculative experiments that have different possibilities of success and
failure” (xv). In this formulation, the worlding city is understood (A) as a site of active intervention
(by planners, policymakers, developers, citizens) where urban futures are not simply imposed from
the outside, rather actively reshaped from within; (B) as a source that generates visions of
imagining the city, highlighting that worlding involves dreams projecting and shaping the future
of cities; and (C) as a source of speculative experiments (uncertain but ambitious) that tests and
launches new urban models, policies, or technologies carrying different possibilities of success
and failure. Worlding is inherently experimental and risky.

A worlding city actively engages in the process of worlding and is in constant formation,

trying to pos