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Guest Editorial  

Gonzalo Raineri Bernain ,PhD(c) Design  

When I was invited to be a guest Editor for the July 2019 Vol - 14 No -

7 special issue of the International Journal Design For All in India, 

besides feeling very honored, my first fear was to decide a central 

theme that wasnôt over seen. Sustainability from my point of view is 

one of the most viewed problems undergoing Designôs research. It 

actually is at the core of my PhD thesis which is still under 

development. But there had to be something that wasnôt addressed 

properly in the academic overview.  

If you ta ke perspective you will recognize that there is one specific 

area where Design is still with a huge dept, Misery. People that are 

excluded out of the predominant neoliberal economic model in which 

we are living for a couple of decades now, donôt have a presence in 

the Design arena. Who is designing for those out of the system? Who 

is actually trying to solve their problems or give them an 

opportunity? Very few are actually working around this group of 

people and that is why I decided to propose the theme ñDesign and 

Miseryò to the editorial board of the Journal, and they accepted the 

idea. This is the following call for papers which was send to multiple 

sites, published in almost every Design related group in LinkedIn, 

social media, direct mails and personal  conversations.  
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Design and Misery  

Design tradition and history has been marked with a European 

perspective, settling models and theories from a reality that is only 

shared by an extremely small but powerful minority. Design outside 

the power spheres needs a new approach that can respond to 

our  hopes, dreams and needs. Intellectual dependency is the great 

barrier towards a situation where designers in the badly named 

undeveloped countries can reach a place of mind where their 

outcome truly belongs and responds to their realities.  

 Misery  is a condition that is mainly obviated from main stream 

design, which prefers flashes and prices. Misery is a condition we all 

share, either in an material or unmaterial condition. Rich countries 

suffer high rates of su icide and poor countries suffer high rates of 

children mortality, amongst many other problems that devastate 

humankind. In all this cases design as a discipline rarely decides to 

get involved.  

Misery  is not having a hope, and design from a disciplinary 

evo lution has become part of the creation of this reality. Design has 

created the atmosphere necessary to maintain this situation via its 

total subordination to a neoliberal model, currently shared or 

desired by the majority of ñcivilized humankindò, where the market 

decides what is good and what is bad. And humans have become just 

one more input of this system.  

Misery  is more than a problem, is a condition. Design definitions 

usually include the ñsolving a problemò aspect, which actually 

evokes the out of the  norm paradigm where others are different and 
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should change to fit certain desired parameters. As such, Design is 

not prepared to actually confront this condition. New forms of 

thinking must be created from a new ñopportunityò perspective, 

rather than a pr oblem one.  

Misery  is where we work. Doesnôt matter where you live, there is 

misery near you; in your house, your neighbors, your country. And 

design has an opportunity to evolve into a better discipline, 

recognizing this condition by considering all direct  or undirect 

aspects that are affected by its action.  

After several months of contacting researchers that would be willing 

to write about this transcendent topic, I discovered that people are 

reluctant to get involved in issues that are not comfortable or 

trendy. Sustainability, innovation, transdisciplinary Design, 

transitional design... are cool topics. Poverty and misery are not. 

When you realize the amount of social media, magazines, videos, TV 

showsé that evolve around Design, you discover that they are more 

interested in fashion, luxury, trendy, cool, likes, shares and clicks. 

Design has been captured by corporations that exclude the non -

commercial aspect of the discipline. Yes, you can find some social 

Design going on, here and there, but at the end w hat really matters 

is a ñlikeò not a ñlifeò. Design is in a cross road at the moment, and 

most designers are not at the level they should be.  

The articles here selected represent half of the articles received and 

they have been approved for the perspective  they present in issues 

that evolve around the idea of ñDesign and Miseryò, and the fact that 

they present an approach that open doors for the solutions to come 

of each of the problems they describe. They donôt give answers; they 
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just make good questions. They are not just a review of a situation; 

they lighten up a possibility in the right direction.  

Many aspects around misery are still unaddressed and should 

become a central focus for todays researchers. I hope other 

magazines and journal have the bravery the International Journal 

Design For All has had, and dive deep into a necessary review of the 

relation of Design And Misery.  
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Ar. Sonali Upasani is a founder - partner at the Urban Arch Studio in 

Mumbai, India. She has received her bachelorôs degree in 

architecture from the Mumbai University in 2016. With a work 

experience of a year and a half, she later pursued her postgraduate 

de gree in Urban Design from the Oxford Brookes University, UK in 

2018. She is interested in art and architecture, traveling and 

exploring new cities and research work within the field.  

As an Architect by profession and a recent post - graduate in Urban 

Design , she is keen on exploring the relationship in both the fields 

wherein the city acts as a scale and scope for development. It is 

indeed essential to develop these cities carefully to enhance the 

mailto:sonali.upasani@gmail.com
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livelihood of the end - users (the citizens). She believes that  the 

ability to understand and analyze the spaces of daily encounter 

creates an active mental dialogue that helps one appreciate their 

surroundings and respond with radical solutions to the issues raising 

a concern. It benefits one by creating a zest to im prove oneôs 

surroundings through simple and cost - effective solutions and to 

avoid the repetition of the same errors within oneôs design. She 

believes that a strong research - oriented mind constantly coaxes one 

to come up with solutions that are practical an d have a positive 

impact on society. As emotional designers, we architects tend to 

design in silos that creates root cause of the urban issues. But a 

rationale urban design approach nurtures a mind that is considerate 

and sensitive to its surroundings ther eby responding within the 

context and preserving its identity.  
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The Shift in Design Paradigm  

Sonali Upasani  

Introduction  

Should the introduction of design as an element be binding to all but 

only convenient to a few? Or can it be a mixed opinion enjoyed by 

the majority of its users to suit the purpose?  

As a passionate traveler, I am fascinated by exploring the 

nature Ȥculture - architecture of the place. One thing that caught my 

eye while exploring cities like Melbourne, Sydney, London, and 

Oxford is the number of investments these cities make for their 

citizens. The city councils are constantly engaged in creating better  

neighborhoods through the necessary built and green infrastructure 

and amenities. These neighborhoods are designed to be mixed - use 

communities that are inclusive of social and affordable housing 

Figure 01: Different age groups enjoying the water fountains in the plazas in 
Southwark, London.  
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schemes, with amenities easily accessible at walking distanc es. They 

have the best public transport network with more emphasis given to 

pedestrians and cyclists. Thus, these cities generate social equity 

while creating much Ȥneeded open environments leading to economic 

regeneration.  They are indeed happiness projec ts that are inclusive 

in nature. As Gehl (2010) mentions, the city that walks, talks and 

remains socially active, generates a safe, vibrant and healthy 

environment to reside in, holds true in case of these cities.    

While exploring these 

cities,  I spotted several 

homeless people on the 

streets. In spite of this,  I 

never came across any 

informal settlements or the 

problems associated with it.  

These cit ies,  like  Mumbai,  

face similar problems of unaffordable housing prices even for the 

middle Ȥincome group (Neuwirth, 2005; p.123).  Then how have these 

cities managed to evolve as global cities with no presence of 

informal settlements even while they exis ted in the past?  Are their 

policies more efficient and influential?  Or has the government and 

the city council taken timely steps to provide them with social 

housing? The Indian government builds affordable and social 

housing too, yet the presence of the  informal settlements exist in its 

financial capital, Mumbai.  Where are we lacking?   

Figure 02: People enjoying outside t he 

Victoria  State Library, Melbourne (Time Out 

Melbourne, 2016)  



12        July 2019 Vol - 14 No - 7        Design For All Institute of India  

 

As Tharoor (2005; p.27) 

notes,  ñIndia is not, as people 

keep calling it,  an  

underdeveloped  country,  but  

rather, in the context of its history 

and  cultural heritage, a highly 

developed  one in an advanced 

state of decay.ò  The 

concentration of popula tion 

beyond the landôs capacity has put 

a strain on its existing resources 

and infrastructure  (Neuwirth,  

2005;  p.123). The sequential 

growth of the city with a wide gap 

between the elite and the middle 

and lower income groups along 

with inefficient loca l government 

are some of the many reasons for 

the cityôs present condition. This 

Figure 03: Map of Mumbai showing 
the location of informal settlements 

(Source:  Graham, Desai and 
McFarlane, 2013)  
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wide gap based on the strength of income has created a divide 

amongst the citizens thereby creating exclusive  neighborhoods,  

resulting in inequality and unsafe environments t hat were less 

evident in the past (Chandran, 2016; p.2). This visual imagery of 

classification between the rich and the poor is now strongly evident 

in terms of living conditions and their neighborhoods. Thereôs a clear 

distinction between the neighborhood s of the elite that are luxurious 

as against the deprived, that reside amidst the detrimental 

conditions. It has resulted in an unequal distribution of the 

resources leading to the increased level of crimes and unsafety, 

increasing land rates and unafford ability (UN ȤHabitat, 2008; p. VIII).    

 We often forget that these are the people that we rely on in our 

daily lives from looking after our children  to our properties.  We 

include them in looking after all our assets but cannot stand their 

presence of occupancy in 

our neighborhoods 

(Neuwirth,  2005;  p.  

105).  This social 

elimination from the 

formal city also leads to 

an increased need for 

transport,  itôs 

overcrowding, an 

increase in pollution and 

travel durations. Thus,  it 

invokes the feeling of 

anger, humiliation and being excluded.    

 

Figure 04: The visual divide between 
neighbourhoods of the elite and the poor 

(Source: Scroll.in, 2018)  
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To avoid this gap and create safer, friendly and integrated 

neighborhoods, we need to design them to be more incl usive that 

accommodates all, along with the supporting resources addressing 

liveability. It will help in creating mixed Ȥuse, diverse and safe 

neighborhoods that are active and vibrant.  

Essay Structure  

The essay intends to highlight how the design has led to 

devastation of the city of Mumbai on several fronts due to careless 

attitude of both, the government as well as the citizens, lack of 

interest and knowledge to save the city from the wrath of the design 

as an element implemented to enjoy only by the few  (elite). This 

paper is divided into three parts: The first part explains how 

designing has acted as an element of misery on the several fronts in 

case of the city of Mumbai, tracing its backgrounds and root of the 

cause and how it has been continued until  the present day. The 

second part focuses upon drawing out solutions from the design 

point of view. Part three draws out the entire analysis of the paper 

pointing out the benefits and the limitations which are followed by 

the concluding statement.  

Design a cting as an element of misery  

 The identity of a city is marked by the presence of its living 

history, culture, and architecture. This rich historical architecture 

that the country has to offer dates to the pre - independence and 

historic eras with a very f ew being constructed in the recent past 

(Shah, 2018). Many of these monuments stand neglected and in 

ruins today. The modern architecture and urban design do not 

include them under a wide vision. The public discussion of 
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architecture as an art and a profes sion that shapes the aesthetics of 

the city has been absent (Shah, 2018). And whatever has been 

discussed under the labels of these fields is done for gaining political 

sympathy and strength. It lacks the knowledge and ground research 

that propagates holis tic architectural and urban design visions 

(Shah, 2018). The concepts of smart cities, green cities amongst 

several others are coined in one after the other by the ruling 

government as a political propaganda that often neglects the true 

character, identity , and needs of the city (Shah, 2018).  In the race 

of achieving the chosen concepts, they often generate places that 

are not required thereby losing out on the most important factor of 

place identity. They often emerge on places that are attained 

through f orceful land acquisitions and at times even at the cost of 

environment and natural habitats thereby leading to its degradation 

that indirectly affects the poor (Mahadevia, 2004). This has also 

resulted in the loss of experiential qualities of the surroundi ngs 

leading to several psychological and socio - cultural problems and 

environmental degradation (Pyle, 1978). These concepts are short -

lived thereby accounting towards its failure and unsustainability in 

the long run thus resulting in problems of unaffordab ility or 

formation of dystopias (Charles, 2016).  

In the case of Mumbai that has been attracting people towards 

itself since the historical times, has many historical monuments and 

was characterized by the presence of its coastline, koliwadas 

(fishermen com munity) and gaothans. Today, the cityôs rich history 

stands in ruins and neglect and its original community being lost 

under the modern day glam of the city (The Urban Imagination, 

n.d.). The design flaw dates back to the British era and has been 

continued  by the present inefficient government owing to its failing 
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age - old policies and the careless attitude of the citizens. If the 

onditions do not improve sooner than later, the future of the 

maximum city seems to be haywire amid its own urban chaos. The 

city  of Mumbai is a clear example of how inefficient designing may 

lead to pitiful conditions and therefore, the other cities should study 

the flaws to avoid  similar circumstances. Referred to as the city of 

dreams,  Mumbai has acted as an óarrival cityô for several migrants 

from different parts of the country. These migration trends are 

observed due to two main reasons ï the city being the financial, 

commercial and entertainment capital and unequal development in 

the country wherein a few cities enjoy the devel opment and 

infrastructure rights whereas the other regions remain backward 

and underdeveloped. Several migrants, due to financial instability, 

reside in unfavorable living conditions such as the slums, pavements 

and in the dwellings along the railway lines . This overcrowding by 

migrants has put a strain on the scarcely available land in the city 

thereby shooting up the property markets and creating the scenarios 

of unaffordability. A varied skyline with high rise condominiums and 

slums is a by - product of th e unequal and unplanned development 

reflecting a clear gap between the neighborhoods of the elite and 

the poor invoking the feeling of social exclusion. The poor 

neighborhoods often emerge at places that are unfavorable and 

overlooked by the formal city. O ne such informal settlement is 

Dharavi, one of the many large slums in the city (Lewis, 2011; p.1). 

It was one of the six ókoliwadasô (fishermenôs village) (Neuwirth, 

2005) along the then clean Mahim creek and the Mithi river. During 

the northward expansio n of the city (todayôs suburbs) in the British 

era, the land between these islands was reclaimed through silting as 

well as dumping of debris from the nearby seaside neighborhood 
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Figure 06: Map showing the reclamation in 
subsequent years to connect the seven 
islands that form the  present - day city. 
(Source: Housing.com, 2016)  

Figure 05: The original map 
of Mumbai showing the 7 
islands (Source: 
Housing.com, 2016)  

 

construction as it was cheaper and easier 

than compared to the cityôs official dumping 

sites.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thus, the city started expanding around Dharavi while completely 

ignoring this site (Neuwirth, 2005; p.120). This 

piece of neglected land in the heart of the city soon 

became home to the urban poor who built the 

necessary infrastructure incrementally (Neuwirth, 

2005; p.122). Acting like a magnet for numerous 

small Ȥscale industries and informal  businesses  

along  with   affordable  rent  options  (Neuwirth,  

2005),  over  the  period,  artistsô,  craftsmen  and  

others  came  in  from  different  parts  of  the  

country to add up to the existing built fabric of 

Dharavi to house themselves  and 

their families      (Chand ran, 2016; 

p.2).  
Figure 07: Map showing the location 
of Dharavi in Mumbai  (Source: The 

World  Bank, 2012)  
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This rate of rising in the informal settlements is a firm indicator 

of skewed access to the economy and public intervention that 

portrays inequality (Huchzermeyer et al., 2006). It also takes a toll 

on the environmental balance. For insta nce, the domestic and 

commercial activities of the Dharavi community have led to the 

pollution of the Mithi River (Shelar, 2019). Moreover, Mumbaiôs 

second commercial hub of Bandra -  Kurla Complex (BKC) and the 

international airport T2 were constructed by reclaiming the land 

from the Mithi thereby narrowing its width and reducing the 

mangrove cover. This has resulted in regular flooding of the river in 

the monsoons thereby bringing the city to a standstill (Sekhar, 

2005). The BKC was planned to ease off the  load on the commercial 

hub of Churchgate in the southern tip of Mumbai to reduce the 

pressure on the transportation (PWC, 2015). Although it did not help 

much as these succeeding commercial hubs are planned in the same 

linear direction, and therefore the entire city is still traveling in this 

same linear direction. The problem lies in the haphazard planning of 

the city wherein in the city was developed in a linear manner 

without the consideration of the travel time and the residential 

zones. This commercia l hub was developed by the British due to the 

availability of the port and ease in trading routes both nationally and 

internationally ("Bombay: History of a City", n.d.). However, this hub 

did not coincide with the cityôs geographical center thereby creating 

the repercussions of the planning flaws and the strain over its public 

transport.  
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In the peak hours, the city experiences severe traffic congestions on 

the roads, overcrowding of the trains resulting in accidents and 

uncomfortable means of transport.  To ease this load, the 

gover nment came up with several transport projects to connect the 

city through alternative routes at the cost of the environment. For 

example, the metro project through Aarey Colony would lead to the 

deforestation of the cityôs only green cover (Adhya, 2015), the trans -

harbor link aimed at connecting the eastern edge to New Mumbai 

would end up affecting the biodiversity - rich region of the Sewri 

mudflats and indirectly affecting the migratory birds visiting the city 

(Jadhav, 2018) and the New Mumbai Airport being  constructed by 

destroying the hill (The Times of India, 2017). Although the metro 

project would ease off the strain imposed upon the suburban 

railways, it is being implemented overground in the suburbs rather 

than constructing it entirely underground. The  overground metro 

Figure 08: The traffic congestion on the Western 
Express Highway during peak hours (Source: The 

Free Indian Express, 2018)  

Figure 09: The mountain at the new 
Mumbai international airport site 
(Source: TOI, 2017)  


