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2.1.1. The government’s role in modernist urbanism and the planned industrial city
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2.2. The ‘endurance’ of modernist urban forms
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3.2.1. Lefebvre’s production of space and the concept of ‘social space’

Lefebvre’s

6.2. The endurance of planned industrial towns’ working



design and architecture. By foregrounding the settlements’ distinct social and property 



Lefebvre’s theory of the production of space, particularly focusing 

on his concept of ‘social space’ as a dynamic, historically situated construct, this 
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challenges of being an industrial worker adapting to a changing world; my mother’s 
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granted as ‘natural’. Returning to Mezhdurechensk as a researcher many years since I 
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’ —whether it is ‘company towns’ in the Americas, ‘monotowns’ in state socialist 

countries, ‘steel cities’ in India, and generally ‘industrial’ or ‘factory cities’ elsewhere

—

as ‘new communities’, ‘garden cities’, ‘satellite towns’, ‘worker 

cities’, ‘socialist cities’ or ‘modernist cities’, depending on their regional, functional, 



to consider the term ‘planned town’. While ‘new’

and ‘industrial’ 

town the city’s intertwined relations with industrialization, ‘planned’

the intentionality behind such cities’ creation. Planned towns—
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involvement from government or state agencies. The ‘planned’ aspect stresses that 

both public and academic discourse, ‘planned towns’ have sometimes carried negative 
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‘ lanned industrial city’ foregrounds 
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today’s 

Lefebvre’s theory of the 

ing Lefebvre’s 

‘social space’

Lefebvre’s dialectical approach underscores how 
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concept of the ‘planned industrial ’ and 
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government’s role in modernist urbanism 

‘
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prevailed and government agencies assumed full responsibility for citizens’ lives—

‘ ’
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—

the complexity of governments’ involvement is sometimes overlooked, as detailed 

state action is frequently dismissed as mere ‘top down’ control—
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—

Corbusier’s Notre Dame du Haut, Frank Lloyd Wright’s Fallingwater House, or the 
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2000; Kulić et al., 2014)

(Kiaček, 2024; Ikaputra & Widyastuti, 2025)
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postwar modernist urbanism. Models like Ebenezer Howard’s ‘garden city’, Perry’s 

‘ unit’, and the Soviet ‘microdistrict’ (
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‘dense, urban, and while 

unashamedly housing the poor as part of the new Welfare State, glamorous’
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—the site of the world’s second largest new town 

—

planned cities’ design and planning 
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another tendency is to ascribe the phenomena’s origins 
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Ebenezer Howard’s garden city model, envisioned in the late nineteenth century to 

– –

ontexts of Western planning tend to foreground the ‘white imprint’, 

focusing extensively on Western architects’ roles



‘original modernity’ 
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the 2022 MoMA exhibition ‘The Project of Independence’, which reframed post
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Vladimir Kulić asserts that ‘to study modern architecture in the early twenty

century is to confront a subject whose coherence is continually contested’ (Kulić et al., 



—–

observes, Nehruvian modernity’s emphasis on 

’s

century European architecture’ 

‘authoritarianism’ of state socialism
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To better understand the enduring legacy of the planned cities’ modernist built 

where ‘socialist city’ is often equated with those built in the Soviet Union or Eastern 
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‘ ostindustrial’ 
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into Germany’s centre for the offshore wind energy industry called ‘

’

of the ‘postindustrial’ society 
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Complex in Essen or ongoing activism for Eisenhüttenstadt’s UNESCO heritage 

seeing ‘industrial’ is something which belongs to the past and is no longer

—

‘postindustrial’ risks obscuring everyday social realities and the 

the notion of ‘postindustrial’ 

While an exclusive focus on the ‘decay’ of 



—as ‘dangerous,’ ‘underdeveloped,’ or ‘backward’

In sum, the ‘postindustrial’ 
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therefore, adopts a critical stance toward the concept of ‘postindustrial.’ Rather than 
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everyday life, beyond the dominant language of ‘postindustrialism.’ 
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(Ferenčuhová and Gentile, 2016; Gentile, 
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similarly points to the inadequacy of the term, arguing that ‘postsocialist’ is unable to 

‘postsocialist’ 
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Michał 
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— spective reinforced by discourses of the ‘postindustrial’ or ‘postsocialist’, as 



This dissertation’s focus on the production of space draws on Henri Lefebvre’s work, 

aspects of Lefebvre’s theory that are relevant to my analysis such as his triadic 

towns. However, I do not aim to contribute to Lefebvre’s theoretical corpus. 

efebvre’s critique of
Before delving into Lefebvre’s key concepts relevant to this dissertation, 

—

Lefebvre’s 

Lefebvre’s early optimism about postwar urbanism is evident in his 1961 analysis of 

residents’ ne

‘

’

of Lefevbre’s work Łukasz Stanek notes, Lefebvre critiqued the functionalist concept 

of ‘ne ’ and the assumption that those could be mechanically translated into 

he ISU’s research pivoted 

‘beings of ne ’ to ‘beings of practices’ (Ibid.: 122



‘No architectural 

no specific space has been created’

For Lefebvre, ‘a revolution that does not produce a new space 

apparatuses’ (Ib

–
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Lefebvre’s critique aligned with French postwar thinkers 

d’Études, de Recherches et de Formation Institutionnelles

Lefebvre’s 
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does not adopt Lefebvre’s polemical stance toward 

3.2. Henri Lefebvre’s theory of production of space and 

Lefebvre’s
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Henri Lefebvre’s — —



Lefebvre’s 
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constitutes the ‘social’ 

Lefebvre insists that space is not merely ‘created’ or ‘constructed’ but 

— —

– . Influenced by Hegel’s concrete universal 

and Marx’s materialist dialectics 
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‘work’ of 
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are not inert ‘things’; they perpetuate 
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shaped not only through lived experience but also through the ‘conceived’ and 

‘perceived’ aspects of the built environment, 
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Space should not be viewed as ‘passive physicality’ 

‘constructive dimensions’ 

Lefebvre’s framework 

would put it, ‘become fixed in the spatial fix’ –

Lefebvre’s

Lefebvre’s concept 

‘experience ’
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The cities’ modernist housing grids 

illustrates Lefebvre’s argument that no spatial order is ever complete or final; rather, 
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Lefebvre’s assertion that ’

development’ (ibid.: 86)
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’s framework
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aligns with David Harvey’s 

Henri Lefebvre’s concept of social space fundamentally challenges the notion that 
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is predominant in the ‘conceived’ element of space and influential 

in its ‘perceived’ forms

, encompassed in the ‘lived’ 

It is the ‘the state as will and representation [that …]

the distribution of resources, income, and the “value” created by productive labour 

(surplus value)’ 
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celebrated essay, ‘Do Artifacts 
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each city’s identity. Thus, historical ethnography, in my research, is about developing 

formation of urban spaces. Questions such as ‘When was it built?’, ‘Under what 

circumstances?’, and ‘What politics influenced its financing and design?’ guide this 



about Bokaro’s construction. Influenced by the discourse of ‘export’ prevalent in urban 

part of the USSR’s internationalist program
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to work together, played a critical role in India’s modernization efforts, independent 

to uncover the complex dynamics underlying the city’s 
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— one of Soviet Union’s largest underground coal mines) 

The city’s design followed comprehensive planning principles, particularly of the 

concept of ‘microdistrict’ ( –
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the steel plant’s development, 
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that reflects Bokaro’s unique urban genesis. Bokaro Steel City came to symbolize the 

ideals of postcolonial Indian modernity, invoked as one of the countries’ ‘temples of 

modernity’, and played a crucial role in the state

the state’s 

As the fourth and last of India’s planned steel cities, its design and construction drew 

initiative. In particular, Bokaro’s city planning department was granted exceptional 
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with the ‘sector’ remaining a term devised by Indian planners rather than an

to their nations’ modernization projects, designed with utopian visions for working
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Where the Soviet model pursued architectural egalitarianism, Bokaro’s planners 
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significantly, thoroughly undermining notions of the International Style’s neutrality 

Cold War’s ideological struggles.
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, titled ‘Pioneers of gentrification: women entrepreneurs prospecting 

soviet industrial city’, is a single

, titled ‘Beyond socialist cities and superblocks: Contextualized 

class city’, is a single

in the special issue on ‘Industrial urbanism 

and entangled modernities in Eurasia’

, titled ‘

’, is 
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Soviet Union’s 
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infrastructure. The study analyses how the city’s built environment

class women’s economic strategies Russia’s 

The city’s design, which had historically emphasized social 
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The article’s primary contribution, therefore, is to recast the narrative of urban 

postindustrial and postsocialist cities, the article’s distinct contribution lies in 

social action, affirming Lefebvre’s insight about the endurance of social space that 

never disappears. Even as Mezhdurechensk’s spaces adapted to neoliberal logics, its 
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the city itself. The paper seeks to dispel this myth by demonstrating that Bokaro’s 

a city envisioned as a foundation for India’s new postcolonial 

future. Bokaro’s urban planning, as the paper argues, served as a cornerstone for 

‘traditional’ differences over caste, ethnicity or religion. In doing so, it contributed to 

’s urban design 

While Bokaro’s housing 
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the state’s responsibility for education, healthcare, and c

Bokaro’s urban design represents a 

The paper’s contribution lies in reconceiving state

By foregrounding India’s singular 
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share core characteristics rooted in the era’s embrace of modern technology and the 

is the enthusiastic embrace of ‘progress’.

departure from ‘tradition’ and ‘superstitious’ beliefs 

— —

The broader ‘progress’ narrative reshaped 

a better tomorrow. As Rosemary Wakeman writes: ‘whatever their size, whether 

conception […] the new town was a glimpse at tomorrow’ (Wakeman, 

cities, but prototypes for their nations’ future visions—
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In this analysis, Lefebvre’s concept of ‘social space’ has proven in
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instrument of social transformation and a material expression of the state’s promise to 
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fostering ‘worker ness’ as a collective 
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echo Kotkin’s observations on Magnitogorsk 



’ working
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Bokaro’s public leisure facilities constructed during the 1970s remain central for 
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As such, the contribution of the planned industrial towns’

the enduring ‘social space’ —
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‘lived’ dimension of the space such as the usage and appropriation practices, but also 

‘ ’ ‘ ’



—

—

therefore understood through Lefebvre’s 

Anchoring this continuity in Lefebvre’s concept of social space, the findings highlight 

he built environment’s central, active role in the endurance
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the ongoing contestation and negotiation that take active part in today’s social struggle.
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understood not merely as physical structures: ‘space is not a thing’ (Lefebvre, 1991: 
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, grounded in Lefebvre’s dialectic 

of space, exposes the city’s multi

a site of contradictions and to trace the complex ways that different historical ‘layers’ 
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Ultimately, these planned industrial towns exemplify the core insight of Lefebvre’s 
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Article

Pioneers of Gentrification: Women 
Entrepreneurs Prospecting in a 
Post-Soviet Industrial City

Irina Redkina1

Abstract

After the introduction of market reforms in the post-socialist coal-mining city of Mezhdurechensk 

(Russia), the original urban planning rooted in Soviet industrial modernity adapted to the logic of 

globalization and gentrification. One way this played out is the conversion of streets into sites of 

consumption, with the appearance of numerous ground-floor shops that gave underemployed 

women an opportunity to facilitate early gentrification. This dynamic ended in the mid-2010s, 

when more prominent market players began to dominate the city space with franchise shops. 

This article is an ethnographic exploration of how working-class women, drawing on their 

gendered and class-based skills, demarcate a place for themselves in post-Soviet industrial 

settings and become the pioneers of gentrification. I also explore the limits of women’s self-

employment activities and the narrative of individual responsibility for entrepreneurial failure, 

namely the eventual closure of their businesses twenty-five years later.

Keywords

gentrification, women, gender, labor, entrepreneurship, post-Soviet studies, postindustrial 

cities, ethnographic case study, self-employment, Russia

Introduction

The unique history of single-industry settlements built in the USSR and other state socialist 

countries (often referred to in academic texts and the media as monogoroda, literally, 

“monotowns”) has attracted researchers and activists interested in urban (re)structuring of the 

post-socialist period. Socialist architecture and centralized urban planning, and their public and 

leisure spaces in particular, are regarded in these studies not only as relics from the past. They are 

also a significant part of the contemporary European urban landscape1 and provide an alternative 

vision of neoliberal urban planning both for the present and future.2 Investigating the social expe-

riences that are present in industrial post-socialist cities permeated by global capital flows is not 

yet usual in the field. However, there is a growing number of sociological publications dedicated 

to the intersecting themes of labor, gender, and neoliberalism.3 My study contributes to this 

scholarship on urban transformations in post-socialist industrial cities by analyzing the role of 

1Universität Hamburg, Hamburg, Germany
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women small-scale entrepreneurs in the early gentrification of a coal-mining Siberian city over 

the last thirty years.

By closely analyzing women’s participation in globalization and gentrification processes, I 

seek to read female entrepreneurial trajectories not as the result of being exploited by global 

forces but as evidence of their engagement with post-Soviet urban changes and their involvement 

in constructing them. I argue that female business owners of micro companies were initial agents 

of gentrification in the post-Soviet industrial city of Mezhdurechensk, and I also analyze the 

limits of this engagement. By the mid-2010s—once a certain level of gentrification had been 

reached—the interviewed entrepreneurs shut down their enterprises and started to look for other 

work strategies.

By taking up Emanuela Guano’s encouragement to study women’s involvement in the process 

of urban renovation—which in her research context was the transforming of post-industrial 

Genoa’s piazzas and streets into sites of the consumption of culture4—I demonstrate women’s 

involvement with the gentrification processes of post-Soviet Mezhdurechensk. This research also 

takes a cue from Hanna-Mari Ikonen’s study on the “periphery” of Finland,5 which argues that, in 

the long run, entrepreneurship entails a level of self-exploitation incompatible with a mother’s 

gendered role; therefore, this work choice, first, cannot be permanent, and second, brings a signifi-

cant level of disappointment. Her study is rooted in Will Atkinson’s approach, which questions the 

individualization of risk and points to permanent classed responses to precarity.6 Drawing on 

Ikonen and Atkinson, I explore the trajectories of these women’s enterprises and the limits of self-

employment as a (gendered) work strategy in post-Soviet industrial urban settings. This article 

explores how the young women of the late Soviet generation became pioneers of gentrification but 

were then pushed out from the local urban space. By the end of the article, I investigate the narra-

tive of personal entrepreneurial failure which is prevalent in the records of the interviewees, in 

light of the shared story of their enterprises being shut down by the mid-2010s.

Methodological Reflections

This research has an auto-ethnographic component, as it stems in part from my own experience 

as a daughter of an industrial-worker father and of an entrepreneur mother, who had made several 

attempts to succeed in business after losing her job as an engineer in the beginning of the 1990s. 

I grew up in a home where the variety of cosmetics and accessories my mother stocked for sale 

was a source of fascination for me. I brought my friends home, and together we looked at lip-

sticks of different colors; we carefully opened lids to sniff perfumes for sale on the shelves; 

marveled at the sets of bracelets and earrings. Our home was often crowded with my mother’s 

female colleagues or clients who, in my view, were both real ladies and independent women 

doing business. In my childhood imagination, my mother’s office was a mysterious place where 

grand ambitions and dreams could come true. With her job, my mother was bringing a seemingly 

parallel reality to my daily life, with the beauty of foreign cosmetics and ambitious female col-

leagues. Given the role that my mother’s working pursuits had played in my socialization, I could 

not help being intrigued by —what I retrospectively consider—the politics of class and gender 

emerging from women’s independent economic activities, starting in the very beginning of the 

1990s and expanding all across small Russian cities during the following decades.

For ethnographic fieldwork, I went to Mezhdurechensk in the spring of 2019 and spent two 

months there. This short-term fieldwork is built on prior lived experience in the region. During 

my visit in 2019, I noticed the profound transformations in the city’s built environment: the 

beautification of several downtown streets and squares, as well as the replacement of the cen-

tral open-air market by a mall, and a variety of independent shop spaces by franchise super-

markets. Only a few places could still be found where the city allowed individuals to conduct 

informal trade.
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The initial focus of this research was on women aged forty-four to fifty-five, all university or 

vocational school graduates who had started to run their own small businesses in post-Soviet 

Mezhdurechensk by the beginning of the 2000s and whose work-related decision-making was 

affected by a changing labor market. All of them previously lived in other cities, and none of 

them came from the intelligentsia or a middle-class family. They did not have “ins” or connec-

tions to the top municipal administration levels, nor to the executive board or shareholders of the 

local mines. In other words, these women lacked the access to different forms of capital which 

were useful, and sometimes necessary, for starting a business enterprise.

I conducted six one-hour-long semi-structured interviews, which in some cases included an 

ethnographic “reversal” where the interviewees carefully asked me about my own educational 

and working experiences, as well as my family status, opening up a more informal interview 

space. Though remembering with nostalgia the time of personal and professional development 

when they were self-employed, at the same time, they retrospectively regretted the structure of 

their work–life balance from that period, and some of them shared their motherhood challenges. 

This influenced my central research question on their enterprises’ trajectories, as I then included 

the factors of subjects’ life courses and personal evaluation of this work strategy into my analysis. 

This approach is rooted in oral history scholarship, which draws attention to inter-subjectivity, 

especially in the relationship between the researcher and the interviewee.7

A City Proud of Its Miners

The city of Mezhdurechensk is one of the hundreds of monotowns purpose-built in the USSR to 

service a single industry, as part of the country’s heavy urbanization process. Mezhdurechensk is 

a town with about 100,000 people in southwestern Siberia, with a steady population decline since 

1994. The city was established in the 1950s to increase industrial coal production (see Figure 1) 

and had one of the largest coal mines in the USSR—PJSC Raspadskaya—which is still Russia’s 

largest single underground mine. During the Soviet times, the state’s role as an industrial owner 

and industrial zoning regulator was central to the region. In 1989, Raspadskaya was the first site 

of that year’s coal miner’s strikes, which had a huge impact on Gorbachev’s Soviet Union. The 

argument has been made that because of the scale of that strike, post-Soviet Mezhdurechensk has 

received steady attention from top Russian politicians, including several visits of the current 

president. After the USSR dissolution, the city’s economic profile did not change. However, with 

the reconstruction of the Soviet planned economy into a market economy, Mezhdurechensk 

started to depend directly on coal market prices. Workers from the mines and other former state-

operated entities were forced to contend with unpaid wages for months, while public services 

stopped being free.

Gradually, all fourteen enterprises in Mezhdurechensk became parts of three massive hold-

ings, one of which was controlled by Gennady Kozovoy, one of the top one hundred wealthiest 

people in contemporary Russia. Mezhdurechensk in this manner was not an exception but 

rather a rule: this unequal privatization of industrial enterprises happened in the 1990s in most 

post-socialist cities8 and took place with the active backing of state authorities and foreign 

capital. The last major change occurred in 2013, when Evraz—a U.K.-based multinational 

steel-making and mining company, one-third of which belonging to Russian billionaire Roman 

Abramovich—took control of a few coal mining enterprises, including PJSC Raspadskaya. In 

2016, the workforce layoffs and the downsizing of the primary coal enterprise of Raspadskaya 

were so heavy (within six months, the mine had reduced staff by 20%) that even the local 

authorities, which almost never critiqued the company, publicly demanded that the mine lead-

ership stop its layoffs.9

Since the 2000s Mezhdurechensk’s authorities and allied corporations have been experiment-

ing with redefining the city’s identity toward making it more attractive for tourists. However, the 
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proud coal mine worker has remained a key symbol of the city. Mezhdurechensk is peppered with 

banners and bronze monuments glorifying miners and their labor (see Figure 2). Also, when I 

visited the main municipal library, female librarians were bewildered by my request for media 

articles on women’s labor in the city: “This is a mining town. Here, work is mostly for men.” This 

correlates with the title of Mikhail Agapov’s study on an oil industry city of Kogolym, located in 

Figure 1.  Mezhdurechensk’s Emblem. Taken from the official website of Mezhdurechensk’ 
administration: accessed April 10, 2023, https://www.mrech.ru/goverment/gerb/2010/04/21/8512-gerb-
goroda-mezhdurechenska.html#gallery-8512.

Figure 2.  A sculpture called “Following in my father’s footsteps” was established in 2017 on a main 
city square. Taken from the Tur-Raj.Ru Online Newspaper: accessed April 10, 2023, https://tur-ray.ru/
mezhdurechensk-attractions.html.
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the Russian North: “Everyone is an oil man here.” Agapov demonstrates that the formula of a 

single-industry city, “the city of X,” where X stands for representatives of the corresponding 

profession (thus, “Mezhdurechensk—the city of coal miners”), is common for this type of settle-

ment; this results in the hegemony of an industry worker’s identity and hides the structural 

inequality of other occupations.10 Although one can easily find women working outside their 

homes, such as in Mezhdurechensk’s banks, municipal offices, hospitals, kindergartens, and 

schools, a common perception of paid labor in the city is still associated with men. Most of my 

interviewees too did not see anything extraordinary in portraying a male coal miner as a worker 

deserving most social and political acknowledgment.

From that, we can infer that the prevalence of masculine manual labor is linked to an inherited 

glorification of production work, rendering other forms of labor comparatively invisible, and 

therefore underestimated. For women entrepreneurs, this masculine image of Mezhdurechensk 

adds to the invisibility of their own contribution to the city’s transformation.

No Way We Stay Home

In the first decade after the dissolution of the USSR, mine workers faced deteriorating working 

conditions: there were months when salaries were not paid, or they were paid “in kind.” 

Nonetheless, many (mostly men, including some of the interviewed women’s husbands) did not 

want to risk their formal job contracts and still prestigious work in mines. Therefore, male bread-

winners used to stay in their positions, hoping for a better change. Some of them, though, obtained 

an informal side job for cash. They were ready to wait and endure, hoping that, over time, their 

primary occupation would again become well paid, stable, and, at best, prestigious. Their reli-

ance on a bright future was primarily viewed in connection with the enterprise they worked at.

The labor market situation was quite different for women employed at state-subsidized enter-

prises in the industrial cities of post-Soviet Russia. They were the last who could hope of keeping 

formal employment during massive layoffs.11 Some of them could not return to their employers 

to work after maternity leave, as those enterprises no longer existed. Young women, who had just 

finished school or graduated from college, were confronted with a generalized lack of access to 

formal white- and blue-collar jobs at recently privatized state companies.12 However, according 

to several studies,13 women were eager to not “return home,” as working outside the home 

became essential to women’s everyday lives in former Soviet industrialized regions.

Barbara Alpern Engel14 and Marina Kiblitskaya,15 in their respective analyses of women in the 

early post-Soviet labor market, argue that when women’s engineering, teaching, financing, and 

other work or education qualifications became not capitalizable, many searched for other ways 

of earning a living. They had not looked for ways of commercializing their hobbies or interests 

but were driven to search for money, especially quick money. Within the highly restricted options 

in the labor market of an industrial city, and trying out their skills in supply chains, logistics, and 

customer communication, women eventually turned to self-employment. It provided access to 

much-needed cash, social mobility, a degree of security and personal empowerment,16 and the 

feeling of not being trapped and/or bored at home.17 Emanuela Guano, in an Italian case study, 

demonstrates that many middle-class women grabbed the opportunity to create new “cultural” 

niches for themselves in post-industrial Genoa’s urban space: they became vendors in antique 

and artisan fairs, and took up jobs as intercultural operators, tourist and museum guides, and 

cultural animators.18 Likewise, in Mezhdurechensk, the working-class women being socially 

accepted as experts on women’s products and services demarcated the business niche of “female-

oriented” goods and services, such as toys for kids, women’s clothing, beauty services, and many 

others. The women I talked to started monetizing precisely the “womanly” spheres, where they 

were supposed to have skills, such as women’s fashion, cosmetics, and hairdressing. This was a 

way to sidestep the tension between “doing business,” which is coded as male,19 and “doing 
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gender.” In this way, the socially accepted constructs of being a woman and an entrepreneur 

would not be in great conflict.

The Happiness of Family Life and Overwork

The entrepreneurial subject is not genderless, as imagined in the neoliberal model of personhood, 

and the decision to become and continue to be an entrepreneur cannot be understood without 

looking at the (gendered) life course20 of a business owner. The notion of a gendered life course 

includes the notion of generations: the women in this study belong to the generation born in the 

1960 and 1970s and experienced early post-Soviet transformations in Mezhdurechensk in the 

1990s as young mothers. In the biographical narratives that follow, I explore how being part of 

that generation, and the women’s experience of motherhood in the 1990s, is expressed in the 

endeavor of earning and gaining control over their lives.

All my interviewees, born in the 1960s and 1970s, were married by the beginning of the 

1990s, and all but one had been young mothers. I do not find this pattern a coincidence, but 

instead due to the late Soviet gender order. In the Soviet gender order during Brezhnev’s rule 

(when most interviewees were socialized), the state was the primary agent in regulating employ-

ment, family, and social support for women. It was shaping changes in official discourse inter-

preting femininity and masculinity. The state carried out a pronatalist social policy and pursued 

an ideology that equates “correct femininity” with motherhood.21 As portrayed by influential 

Soviet movies such as Moscow Does Not Believe in Tears (1979)22 and Office Romance (1977),23 

a woman’s happiness is determined by family life. A specific combination of the late-Soviet 

legacy and the lack of possibilities of formal employment during the post-Soviet period encour-

aged women to succeed and perform both within the household and professionally and to take 

full responsibility for these spheres. Moreover, while young women were exposed to uncertainty 

and a blurry image of the future, taking the employment situation as their own responsibility 

might have given them the feeling of control over planning and composing their future.

Several studies argue that women actively looking for a place in the labor market were driven 

by their responsibility toward family and their vision of what family life should look like.24 Indeed, 

my interviewees confirm this observation. Marina, a schoolteacher in art with a university degree 

and relevant experience in the late 1980s in Kazakhstan, worked together with her husband for a 

sewing company when they came to Mezhdurechensk in the beginning of the 1990s. After the 

company withheld workers’ salaries in 1995, Marina decided to work as a salesperson in a shop to 

pay for her children’s day nursery. Entering the retail business then, she was surprised at how 

much profit one could make: “My salary [as a salesperson] was paid at the end of each working 

day: 800 to 900 rubles a day. It took me two days to cover the monthly day nursery payment. The 

rent for the apartment was 100 rubles. And, you know, you could live pretty well with the rest of 

the money.” Later it helped that her husband stayed with the sewing company, because when in the 

beginning of the joint business with her sister, Marina needed a car, they were using the one 

Marina’s husband had access to as he was employed as a driver. Subsequently, Marina was the one 

who quit work with the company in 1998, with no further state social support, and took this risk 

of an initially informal employment, which might have been only temporary, and had limited 

opportunities for advancement. Only after their small company became established did Marina’s 

husband leave his employment at the sewing company and become officially hired at Marina’s. 

This allowed him to not have a gap in pension fund contributions. As Marina emphasized, doing 

extra work and taking on an extra challenge was her way of caring about herself and her family’s 

future. Marina hence took up the roles of breadwinner and caretaker at the same time.

In 1993, when Inga started to work in the open-air market in Mezhdurechensk, her son was 

younger than three years old, so not allowed in day nursery yet. At that time, her husband worked 

at a factory and often had shifts during the daytime. Therefore, she left her son alone most days, 
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when nobody could babysit him, while she worked nearby. “It was good that we lived close to the 

market. So, if I felt something was wrong with my son, I’d just run and check,” remembers Inga. 

Vera recalls a similar obstacle of having an infant at the beginning of the 1990s. After coming to 

Mezhdurechensk in 1994 from Kazakhstan together with her husband, Vera—who was preg-

nant—soon realized that his salary was not reliable. One year later, Vera started to trade: making 

her rounds at public enterprises with a small rollaway and staying at the central market. She left 

her son with her friend, who stayed home with her own children and agreed to take care of him. 

Another interviewee, Natalia, also sold cosmetics, yet she invited interested women to her home, 

where she stayed with her two children. So, this at first informal self-employment allowed the 

women to choose when and where to earn money. Studies show that the likelihood of a married 

woman, especially with children, becoming self-employed is higher than that of a single woman.25 

Some scholars consider self-employment as a strategy to balance motherhood and family care 

work with income-generating work, even at the expense of overwork.26 In her research on entre-

preneurial experience of one woman living in the “margins” of Finland, Ikonen points out that for 

her informant, self-employment ultimately entails a level of self-exploitation that requires a lot 

of endurance and self-governance.27 Likewise, when I asked Vera whether it was hard for her to 

be an entrepreneur in a male-dominated city, she did not like the question and responded, “by 

nature, women were created to manage more tasks and to be flexible.”

Although the pro-market ideologists of the 1990s did not have a strict agenda about gender 

relations in post-Soviet Russia,28 a significant decrease in the number of affordable childcare 

places made it harder to balance paid work with childcare and housework (which was considered 

to be a female responsibility). Subsequently, the general flexibility of working hours offered by 

self-employment was an important asset in combining childcare, household work, and paid 

work—a task in front of which many young women of Mezhdurechensk of the 1990s un-acci-

dently found themselves. Self-employment as a work decision of young women thus can be seen 

as a consequence of the late-Soviet gender order, where primary responsibilities over children 

were placed on the mother’s shoulders.29

On the Frontiers of Gentrification: Biographical Accounts

The modern Soviet city was built on the ideological triad of industry, urban space, and welfare—a 

state-socialist set for the future-building of an egalitarian society. A third of contemporary Russian 

cities were built in the USSR as monogoroda, single-industry cities centered around one particular 

natural resource. The Soviet urban planning embodied in the monogoroda model was based on the 

understanding that industries and urban forms should be interdependent.30 Therefore, special 

attention was paid to public places and public facilities, but not to commercial spaces. This means 

that right after the market economy was introduced, social spaces such as an open-air market, 

hospitals, and public education institutions (schools, libraries, and kindergartens) were the pri-

mary places used for commercial activities. Since the 2000s, Mezhdurechensk has been undergo-

ing a reconstruction of public infrastructures and services: new residential buildings started to 

appear, the city was beautified, and an increased number of ground-floor shops have been chang-

ing their names and been given a fancier look. Gentrification and commercialization led by large 

national and regional chain stores have been introduced in Mezhdurechensk, not without partici-

pation of the interviewed female entrepreneurs. The city’s outlook was changing: Central Park 

was renovated, the biggest streets were accessorized with decorative tiles and small geometric 

sculptures, and by the end of the 2000s one could see a new bowling alley, family-friendly restau-

rants, and a cinema which became a trendy place among teenagers and families. Regular custom-

ers and the increasing revenues of the women’s businesses were interrelated with this urban 

development: they were renting their first shop spaces and competed over new sales stands at the 

most profitable places in the city: the central open-air markets and the main trafficked street.
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The city’s main commercial thoroughfare, Kommunisticheskij Avenue, was reconstructed 

between 2005 and 2007: a beautiful water fountain with lights and music appeared in front of the 

headquarters of Raspadskaya, and renovated lighting, plentiful benches, and attractive landscap-

ing, including flower beds, made this avenue the favorite recreation area of local citizens. During 

the 2000s, which was a golden period for many professionals in Russia, including small-scale 

entrepreneurs, Kommunisticheskij Avenue and the open-air central markets were the best-selling 

spots.

That is how Marina remembers choosing a spot for her first shop in 1998:

I walked along the [Kommunisticheskij] avenue; I knew I had to get a place on this street. Why? 

Because this was the most heavily trafficked street. Back then, it was like the Arbat [the street in 

Moscow, a tourist destination and an important trade street, home to many craftspeople and 

shopkeepers—I.R.]. Today there is nothing. These chain stores took over everything. It seems that 

now more people go to the Palata mall than to all the shops on that street. But back then, it was the 

most high-profile street. That’s how it played a role too [at the business], that the road was full of 

people. (Marina)

In this quote, Marina also refers to a moment of change in trade on Kommunisticheskji Avenue: 

franchise shops and malls appeared in Mezhdurechensk at the end of the 2000s. The first big 

supermarket appeared in Mezhdurechensk at the end of the 2000s, and the malls at the begin-

ning of the 2010s.31 The first two-floor mall, Palata (meaning “palace”), was built on the out-

skirts of the city in 2011 and is still one of the biggest malls in the city. On the ground floor, 

there is a supermarket surrounded by smaller shops of mobile phones and watches, as well as a 

few ATMs, with a few more shops on the upper floor. That was only the first mall structure to 

appear, and this diverted customer flows. By the mid-2010s, there were more than five malls, in 

the city and outside it. Eventually, in the beginning of 2014, even the central open-air market 

located in the heart of the city, where Marina, Inga, and Vera had their stands (paviljony), was 

dismantled. Now occupying the site is the Rajon mall (meaning “district”), which has operated 

there since 2015.

As Marina insightfully emphasized, the expansion of mall spaces pulled the flow of customers 

away from previously highly trafficked streets. This multiplied the competition for malls’ retail 

booths, which were significantly more expensive than the smaller shops on the streets, and which 

put small-scale entrepreneurs in a more disadvantaged position than franchises and mid-sized 

business owners. The rent at malls’ booths was not manageable for most of my interviewees. 

They could not compete with franchise owners or other major market players. Another business, 

run by the interviewee Inga, was also dramatically affected by the dismantlement of the market. 

In the very beginning of her trading activities, Inga was selling clothes mostly in kindergartens, 

sometimes in schools. Later, she rented a metal kiosk at an open-air market until her business 

became more formalized. Structural upgrades from metal kiosks to pavilions became required by 

the market, and payment for these new stands was only permitted through bank transfers from a 

company account. Because cash payments were no longer possible, this market upgrade process 

meant Inga had to register a company. Until 2014, Inga’s business was relatively steady. She tried 

to open a second location within a department store but could not make it work because of family 

reasons. However, even with only one pavilion selling women’s clothes, Inga managed to gain a 

loyal customer base, had a stable monthly revenue, was able to buy all the family’s clothes, bed-

sheets and other home textiles, as well as paid for the whole renovation of the family’s flat. 

However, when all the traders were asked to leave the market due to the starting of construction 

of a three-floor mall and a big grocery supermarket, that was a challenge Inga could not over-

come. She had been looking for a retail space for a long time but could not find anything 

affordable.
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I quickly began to look for a new place. This Rajon which was about to be built: 1800 rubles per 

square meter! And anything less than 50 square meters is not rented. . . . Well, my friend worked at 

Kolos [previously one of the most popular department stores at Kommunisticheskij Avenue]. She 

said that they rent a 9-meter space there. I thought that the ceilings are high there, so it should be fine. 

But she told me that she is not going to stay there for more than a year. No sense: no people, no trade. 

I thought it over, I thought it over . . . Oleg [Inga’s husband] says: “Do you need this trade? How 

many more years are you going to spend on this trade?” Well, I closed it down. (Inga)

With this, Inga closed her company, and for the next four years she was employed as a salesper-

son at a bathrobe store. Since then she has informally been selling various textile products, espe-

cially bedsheets, to the regular clientele she acquired during her past entrepreneurial activities at 

the open-air market and to new customers through a social media platform.

After finishing college as a hairdresser, another interviewee, Oxana, moved to Mezhdur- 

echensk in 1986 and was employed at a Soviet-type beauty salon (Komitet bytovogo obslu-

zhivanyia: beauty salon, operated via the local housing services committee). Later in the 

1990s, she worked in a hairdressing salon where she together with a few other women rented 

a place informally. At the same time, she was going to various public institutions, mostly 

schools and kindergartens, because—as Oxana recalled—“they were the places with the easi-

est access to the clientele.” The days when she was making her rounds of the city’s institu-

tions and offering her services as an on-site hairdresser were the most profitable days. In the 

2000s, she had to register her business in order to keep paying rent legally, and she also had 

to stop her on-site hairdressing services. In 2009, thanks to her friends, she started to sell 

cosmetics, which became a small addition to her self-employment activities, but in 2013, 

Oxana stopped these sales because there was no longer enough demand. And in 2018, she had 

to formally close her business because of the high taxes she had to pay on an annual basis. 

Currently, she receives an adequate maternity payment for her second child and keeps work-

ing as a hairdresser informally, at a salon run by her friend.

Natalia had sold cosmetics for eighteen years, from 1995 to 2013, though with some pauses. 

First, she was making these sales on an informal basis, at her own home, which was of great 

convenience, as she had two toddlers to care for. Once she had gained a more regular clientele, 

she also visited clients’ workplaces. As she was working for a network marketing company, she 

was also interested in recruiting other distributors. Therefore, she organized recruiting events, 

mostly renting big auditoriums or staging her gatherings at public entities, such as the House 

of Culture (Dom Kultury). In 2007, she registered her business, and just before that she rented 

an office to display and demonstrate all the products she had, so she could immediately try 

them on the clients as well as recruit other people into sales activities. Since then, she has 

rarely used public facilities for any event. Natalia closed her business in 2014 because of 

unpayable loans.

Vera also started out using state-subsidized facilities for her business. Still, she was the only 

one of my interviewees who still owns her business. Vera had been getting her wares from her 

friend’s tenants, who regularly brought various wares from Novosibirsk. Since 1994, Vera had 

been selling them at various public institutions, such as schools, day nurseries, municipalities, 

and then later at the open-air market. After a while, Vera started to go to Novosibirsk herself to 

buy outerwear. The places she sold these goods stayed the same. First, she had rented a tent at the 

market, then a metal kiosk. She registered her business in 2000, and three years later, she rented 

out a pavilion. In 2005, she bought a two-room flat on Kommunisticheskij Avenue and converted 

it into a store. She still has this sales venue, and two others: One is the pavilion that was at the 

open-air market until its demolition; Vera did not want to sell it, so she relocated it to the outskirts 

of the city. The other, which focuses on male outwear, is at a mall. Unlike Oxana, Natalia, and 

Inga, Vera was not as greatly affected by spatial changes.
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Two more interviewees, like Vera, bought property for commercial purposes in the 2000s: 

Marina and Nina. However, they had to close their businesses in the 2010s. Since 1985, Nina had 

worked as a librarian in one of the city’s schools, but sometimes she flew to Moscow to visit her 

brother. His wife worked as the leading designer of a textile factory of high-quality women’s 

clothes, which Nina considered as “very sellable goods, much better than those Chinese mass 

market things.” She used her work place to develop her business: “Imagine, I put on the table all 

these women’s clothes in a pile 20 meters high. Three days—everything is sold out. Maybe that 

is how I realized that trade is money.” Nina rented a ground-floor spot not in Mezhdurechensk 

but in Myski, a smaller and more affordable city twenty kilometers from it—and she bought the 

space a few years later. Nina’s business was affected severely by the economic formalization of 

small businesses. Nina recalled a single tax on imputed income (edinyj nalog na vmenennyj 

dohod). The nature of the tax is that it is a fixed monthly payment that is independent of the actual 

profit made, and which was supposed to encourage entrepreneurs not to hide their income (as 

mentioned in the local newspaper Kontakt, no. 12, February 15, 2002). Initially, the tax was 

implemented in 2001. According to the calculations of another local newspaper, The Miner’s 

Banner in the New Millennium (Znamya shaktera v novom tysyacheletii, no. 36, September 6, 

2001), it doubled the tax payments of many small businesses. This resulted in increased anxiety 

felt by novice merchants and once even turned into a protest in front of the city administration 

building in 2003 (Interview, Inga). Some interviewees mentioned this tax’s amendments in 2012-

2014. Nina clearly remembers those years because she had to pay seventeen thousand rubles 

monthly only for this tax levied on her store of sixty square meters. That amount, equivalent to 

around 235 euros, was a lot of money in comparison with her actual income:

For what? Can I earn that much or not? Nobody cared about that. Well . . . And that’s not even the end 

of it. You still pay salaries to salespersons, and deduct money to the pension fund for people, which is 

around 20 percent, plus social insurance and the income tax. Beautiful amount in the end! So eventually, 

you get nothing. Ultimately, there was simply no point in keeping this business. This tax is the most 

predatory. Every year, the coefficient rose higher and higher. That is what killed small trade. (Nina)

Marina opened her first store in 1998 when she and her sister decided to sell children’s toys. This 

was partially because Marina had worked previously as a salesperson. With the financial help of 

their parents, they rented a store on Kommunisticheskij Avenue, where she then worked in the 

same retail sphere she had been in before: toys for children. The trade was going very well, and 

Marina opened three more sales locations in the following years. She remembers this period of 

the 2000s as economically flourishing:

Trade was going fine. Everyone had many sales locations already. It was crazy back then! Rent was 

going up, and storefronts cost crazy money because they were in demand. We could spend 100,000 

rubles (around 3500 euros of those days’ rate—I.R.) just for the necessary equipment. Now, this stuff 

is not worth it. We wasted money because we had it. Our logic was to grab a vacant spot so that a 

competitor could not be there! (Marina)

Marina and Natalia also mentioned that traders from bigger cities nearby started to do business 

in Mezhdurechensk, which made it harder for them. Since the 2010s, Marina had to close all her 

three sales locations, stop renting a warehouse, and dismiss all her salespersons. Marina did this 

involuntarily; she was sued due to unauthorized usage of a logotype and had to spend a lot of 

money to defend herself. She believes this situation was organized by her competitors from big-

ger cities:

Slowly, the rent began to rise for everyone. [. . .] But then wholesalers from Novosibirsk, well, from 

whom we bought goods . . . It became difficult for everyone, so for them too. They began to open 
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stores now in our cities, Mezhdurechensk, Novokuznetzk . . . Ultimately, their prices are 20 to 25 

percent lower, and we kept buying goods from them. Such nonsense. . . . That is, at first, they got rich 

on us, and then they came to our cities. I closed a couple of my stores first. And then they came to me 

and said that I sell toys with a logo without the right to do so. They filed a lawsuit. And I sold the last 

store, and we waved goodbye. Now I sell sandwiches, work only when it’s my shift. I live in peace. 

(Marina)

One of the reasons why these female-run businesses were hit so badly is their size. Competition 

rose drastically in the 2000s, which required more and more investments, such as expensive 

pavilions, a growing number of stores, more staff to hire, higher taxes, and higher rent. 

Throughout this process, the women’s businesses were receiving only as much investment as 

needed to keep them alive. They never grew into mid-sized businesses. Partially this was 

because these women heavily invested earnings in their apartment renovations, furniture 

improvements, children’s education, and their well-being. Initially driven by their responsibil-

ity for their families’ futures, they kept work and family not as separate units, but as one work-

ing for the other. Both were equally important, and both demanded many resources. Natalia 

installed five new windows at her family’s apartment and had bought a whole new kitchen set 

by 2007, while she had already been buying all the family’s shoes and clothes for many years. 

Marina and Inga also renovated their flats according to new trends. Vera and Nina invested in 

real estate, primarily by buying residential properties, which they also considered as invest-

ments for their children. Most of the interviewed mothers did not believe that the education in 

the local schools would be good enough for their children to be able to enroll in a good univer-

sity in a larger city. Therefore, they heavily invested in supplementary education of their chil-

dren. They also initiated family travel abroad for their children to explore the world beyond 

their factory town.

According to Lees, Shin, and López-Morales,32 gentrification is the upward class-based 

transformation of urban space. It not only consists of the physical “upgrading” of the built envi-

ronment but also includes changes in business types, leisure, and consumption activities. At the 

beginning of gentrification, women were glad to actively engage with urban commercialization 

and beautification processes. They were investing in their kiosks, stands, then retail booths, 

competing for the best spots on the most commercialized spaces. However, it only took a few 

supermarket chains to fully cover the need for fundamental textiles such as T-shirts, bedsheets, 

and jeans and to replace the sales spaces of the women’s small-scale enterprises. Malls of vari-

ous sizes became the main place for entertainment and leisure time, including consumption. 

Those women who started their businesses as small size, without the ultimate goal of making 

them big at any cost by the mid-2010s, could not compete with more prominent players. By the 

time my ethnographic work took place—April 2019—the businesses of five out of six inter-

viewed women had closed. Vera’s entrepreneurial trajectory is the only exception among my 

interviewees.

Many household issues, such as extra care for parents or parents-in-law, mainly lay on the 

women’s shoulders. At the same time, the enterprises they created and maintained could not rely 

on anybody else but them. Inga spoke emotionally about how she needed to sacrifice her busi-

ness needs for care work. When her husband’s mother fell ill, the inflexibility of work shifts at 

her husband’s (coal mining) job put help from his side out of the question, as she stated. 

Therefore, it was her responsibility to sort out all of this: Inga hired an employee to work at her 

store so that she could have more time to care for her mother-in-law. Most other examples 

related to childcare combined with paid work are from the 1990s and are mentioned above. Due 

to the patriarchal order, it was expected that a man should be the breadwinner. With quite strict 

requirements regarding men’s factory work, the responsibility for the education and moral life 

of children, and care for elderly family members, lay primarily on women’s shoulders, although 
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they were at the same time eager to have their own lives outside of their homes and did their best 

to make this work.

During the early gentrification of post-Soviet Mezhdurechensk, when commercial venues 

only started to develop, women actively engaged in the commercialization of the urban space and 

benefited from a change in consumption style. They were on the frontiers of gentrification, con-

quering streets and markets with their products for sale and eagerly participating in changing the 

physical appearance of the market by replacing its metal kiosks with fancy pavilions. Women of 

the post-Soviet industrial city played a crucial role in early market changes in the city’s spaces 

and quickly learned how to benefit from changing patterns in consumption habits. However, once 

a certain level of city gentrification was reached, the major players, with their franchises and mall 

structures, entered the local market. The female entrepreneurs running small-scale enterprises to 

sustain their and their families’ needs could not anticipate the limits and vulnerability of running 

micro-companies, and they failed against the new competitors. While regional development of 

“margins” in post-industrial societies is often associated with the spread of small-scale entrepre-

neurship, the trajectories of these women’s enterprises point to the more profound implications 

of such development in the personal histories of small entrepreneurs. As mentioned earlier, 

Emanuela Guano’s research has brilliantly demonstrated how middle-class women have entered 

the space of Genoa’s street market and participated in the gentrification of Genoa with their trade 

of valuable antiques and crafts. However, this presence was a constant struggle between the 

domestic and the public spheres; the blurring of these boundaries was fraught with risk.33 In 

conclusion, although small-scale entrepreneurs are agents of early gentrification, they are not the 

beneficiaries of the marketization of post-socialist industrial spaces in the medium or long term.

Individual Responsibility Over Shared Outcomes

The history of spatial changes in early post-Soviet Mezhdurechensk tells the story of gentrifica-

tion formation, built on state socialist material structures and later expanding beyond them. It is 

a tale of the conquest of the city’s streets, markets, and public facilities that gave birth to today’s 

Mezhdurechensk and continued the city’s life. But also, it is one of persistence and struggle 

accompanying the lives of the pioneers of these frontiers. In the last section of this article, I 

explore how these pioneers of the (post)industrial city’s early gentrification evaluate their self-

employment activities.

From the time the women opened up their enterprises to April 2019, when interviews in this 

study took place, the spatial and commercial landscapes of the city as well as the work strategies 

of the women had changed significantly. Vera was the only one who was still running her own 

business. Oxana, Marina, and Natalia were employed; Inga was working with various textile 

products, selling mostly bedsheets to her regular clientele and via a social media channel on an 

informal basis; Nina closed her business and did not look for another job after she married a 

wealthy businessman:

He insisted on it. He said: “Shut it down. You do not need it. I shut it down, and it was a good 

decision. At the right time. All the other entrepreneurs eventually closed later.” (Nina)

Despite the hardships of the 1990s and their business ventures’ financial outcomes, most of the 

women interviewed stated that the time they were running a business was a time of personal and 

professional development. Despite many challenges, they deeply valued the self-realization and 

self-development they have gained from using many of their skills, communicating with people, 

and exploring the unknown. While many images of what a prospective future might look like 

have been destroyed together with the fall of the Soviet Union, self-employment did not have 

much of a preconceived image, so it allowed women space for their imagination. This open space 
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allowed women to pursue a non-alienated job where they could earn money, even in such a dras-

tic period, and also be creative, adventurous, and explorative. Being an entrepreneur enriched 

them with empowerment, self-confidence, and space for creativity. Marina reasons: “I loved to 

earn money, work with people, do something creative and interesting, and to be on my own.” The 

lifestyle of an independent and unordinary woman doing business in a coal-mining city with a 

masculine image was also rewarding.

The flexibility of working hours given by self-employment, especially under the conditions of 

scarcity that dominated until the mid-2000s, turned into very long working hours. This flexibility 

was at the expense of exceeding the women’s expected work hours, and they had limited time to 

rest, be at home, and spend time with friends and family.34

My friend has always invited me for a holiday, but I have always been busy with work. First, in the 

1990s, I had to work so much for my children, now it is a grandson. My husband has a horribly small 

pension; none of us could predict it. It seems I will never go for a proper holiday just for myself. 

(Inga)

I am going to be 58 years old; that’s not nothing. However, I do not feel so old, anyway. I need to live 

for myself. Travel around, at least, to explore something. Because of how it was—I was buried under 

a pile of work. Entrepreneurs are the unhappiest people because they do not have the opportunity to 

relax and rest. Always in stress because there are many costs and tasks that change constantly. If I 

could go back in time, I would not have chosen to do this work but would have rather stayed at home 

with my daughter. . . . Life passes you by! (Nina)

Long working hours were often described as an unexpectedly high cost to pay for doing a “profit-

able” job. Aiming for success and working hard for financial independence went along with the 

shame of not being a good enough mother. Marina felt sorry that she had not noticed that the 

atmosphere in the school where both her children studied was far less than friendly, and that the 

children were being made fun of by their classmates. Vera regretted that she, in the absence of 

free time, was buying everything for her son, spoiling him instead of spending time with him. In 

the interviews, Natalia and Inga also felt guilty about their motherhood but were generally happy 

with how their children are doing now.

The end of their business ventures, which left them without significant savings, and some-

times even with debt, made the women rethink their work strategies. Marina, Natalia, and Oxana 

found formal employment, as it provides a stable expected salary, does not require further finan-

cial investments, and adds money to a pension system. Nina, who is mostly provided for by her 

husband, insightfully elaborates on the lack of state social guarantees for entrepreneurs during 

both their active working lives and after:

Now, I would have chosen to be an official, a deputy, or work for the police. They have vacations, 

subsidies, additional benefits, and sick leave. We had none of it. They lived much better than us. Now 

they also do. They have better pensions. (Nina)

The stories and feelings related to the times when the women’s enterprises were experiencing a 

crisis are mixed. Some closed their enterprises voluntarily when they became tired of keeping up 

the business after twenty years. Others spent all their money on paying off debts and could not 

find any other resources to run on. The third group was over-indebted and forced to halt all their 

formal economic activities to keep a low profile. These stories were fresh when shared with me, 

and I believe this might have led to some details remaining unspoken. However, something strik-

ing ran through all the stories I heard.

The narrative about the 1990s as the very beginning of “a new life” was a collective feeling: 

each of these women saw themselves as one of the many people hit by systemic change. The 
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women perceived the dissolution of the state socialist system with the concomitant decline of job 

opportunities and an uncertain image of the future as a shared experience. They felt alone in the 

face of their struggles, but it had been clear to them that the economic hardship they experienced 

was not their fault.

This is in contrast to their evaluation of self-employment activities in the 2010s, when they 

stated the importance and responsibility of their individual decisions and did not problematize 

the existing unequal political and social structure and its limitations and constraints.35 The pros-

perous 2000s was seen as a time of personal achievement, and the defeat encountered in the 

2010s as their own personal “entrepreneurial failure.” The state’s ignorance, unfair power rela-

tions, and technological and economic changes were mentioned in the interviews, but the feeling 

of individual responsibility dominated. Only Nina explicitly condemned the state for making it 

hard for her to keep her business up and running.

Following the findings of Jeremy Morris and Hanna-Mari Ikonen,36 my research demon-

strates that the social capital of the working-class women’s network remained limited and 

was not enough in a new competitive environment. Will Atkinson37 also points out the 

importance of ingrained barriers of class and work inequality in the analysis of responses 

to precarity, such as the self-employment in this study, and questions the individual deci-

sion of taking a risk. With the apparent autonomy of individual women’s ventures, there 

were obvious similarities in the timing of their victories and losses: the types of pressures 

and hardships women experienced, and how motherhood and age were an integral part of 

many of the decisions they made. However, the rugged individualism of the neoliberal ide-

ology imposed since the 1990s influenced the way the women regarded their careers. The 

challenges the small-scale entrepreneurs faced in the 2010s were not seen as part of larger 

systemic trajectories of urban development in the market forces of neoliberal Russia but 

were instead considered by the interviewed women as a personal failure. Perceiving the 

closure of their enterprises as due to their own failure reflects how the women entrepre-

neurs placed the full responsibility for a chosen work strategy on each individual worker in 

the post-Soviet period.

Epilogue

This ethnographic study analytically looked into the lives and aspirations of female entrepreneurs 

belonging to a late Soviet generation living in the coal-mining post-Soviet city of Mezhdurechensk 

(southwestern Siberia), which was built right after WWII to empower the Soviet Union’s indus-

trialization. Built according to Soviet urban planning concepts and to sustain the state socialist 

industrial modernity system, the city was enriched with public places and public facilities. Still, 

it lacked variety in its commercial sector. Therefore, after entering the neoliberal market in the 

1990s but before high-level institutionalized commercialization in the city (the beginning of the 

2010s), social spaces such as open-air markets, hospitals, public education institutions (schools, 

libraries, and day nurseries) were the primary sites of trade and service activities. This produced 

vacant space in which small-scale amateur entrepreneurs could maneuver in an early post-Soviet 

industrial city, which provided the opportunity for some women to contribute to the vibrancy of 

gentrification.

Drawing on the ethnographic study of Emanuela Guano,38 I demonstrated that women small-

scale entrepreneurs were key agents of gentrification and facilitated urban change in the post-

Soviet industrial city of Mezhdurechensk by responding to changes in leisure and lifestyle 

activities. At the beginning of the gentrification process, these women actively engaged in the 

commercialization and beautification of streets and squares. The picture changed for most of 

them by the 2010s, when a new level of city gentrification was reached: more prominent market 

players entered the local economy, with their franchises and mall structures taking over the urban 
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commercial space from those who had been on the frontiers of these processes. The research thus 

speaks against a common belief that regional development of “margins” in post-industrial societ-

ies is determined by the spread of small-scale entrepreneurship.

While women of the post-Soviet industrial city played a crucial role in early gentrification 

processes and learned quickly how to benefit from changing patterns in consumption habits, 

they could not be ready for the limits of the contemporary market. Five interviewed women out 

of six had to close their businesses and change their work strategies (See Table 1). As the study 

showed, one of the reasons why women’s businesses could not be sustained over periods of 

economic retraction is their size. The scale of their businesses had not changed since the begin-

ning of the 2000s due to the fact that women were responsible not only for their business 

ventures but also for family well-being, children’s education, and care for the elderly. In addi-

tion, they invested in their homes in ways that would match their aspirations. I have demon-

strated that it is crucial to analyze the decision to become and continue as an entrepreneur by 

looking at the gendered life course, as well as at the class position and geographical location, 

of a business owner. Such an approach is rooted in understanding enterprises’ trajectories not 

as self-serving entities but as significant elements in the interconnection of women’s (gen-

dered) life endeavors and socio-political context.

Being exposed to the neoliberal understandings of work and success and being attached to 

family responsibilities brought the women to ambivalent outcomes. The women remain anxious 

and doubtful about some of the implications of their business activities on their lives, especially 

regarding the lack of social benefits and financial savings for their retirement. While self-employ-

ment was seen as an individual work strategy, the closure of their enterprises after twenty-five 

years and facing the aftermath challenges is largely regarded by the former entrepreneurs as their 

own personal “entrepreneurial failure.” This is in contrast to the 1990s, when these women each 

saw themselves as one of a great number of people hit by systemic changes. Therefore, they did 

not reflect on this shutdown of small-scale enterprises as part of the limits of the contemporary 

market of post-Soviet industrial cities facing harsh gentrification a few decades after the dissolu-

tion of state socialist system. Instead, most of them take individual responsibility for their inabil-

ity to continue business in changing conditions.
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Table 1.  Biographical Interviews, a Total of Six Interviews Transcribed.

Name

Year of 

birth

The Soviet-time 

working and/ or 

educational experience

The primary type of 

business

Registered 

business

Current paid working 

activities

The interview 

date

Marina 1961 Art schoolteacher Retail of children’s 

toys

1998-2016 Employed in the food 

industry

April 22, 2019

Nina 1961 Librarian, a store 

consultant

Retails of children’s 

clothes

1995-2013 — May 10, 2019

Oxana 1962 Hairdresser Beauty salon, retails 

of cosmetics

1995-2002, 

2008-2013

Employed at a beauty 

salon

April 22, 2019

Natalia 1965 Engineer at a factory Retails of cosmetics, 

make-up services

1997-2003, 

2007-2014

Employed at a medical 

center, and babysitting

April 17, 2019

Vera 1973 Worked in a textile 

factory and a bank

Retail of outwear 1997- 

nowadays

Running two outwear 

store

April 24, 2019

Inga 1964 Worked as a seller in a 

grocery shop

Retail of female 

clothes

1993-2016 Doing trade with 

bedsheets informally

April 19, 2019
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Abstract

In this article, I explore the history of Bokaro Steel City – a planned industrial settlement
conceived in the 1960s in the Indian state of Jharkhand as part of India’s post-Independence
modernization programme. Drawing on ethnographic fieldwork and archival materials, I
demonstrate the unique socially inclusive approach of tackling social inequalities, focusing
specifically on how planners approached social reproduction. By foregrounding the distinc-
tiveness of Bokaro’s urban design, I argue for a re-evaluation of modernist urbanities,
delinking them from the exclusively Eastern European monotowns or Western superblocks
and demonstrating how Indian planners adapted modernist ideas to meet their local
objectives.

Introduction

Until the mid-1960s, the land occupied today by the expansive Bokaro Steel City
presented a coal-rich yet rural area in the Damodar River Valley of eastern India. The
area, which had been comprised of 45 villages with a total population of about 37,000
people, underwent a remarkable transformation into a new township named after the
nearby Bokaro River.1 From its inception, the city was closely integrated with the
nearby steel plant, whose construction had commenced just a few years earlier and
had been technically and financially supported by the Soviet Union. Situated in the
districts of Dhanbad andHazaribagh in the eastern Indian state of Jharkhand (part of
the state of Bihar until 2000), the city’s construction was part of a regional develop-
ment strategy2 that promoted the creation of state-owned and state-operated indus-
trial enterprises in remote areas – an exceptional case in the history of Indian
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Urban History (2025), 1–22

doi:10.1017/S0963926825100400

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0963926825100400 Published online by Cambridge University Press



urbanism. The planned industrial towns and other large-scale projects, such as steel
plants, power stations and shipyards, were meant to constitute post-Independence
India’s ‘temples of modernity’ – a term coined by India’s first prime minister,
Jawaharlal Nehru, to describe the vision of development, which focused on advance-
ment of public-sector scientific research institutes and heavy industries. The con-
struction of Bokaro was part of an even larger urban development scheme that
embraced the creation of administrative centres and state-driven industrial growth.3

After the dissolution of British rule in 1947, which ended with the partition of the
subcontinent into the two independent nations of India and Pakistan, India found
itself, according to Prime Minister Nehru, in a ‘backward’ state, distanced from
‘modernity’ by centuries.4 The Indian government launched an extensive new town
programme, completing 118 new urban settlements between 1947 and 1981, which
collectively housed approximately five million people, making it one of the largest5

new town programmes in the world.6 For comparison, according to various esti-
mates, the Soviet Union constructed approximately 300 planned cities, while the
United Kingdom – another leader in the global new town movement – built 32 new
towns in the quarter-century following World War II. In addition to the iconic
modernist city of Chandigarh, the aesthetics of ‘international style’ have been widely
realized in the post-colonial Indian cityscape, including in the state capitals of
Bhubaneswar and Gandhinagar as well as in many new towns built in the first
decades of Independence.7 These planned cities were meant to provide a material
foundation to assist the country’s rapid transformation from rural to a mostly urban
nation and to provide living arrangements for cultivating a new social and moral
character of their inhabitants. This material rebuilding of India was part of Nehru’s
decolonization and emancipation efforts aimed at creating a technologically
advanced and modern society.8

Despite Nehru’s continuous efforts to disentangle the concept of modernity from
theWest, he and his followers were critiqued both by intellectuals and by the broader
public for building India – in direct andmetaphorical ways – upon what were seen as
a Western model and its concepts of modernity, freedom and democracy.9 Such
criticisms persist to this day. Important figures in post-colonial studies, such as
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, have dismissed Indian modernism as a failed attempt at

3W.J. Glover, ‘The troubled passage from “village communities” to planned new town developments in
mid-twentieth-century South Asia’, Urban History, 39 (2012), 108–27, at 109.

4J.P. Parry, Classes of Labour: Work and Life in a Central Indian Steel Town (New Delhi, 2020), 5.
5G. Ortolano, Thatcher’s Progress: From Social Democracy to Market Liberalism through an English New

Town (Cambridge, 2019).
6Glover, ‘The troubled passage from “village communities”’.
7R. Kalia, ‘Modernism,modernization and post‐colonial India: a reflective essay’, Planning Perspectives, 21

(2006), 133–56.
8Kalia, ‘Modernism, modernization and post‐colonial India’, 135; V. Prashad, The Darker Nations: A

People’s History of the Third World (New York, 2008), xvii–xviii; A. Shaw, ‘Town planning in postcolonial
India, 1947–1965: Chandigarh re-examined’, Urban Geography, 30 (2009), 857–78.

9Shaw, ‘Town planning in postcolonial India, 1947–1965’; G. Singh, S. Kahlon and V.B.S. Chandel,
‘Political discourse and the planned city: Nehru’s projection and appropriation of Chandigarh, the capital of
Punjab’, Annals of the American Association of Geographers, 109 (2019), 1226–39; Parry, Classes of Labour,
14–16.
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decolonization.10 To challenge the rigid notion of modernism as exclusively a
Western development, Indian art historian R. Siva Kumar has introduced the concept
of ‘contextual modernism’,11 underscoring the variety of modernism(s) based on the
unique interplay between global modernist movements and traditional values,
practices and norms. Seeing modernist works as contextualized by their various
meaning-laden contexts allows us to acknowledge modernism not as a homogeneous
movement, but as one inherently shaped by all of these contexts. The concept of
contextual modernism thus advocates for a dynamic understanding of cultural
interactions, challenging the idea of unilateral cultural exchange – fromWest to East
or vice versa.

Bokaro’s urban plan reflected a commitment to modernist urban planning
principles, characterized by significant state involvement, functionalist design and
the belief that the built environment can shape nature, including human nature.12

The BokaroGeneral Plan primarily catered to public-sector employees, including but
not limited to those working at the Bokaro Steel Plant (hereafter BSL for Bokaro Steel
Limited), which was – and still remains – the city’s main employer. This focus has
sometimes led to the misconception that Bokaro was solely linked to industrial
production and direct Soviet influence. However, the city’s design and development
also reflected a broader vision that integrated local contexts and addressed social
needs.

Taking inspiration from this conceptual framework of contextual modernism, I
approach the urban design and planning of Bokaro Steel City (hereafter Bokaro) both
as a product of the interplay between themodernist movement and local contexts and
as an integral component of this same movement, thus shaped by and shaping
modernism. In this article, I aim to shift the focus away from purely Western or
Soviet influences on Bokaro’s design and instead examine the key factors that
informed the planners’ decisions, particularly the social rationale that underpinned
Bokaro’s conceived space.

In my analysis of Bokaro’s urban design, I focus on ‘conceived’ space through the
lens of Henri Lefebvre’s theory of the production of space.13 Lefebvre identifies three
aspects of social space production: conceived (space as ‘representation’), perceived
(space as ‘configuration’) and lived (space as ‘signification’). This article delves into
the abstract representation of space, crafted by professionals such as geographers,
planners, cartographers, architects and engineers. By examining Bokaro’s ‘conceived’
space, I approach urban space as the intentions and envisioned spatial arrangements
of planners. This exploration reveals the ideological and functional aspirations
underpinning Bokaro’s urban planning, offering insights into the vision that shaped
this planned community.

The research is based on an analysis of archival materials and ethnographic
fieldwork. I examined the General Plan of the City (n.d., c. 1969–70) and the Master

10G.C. Spivak, ‘City, country, agency’, in V. Prakash (ed.), Theatres of Decolonization: (Architecture)
Agency (Urbanism) (Seattle, 1997), 1–22, cited in V. Prakash, ‘Inheriting modernism: rethinking Chandigarh
in the post-colonial frame’, in Constructing New Worlds: Proceedings of the 1998 ACSA International

Conference, 23–27 May 1998, Universidade (Washington, DC, 1998), 187–90.
11R.S. Kumar, Santiniketan: The Making of a Contextual Modernism (New Delhi, 1997).
12L. Drummond and D. Young (eds.), Socialist and Post-Socialist Urbanisms: Critical Reflections from a

Global Perspective (Toronto, 2020).
13H. Lefebvre, The Production of Space (Malden, 1991).
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Approach Plan (1974), accessed during my two-month fieldwork stay in Bokaro.
These essential documents were provided by Dipankar Das, the former deputy
general manager in the Architecture and City Planning Department at the Steel
Authority of India Limited (SAIL), with whom I conducted several semi-structured
interviews to gain insights into the workings of Bokaro Steel City’s Architecture and
City Planning Department. Das was employed as an architect at the department from
1980 to 2013, where he was involved in the design, planning and maintenance of the
city according to theGeneral Plan. From2013 until his retirement in 2023, Das served
as a consultant for the Township Administration on city development issues.
Additionally, over the past decade, Das has operated his own private architectural
office. Additional historical documents and books were sourced from the Human
Resources Department of SAIL. I also used an online-published diary of a Soviet
engineer who was part of a technical delegation overseeing the Bokaro Steel Plant
from 1970 to 1973.

Multiple modernities: a view from the global new town movement

New towns constructed in the twentieth century have historically been viewed
through the lens of ‘Western’ influences in their design. The term ‘new towns’
originated from English-language scholarship and refers to planned cities built on
greenfield sites. Viewing new towns as products of ‘Western’modernist urbanism is
not rare in the historiography of colonial or post-colonial countries. Consequently,
research on planned urbanism in post-colonial countries has frequently focused on
how Western planners aimed to control colonial societies by creating new urban
spaces driven by the imperatives of efficiency, science and standardization.14Numer-
ous studies examine the ‘golden age’ of the global new towns movement, generally
seen as spanning from 1945 to 1975, when planned new towns became a favoured
solution across many continents for states to enhance social provision through urban
planning.15The prevailing perception is that the concept of modernity – grounded in
scientific planning and progress – is inherently Western, exported globally and that
modernist urban forms were conceived by colonizers or were products of colonial
imposition.

Over the past decade, this conventional narrative of the ‘Western’ roots of
modernist urbanism has been increasingly challenged. Scholars have argued16 that
socialist cities should be viewed as products of socialist modernity, with Stephen
Kotkin’s Magnetic Mountain17 pioneering this comparative approach within the

14P. Rabinow, French Modern: Norms and Forms of the Social Environment (Chicago, 1995), 332;
D. Mittner, New Towns: An Investigation on Urbanism (Berlin, 2018), 34–53.

15M. Crinson, Modern Architecture and the End of Empire (Aldershot, 2003); R. Wakeman, Practicing
Utopia: An Intellectual History of the New Town Movement (Chicago, 2016); Crimson Historians and
Urbanists, ‘Introduction’, in Crimson Historians and Urbanists (eds.),New Towns on the ColdWar Frontiers

(Rotterdam, forthcoming).
16See, e.g., N. Ssorin-Chaikov, ‘Soviet debris: failure and the poetics of unfinished construction in northern

Siberia’, Social Research: An International Quarterly, 83 (2016), 689–721; M. Murawski, ‘Actually-existing
success: economics, aesthetics, and the specificity of (still-)socialist urbanism’,Comparative Studies in Society

and History, 60 (2018), 907–37; H.D. DeHaan, ‘Framing the socialist city as practice’, Contemporary

European History, 31 (2022), 469–77.
17S. Kotkin, Magnetic Mountain: Stalinism as a Civilization (Berkeley, 1995).
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transnational history ofmodernist urbanism. Additionally, some have questioned the
dominance ofWestern influences onmodernist urbanism in the Global South during
the Cold War. Examining large-scale projects in Accra, Lagos, Baghdad, Abu Dhabi
and Kuwait City, Łukasz Stanek in Architecture in Global Socialism traces the
collaboration of local consultancies with architects, planners and contractors from
socialist states and challenges the notion that these modernist urban structures were
merely products of ‘Westernization’ or Americanization, a dominant perspective
solidified in the wake of capitalist triumphalism after 1989.18 Similarly, other scholars
emphasize how urban planning was instrumental to shaping ‘socialist worldmaking’
during the ColdWar.19Ahistory journal recently published a special issue on Second
World urban history, critiquing the Western-centric historiography and periodiza-
tion of new towns that often starts with post-World War II reconstruction and
ignores planned ex novo cities that had emerged in the Soviet Union since the early
1930s.20 These critical voices have led to a reconceptualization of modernism as an
international phenomenon, highlighting global exchanges through both practical
collaboration and knowledge sharing.21

Now, an emerging perspective on modernist urbanism calls for decentring West-
ern and Soviet influences alike, highlighting more diverse forms of modernity.
Kimberly Zarecor, focusing on communal housing, challenges the notion that post-
war Czechoslovakia’s architectural policies were solely dictated by Moscow.22 Sim-
ilarly, Virág Molnár highlights the significant role of local governments and archi-
tects in creating Hungary’s distinctive socialist housing architecture, as well as the
effort these actors made to reshape everyday life and political systems, contrasting
this with the strict Soviet directives in post-war Berlin.23Nikolay Erofeev and Łukasz
Stanek offer a nuanced view of Ulaanbaatar’s planning, which stemmed from
extensive exchanges among Mongolian, Soviet and other Comecon24 actors during
the ColdWar.25These ethnographic works decentre Soviet influence in state socialist
or allied projects and move beyond the notions of ‘export’ and ‘import’, arguably

18
Ł. Stanek, Architecture in Global Socialism: Eastern Europe,West Africa, and theMiddle East in the Cold

War (Princeton, 2020).
19C. Schwenkel, ‘Traveling architecture: East German urban designs in Vietnam’, International Journal for

History, Culture and Modernity, 2 (2014), 155–74, at 155; J. Mark, A.M. Kalinovsky and S. Marung (eds.),
Alternative Globalizations: Eastern Europe and the Postcolonial World (Bloomington, 2020); Z. Ginelli,
‘Decolonizing the city? Traversing urbanscapes in the world-systemic transperipheral histories between
socialist Hungary and the Global South’ (blog), 2022, https://zoltanginelli.com/ accessed 12 Dec. 2024.

20D. Bocharnikova and S.E. Harris (eds.), ‘Second World urbanity: new histories of the socialist city’,
Journal of Urban History, 44 (2018), 3–117.

21Á. Moravánszky and T. Lange (eds.), Re-Framing Identities: Architecture’s Turn to History, 1970–1990

(Basel, 2017), 13–24; A. Sammartino, ‘The socialist city of tomorrow in retrospect’, Journal of Urban History,
49 (2023), 1404–9.

22K.E. Zarecor,Manufacturing a Socialist Modernity: Housing in Czechoslovakia, 1945–1960 (Pittsburgh,
2011).

23V.E. Molnár, Building the State: Architecture, Politics, and State Formation in Post-War Central Europe

(London, 2013).
24The Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (Comecon) was an economic organization from 1949 to

1991 that comprised the countries of the Eastern Bloc along with a number of socialist states elsewhere in the
world. See M.C. Kaser, Comecon: Integration Problems of the Planned Economies (Oxford, 1967).

25N. Erofeev and Ł. Stanek, ‘Integrate, adapt, collaborate: Comecon architecture in socialist Mongolia’,
ABE Journal: Architecture beyond Europe, 19 (2021), 1–37.
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rooted in outmoded colonial or Cold War binaries of Western modernism or Soviet
socialist modernity. This strand of literature highlights the complexities of transna-
tional social and political realities as manifested in material foundations.

Also in the realm of Indian modernist architecture and urbanism, scholars have
challenged the assumption of modernism as inherently ‘Western’ and urge for a shift
away from Eurocentric historiography that positions Western Europe as the arche-
typal ‘modern’.26 Early post-Independence urban development in India was recently
revisited in the 2022 exhibition ‘The Project of Independence: Architectures of
Decolonization in South Asia, 1947–1985’, hosted by the Museum of Modern Art
in New York. The exhibition, examining the architecture and built environment in
India, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka, frames these urbanities as a tool for
cultural emancipation, not only from the weight of political and cultural colonization
but also from a rigid conception of modernism as uniquely developed by the West.27

In sum, this body of work emphasizes Avijit Pathak’s call to acknowledge the
existence of multiple modernities,28 challenging the notion of a singular, linear
perspective. By moving away from monolithic narratives of modernism, this
approach acknowledges regional differences and helps to understand the dynamics
between central and peripheral relationships.29 Consequently, it cautions against
assuming that urban modernity is seamlessly transposed across different locales or
merely imposed by dominant powers.

The limits of a Soviet imprint in a peripheral Indian city

Scholars advocating for greater recognition of Indian contributions to international
modernism often challenge the notion of Indian modernism as merely a Western
product. However, this narrative diverges for Bokaro, which, along with Bhilai – the
first Indian city built with Soviet assistance in the 1950s – is sometimes associated
with Soviet urban expertise. In this section, I explore the reasons for the persistence of
such perceptions and identify the limits of Soviet influence on Bokaro.

Bokaro and three other planned towns, built in early post-Independence India,
were developed near steel plants established with technological and financial assis-
tance from various foreign governments on both sides of the Iron Curtain. This
practice reflected India’s strategy, positioning itself with the Non-Aligned Move-
ment30 in order to leverage Cold War dynamics. Two of the four steel plants were
built with fraternal collaboration from the Soviet Union, leading to the occasional
mischaracterization of these towns as products of Soviet aid. Architectural historian
Clayton Strange, in his insightful bookMonotown: UrbanDreams Brutal Imperatives,
employs a transnational comparative approach to examine planned industrial cities

26J. Hosagrahar, IndigenousModernities: Negotiating Architecture and Urbanism (London, 2005); K. Gast,
Modern Traditions: Contemporary Architecture in India (Basel, 2007).

27M. Stierli, A. Pieris and S. Anderson (eds.), The Project of Independence: Architectures of Decolonization
in South Asia, 1947–1985 (New York, 2022).

28A. Pathak, Modernity, Globalization and Identity: Towards a Reflexive Quest (Delhi, 2006).
29P.Mitter, ‘Decenteringmodernism: art history and avant-garde art from the periphery’,TheArt Bulletin,

90 (2008), 531–48.
30TheNon-AlignedMovement, established in Belgrade in 1961, is a coalition of 120 countries not formally

aligned with any major power bloc.
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in the Soviet Union, China and India.31 He identifies a ‘Soviet town-framing’
phenomenon, suggesting the Soviet single-industry planned city model was trans-
ferred to Asia and Africa alongside Soviet industrial projects. Strange sees Bhilai and
Bokaro as built according to Soviet town-framing practices. Similarly, anthropologist
Jonathan Parry referred to the central Indian city of Bhilai as a ‘Soviet-built steel
town’ in a 2008 paper,32 but later corrected this in his influential book Classes of
Labour, published 12 years later,33 clarifying that the township’s design was carried
out entirely by a renowned architectural firm fromMumbai, without Soviet involve-
ment. The diverging interpretations about the design origins of these urban spaces
stems from their proximity and political connection to steel plants. These planned
cities, often termed ‘industrial towns’ or ‘steel towns’, are often viewed as extensions
of the industrial complexes that employed their residents, thus undermining their
status as independent urban settlements.34

Planned industrial towns were pivotal to India’s state-led industrialization
agenda.35 Early independent India, primarily an agrarian country with a weak
industrial base, embarked on a path to ‘catch up’ with the modernity of developed
nations by prioritizing industrialization. This shift was particularly significant given
that British colonialism had deindustrialized India in the nineteenth century, trans-
forming the country from a world-leading exporter of processed goods to primarily
exporting raw materials to Britain and importing British manufactured goods.36 The
national modernization agenda emphasized rapid industrialization and urbanization
working in tandem – a strategy some scholars arguemirrored the early Soviet Union’s
strategy.37 This approach explains the proliferation of industrial new towns in post-
colonial India.

To achieve rapid industrialization, India prioritized developing heavy industries
as a quick solution to post-colonial economic challenges.38 Its industrial strategy
emphasized a producer-oriented steel industry that served smaller, often privately
owned, businesses rather than large corporations or individual consumers, with the
aim of stimulating long-term economic growth rather than short-term profit.39

31C. Strange, Monotown: Urban Dreams Brutal Imperatives (San Francisco, 2019).
32J. Parry, ‘The sacrifices of modernity in a Soviet-built steel town in Central India’, in F. Pine and J. De

Pina-Cabral (eds.), On the Margins of Religion (Oxford, 2008), 233–62.
33Parry, Classes of Labour, 91.
34As noted byM.Mazereeuw,M.Ojha andA. Barve, ‘Migrant informalities of Indian steel towns: planning

lessons from Rourkela, Bhilai and Durgapur’, Environment and Urbanization ASIA, 8 (2017), 74–93, at 79;
C. Strümpell, Steel Town Adivasis: Industry and Inequality in Eastern India (New Delhi, 2023), 235.

35Kalia, ‘Modernism, modernization and post‐colonial India’, 153; Glover, ‘The troubled passage from
“village communities”’, 108–9.

36A.K. Bagchi, ‘De‐industrialization in India in the nineteenth century: some theoretical implications’,
Journal of Development Studies, 12 (1976), 135–64.

37S. Roy, ‘Cities of hope: steel townships and the spatial practices of the nation-state’, in Beyond belief:

India and the politics of postcolonial nationalism (Durham, NC, 2007); Strange,Monotown, 15; Parry, Classes
of Labour, 7.

38G. Mishra, ‘Indo-Soviet economic cooperation’, in V. Bhatia (ed.), Indo-Soviet Relations: Problems and

Prospects (New Delhi, 1984), 113.
39F. Macheda and R. Nadalini, ‘Samir Amin in Beijing: delving into China’s delinking policy’, Review of

African Political Economy, 48 (2021), 119–41; V.G. Mehtras, Labour Participation in Management: An

Experiment in Industrial Democracy in India (Bombay, 1966), 33; R.B. Singh, Economics of Public Sector Steel

Industry in India (New Delhi, 1989), 2.
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Significant investment in the steel industry was deemed necessary due to the limited
benefits of small-scale steel production. Large plants like the Bokaro Steel Plant
became crucial for supporting other industries reliant on steel, such as railway
manufacturing,40 and for fulfilling the country’s strategic needs. Bokaro Steel Plant,
the fourth major steel plant in post-colonial India, was established as a public-sector
enterprise.

The first three large steel plants had already been built with international aid: the
Rourkela Steel Plant in Odisha was supported byWest Germany, the Durgapur Steel
Plant in West Bengal by Britain and the Bhilai Steel Plant in Chhattisgarh (part of
Madhya Pradesh until 2000) by the Soviet Union. Initially, for the Bokaro Steel Plant
in Bihar, India sought collaboration with the United States, partly due to the prior
involvement of the US-based Damodar Valley Corporation in local industrial pro-
jects.41 However, US support waned in 1962 amid congressional opposition to a
‘socialist enterprise’ due to the Indian government’s insistence on keeping the plant’s
ownership in the public sector. By May 1963, after US prospects closed, India invited
tenders from other countries, leading to a 1965 agreement for Soviet financial and
technical assistance for the Bokaro Steel Plant.42

Its construction began in 1967, with Soviet specialists assisting and meticulously
monitoring construction and operations. Soviet engineer Valentin Krzhivitsky,
working in Bokaro from 1970 to 1973, details his experiences in his diaries, published
in an online blog.43He noted with pride that the Soviet delegation saw the plant into
production, describing the first blast furnace commission in October 1972. In his
diaries, he also emphasizes how the Soviet specialists’ daily lives included a steady
routine of supervisory and operational duties, which aligns with Jonathan Parry’s
observation of Soviet management style of such projects as centralized.44Krzhivitsky
writes:

In themorning I ran around the sites where the installation was going on. If the
situation deserved it, I gave the people a little dressing down, otherwise I praised
them for their work. I explained all the misunderstandings and, having made
sure that there were no questions left, that everything was clear to the super-
visors, foremen, and welders, I returned to the office of the complex and
reported to my boss.45

It is important to note that the steel plant operated under Indian control from the very
beginning. The plant was envisioned in the 1950s as a public, Indian-owned project,
andwasmanaged byHindustan Steel Limited (HSL) and later by the Steel Authority of
India Limited (SAIL). From its conception, it was clear that HSL would own the plant,
with the Soviet Union acting as a foreign sponsor to assist in this public initiative.

40R.C. Allen, Farm to Factory: A Reinterpretation of the Soviet Industrial Revolution (Princeton, 2009).
41K.C. Sivaramakrishnan, New Towns in India: A Report on a Study of Selected New Towns in the Eastern

Region (Calcutta, 1976), 26; Strange, Monotown, 322.
42Strange, Monotown, 318–20, 326.
43V. Krzhivitsky, ‘BokaroWelcomes Us! My Valley: A BlindMan’s Blog [Bokaro Privetstvuet Nas! Yudol’

Moya: Blog Slepogo Starika] (blog), 2018, http://old-blindman.blogspot.com/2018/11/blog-post_24.html
accessed 12 Dec. 2024.

44J.P. Parry and C. Strümpell, ‘On the desecration of Nehru’s “temples”: Bhilai and Rourkela compared’,
Economic and Political Weekly, 43 (2008), 47–57, at 53.

45Krzhivitsky, ‘Bokaro Welcomes Us!’. Free translation by the author.
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Reflecting on the collaborative efforts in the development of the steel plant,
Krzhivitsky notes that Indian workers took charge of the surrounding infrastructure
projects independently:

On the 24 January 1964, a public-sector limited liability company was estab-
lished – Bokaro Steel Limited (BSL). It was our employer, we helped it, we
worked for it. Their first premises were the houses of the new city of Bokaro,
namely Sector III and Camps I and II, to receive the first arrivals to the
construction site. Sectors II, IX, IV, and so on were built without any breaks.
The Indians carried out these works themselves, without our help. Soviet
specialists were engaged only in the plant [emphasis added].46

This diary entry, dated around themid-1970s, emphasizes that Soviet specialists were
exclusively involved with the plant, an understanding echoed by Bokaro’s residents
during my fieldwork. After the plant’s launch, according to my personal exchange
and interviews with local residents, a smaller number of Soviet specialists stayed in
Bokaro until the early 1990s. Although no official data exist on the exact numbers of
Soviet citizens residing in Bokaro, the residents I spoke with estimate that, at its peak,
the total number of Soviet specialists and their family members living there was
around 3,000.47 Their long-term engagement meant Soviet engineers and their
families often lived in Bokaro for several years in a distinct area known as the
‘Russian Colony’, which featured two- and three-storey houses (see Figure 1), a
primary school, a club, a shopping centre and a small playground. It constituted a
typical neighbourhood but required a special pass to enter it.48 While this extended
presence was crucial for the plant’s successful operation, it had little direct influence
on the city’s development. Nevertheless, the long-term presence of the Soviet experts
may have left a cultural and social imprint on the local community; these aspects
warrant separate research.

Cultivating cohesion: social reproduction as Bokaro’s core strength

The important role of public-sector companies in Nehru’s vision for post-colonial
Indian development has been extensively explored in scholarly literature. However,
the distinct urban planning and social fabric of individual steel towns have generally
been overlooked.49 The Indian new town programme, central to Nehru’s vision for
modernist development, had ambitious social goals. First, this programme sought to
reshape national spatial politics to promote regionally balanced urbanization.50New
towns were strategically located in predominantly rural areas of eastern and central

46Ibid.
47To understand this in context, when the iron production plant was commissioned in 1972, Bokaro’s

population was nearly 100,000, and by 1981, it had grown to over 220,000 inhabitants. See Strange,
Monotown, 337.

48B. Swachchhasila, ‘Mrs Kasalova’s Perestroika’, Telegraph India, 27 Sep. 2020.
49Important exceptions are a chapter in Jonathan Parry’s monograph on Bhilai (Parry, Classes of Labour,

76–103), and a chapter in Christian Strümpell’s monograph on Rourkela (Strümpell, Steel Town Adivasis,
234–312). Along with these anthropological accounts is an inquiry on Rourkela’s urban development
explored by an architect and planner; see A. Saad, ‘Rourkela – the double life of an Indian new town’, in
Crimson Historians and Urbanists (eds.), New Towns on the Cold War Frontier.

50Kalia, ‘Modernism, modernization and post‐colonial India’, 134.
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India to integrate these regions into the emerging nation-state,51 and to ensure an
even distribution of the population between larger and smaller cities, as well as
between peripheral and centrally located regions.

Second, it aimed to facilitate social transformation of a predominantly rural
Indian society into a modern and secular urban nation.52 The demographic makeup
of planned cities, developed on greenfield sites, was unique as it attracted workers
from across India, preventing any single regional group from dominating. In these
planned townships built by migrants from across India, the segregation of space and
services based on ethnicity, caste and religion was strictly prohibited by the Indian
government.53 Since ‘traditional’ identities such as caste vary regionally, they could
not be straightforwardly transplanted into new towns, nor could hierarchies among
unfamiliar groups be easily established or legitimized. Challenging the essentializa-
tion of inequality and cultivating a cosmopolitan atmosphere, this social ‘blending’
strategy aimed to foster new social relations54 and unify new residents as belonging to
a single nation.55 This cosmopolitanism played a crucial role in the partial disman-
tling of entrenched social divides. Implementing Nehru’s vision on the ground was
primarily the responsibility of governmental bodies, professional architects and
engineers, who leveraged modernist urban design to achieve these goals. The

Figure 1. Russian Colony, photograph c. 1970s. Courtesy of the Facebook group ‘Bokaro Lovers’.

51Strümpell, Steel Town Adivasis, 235.
52Glover, ‘The troubled passage from “village communities”’, 124; Strümpell, Steel Town Adivasis, 15.
53Saad, ‘Rourkela – the double life of an Indian new town’.
54Parry, ‘The sacrifices of modernity’.
55Singh, Kahlon and Chandel, ‘Political discourse and the planned city’.
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government recognized architecture and urban design as powerful tools for facili-
tating social transformation, aligning with what labour geographer Andrew Herod
describes as ‘social engineering through spatial engineering’.56

In Bokaro, the Architecture and City Planning Department, led by senior planner
B.K. Gupta and chief architect-planner B. Mehta, was responsible for implementing
the ambitious social objectives of the new town programme. Bokaro was a city of
considerable political significance, serving as a model settlement in India’s new town
programme. Moreover, it also held the distinction of being the last planned city built
around a major steel plant in independent India, allowing it to accumulate valuable
experience and knowledge from earlier projects.

Once the government decided to establish the next steel plant in Bokaro, the
department, formed in 1962, conducted preliminary studies to create an initial plan
sketch. These studies aimed ‘to evolve the basic concept for the General Plan’.57

In 1964, an All-India Panel of four Town Planners, after a site visit, reviewed the plan
and its concepts and provided feedback and suggestions.58 In March 1966, the
comprehensive plan was finalized, outlining both short- and long-term development
in line with the state-led vision.59 The plan was revised in 1974 and again in 1982–84,
when new roads and sectors were added, along with other amendments.60

By 1980, the Architecture and City Planning Department in Bokaro had grown to
about 50 members, reflecting its substantial capacity and importance. Among its
distinguished staff wasDipankarDas, an architect who joined the department in 1980
already with extensive experience. Das previously worked at a private architectural
firm and held educational credentials from prestigious institutions – holding a degree
in architecture from Baroda (now Vadodara) and a town planning degree from IIT
Kharagpur, one of India’s leading engineering universities. In an interview, he stated
he was drawn to the project by its scale and competitive salary; he was impressed by
the department’s considerable size and the high qualifications of the team: ‘When
I came to the department, I was shocked because it was a very big department. It was a
huge department! There were about 28 executives [architects and planners], and
29 non-executives like draftsmen and others’ (8 March 2023, Bokaro). Das men-
tioned with fascination the department’s management of a vast archive, its produc-
tion of over 30,000 manual drawings and its maintenance of design integrity
throughout the new town. In his view, the department’s organized efforts and
significant influence on the city’s development, together with the political importance
of the city, were very attractive to qualified staff all across India. Das was pleasantly
surprised to find his former classmate from IIT Kharagpur also hired by the
department, highlighting the fact that Bokaro was attracting talent from prestigious
institutions in the country.

According to Managing Director Mr K.M. George, who signed the General Plan’s
Foreword, life satisfaction was crucial for good working conditions, especially in a
remote setting where many residents had migrated from elsewhere. As noted in the

56A. Herod, ‘Social engineering through spatial engineering: company towns and the geographical
imagination’, in O. Dinius and A. Vergara (eds.), Company Towns in the Americas: Landscape, Power, and

Working-Class Communities (Athens, 2011), 21–44.
57BSL, ‘General Plan’, 10.
58Ibid.
59N.R. Srinivasan, The History of Bokaro (Bokaro, 1988), 118.
60BSL, ‘General Plan’, appxs. 2–3.
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housing section of the plan, life satisfaction is part of the general working life of a
person, and housing is described as ‘one of the basic requirements where a person can
feel at home before and after his working hours’.61 The City Plan thus aimed to
establish a robust material foundation for the town’s social development to ensure a
healthy social environment in the long term: ‘Long range planning…besides being
economical, also helps towards the growth of [a] healthy environment where the
people would derive maximum contentment from “work” as well as “home”.’62

The department’s work was structured around the provision of basic yet high-
quality social amenities for the township’s residents, adhering to the principle of even
distribution of facilities across the city, ensuring all sectors were equipped with
modern civic amenities such as electricity and running water.63 According to Das,
this approach was inspired by the comprehensive urban planning strategies seen in
Chandigarh’s development. Scholars similarly note that the construction of Chan-
digarh in Punjab, alongwith other India state capitals such asGandhinagar inGujarat
and Bhubaneswar inOdisha, served as crucial training grounds for Indian planners in
the post-Independence period. These projects not only provided planners with
invaluable hands-on experience but also contributed to the broader body of archi-
tectural and urban planning knowledge, becoming instrumental in training new
generations of architects, engineers and planners and intended to provide them with
valuable experience to be later deployed in other urban centres across India, thus
fostering urban development.64

The department’s work was centred around what became known as the ‘primary
school concept’, a key element outlined in the General Plan as the ‘Primary and
Secondary School District Concept’. This approach described a hierarchical organi-
zation of self-contained functional units at three levels: city, sector and neighbour-
hood. Each neighbourhood comprised 100 to 150 dwelling units, with each unit
consisting of four or more apartments. Several neighbourhoods together formed a
sector. In Bokaro, 10 out of 12 sectors were residential, and formed a city. As alluded
to in the name of the concept, central to the city’s spatial organization was the
placement of schools. A primary school served as the nucleus of each neighbourhood,
and secondary schools anchored the sector level. Planning incorporated precise
calculations of distance to ensure accessibility: a primary school with a capacity of
490 students, all living within 0.6 km of the facility, and a secondary school with a
capacity of 600 students, all within 1.6 km.65 This strong emphasis on schooling
illustrates the importance of social reproduction in the township’s design.

The neighbourhood unit concept was instrumental in the three-tier system of the
urban design’s hierarchies, well-defined transportation network and community
organization around schools. Architectural historian William Glover argues that
‘village-like’ neighbourhoods, centred around a green zonewith a primary school and
local shops (see Figure 2), were designed to facilitate villagers’ transition to an urban
lifestyle while encouraging community engagements.66

61Ibid., 21.
62Ibid., 9–10.
63Ibid., 22–3.
64A. Thorner, ‘Nehru, Albert Mayer, and origins of community projects’, Economic and Political Weekly,

16 (1981), 117–20; Kalia, ‘Modernism, modernization and post‐colonial India’.
65BSL, ‘General Plan’, 18.
66Glover, ‘The troubled passage from “village communities”’, 110–12.
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Each sector included two secondary schools as well as essential facilities such as
health centres, post offices, religious and cultural institutions, police stations and
sports playgrounds (see Figure 3), thus functioning as a self-contained unit. This self-
containment was vital as Bokaro’s construction unfolded in two phases. Phase one,
which ran until 1981, targeted the completion of 17,850 apartments and associated
facilities. Phase two, from 1982 to 1988, aimed to construct 17,183 additional homes.
Together, they achieved a total of approximately 30,000 completed apartments.67 As
outlined in the General Plan, self-contained sectors also ensured community life
during construction phases of the city.68 Facilities such as public institutions, bus
terminals, hospitals, highways, parks and a college were tied to the city level in this
three-tier system.

The built environment was designed to eliminate concerns over basic needs,
fostering conditions for residents to enjoy stable daily routines. The city’s design
emphasizes the state’s responsibility for providing a comprehensive and holistic
social welfare system for public-sector employees, offering free healthcare, education
and leisure. As articulated in the Foreword of the General Plan, achieving a high level
of satisfaction for the city’s community, both in the workplace and in life as a whole,
was a central objective of the township’s design:

Figure 2. The scheme of social facilities included in the neighbourhood unit in Bokaro. Source:BSL, ‘General
Plan: Bokaro Steel City’ (Bokaro, n.d., c. 1969–70), 19. Courtesy of Dipankar Das.

67Srinivasan, The History of Bokaro, 122–4.
68BSL, ‘General Plan’, 18.
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When located on an isolated and virgin site, it [Bokaro Steel Plant] creates
demands for housing, recreation, shopping, education, medical and similar
other requirements of the employees and their dependants. For harmonious
working conditions, an integrated steel plant requires an integrated community
life for its employees. To achieve this, a new town with all facilities has been
designed for the employees of Bokaro Steel Limited so that they have not only
job satisfaction but also full life satisfaction.69

To conclude, the township design paid a great deal of attention to ensuring access to
social amenities for its residents, distributed evenly across sectors. By strategically
positioning primary schools at the core of each neighbourhood, the plan ensured the
safety and accessibility of educational services for all local families and fostered
community engagement. This nested hierarchy of social facilities – from neighbour-
hood units to sectors and up to the city level, demonstrates a social-oriented model
for urban development, fostering a sense of community through the provision of
well-equipped shared public spaces. Centred on the distribution of infrastructures of
social reproduction, Bokaro’s strategic organization reflects a state-led urban
approach that positions these facilities as pivotal instruments for reshaping the
relationship between the state and its citizens.

The original plan, conceived in 1969–70, underwent continuous revisions. The
General Plan version that I had access to had in its appendix two revisions, made
in 1974 and 1982. These revisions pertained to the plans for constructing a com-
mercial airport, alterations in certain road layouts and the decision to develop Sector
XII in the south of the city instead of Sector VII in the north due to unforeseen land
issues. According to Das, such revisions were regularly integrated into the plan to

Figure 3. The scheme of social facilities included in each sector unit in Bokaro: health centre, community
hall, sector shopping, secondary school 600 places (x 2), police out-post, institutional, post/tele[phone?]
office. Source:BSL, ‘General Plan: Bokaro Steel City’ (Bokaro, n.d., c. 1969–70), 19. Courtesy of Dipankar Das.

69Ibid., 8.
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adapt to evolving circumstances. While Bokaro’s construction largely followed its
original General Plan, informal housing had been emerging in and around the
planned township, occupying some of the previously uninhabited spaces: the newly
urbanized space with all its built infrastructure was attractive. However, this aspect
lies beyond the scope of this article, which focuses on the conceived city and the latent
and manifest ideologies of Bokaro’s design. The original layout is clearly visible even
today, characterized by key housing stock – which we examine in the next section –

and infrastructures of social reproduction.

The social rationale of the housing scheme

In the context of steel towns such as Bokaro, the relationship between the state and its
citizens is not straightforward, as it is intricately mediated – and perhaps facilitated –
by an industrial company. The state delegated the task of social provision to public
companies like BSL, positioning these industries as both components of economic
development and patrons of welfare services. A crucial aspect of the state/public
company/citizen framework was the ‘urban’ element, which served as an instrument
to provide welfare, as may be seen in the emphasis on social reproduction in the city’s
design. The triangular relationship between the state, industry and urban planning
was essential for establishing welfare provision.

In the 1960s, land for Bokaro, requisitioned from local peasants, was subleased by
the central government to the state of Jharkhand (then Bihar) and subsequently to
SAIL. SAIL was given the responsibility of overseeing the development of the city’s
township and facilities, including educational, healthcare and industrial infrastruc-
ture.70 However, what makes Bokaro different from a typical company town is that
SAIL played a supporting role in fulfilling the government’s social and urban agenda,
rather thanmerely serving corporate interests. In a history of SAIL authored by high-
level managers and a former CEO, the authors noted that before the 1991 economic
reforms, the steel industry was one of the country’s most controlled sectors and was
regarded by the state as a ‘national benefactor’.71 This interplay ensured that the state
retained primary authority over Bokaro’s development, aligning its urban growth
with the state’s broader socio-political vision.

To facilitate the social transformation of a predominantly rural society into a
modern, urban and secular nation, the Indian government sought not only to
mitigate traditional village identities based on ethnicity, religion and caste – as
discussed in the previous section – but also to promote social blending at a class
level. There was a clear understanding regarding who the city was designed for: the
public-sector workforce, specifically the employees of BSL. This category encom-
passed not just the plant’s workers but also the employees of schools, hospitals and
other facilities, establishing that all BSL employees –whomade up themajority of the
township’s residents – were central to social provision and politics, effectively
rendering them ‘producer patriots’.72 Conversely, workers in the informal sector

70Ibid., 16.
71A. Pande and S. Kumar,Making the Elephant Dance: The Turnaround Story of SAIL (Los Angeles, 2021),

185.
72Referring to workers of a public-sector plant in another Indian ‘steel town’ called Rourkela, anthropol-

ogist Christian Strümpell emphasizes that the steel plant’s workers, who constituted the largest part of the
township’s population, were expected to transform into what might be called ‘producer patriots’. The

Urban History 15

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0963926825100400 Published online by Cambridge University Press



and those employed by private companies were, to some extent, excluded from this
‘social transformation’ plan. From the outset, the plan envisaged the development of
private industries around the public-sector steel plant and acknowledged the poten-
tial presence of BSL contract workers. Moreover, the potential presence of workers
who were not regular BSL employees is acknowledged in the General Plan: a
dedicated area was to be leased out for private developers to provide residential
buildings for ‘floating and construction population’.73 This distinction in the work-
force was therefore built into the plan, implying that a significant portion of the local
population would be excluded from the township, including from its housing,
infrastructure and social amenities. This underscores the crucial role the company
played in this development vision.

Another key aspect of class politics was focused on reducing disparities between
the officers and manual workers of BSL. Bokaro’s urban government deliberately
designed a social arrangement through housing distribution rather than allowing
market forces to segregate areas by affordability. This strategy aimed to prevent
affluent individuals from monopolizing particular residential areas. To tackle social
hierarchies and segregation, Bokaro’s housing scheme promoted social mixing by
offering diverse housing categories within a single sector (see Figure 4). These
categories were tailored to different occupational groups, conforming to national
standards set by the Bureau of Public Enterprises in the 1960s.

Housing categories, classified by income levels, varied in size and amenities (see
Table 1). Executives, earning higher incomes, received spacious villas (Type A), while
senior officers shared bungalows (Type B) due to density regulations. Officers were
allocated smaller units (Type C), and workers were housed inmoremodest dwellings
(Types D, E and F; see Figure 5), each tailored to specific income brackets. Despite
variations, all accommodations provided a notably high standard of living compared
to typical workers’ conditions. Each unit featured electricity, running water, indoor
toilets and kitchens, offering a quality of housing considered superior by Indian
working-class standards.74

The design of residential spaces in Bokaro aimed not only at providing high-
quality housing with a strong emphasis on an infrastructure of social reproduction
but also at facilitating daily interactions among public workers across different job
hierarchies by having them live together. The township included six housing cate-
gories, with Type A being the most commodious (193 sq. m) and Type F the smallest
(34 sq. m). These categories co-existed within each sector, promoting social mixing
by requiring residents of privileged categories A, B and C to share public spaces with
others.While themajority of residents in any given sector belonged to categories D, E
and F, privileged housing categories were deliberately not segregated into separate
sectors.

Non-executive workers and executives had to live together within the same sector,
‘to mix them up’, as noted by Dipankar Das. According to Das, the Architecture and
City Planning Department received numerous complaints from high-level officers.
He noted: ‘Since different social groups were not allowed to live and exist separately,
high-ranking and mid-level professionals had to share spaces with lower-ranking

population worked to literally build the nation not only by moulding steel but also by reshaping traditional
identities; see Strümpell, Steel Town Adivasis, 316.

73BSL, ‘General Plan’, 24.
74Parry, Classes of Labour, 92.
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workers. This did not always work well.’These challenges highlight the efficacy of the
town-planning objectives. While it may not have been easy, the enforced contact
between individuals from diverse backgrounds within a shared residential space
encouraged social interaction. The integration of different levels of employees within

Figure 4. City Plan of Bokaro Steel City. In this plan, the township is located to the right side of the plant, of
which we only see a small part. The capital letters attached to the orange sections indicate the housing
categories, and the Romannumerals represent the sector number. Chas is not part of the planned township
but, as a nearby settlement, is noted on the map. Courtesy of Dipankar Das.
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a single residential setting inevitably generated tensions, especially considering that
workplace hierarchies remained unchanged.

The articulated ideology of mixing housing categories in the design was only
superficially addressed in the General Plan, which briefly stated that an ‘attempt has
been made to mix…categories…to blend the city with a socially acceptable environ-
ment’.75 This nod towards social experimentation was overshadowed by a greater
emphasis on aesthetic considerations, such as how the category-based variation in
housing designs created an ‘interesting street picture’.76 Additionally, a functional

Table 1. Housing categories in Bokaro Steel City.

Housing
type

Size
(m2) Description

Pay range
(rupees)

Number of units
in the city

A 195 Villa for executives’ families 2,001 and above 26
B 140 One-to-two-storey bungalow for

senior officers’ families
1,251–2,000 160

C 83.6 Two-bedroom unit for officers’

families
601–1,250 876

D 56 Two-room unit for workers 301–600 2,004
E 37 Common housing for average

workers
111–300 9,756

F 34 Housing for low-income households Up to 110 3,702

Source: ‘General Plan: Bokaro Steel City’ (Bokaro, n.d., c. 1969–70), 24. The number of units represents only the first phase of
the township’s construction. For income comparison: the average annual income per capita in Bihar (the region Bokaro
belonged to at that time) in the 1960s was 332 rupees.

Figure 5. Housing category D. BSL, ‘General Plan: Bokaro Steel City’ (Bokaro, n.d., c. 1969–70), 19. Courtesy
of Dipankar Das

75BSL, ‘General Plan’, 22.
76Ibid.
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rationale was offered by positioning lower-income housing closer to the plant, based
on the presumed lack of car transport among residents77 – although this was not
entirely true, since many of the larger villas and upper-class housing were indeed
placed in sectors near the plant.

The General Plan does not detail how housing categories were specifically mixed,
discussing only the stages of housing construction.78 However, in The History of
Bokaro, published in 1988, N.R. Srinivasan provides a table with category-based and
sector-based data.79 This table, as of 31 March 1988 (see Figure 6), demonstrates the
integrated approach, showing categories A, B and C mixed with D, E and F. This
arrangement indicates an intentional blend of different residential categories within
the township. Through this combination, the layout promoted a class-diverse resi-
dential environment. The predominance of categories D, E and F in all sectors
highlighted a commitment to providing affordable and accessible housing for a broad
range of residents. This distribution also ensured that the most affluent employees
did not occupy exclusive residential areas. Instead, they lived alongside individuals
from various socio-economic backgrounds, and this generated shared communal
spaces and daily interactions.

Bokaro’s housing policy presents a unique case that both mirrors and diverges
from the typical approaches found in post-war planned industrial cities in the Soviet

Figure 6. House allotment as of 31 March 1988. Source: N.R. Srinivasan, The History of Bokaro (Bokaro,
1988), 24.

77Ibid., 23.
78Ibid., 48–9.
79Srinivasan, The History of Bokaro, 24.
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Union. In many respects, Bokaro’s urban planning aligns with principles of socialist
modernity. First, enhancing social provision through urban planning, where the state
supplies services while a public company distributes them on the ground, reflects an
ideological integration of urban planning, welfare provision and industry, rooted in
the belief that the built environment can drive social change, similar to the power
dynamics in socialist cities.80 Secondly, the emphasis on social reproduction facilities
is parallel in vision with socialist cities, reflecting a commitment by the state to
participate in social transformations and share responsibilities with families regard-
ing educational, medical and recreational development.81 Moreover, the concept of
individual land plots – a remnant of capitalist land development –was not used in the
plans. Thirdly, the state vision, executed through urban planning, resulted in central
planning – a defining characteristic of both socialist cities and Bokaro.

However, what sets Bokaro apart from socialist cities such as Mezhdurechensk in
south-western Siberia, whose urban policies I analysed in another article,82 is its
approach to housing categories within the urban plan. While socialist cities typically
featured standardized housing developed by the state, varying primarily by the era of
construction (e.g. differing styles from the Stalin to Khrushchev periods), Bokaro’s
strategy intentionally integrated different housing categories so that they spatially
co-existed in the same sectors. By mixing categories A to C with categories D to F,
Bokaro ensured that affluent employees did not have exclusive domains. However,
the existence of these housing categories in itself illustrates that inequality was not
entirely eradicated in favour of an egalitarian society. Rather, the goal was to balance
class inequalities through mixed-class township neighbourhoods, albeit with ten-
sions, but toward a more socially balanced society. Furthermore, according to the
1988 data, these A to C categories are located only in four sectors, which are the city-
centre sectors and those closest to the plant. This indicates that affluent employees
did receive privileged locations, but not on an exclusive basis. This arrangement of
housing distribution reflects an intention to advancemodest social-democratic ideals
rather than a pursuit of a classless society, setting Bokaro apart from the traditional
models of socialist cities.

Cultivating a technical elite in an industrial working-class city

Bokaro was conceived and constructed as an exceptional city in India, meant to
embody the nation’s future. It was equipped with high-level infrastructure to attract
well-qualified professionals and engineers essential for industrial growth. However, it
also attracted other labourers who sawBokaro as an ideal place to build their lives and

80This model is described by Cera and Sechi in their analysis of the socialist city of Tolyatti in the Urals,
Soviet Union; see M. Cera and G. Sechi, Tolyatti: Exploring Post-Soviet Spaces (Berlin, 2020).

81The distribution of social reproduction facilities through allocating them evenly across sectors mirrors
the principles of the socialistmikroraion (micro-district), where the residential complex is a combination of
dwellings, nurseries, kindergartens, elementary and high schools, a community centre, community parks
with leisure facilities and areas and other public services. For more on the mikroraion model, see
D. Bocharnikova, ‘Inventing socialist modern: a history of the architectural profession in the USSR, 1954–
1971’, EuropeanUniversity Institute Ph.D. dissertation, 2014; C.E. Crawford, Spatial Revolution: Architecture
and Planning in the Early Soviet Union (Ithaca, 2022).

82I. Redkina, ‘Pioneers of gentrification: women entrepreneurs prospecting in a post-Soviet industrial city’,
Journal of Urban History, 51 (2025), 210–27.
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the lives of their children. This design served as a strong base from which to build a
city where engineers and other technical elite critical for the future of India would be
nurtured. In this article, I have argued that Bokaro’s urban arrangement of close-knit
residential zones and many shared spaces was deliberately designed to foster daily
interactions among residents from diverse economic backgrounds.

In Bokaro, no affluent group was permitted to territorially dominate a sector, and
this design supported the aim of cultivating a technical elite of industrial workers. By
ensuring that families of manual workers as well as some service workers would live
together with those in administrative and managerial positions, the urban layout
prompted residents from all economic backgrounds to live in proximity to each
other, allowing their children to grow up together, learn in the same schools and
participate in community activities. This mingling across different professional tiers
aimed to contribute to the development of a cohesive community where social
barriers were minimized and the distinctions between the professional-managerial
class and blue-collar workers residing in the township were blurred.

The focus on primary and secondary schools was crucial to this effort. The design
mandated that children of all resident workers, whether manual labourers or exec-
utives, attend the same schools, sharing educational resources and wearing standard
uniforms provided by the schools. The layout was structured so that residents would
participate in community centres, frequent markets and playgrounds together. Such
interactions would grant access to shared resources and social capital, facilitating
informal learning and exposure to diverse perspectives. This tacit learning, embedded
in the design, was based on daily interactions and aimed to increase the likelihood of
different groups’ children accessing high-ranking technical – often industrial –
positions in Bokaro.

By establishing urban spaces where families from varied economic backgrounds
co-existed with ample public facilities, Bokaro’s design was centred around fostering
the next generation of professional ‘producer patriots’, reflecting a nation-building
strategy driven by state-led urban planning. Similar to post-Independence state
capitals that served to ‘produce’ architects, engineers and planners, Bokaro, I argue,
was envisioned as a training ground for engineers and the technical-industrial elite.

The presence of income-based housing categories points to the social-democratic
nature of the city’s design scheme, unlike in the planned industrial cities of the post-
war Soviet context, which arguably aimed for a classless society. Bokaro’s design was
not intended to be universally egalitarian; rather, itmodelled another type of citizenry
where residents shared urban privileges and social responsibilities with the state. This
arrangement supported Bokaro’s role as a training ground for nurturing a technical
elite.

Conclusion

By examining the Bokaro General Plan through Lefebvre’s theoretical lens, I uncov-
ered the intentions and spatial arrangements as a ‘conceived’ space, along with how
both the middle and working classes were envisioned to inhabit it. The design of
Bokaro represents a remarkable instance ofmodernist urban planning that intricately
weaves together local socio-political aspirations with broader transnational influ-
ences.
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By adopting R. Siva Kumar’s concept of contextualized modernism, we gain
insight into how Bokaro’s design emerged as a product not only of its time but also
of its specific location in post-colonial India. The Indian industrial township has been
analysed in this research not as a mere replication ofWestern or socialist modernities
but as an adaptation of urban social objectives and functions. Bokaro’s design, while
influenced by the international modernist new town movement, was heavily
informed by local contextual factors, reflecting a modernist vision uniquely suited
to India’s post-colonial context.

Central to my argument was highlighting the distinct ways in which inequalities
among the workforce of the public company were mapped out in Bokaro’s plan. In
this model town, post-Independence India’s planners sought not only to develop
residential zones for public-sector workers but also to cultivate a socially inclusive
environment, integral to nation-building agendas and radical social transformations,
two critical themes for many countries during the second half of the twentieth
century. By incorporating and blending diverse income-based housing categories
within sectors, the plan sought not only to blur ethnic, regional and religious lines but
also to dissolve class barriers. In doing so, it sought to cultivate a technical elite,
essential for a new nation striving to narrow the industrial gap with ‘developed’
industrialized countries and forge its own form of modernity.
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5. From working-class cultivation 

to non-commercialized social interactions 

The evolving social role of modernist public spaces 
in an Indian industrial city 

Irina Redkina 

Introduction 

Modernist architecture and urbanism have often faced criticism for their per
ceived rigidity and failure to capture the complex dynamics of urban social life. 
ȃey are frequently depicted as products of top-down control with little regard 
for lived experience (Jacobs, 1961; Tafuri, [1973] 1976; Scott, 1998; Sennett, 2010). 
However, recent scholarship on post-war urban modernism, recognizing the 
multiplicity of its initial aims and afterlives, seeks to nuance and decolonize 
such generalizations (Kulić et al. 2014; Swenarton et al., 2015; Kordas, 2018). 
ȃis chapter contributes to this growing body of work by focusing on the pub
lic spaces designed in the early 1970s in Bokaro Steel City in line with mod
ernist principles of urban planning. Bokaro, a planned industrial city in east
ern India, was built in conjunction with the massive Bokaro Steel Plant – one 
of Asia’s largest, constructed with Soviet support. Conceived as part of one of 
the largest national new town programmes (Glover, 2012: 108) and of a national 
social modernization agenda (Parry, 2020: 7–9), the city and its public spaces 
were intentionally designed by Indian urban professionals to foster an urban 
working-class model town and to shape patterns of collective life and citizenry 
in postcolonial India. In this chapter I demonstrate that the functionality of 
Bokaro’s built environment endures amid the drastic socio-economic changes 
of the last decades. ȃis interplay has led to contingencies in the social role 
these spaces play today. 

Since the 1990s, Indian urban development has shifted towards neoliberal 
economic strategies, resulting in reduced state-provided social security and 
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greater autonomy for the public company managing Bokaro’s land and facili
ties. Despite these market-driven reconȀgurations, Bokaro’s urban design has
exhibited a notable resilience: ȃe city’s built environment has consistently
adapted to provide essential public goods, especially to the city’s vulnerable
populations. In functioning as a social buffer, the city’s originally planned
environments mitigate today’s inequalities brought about by neoliberal tran
sitions. By focusing on the city’s past and future urban development, this
research repositions modernist urbanism as a dynamic legacy in the present- 
day urban landscape.

By analysing Bokaro’s historical public spaces in flux, I explore how their
social role has been changed: from sustaining the city’s working-class char
acter to providing space for affordable recreation and non-commercialized
social relations. ȃe contingency in the social role of these public spaces,
I argue, is made possible by their enduring sociality. Amid signiȀcant so
cio-economic transformation and the rise of commercialized, exclusionary
venues such as policed shopping malls, modernist public spaces no longer
function precisely as their planners intended. Originally designed to cultivate
an aspirational, forward-looking urban working class and foster collective
sociality, these modernist public spaces persist in offering leisure as a public,
collective good. Today, these older spaces predominantly serve those excluded
from the city’s commodiȀed centres of consumption. While they may no
longer epitomize the postcolonial future its planners once envisioned, these
spaces have become refuges that maintain and reflect the city’s working-class
identity within a landscape increasingly dominated by neoliberal values and
market-driven urban change. By analysing the evolving social role of Bokaro’s
historical public spaces, I argue that a remarkable robustness of the planned
city’s design has maintained Bokaro’s ability to provide essential public goods,
despite pressures from commodiȀcation and market-driven changes.

ȃe empirical Ȁndings presented here challenge dominant critiques of
modernist urban planning by showing that these historical urban structures
are not socially static or exclusively geared towards control. ȃus, instead of
adopting the prevalent stance in mainstream literature, which views mod
ernist urban planning as a ‘top-down’ enterprise judged in terms of success
or failure (Tafuri, [1973] 1976; Scott, 1998) – and which is echoed by numerous
scholars, such as Nandy (2003) and Roy (2007) in the Indian context – this
chapter instead attends to the enduring elements and nuanced legacies of
Bokaro’s public spaces. It asks what forms of social relations were envisioned
and produced through state-led modernist planning, and why. Further, it
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explores how these social relations continue to inform the urban landscape 
and everyday life of Bokaro today. Hence, it offers new perspectives on how 
the built environment can inform urban landscapes in ways that go beyond 
the original intentions of political institutions. 

My study takes inspiration from the philosopher Boris Groys (2019), who 
has argued that modernist developments operate primarily on the level of the 
material base – meaning the material, physical conditions and environments 
of society – rather than on the superstructure level, that is, the abstract ideas 
and cultural narratives constructed upon those material foundations. Con
sequently, this analysis delves into the material structures of Bokaro, tracing 
their evolving social roles over time. To theorize these shifting dynamics, I 
draw on Henri Lefebvre’s concept of ‘social space’, which foregrounds the ways 
in which urban spaces are produced and continually transformed through 
social relations and historical processes. ‘Social space’ is a historical social 
form, a product or a work of a certain social formation (Lefebvre, [1974] 1991: 
412; Ahuja, 2009: 25–26), a set of relations that inherently echo the social 
interactions of different groups. ȃe concept underscores that space is never 
empty or neutral but both produced and re-produced (Lefebvre, [1974] 1991: 
36). Unlike natural spaces, social spaces, according to Lefebvre, are deeply 
intertwined with social relations, property relations, and land control mech
anisms (Ibid.: 81–85) – an observation which will be crucial for our analysis. 
Lefebvre underlined the importance of material reality (ibid.: 68–77), which, 
despite being remoulded and transformed under changing urban realities, 
never disappears completely (ibid.: 164–65, 229, 412). Historically contingent 
social space therefore cannot be completely eliminated, even by the most 
powerful players. Forms, functions or other elements will necessarily persist: 
‘no space disappears in the course of growth and development’ (ibid.: 86). As 
spaces evolve, they adapt to contemporary pressures yet still embody their 
historical contexts, as noted by thinkers such as David Harvey (1990). ȃis 
conceptual lens provides us with a comprehensive understanding of how past 
urban future-making affects the present urban landscape. 

ȃis socio-historical analysis of Bokaro’s space is grounded in ethno
graphic research conducted over two months of Ȁeldwork in 2023. ȃat work 
allowed me to contextualize concepts and practices of public spaces, urban
ism, and modernism. ȃe necessity of a historical approach to ethnography, 
which involves not only Ȁeld observation but also in-depth exploration of the 
city’s historical narratives and material landscape (Low, 2017: 36–38), soon 
became evident during the Ȁeldwork. A historical perspective was present 
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in key documents on Bokaro’s public spaces, such as the General Plan of the
City (1969–70), the Master Approach Plan (1974), and photographs from 1997
– all provided by Dipankar Das, the former deputy general manager in the
Architecture and City Planning Department at the Steel Authority of India
Limited (the public company responsible for Indian steel production, hereafter
SAIL). ȃe 2023 Ȁeldwork combined participant observation, semi-structured
interviews, photography, and Ȁeld notes to collect information on the current
state of public spaces and was enriched by conversations with site workers and
visitors.

In the next section, I explore the broader debate over the interplay between
architecture and political power, with a particular focus on whether material
structures can maintain social traits even after the political frameworks that
created them vanish. Following that, I analyse the implicit and explicit ideolo
gies embedded in Bokaro’s historical design and its public spaces, seeking to
uncover the intended social interactions the urban space was meant to fos
ter. I then discuss how public spaces served as cornerstones of Bokaro’s so
cial agenda, then continue by examining their social performance today and
investigating their evolving social role in the current urban conjuncture. Sub
sequently, I analyse the contingencies of the social functionality in Bokaro’s
public spaces, highlighting unexpected ways in which these environments con
tinue to inform the city’s landscape. I also discuss how Lefebvre’s notion of so
cial space contributes to understanding the endurance and transformation of
Bokaro’s historical built environment amid shifting political-economic condi
tions. Finally, I conclude with a discussion of the evolving social role of histor
ical public spaces over time, in juxtaposition to influential critiques of mod
ernist urban planning.

Beyond political scaffolding: The enduring rationales
of the modernist built environment

In the post-World War II reconstruction era, planned industrial cities were
widely viewed by governments as blueprints for the future and vital instru
ments of desired social transformation (Alexander and Buchli, 2007). ȃe
so-called new town movement emerged as a prominent urban planning strat
egy in the mid-20th century and was characterized by the proliferation of
entirely new urban settlements on previously undeveloped sites, often built
according to comprehensive plans and with intended social, economic, and
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architectural goals. Its settlements, as efforts to address rapid urbanization, 
housing shortages, and social reform, embodied the promise of universal 
progress and modernist ideals, including affordable housing, equal rights in 
urban spaces, spacious planning, integrated sanitation, functional spaces, 
and ample green areas. ȃe movement’s ‘golden’ age is generally seen as span
ning from 1945 to 1975 (Wakeman, 2016: 1), a period during which planned 
towns became a favoured solution across continents (Strange, 2019; Crimson 
Historians and Urbanists, forthcoming). 

A robust body of criticism has challenged the premises and outcomes of 
state-led urbanism. Early on, Manfredo Tafuri’s influential Architecture and 
Utopia (Tafuri, [1973] 1976) argued that the utopian aspirations of modernist 
urban design would inevitably become entangled with the logics of capital 
and state power, portraying modernism’s social optimism as a naive attempt 
to solve social problems, detached from historical and political-economic 
realities. Similarly, Henri Lefebvre, in Ȅe Urban Revolution ([1970] 2003) and 
Ȅe Production of Space ([1974] 1991), critiqued both capitalist and state social
ist urban planning for their faith in rationally ordering social needs into 
neatly segregated spatial functions (Stanek 2015, 121; Lefebvre, [1974] 1991: 55). 
Lefebvre’s perspectives aligned with contemporary French theorists such as 
Michel Foucault, who considered state-led urbanism as a tool of social control 
(Stanek, 2015: 125). ȃese foundational critiques informed later post-struc
turalist analyses, most notably James C. Scott’s Seeing Like a State (1998), which 
argued that modernist planning prioritized legibility, efȀciency, and admin
istrative order over the complexity of lived urban experience, often resulting 
in rigid and inflexible urban spaces. According to Michael Kordas (2018), this 
dominant critical perspective paints post-war modernist planning as rigidly 
technocratic and socially disengaged, a view that continues to influence both 
scholarship and public discourse regarding the shortcomings of modernist 
urbanism. 

A key assumption in this critical debate is that modernist urban products 
were primarily vehicles for state power, and therefore often viewed by schol
ars as a political representation, prioritizing control over social vitality and 
therefore holding little contemporary relevance. As Nick Beech insightfully 
concludes from analysing scholarship on modernist urbanism, dominant 
accounts often frame the state as operating outside and above both polity and 
architecture, with architecture serving merely as a neutral ‘medium that the 
state can mobilize’ for its aims (Beech, 2014: 196). Other recent studies also view 
these dominant accounts as reductive. Rather than seeing the modernist built 
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environment as simply mirroring political influence, the studies argue that
architecture should be seen as an active instrument of social modernization
and power, deployed to physically construct and periodically reproduce cer
tain social systems (Molnár, 2013; Beech, 2014). ȃis line of research calls into
question the assumption that modernist material structures are secondary
to political institutions, instead highlighting how the former can facilitate
the spatial reproduction of speciȀc social relations even after the political
structures that produced them have vanished.

To analyse the social role of modernist architecture, it is essential Ȁrst to
understand what constitutes its social dimension. Numerous historical stud
ies have investigated the social relations embedded in modernist urbanities
and planned cities around the globe. Architectural historians have provided
nuanced readings of developments in architectural form and practice in, for
instance, the former GDR, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary, highlighting the in
tricacies of state-led urban housing projects (Zarecor, 2011; Molnár, 2013). ȃe
ambitions of the UK’s new towns to unite social classes and create balanced
communities, along with the relationship between the built environment and
the welfare state, have long been examined in critical scholarship (Heraud 1968;
Frampton 1985). After a long hiatus, the relationship between the welfare state
and the built environment in Western Europe has only recently been re-ex
amined, marking a signiȀcant scholarly return to this topic (Swenarton et al.,
2015). Complementing these perspectives, studies have also investigated the
development of a small working-class city near Detroit, with well-equipped
housing for Ford factory workers (McCulloch, 2023). Collectively, these studies
illustrate the global endeavour to embed social considerations within a histor
ical understanding of modernist urban planning.

ȃe debate over the contemporary relevance of modernist built environ
ments, particularly of planned cities, has become a subject of growing schol
arly interest, especially in post-socialist urban studies. Despite the dissolution
of the political institutions that founded state socialist cities, the built envi
ronment of these cities continues to signiȀcantly impact the contemporary ur
ban landscape, as scholars such as Kimberly Zarecor (2012), Felix Ringel (2014)
and Michał Murawski (2019) have demonstrated. ȃeir studies highlight how
built socialism was and continues to be lived, offering resilience against capi
talist encroachments while preserving original social and spatial functionali
ties. Similar Ȁndings are echoed in studies of the modernist planning legacies
in small towns located in the UK, the Netherlands, Vietnam, and elsewhere,
highlighting how the historical built environment continues to play an impor
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tant role in the urban social fabric amidst dramatic changes in socio-politi
cal landscapes (Beech, 2014; Ortolano, 2019; Schwenkel, 2020; Chevalier and 
Tzaninis, 2022). 

Studies on the legacy of modernist urban planning in the Indian context 
also add signiȀcant contributions to our understanding. Nehruvian projects, 
for example, face criticism for being political status symbols that glorify in
dustrial gigantism over local realities. Srirupa Roy (2007: 150) critiques the 
abstract vision of Indian steel towns, while Ashis Nandy (2003) notes that 
planners’ fascination with modernity led to an erasure of cultural differences 
and the production of infrastructures misaligned with India’s social condi
tions. However, grounded, bottom-up perspectives unveil the social rationales 
behind these cities’ designs. Jonathan Parry’s anthropological study on the 
steel town Bhilai suggests the township serves as both a social and economic 
project (Parry 2020: 7); he emphasizes its cosmopolitan core and role in blur
ring distinctions between ofȀcers and workers (ibid.: 76–103). Anthropologist 
Christian Strümpell’s (2023) research on Rourkela, another steel town, pro
vides valuable insights into everyday urban life and its social differentiation 
between the public company’s regular employees, who enjoy job security, and 
other workers in the area. Revealing the historically contingent relationships 
between urban living, ethnicity, and caste in Rourkela, Strümpell empha
sizes the socially contested nature of the city’s space. He also highlights the 
transformation of former farmers into modern workers, signiȀcantly shaping 
Rourkela’s social landscape (2013). Adding to this, architect Ali Saad (forth
coming) views Rourkela as a city with diverse social modernization goals. 
Together, these studies underscore the distinct social rationales underpinning 
the urban planning of these Indian townships. 

In conclusion, while mainstream literature frequently dismisses post- 
war modernist urbanism as socially inadequate, a growing body of empirical 
studies has examined the social character of the modernist built environment 
across diverse geographical and political contexts. ȃe research presented here 
contributes to this scholarly endeavour by offering a case study of modernist 
urban planning in an Indian peripheral industrial city, further enriching our 
understanding of modernism’s living legacies. 
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Urban futures of the past: The history of urban design and planning 
in Bokaro Steel City 

Bokaro Steel City stands as a prime example of a planned industrial new town 
where architecture and urban planning were leveraged by the Indian govern
ment to initiate radical social transformations. Between 1947 and 1981, India 
established 118 new towns – one of the world’s largest new town programmes 
(Glover, 2012), alongside those of the Soviet Union and the United Kingdom. 
ȃis initiative formed part of a broader movement towards Indian decoloniza
tion and social modernization, aimed at creating a technologically advanced 
and modern nation with economic autarchy (Prashad, 2008: xvii–xviii; Shaw, 
2009). Efforts extended beyond town construction and also included the de
velopment of public-sector research institutes and heavy industries (Glover, 
2012; Pathak, 2019). Among the most iconic urban developments symbolizing 
these aspirations was Chandigarh, designed as a capital city. However, the ma
jority of new towns, like Bokaro, were industrial settlements (Glover, 2012). 
Strategically located in remote regions, these planned industrial towns sought 
to integrate peripheral areas into the Indian state, promoting modernization 
through urbanization and industrialization (Shaw, 2009; Glover, 2012). ȃey 
aimed to transform ‘tribal’ populations into a modern urban workforce for the 
newly independent state (Strümpell, 2013). 

Bokaro Steel City, in the eastern Indian state of Jharkhand (before 2000, 
the southern portion of Bihar), was part of this social modernization agenda. 
Bokaro and similar planned steel towns of that period were each established 
adjacent to large steel facilities built with support from foreign countries – 
the Durgapur, Rourkela, and Bhilai plants by the UK, West Germany, and 
the Soviet Union, respectively. ȃe Bokaro Steel Plant was also constructed 
with Soviet aid, often leading to misconceptions that Bokaro’s urban design 
closely followed Soviet town-planning practices (Strange, 2019: 319–37). How
ever, as shown elsewhere (Redkina, 2025), Bokaro’s design was distinct from 
both Soviet and Western planned cities, particularly in its approach to social 
inequality. While influenced by the international modernist new town move
ment’s principles, Bokaro’s planning also reflected local contextual factors 
– most notably, India’s distinct political economy and Bokaro’s role within 
the country’s postcolonial nation-building agenda. Rather than seeking to 
eliminate class differences – as Soviet urban design aimed to do (Cera and 
Sechi, 2020) – Bokaro’s design aimed to mix up classes within the new urban 
fabric. 
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Bokaro’s urban design incorporated modern planning principles aiming to 
provide the working class with a solid material foundation for a decent life. Ini
tiated in the 1960s, the Bokaro Steel City Architecture and City Planning De
partment identiȀed key concepts and spatial hierarchies to achieve this vision 
(Bokaro Steel Limited, n.d.: 10). A central idea was the ‘Primary and Secondary 
School District Concept’, which organized the city as a whole through a hierar
chy of self-contained neighbourhoods and sectors. At the neighbourhood level, 
100 to 150 dwelling units were grouped around a primary school, green space, 
and local shops, creating a ‘village-like’ setting designed to foster community 
and facilitate a smooth transition for people moving from rural areas (Glover, 
2012: 124). Several neighbourhoods formed a sector, and multiple sectors made 
up the city. 

ȃis three-tier system structured community life around educational and 
social infrastructure, while a well-deȀned transport network connected the 
different levels. As alluded in the name of the concept, schools were central, 
with each neighbourhood featuring a primary school and each sector con
taining two secondary schools, alongside parks, local shops, nursery schools, 
and tot lots. In addition, each sector included other essential facilities such as 
health centres, post ofȀces, religious and cultural institutions, police stations, 
and sports playgrounds (Bokaro Steel Limited, n.d.: 19). Large facilities, such 
as Bokaro General Hospital or City Park, were strategically administered at 
the city level. ȃis nested hierarchy of social facilities demonstrated a socially 
oriented model of urban development, aiming to foster a sense of commu
nity through the provision of well-equipped shared public spaces. Intensive 
construction based on the General Plan took place in the 1970s, with further 
developments continuing in the 1980s. ȃe city’s construction largely adhered 
to the original plan; the implementation of smaller modiȀcations over the 
years was outlined in appendices. 

Bokaro’s design, as seen in the General Plan (Figure 1), aimed to integrate 
workers from different income levels within shared residential spaces. Hous
ing for different income groups was intermixed within each sector (Redkina, 
2025). ȃis incorporation of mixed-income housing within a single sector was 
a crucial aspect of the housing scheme, intended to encourage families from 
various income backgrounds to interact and share public spaces, shops, parks, 
and community centres (Bokaro Steel Limited, n.d.: 21–24). Notably, in an ef
fort to set up a model town with a standard of accommodation surpassing the 
national average, each housing unit was equipped with electricity, running wa
ter, indoor toilets, and kitchens (ibid.: 37–43), providing a superior quality of 
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housing by Indian working-class standards at the time (Parry, 2020: 92). Unlike
simply constructing a plant and hiring local villagers, the Indian government
thus aimed to make Bokaro as a model of an alternative way of living.

Figure 1: Ȅe general plan of Bokaro Steel City, highlighting the relational location of
various facilities within the city, and the city’s proximity to industrial facilities.

Source: Bokaro Steel Limited, General Plan, ca. 1969–70. Courtesy of Dipankar Das.

Bokaro’s historical design stands out in the landscape of Indian urbanism
for its extensive level of state involvement and reliance on public-sector ini
tiatives, reflecting the city’s social role as part of social modernization effort in
the early postcolonial country. Bokaro was designed as more than a provider of
an industrial workforce; it was envisaged as a model city for a modern urban
working class, in line with Nehruvian ideals of social equity and economic de
velopment (for additional maps and images, see Redkina, 2025). ȃis commit
ment necessitated a complex relationship between the state, the public com
pany, and urban governance. Land was compulsorily acquired from local peas
ants by the central government, then transferred to the state of Bihar (now
Jharkhand) and subsequently subleased to SAIL, which continues to manage
the land to this day. SAIL was responsible for overseeing the city’s construc
tion and governance, as well as managing social infrastructure such as schools,
nurseries, and a hospital, alongside the industrial plant (Steel Authority of In
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dia Limited, 2012). In carrying out these tasks, SAIL primarily implemented 
the government’s social and urban objectives, thereby maintaining the state’s 
overarching authority. 

In sum, Bokaro aligns in many ways with the broader global new town 
movement by embracing master-planned urban development, rational spa
tial organization, and a focus on collective social infrastructure – principles 
rooted in modernist planning across Europe and beyond. However, Bokaro is 
also marked by distinctly Indian and postcolonial features: a mixed economy 
combining state and public enterprise with private initiatives; the speciȀc 
imperative of constructing a new national identity in the aftermath of colo
nialism; and distinct ways of mixing classes (for more details see Redkina, 
2025). Ultimately, Bokaro stands as a unique experiment, synthesizing inter
national models of planned development with India’s particular socio-political 
context and state-driven aspirations. 

The historical design of Bokaro’s public spaces 

To trace the historical design and development of Bokaro’s public spaces, this 
research has drawn on a range of sources: the city’s General Plan, dated from 
ca. 1969–70; an interview with Dipankar Das (an architect from the Architec
ture and City Planning Department who has resided in Bokaro since 1980); in
terviews with senior city library staff; and conversations with long-time res
idents. Together, these perspectives provide a nuanced account of how pub
lic spaces in Bokaro were envisioned, produced, and experienced in its initial 
decades, before the major socio-economic changes of the 1990s. 

As evident in the maps of the General Plan, public spaces were central to 
Bokaro’s design, as they were supposed to foster a sense of well-being and 
belonging in this new and remote town. Community facilities – educational, 
medical, retail, and recreational – were discussed in as much detail as hous
ing and utilities such as electricity lines or sewerage (Bokaro Steel Limited, 
n.d.: 29–32). ȃis emphasis on public spaces was intrinsically linked to the 
aspiration of cultivating a vibrant community life within the city – a goal 
that K. M. George, SAIL’s managing director of that time, identiȀed as fun
damental to Bokaro’s development: ‘For harmonious working conditions, an 
integrated steel plant requires an integrated community life for its employees. 
To achieve this, a new town with all the facilities has been designed for the 
employees of Bokaro Steel Limited so that they have not only job satisfaction 
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but also full life satisfaction’ (ibid.: 8). Additionally, this approach reveals that
residents were regarded not simply as consumers or passive recipients of ser
vices, but as an essential workforce whose needs for relaxation and fulȀlment
were integral to the city’s planning – needs to which the city was both obliged
and committed to address.

Leisure and cultural spaces, central to the discussion in this chapter, are ad
dressed in the General Plan through concepts of ‘recreation’ and ‘shopping’ and
were integrated into the three-tier system of neighbourhood, sector, and city
levels (ibid.: 18–19, 22–23). Neighbourhoods included children’s playgrounds,
toddler areas, and feeder parks that served as green buffers within residential
blocks. Sectors contained local shops for convenient access to basic groceries,
and most importantly, community halls. ȃe latter, a vital part of the urban
model, were eventually built in six out of ten residential sectors. Designed to
align with the Nehruvian model of secular India, the community halls were
non-religious and meant to foster interaction among diverse groups. ȃey of
fered indoor game rooms, libraries, and areas for activities such as workshops
or teenage gatherings, as well as outdoor sports areas with programmes for
the well-being of both teenagers and adults (ibid.: 32). As residents shared with
me, they could organize workshops or schedule meet-ups in the halls. Consid
ering that an income-mixing housing scheme was also integrated on the sec
tor level, these halls were important in bringing together people from differ
ent economic backgrounds through shared social activities. Additionally, each
hall featured a library corner, offering a quiet study space or opportunities for
study, rest, and learning. One interviewee, now a researcher in New Delhi, re
called how a community hall library enabled him to access books from different
countries, which was of great interest to him as a child. Older residents I talked
to remembered these library corners as peaceful retreats away from home.

ȃere were also larger recreational facilities, generally situated closer to the
city centre, as there was typically one large facility of each type available for the
whole city. Expansive green spaces formed a deȀning feature of Bokaro’s urban
landscape from its earliest stages of development, reflecting a wider trend in
modernist city planning. Since Bokaro was to be developed in several stages,
the General Plan, dated ca. 1969–70, provided details for land use for the Ȁrst
stage only: 505 hectares out of 1255 were allocated for public green areas, such
as city parks, feeder parks, and other open spaces, representing 40.2% of the
area (ibid.: 20). ȃis early focus on green zones was also reflected in a 1997 pre



I. Redkina: From working-class cultivation to non-commercialized social interactions 111

sentation by the Architecture and City Department of Bokaro1 delivered by Di
pankar Das, who served as an architect and town planner at the department
from 1980 to 2013.

Figure 2: An arched bridge to the island in City Park, Bokaro Steel City, November
2023.

Source: Author.

ȃe presentation included a slide about the city’s forests, underscoring
their continued importance. I accessed a collection of old Ȁlms and pho
tographs capturing the beauty of City Park, established in the 1970s as a
central recreational hub. Designed with gardens, lakes, and islands connected
by arched bridges, the park featured rose gardens, palm trees, and pavilions
providing shaded spots for relaxation. A large stage hosted signiȀcant city
events, making the park a focal point for community gatherings. ȃe park

1 The presentation, held at the University of Ranchi, focused on the development of
Bokaro as an industrial city, a unique phenomenon in the region. The largest city near
Bokaro, Ranchi became the capital of the newly formed state of Jharkhand in 2000.
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also offered boating facilities on its large lake, as well as several restaurants,
enhancing its social and recreational appeal. Based on photographs and res
idents’ accounts from the 1980s and 1990s, the park was indeed impressive
compared to parks in other Indian cities I have seen.

Another major green area, the Jawaharlal Nehru Biological Park, completed
in 1989, was the last public space designed and constructed by SAIL. Being one
of the largest gardens in the state of Bihar (now Jharkhand), it showcased rare
flora and fauna (Steel Authority of India Limited 2012: 48) accompanied by in
formative signage, earning its reputation as a zoo. Even today in the park, one
can still see old information posts about the animals and plants found there.
ȃanks to its size, the park also offered a tranquil escape from urban noise.
Additionally the zoo’s attractions, according to the above-mentioned Ȁlms, in
cluded rose gardens, a miniature train, and the Jal Jeev Vihar aquarium, which
displayed posters of aquatic life.

Figure 3: Ȅe Jawaharlal Nehru Biological Park (zoo), Bokaro Steel City. Presentation
card (analogue photographs mounted on paperboard), 1997.

Source: Courtesy of Dipankar Das.
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ȃe city’s extensive green venues were complemented by cultural venues.
Bokaro’s cultural infrastructure, which included community halls, was en
hanced by the Central Library, near the city centre. Opened in 1974, this well- 
lit, multi-storeyed building with modern amenities symbolized the city’s com
mitment to community and secular development. ȃe library, though recently
renovated, still retains its original layout, with separate study spaces and an
old but vast collection of books in multiple languages. Several older residents
recalled that it regularly hosted events for school students, such as book fairs
or reading games. Addressing an image of the urban working class, these
efforts aimed to lay the foundation for a more informed and affluent modern
society. Additionally, three modern cinemas offered further entertainment
options, enriching Bokaro’s robust cultural landscape.

Figure 4: Central Library, Bokaro Steel City, November 2023.

Source: Author.

Bokaro’s urban planning is generally oriented on merging classes, yet two
clubs were notable for an early exclusionary nature: the Bokaro Club and the
Russian Club. ȃe Bokaro Club was discreetly located near the Bokaro Hotel –
which primarily catered to high-ranking guests meeting the plant’s and city’s
top executives. ȃe club offered a conference room, concert hall, and rooftop
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bar-restaurant, but these did not serve the general public. ȃe Russian Club, lo
cated in a residential area for the Soviet technical specialists posted to Bokaro 
to build the steel plant, primarily functioned as a cultural centre for the So
viet delegation and Communist Party of India members. It only occasionally 
opened for public screenings and monthly events, where labourers and execu
tives gathered with their families to watch Ȁlms. Both clubs were largely inac
cessible to the lower classes. ȃis highlights a key aspect discussed earlier about 
Bokaro’s urban planning: ȃe city’s design did indeed promote social mixing in 
many public spaces – where people from different backgrounds were brought 
together by the necessity of social activities – yet it also preserved exclusive 
venues for the upper classes, where such interaction was not required, thus 
preventing the total elimination of class differences. 

Figure 5: Bokaro Club, Bokaro Steel City, March 2023. 

Source: Author. 

To conclude, in the 1970s and 1980s – still the early decades of post-Inde
pendence – when many Indian cities lacked entertainment infrastructures 
(Athique and Hill, 2010: 30), Bokaro stood out by offering abundant green 
spaces, cultural amenities, and leisure facilities. ȃis approach aimed to at
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tract qualiȀed professionals to the remote location (Pande and Kumar, 2021: 
185) and ensure a high standard of living for public-sector workers – the ma
jority of the planned town’s population. Rather than establishing a classless 
society, Bokaro’s urban design aimed to facilitate promoted coexistence and 
social engagement, reflecting the early post-Independence vision of fostering 
community and well-being in a city of national signiȀcance. 

Evolving social functionality of modernist public spaces: Preserving 
the working-class fabric amid commodiťed logics 

Beginning in the 1990s, Bokaro experienced a profound socio-economic 
transformation, shaped by broader geopolitical changes and nationwide 
shifts towards market liberalization. ȃese changes departed from a state- 
led Nehruvian social contract and moved to neoliberal economic strategies 
(Patnaik, 2007; Patel, 2022). Indian cites were reimagined from places of use- 
value designed as decent places to live and into investment opportunities 
for private capital (Fernandes, 2004). As state provision and social security 
diminished, SAIL – according to its management – found itself without 
government support while continuously being burdened by high labour and 
social infrastructure costs (Pande and Kumar, 2021: xii, 35). In response, 
SAIL redeȀned its role from a national benefactor to a more proȀt-oriented 
entity (ibid.: 185), reducing its workforce signiȀcantly: from about 50,000 
employees in the 1990s to 16,467 by 2015 (Strange, 2019: 336). SAIL also ceased 
its active role in Bokaro’s urban development. Since 1989, after delivering the 
last major state-sponsored project, the Biological Park, SAIL has shifted to 
primarily being a landowner, inviting private investment in sectors like real 
estate, entertainment, and hospitality. Private investors have since established 
art centres, educational facilities, and upscale restaurants and cafés. ȃese 
changes have profoundly impacted Bokaro’s urban landscape, particularly in 
leisure and cultural activities, challenging Bokaro’s original vision as a hub for 
social reproduction rooted in Nehruvian modernist ideals. 

ȃe two new major landmarks in Bokaro, the Bokaro Mall and the Hindu 
temple Jagannath Mandir – built in the last decade by Chinese and Indian 
investment respectively – exemplify this trend. ȃe Bokaro Mall symbolizes 
middle-class consumerism and offers, for the most privileged, a controlled 
retreat from the city’s hustle, whereas Jagannath Mandir indicates a move 
towards ethno-nationalization and privatized religious spaces. Unlike histor
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ical public spaces, these new spaces are more exclusive, deȀned by purchasing 
power and religious afȀliation. Additionally, government mandates on cor
porate social responsibility (CSR) – requiring companies to support social, 
environmental, and economic development – have notably shifted responsi
bility for social well-being from the state to private entities. In Bokaro, CSR is 
exempliȀed by projects like the Bokaro Handicraft Training Centre – where 
rural women in economically challenging situations learn to craft and sell 
bamboo products, promoting small-scale entrepreneurship as a solution to 
economic challenges. ȃese new spaces are markedly different not only in 
their sociality, but also their materiality. ȃe well-lit, shiny, and meticulously 
maintained environments are purposefully designed to contrast with the func
tionalist and practical nature of the past. Overall, these new developments 
prioritize individual responsibility for social and economic life, selective social 
engagement, and leisure through consumption. 

Today, Bokaro’s historical public spaces exist within a shifting political and 
material context, shaped by an unforeseen restructuring. While modernist 
urbanism and its built environment are often criticized for their top-down 
approach and supposed social inadequacy, little attention has been paid to the 
evolving role of these spaces under current market conditions. ȃis research 
argues against simply dismissing these historical spaces and the broader 
Nehruvian agenda that produced them. It draws on Lefebvre’s understanding 
of social space – which emphasizes the interplay of ‘conceived’ (planning con
cepts and ideologies), ‘perceived’ (built forms), and ‘lived’ (everyday practices) 
dimensions (Lefebvre [1974] 1991: 38–39) and contends that ‘no space disap
pears in the course of growth and development’ (ibid.: 86) but instead accumulates 
historical layers that shape present dynamics (ibid.: 164–65, 299). Lefebvre 
therefore suggests that social spaces are shaped by these layers, as well as by 
property relations and land control (ibid.: 81–85). ȃis perspective is especially 
valuable in Bokaro, where the relationship between the built environment, 
state ownership, and the public company creates a complex interplay between 
historical legacy and contemporary urban dynamics. 

In Bokaro, the persistence of state ownership and of the social functional
ity of parks, libraries, cinemas, and the zoo – still owned by SAIL – underscore 
the endurance and resilience of the city’s modernist ideals. Today Bokaro’s built 
environment shaped by these Nehruvian modernist ideals remains largely in
tact. Unlike many other industrial towns where public spaces have been com
mercialized or converted into heritage sites, Bokaro’s historical amenities have 
largely retained their original roles, with only minimal material changes, such 
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as signs of neglect or renovation. ȃus, the city’s public spaces exhibit remark
able consistency in their public ownership and social function despite market- 
driven pressures since the 1990s. What has changed is the broader urban land
scape in which these spaces now operate, and the social role they now play, 
redeȀned in response to contemporary economic and social realities. 

Bokaro’s cultural landscape has shifted with the rise of multiplex cinemas 
and digitalization, which challenge the roles of older cinemas and libraries. 
Multiplexes now offer luxurious movie experiences with plush seating and 
fresh popcorn, making them exclusive due to pricing. ȃis shift has impacted 
the traditional cinema scene: One of the three old cinemas has closed, while 
two – Jitendra and Pali Plaza – remain, today primarily serving low-income 
audiences who cannot afford the multiplex experience. Being located in the 
city centre and offering the same movies but at lower prices, these cinemas 
ensure that cultural participation remains affordable; this could be interpreted 
as resistance to the commodiȀcation of leisure, upholding cinema as a public 
good for a broader number of workers, rather than a luxury, and serving as 
class-balancing space. 

ȃe Central Library has also transformed, moving from a bustling com
munity hub to a quieter study space. It now focuses more on subscriptions to 
regional and national journals than on expanding its book collection, result
ing in an outdated and disorganized catalogue. Competing against new pri
vate libraries offering modern amenities like wi-Ȁ and air conditioning but for 
higher fees (400 rupees per month), the Central Library remains Ȁnancially af
fordable at a nominal cost (60 rupees per year). ȃe library continues to privi
lege SAIL employees, providing them with membership immediately, whereas 
other people must acquire a sort of recommendation letter from a SAIL worker. 
ȃerefore, the library leans to historical social hierarchies rather than adapting 
to market-driven hierarchies. ȃis reflects both the persistence of collectivist 
spatial legacies and the broader challenges facing public infrastructure under 
market pressures. 

SigniȀcant changes have occurred at the neighbourhood and sector levels, 
as these areas have not consistently received Ȁnancial support from SAIL. 
Many green spaces and playgrounds have been neglected and are now over
grown with greenery. Community halls, once central to the social mediation 
between classes, have nearly disappeared in favour of private venues. In the 
mid-1990s, the community halls became popular for private weddings and 
events due to their ample indoor and outdoor spaces. However, new private 
wedding venues catering to more glamorous tastes soon overshadowed them. 
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As SAIL scaled back support, funding for community hall activities dwin
dled, resulting in their decay and the closure of all six community halls by
the late 2010s. Currently, the community centre in Sector III is undergoing a
revival, with new facilities such as a tennis court, football Ȁeld, and numerous
indoor rooms, including a stage. ȃis reflects a potential renewal phase for
community spaces in Bokaro, but the actual results are yet to be seen.

Figure 6: Ȅe Jal Jeev Vihar aquarium, reopened in 2023 after reno
vation, in the Jawaharlal Nehru Biological Park, Bokaro Steel City,
December 2023.

Source: Author.

ȃe Jawaharlal Nehru Biological Park (JNB) is the standout success among
Bokaro’s historical public spaces. It is exceptionally well-maintained, with
manicured lawns, gardens, and an improved children’s area. Recent renova
tions, like the reopening of the Jal Jeev Vihar aquarium, have enhanced its
appeal. JNB hosts events such as Wildlife Week, Environment Day, and Animal
Welfare Days, attracting families despite a declining animal population. Its
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remote and expansive location offers a peaceful escape from urban noise. 
According to the 2016–2017 park report, JNB is Ȁnancially sustainable, with 
support from entrance fees and revenue from photo and Ȁlm shoots, reflect
ing a focus on proȀtability that enables continued renovations. Unlike the 
Town Administration–managed City Park, which shows signs of neglect, JNB 
operates under SAIL, with dedicated oversight. 

City Park, an important green area in Bokaro, today continues to serve as 
a vast, open-access green space with free entry; it has not been upgraded, has 
aging infrastructure and overgrown gardens, and is only slightly maintained. 
Yet the park retains its role as a central locale with picturesque lakes that draw 
visitors for walks and picnics, especially during winter. Some previously acces
sible areas, like the islands and rose gardens, are now gated, restricting access 
and leaving visitors to view them from behind fences. 

Figure 7: A closed gate to a bridge and an island in City Park, Bokaro Steel City, 
November 2023. 

Source: Author. 
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Nevertheless, no major privatization or commercialization has taken place 
in City Park: ȃere are no upscale cafes or restaurants marketed to higher-in
come groups, and visitors – as my interlocutors describe – continue to use the 
space as in earlier years, gathering for casual recreation and leisure. In this 
sense, City Park’s persistence as a freely accessible space demonstrates a form 
of resistance to the enclosure and monetization of urban public spaces; resi
dents’ right to leisure and nature survives, however tenuously, against the log
ics of proȀt and pressures of contemporary urban transformations. 

In summary, by the selective maintenance and upgrading of existing public 
facilities – neither commercializing them nor, since 1989, building new public 
facilities – SAIL acts primarily as a landowner and steward of the older social 
arrangements rather than as a developer. SAIL’s commitment to public own
ership and basic facility maintenance has been critical in preserving the orig
inal design and functionality of these spaces. Continuity of public ownership 
has kept the focus on visitors as residents, not dividing them based on their Ȁ
nancial means. Leveraging Lefebvrian dialectics, as interpreted by Ahuja (2009: 
30), these urban spaces embody historical social arrangements and actively 
reproduce the social dynamics initially embedded during their production – 
such as collective use, state stewardship, and public accessibility. ȃese con
tinue to be reflected in the way these spaces are conceive and perceived today. 

Past visions, present realities: Conclusion 

As the editors of this volume observe, contingency is based on the notion that 
nothing remains permanently Ȁxed or unchangeable. It represents not only 
a condition of uncertainty but also an openness to unpredictable and plural 
futures. Even seemingly solid material structures, such as those from the last 
century constructed from concrete and an ambitious social vision, remain sub
ject to reinterpretation and adaptation as urban realities evolve. ȃis is evi
dent in Bokaro’s parks, libraries, and other historical public spaces, which were 
initially designed to foster an integrated and exemplary working-class com
munity for a postcolonial nation. ȃe role of bringing together people from 
different backgrounds has largely diminished. Over time, their social role has 
shifted: Today, these spaces provide vital infrastructure for residents who are 
excluded from the city’s proliferating commercialized entertainment venues. 
Unlike the newly appeared privatized venues, where social interaction is com
modiȀed, Bokaro’s historical public spaces have retained their collective and 
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inclusive character. Conceived as state-driven models for a postcolonial, in
clusive future – embodying the ideal of leisure as a public good – these spaces 
now provide rare opportunities for accessible recreation. ȃis stands in sharp 
contrast to the exclusive experiences offered by Bokaro’s privately developed 
leisure venues. 

ȃis research has demonstrated that the social roles played by Bokaro’s his
torical modernist public spaces are fundamentally contingent, shaped by the 
evolution of both the built environment and urban narratives. ȃese empirical 
Ȁndings can be fruitfully interpreted through Henri Lefebvre’s concept of so
cial space. As Lefebvre argues, space is not a natural or neutral backdrop (Lefeb
vre [1974] 1991: 26, 30, 36); rather, it is actively produced through social relations 
and arrangements (ibid.: 36, 412). His dialectical understanding of social space 
suggests that no social space ever fully disappears, but each, instead, retains 
enduring forms and functions even as it is reshaped by new social forces (ibid.: 
164–5, 229, 403, 412). Drawing on this perspective allows for a critical analysis 
revealing how spatial arrangements persist and evolve over time, shaping both 
contemporary and future urban landscapes. ȃerefore, the modernist forms 
and functions built under Nehruvian ideals, produced through particular so
cial relations, endure through the ‘conceived’ and ‘perceived’ elements of the 
built environment. 

However, within the changed urban landscape, this endurance appears 
to inform the contemporary social landscape in an unexpected way: serving 
for those excluded by the new urban order. Far from fading into irrelevance, 
Bokaro’s public spaces function as dynamic social agents in the present, while 
remaining products and co-producers of evolving social relationships (ibid.: 
38–39). Grounded in a socio-historical understanding of urban spaces as 
deeply embedded with historical layers, property relations, and land control 
(ibid.: 81–85), this chapter argues that Bokaro’s historical public venues con
tinue to play a prominent role in the city’s social urban landscape. Central 
factors contributing to the social endurance of Bokaro’s historical public 
spaces, as this study suggests, are the continuity of their public ownership 
and their persistent social functionality. Yet, as political and material contexts 
have changed, so too has the social role of these spaces. 

ȃis contingency underscores that the persistence of the modernist 
built environment allows these spaces to remain relevant in an increasingly 
polarized urban landscape. ȃe evolving contributions of older modernist 
structures challenge narratives that dismiss modernist planning as inherently 
inflexible or inadequate, as suggested by Scott (1998) and Sennett (2010) – and 
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reiterated by Roy (2007) and Nandy (2003) in the context of Indian planned 
towns. Instead, as this ethnographically grounded study has demonstrated, 
Bokaro’s historical public spaces function not as static relics but as active 
components of urban life, maintaining their commitment to collective use and 
social integration. 
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