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Abstract: Luxury condominiums are among the most significant outcomes of globalisation in the built 
environment, post economic liberalisation in India. New high-rise condominiums evoke a new 
generation of urban elite aspiring to new modes of consumption, bringing into focus the complexities of 
projected identities in this new architecture. They redefine the norms of elite associations and 
aspirations and obligations in transnational and transcultural terms. The salience of these models as 
expressions of social mobility denote the critical role played by this new housing type in relation to  the 
socio-cultural transformations advanced by the emergent Indian cosmopolitan landscape. A project of 
luxury condominium in the global node of Mumbai is investigated exploring its role in staging the social 
patterns and in projecting identities. The investigation attempts to understand patterns of post 
occupation inhabitation by using spatial analysis in addition to the initial study of user aspirations and 
interpretations associated with luxury condominiums through interviews and participant observation. 
Space syntax is employed and explored as a tool to further investigate the new typology. The spatial 
analysis, interviews and participant observation suggested a complex array of identity issues under 
negotiation in the Indian cosmopolitan landscape. 
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1. Introduction 

The built environment in India has been constantly reshaped by various social, political and economic 
factors over the past century. Processes like colonisation, the Independence movement, resurgence of 
regionalist ideas and globalisation have caused periodic shifts in the nature and character of the built 
environment and the architectural profession in India. The structural adjustment programs and 
liberalization policies of the Indian state adopted in the early 1990s brought in a new era of economic 
and cultural globalization and subsequent changes in Indian architecture. One of the sectors that 
experienced major transformations is the housing sector with exponential growth. In India post- 
liberalisation from 2004 to 2007, total FDI (Financial direct investment) rapidly rose from just $2.7 billion 
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to $8 billion per year. In 2003, only 4.5% of total FDI inflow was committed to the real estate and 
construction-related sectors. In 2004, the share of real estate investment increased to 10.6%. By 2007, 
when the total FDI reached $8 billion, the share invested in the real estate sector was 26.5%. The Indian 
real estate sector, which now in many ways has become a key driver of financial markets and stock 
exchanges, is expected to receive $25 billion in FDI in the next decade. (NRI Realty News) 

The development of luxury condominiums is just one manifestation of the many changes sweeping 
India. This development presents a unique condition which reconfigures spatial character of residential 
environments, targeted at the rich clients. The shift from the colonial bungalow to the high density 
luxury condominiums as a preferred residential type and lifestyle choice is a giant leap for the Indian 
elite. This shift also employs new architecture as a qualifier to project and define the occupants of these 
luxury condominiums as the “New Elite” of India. This paper proposes to analyse the socio-spatial 
boundaries (Thresholds) in designs of luxury condominiums in India and investigate how this new 
architecture is exploited for identity projection. It focuses on a case study investigation in Mumbai. This 
research incorporated spatial analysis of apartments, participant observation, perusal of marketing and 
other published material and also interviews with householders of luxury condominiums. The spatial 
analysis, interviews and participant observation suggested a complex array of identity issues under 
negotiation in the Indian cosmopolitan landscape. 

There exists substantial literature on the European and American middle-class with some key texts 
including Bourdieu (1986), Elias (1994), Girouard (1978) and King (1995) that discuss bourgeois self-
fashioning in various contexts and times. Some of those ideas have been reframed in the recent surge of 
publications on the Indian middle-class, post liberalisation. Authors like Brosius (2010), Donner (2011), 
Fernandes (2006), Ganguly-Scarse (2008) and Varma (1999) discuss the new Indian middle class in terms 
of the embrace of digital technologies, high-rise living, transnational mobility, and entertainment and 
recreation choices. A new discourse on middle class lifestyles, aspirations increasingly articulates elite 
formation as a spatio-social process over time. 

To investigate how these luxury condominiums gets inhabited there are many useful studies that 
explore the issue of meaning in domestic space (Hillier 1984, Hanson 1998, Marcus 2006, Psarra 2009). 
These studies employ various approaches like geometry, psychology, anthropology and social sciences. 
“By giving shape and form to our material world, architecture structures the system of space in which 
we live and move. In that, it has a direct relation- rather than a symbolic one- to social life, since it 
provides the material preconditions for the patterns of movement, encounter and avoidance which are 
the material realisation- as well as sometimes the generator -of social relations.” (Hillier and Hanson 
1984, 9) “In that context, when considering its function and meaning, the house may be regarded as the 
most complex building of all” (Hanson 1998, 2). This study also employs spatial analysis to unpick the 
identity issues staged in the apartments. Thresholds and specific subjectivities form the main criteria for 
spatial analysis, where space syntax is employed to investigate spatial practices. 

Brosius (2010) introduces ‘cosmopolitanism’ as a key theoretical lens to examine the post-liberalised 
landscape of India. Current theories of cosmopolitanism tend to be largely about the Euro-American 
context (Harvey 2009, Lefebvre 1991), but there has been new research which has focused on Asia and 
the emergence of new urban centres, rapid urbanisation and creation of an affluent middle class (King 
2004, Bhabha 1996, Mignolo 2000, Appiah 1996). ‘Cosmopolitan subjectivities’ is a term that is used by 
Brosius (2010) to describe the new Indian lifestyle, categorised by her into ‘Urban’, ‘Vernacular’, 
‘Transnational’ and ‘Aspiring’ cosmopolitans. Each type has its insecurities and its fantasies which are 
negotiated in social space. 
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In the literature on contemporary Asian housing developments, luxury mass-housing already 
surfaces as a marker of status and new aspirations (Marshall, 2003; Kyung, 2012 and Gelezeau, 2009). 
The discourse on housing in Asia reflects the association of luxury housing with progressive ideologies, 
status symbols and a rise of new urbanised middle or upper-middle class residents. It also demonstrates 
that cities are judged to be global and international when high-rise spatial types cross all programs- 
corporate, commercial, recreational and residential uses (Shelton, Karakiewicz & Kvan, 2011). While 
many existing studies address luxury mass housing in Asia, they focus on examples from Southeast Asia 
and very few investigate the emergent gated environments in neo-liberal India (Chalana, 2012; Kalyan, 
2011; Searle, 2013; and Anand & Rademacher, 2011) from an architectural point of view. 

In this paper, I focus on Lodha Bellisimo, a luxury high-rise development located in Byculla, south 
Mumbai as an exemplary case study of a new generation of gated condominium communities. Mumbai 
has been, economically, the most important city in India, first as the hub of industrial growth and now as 
a centre for service sector. It acts as headquarters for most major domestic and international banks and 
corporations. Consequently an important contributing factor for the emergence of this new typology is 
the growth of the new affluent class with the rising service sector accounting for more than 50 percent 
of the total GDP. Incomes in Mumbai have risen like elsewhere in India. According to an estimate by JLL 
(2012) the real disposable incomes are expected to rise by 8-10% per year over the period of 2015-25. 
This has transformed the demand and profile of consumer products. The growth of an affluent 
population along with an expansion of credit system with low interest rates and less restrictive trade 
barriers have transformed consumer demand and supply choice set (Weinstein, 2005). The direct 
influence of growing presence of transnational migrants and returnee non-resident Indians is also 
evident from the changing consumer culture and taste. An important implication of the growth of this 
consumer class is the demand for luxury condominiums closer to the CBD. This has led to competing 
pressure on textile mill land to develop for luxury residential uses (Tiwari, Kashyap & Tewary, 2006). To 
avail this opportunity of changing demands, mill landowners were lobbying for change in DC 58 to 
permit redevelopment of mill land to exploit commercial potential of their land. The act was finally 
reversed in 2001 for redevelopment allowing mill owners to sell/develop mill land for purposes other 
than mill redevelopment. Owing to this regulatory change, these mill lands are now often developed as 
luxury condominium communities by international architecture and planning companies as a joint 
venture with the mill owners to cater to the demands of the newly growing affluent class. 

2. Lodha Belissimo 

Lodha Belissimo has been completed and is inhabited since 2012. It is built on a plot of four acres and 
comprises two residential towers of 48 floors each (Refer to figure: 11). The overall built form is 183 m 
high with three acres of green landscaped space. The two towers are different in size with one tower 
having two wings and the second tower having just one wing. Each wing has 2 apartments per floor and 
there are 288 apartments in total with configuration of 3, 4 bedrooms and penthouses. The built up area 
of apartments varies from 222 m2 to 310 m2 consisting different apartment configuration housing 
around 1,150 -1,750 people. The architectural style consists of concrete frames and modern-
international style of aesthetics. The project has been developed by Lodha properties, one of the biggest 
local developers, who hold a large portfolio of completed and upcoming luxury condominium 
developments in and around Mumbai. They employed local architect- Kiran Kapadia and Associates to 
collaborate with the in-house design team on this project. This developer was the first to introduce the 
concept of ‘sale by invitation only’ creating the notion of exclusivity as part of the brand. The developer 
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targeted a certain band of the society comprising mainly of young corporate banking professionals 
between the age group of 30-45 years. The project is located about 5 minutes walking distance from 
Mahalakshmi Racecourse capitalising on the views of the racecourse and Arabian Sea. Both central and 
western line railway stations of Mahalakshmi and Byculla are located at a 10 min walking distance from 
the development. The central business district around Victoria terminus is about 10 minutes’ drive and 
popular leisure spots like Marine drive, Nariman point and Cuff parade are 10-15 minutes’ drive as well.  

The development offers range of amenities including communal spaces and recreational facilities, 
including large green open areas, jogging track, swimming pool, children's pool, play areas, tennis court, 
squash court, badminton court and gym. In terms of safety and security measures, there is provision of 
telephone exchange with video conferencing facilities, a 24 hour concierge service, and visitor tracking 
system, 2-way video door phone & CCTV cameras. A local committee formed by residents from the 
project constitutes the primary governance body regulating maintenance costs and running day to day 
activities pertaining to the complex. When the project was launched in the year 2000-01, the price was 
4000 Rs./sq.ft. The current prices of the project have risen to 40,000 Rs./sq.ft. The maintenance cost is 
25,000-75,000 Rs. based on the configuration of the apartment. In spite of steep escalation in property 
value, the maintenance amount increases the cost of living almost 3- fold compared to any other 
apartment building.  

When compared to the earlier generation of apartments in Mumbai, both the typologies are gated 
but what set the condominiums apart are the height and scale and the creation of ‘total environment’. 
The earlier apartments consisted of either a stand-alone block or a cluster of 2-3 blocks; 5-10 storey tall 
sharing a gated compound, consisting of nothing more than common parking areas and access ways. 
The new generation gated communities on the other hand are based on the concept of utopian islands, 
where a ‘clean and well-maintained’ environment is created; providing the comfort, luxury and distance 
from the ‘crowds’ and most importantly the safety from the unwanted elements of the ‘outside world’. 
Also the people are held together by a contract and not communal ties within this utopian setup. It is a 
conscious effort to create an island with the provision of all amenities, effectively eliminating the need 
to contact the outside world or leave the premises at all. Architectural style employs concrete frame 
structure displaying a mixture of modernist and international style aesthetics with clean lines and a total 
lack of regional characteristics.  

3. Spatial Analysis 

Spatial Analysis is the primary tool for analysing the designs of apartments in Lodha Belissimo. Criteria 
based on hierarchy of thresholds through the eyes of different occupants are employed to explore the 
emerging cosmopolitan identity revealed through the spatial, material and the physical. This approach 
tackles the problematics of universal thresholds brought in from renaissance to modernism; devoid of 
any cultural layers.  

3.1. Thresholds 

 Urban to residential Threshold ( Site Level) 
 Actual arrival to the apartment threshold ( Unit level-Entry) 
 Configuration of spaces (Apartment layout) 



187 

 

Negotiation of identities in the emergent cosmopolitan Indian landscape – analyses of the designs of 
new luxury high-rise apartments in neo-liberal India 

3.2. Different occupants 

 Owner(residents) 
 Domestic help 
 Visitor 

 

Figure 1: The project building and site sketch marking the thresholds. (source: Author) 

3.3. Urban to residential Threshold 

Investigation of the first threshold manifests the idea of a gated utopia by the presence of a massive 
concrete wall running around the perimeter. This wall separates the development from the immediate 
presence of the mill workers chawls, but at the same time the massive scale undoubtedly creates a 
conspicuous presence. This gated environment sensibility is further heightened by the highly secured 
and monitored entry gate. A guardhouse with uniformed security men flank the gate, which is also 
watched by close circuit systems. Entry to the development needs authorisation from a resident, so as a 
visitor or domestic help; one had to establish contact with the resident ahead of time, who would then 
authorise entry upon arrival at the entrance gates. The residents here aspire to be part of this new 
domain- a gated environment operating on the idea of generating the gaze of surveillance. This gaze 
known as the panoptic gaze (Brosius 2010) is about the attitude of creating polarisation between the 
inside and outside and self- legitimisation, increasing the distinction between the deserving few and the 
underserving many. 

3.4. Actual arrival to the apartment 

A massive ramp directs users to the entrance foyers for the 2 different towers from the main gate. The 
vehicular ramp runs through the meticulous landscape staging the arrival to the main towers. The foyer 
is a grand entrance to each tower with marble laden floors and columns; this is yet another threshold 
with a concierge behind the registration desk directing you to the right apartment. The foyer then turns 
into a lobby with two sets of elevators for residents and guests on one side and service stairs and 
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elevator for service staff on the opposite side. In contrast to the international, non-regionalist approach 
to the design of the façade, the layout of entrance lobby follows cultural thresholds providing the 
distinction between resident and service staff entrances and expressing status at the same time. The 
same concept of two separate entrances to the apartment for the residents and the service staff is 
manifested in the apartment lobbies on all floors, which are generally shared.  

3.5. Configuration of spaces (Apartment layout) 

All apartments have similar conceptual configuration of spaces. The layouts follow cultural thresholds 
providing the distinction between served and service spaces. The living and dining room area is accessed 
through a hallway flanked by service space on one side and private space on another. The hallway opens 
to the main central space with a waiting area nominated right at the edge. So while this creates an 
invisible boundary, at the same time it creates an opportunity for the visitor to peak into the life of the 
residents. This demonstrates the changed attitude towards privacy and lifestyle in the globalised period. 
The luxury apartment stages the lifestyle, putting life on display for others to see, while services are kept 
hidden and more private with a notion of ‘invisible service’. This display is usually associated with 
exhibition of economic affluence and cultural capital and thus redefines the norms of publicising social 
and economic status. 

 

Figure 2: Interior of the apartment and overlay analysis. (source: Author) 

Space syntax is employed to further investigate the layouts from the perspective of the three 
different users. Space syntax is a kind of technique used to identify and analyse spaces in terms of 
relational pattern. In order to create convex maps of the apartment, the lobby space along with the 
apartment is included. Space configurations were analysed using step depth maps and isovist maps 
(Refer figure 3). Deathmap software was used to create these maps. The space depth diagrams analyses 
the depth of the spaces in relation to the point of reference, where dark blue colour represents the 
shallowest and red colour being the deepest space. The diagrams on the right hand indicate the access 
levels for domestic staff (top diagram) and visitor respectively (right middle diagram). This depth can be 
translated in terms of privacy - public to private - blue to red, and also the ability to control access to 
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other spaces. The isovist maps below depict the areas that are visible from nominated convex spaces. In 
figure 3 top left diagrams, the reference point is the entrance to the apartment and the entrance to 
service areas. It refers to the nature of the space and its role in controlling the visibility of further spaces 
for a visitor and domestic staff respectively. The maps describe the nature of the corridors as a 
controlling element not allowing broader vision making the spaces beyond more private. When the 
reference point is moved to the base of the living area (fig 3, left middle) the vision spreads out covering 
the living and dining space. This notion reinforces other data making the living and dining area the focal 
point. 

 

Figure 3: Isovist maps(left) based on different users (top left)- Visitor & Servant at separate entrances, 
(middle left)- Visitor at waiting area, (Bottom left)- Visitor& servant in living area and step depth 

maps(right) for the apartment (top right)- servant entry, (middle right)- visitor at waiting point, (Bottom 
right)- visitor in living area. (source: Author) 

So for the domestic help the threshold is defined by the service area with limited access to the living 
and private spaces. As a visitor, while the private areas remain out of vision, the living and dining area 
are put on display. The interior of this one particular apartment (refer figure 2) focused entirely on the 
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décor of the apartment. The interior is a collage of furniture, artefacts and paintings representing a 
fusion of European and Southeast Asian taste. The wife had travelled extensively to China and south 
East Asia collecting furniture and other artefacts for the apartment. This sense of decoration reflected 
an opulent eastern Asian sensibility with a hint of ‘self-Occidentalism’. They took great pride in their 
global repertoire and made sure that every person that visited the household was made aware of it. 
There was a conscious effort to bring the current aesthetic ideology from outside the country.  

In many discussions, cosmopolitanism is a term associated with globalised way of life, less oriented 
on national identity than transcultural competence and cultural translation. Cosmopolitanism as 
described by Brosius in this context is the competence to incorporate western elements in one’s 
repertoire, and to know which is the most suitable and ‘cultured one’. It relates to persons aspiring to 
and accumulating moral values, cultural and economic forms of capital that generate a ‘world citizenry’ 
(Brosius 2010, 331).  

Garden versus the view is also one of the highly debated issues for the owners of these new high-
end apartments which is compensated by providing high-class communal amenities like garden spaces 
with jogging tracks, gym spaces and communal pool. The view from the top looking down into the 
communal garden and towards the sea matches the need for proximate green space by providing a 
visual connection if not a direct physical one. When speaking to the occupants, they expressed a feeling 
of satisfaction in still having a visual connection to the green all day long without having to worry about 
the maintenance of it. This reflects a bigger shift in attitude towards ownership in this globalised era, 
where life has become completely internalised and ownership by association emerges as a new form, 
attitude defining elite lifestyle. 

4. Conclusion 

The thresholds discussed here present a window into the persistence of the colonial thresholds in spite 
of being a globalised typology. It also reflects negotiations made by these new elite in the new spatial 
typology reflecting their socio-cultural aspirations, cultural capital and attitudes towards status and 
privacy played out in these newly created living domains. This new environment is a key to their 
guaranteed social mobility regardless of their previous social status, which would have been impossible 
for many of them before the typology was introduced. 

This paper is only a partial attempt at disseminating fieldwork data, focussing on user negotiations in 
the condominiums based on only one case-study mainly employing spatial analysis and discourse 
analysis as investigative methods. Through this study, there are questions raised about the 
transformation of the typology and the stream of new elite fostered by it. These issues will be addressed 
in more depth once the data (drawings, interviews and discourse for three more projects) related to the 
processes that contribute to the making of these condominium are analysed. 

These condominiums act like an isolated grid, where the aspiring cosmopolitans avail, adjust and 
compromise to fit into this grid in order to be part of the larger homogenous identity- an association 
deemed to be the quickest way to climb the social ladder. It is this new environment that shapes the 
identity of the new cosmopolitans, rather than the other way around. 
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