
The Veiled City: Unraveling the Enigma 

of Mumbai

Introduction

In the heart of India's western coast lies Mumbai, a city 

pulsating  with  life,  contradictions,  and  a  captivating 

history.  Once  celebrated  as  a  symbol  of 

cosmopolitanism and unity,  the city has undergone a 

metamorphosis, becoming a crucible of ethnic conflict 

and violent nationalism. In this book, we embark on a 

journey to unravel the enigma of Mumbai, delving into 

its intricate layers of history,  identity,  and the forces 

that have shaped its transformation.

Our exploration begins with the city's chameleon-like 

name changes, from Bombay to Mumbai, reflecting the 

tug-of-war between tradition and modernity, linguistic 

and cultural identities. We trace the roots of conflict to 
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the  colonial  era,  where  the  seeds  of  division  were 

sown, and follow the trajectory of ethnic nationalism as 

it gained traction in the post-colonial landscape. Along 

the  way,  we  encounter  the  rise  of  political  parties 

exploiting  identity  politics,  the  struggle  for  linguistic 

supremacy,  and  the  role  of  religion  and  caste  in 

shaping urban identities.

Mumbai's  urban  fabric  bears  the  scars  of  its 

tumultuous  past  and  present.  We  examine  the  city's 

changing landscape, from its glittering skyscrapers to 

its  sprawling  slums,  exploring  the  impact  of 

urbanization, migration, and globalization on its social 

fabric.  We  delve  into  the  fault  lines  of  identity  that 

divide  Marathi  and  non-Marathi  communities, 

scrutinize  the  marginalization  of  minorities,  and 

uncover  the  clash  between  traditional  and  modern 

values.

The  city's  history  is  punctuated  by  outbreaks  of 

communal  violence,  leaving  deep  wounds  in  its 
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collective  psyche.  We investigate  the  role  of  political 

parties and hate speech in inciting conflict, the failure 

of  law enforcement to curb violence,  and the urgent 

need  for  reconciliation  and  healing.  Yet,  amidst  the 

darkness, we find stories of resilience and hope, where 

individuals  and  communities  rise  above  adversity  to 

promote peace and understanding.

Moving forward, we explore the path toward a more 

inclusive  and  harmonious  Mumbai.  We examine  the 

need  for  inclusive  urban  planning,  education,  and 

employment  opportunities,  and  the  importance  of 

interfaith dialogue and cultural exchange. We highlight 

the  role  of  government  in  addressing  historical 

injustices  and  the  power  of  civic  engagement  and 

community action in fostering social cohesion.

Ultimately, this book is an exploration of identity and 

belonging  in  a  globalized  world,  where  the 

complexities  of  individual  and  collective  identities 

intersect.  We  reflect  on  the  lessons  that  Mumbai's 
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struggles offer to other divided cities, emphasizing the 

need for conflict-sensitive urban planning,  education, 

and  civic  engagement.  As  we  envision  a  united 

Mumbai,  we  celebrate  its  diversity  and  pluralism, 

embracing the hope for a city where all belong.
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Book Description

In the heart of India, Mumbai stands as a testament to 

the complexities  of  identity,  belonging,  and the ever-

shifting  nature  of  urban  life.  Once  a  symbol  of 

cosmopolitanism and unity,  the city has undergone a 

metamorphosis, becoming a crucible of ethnic conflict 

and violent nationalism.

"The Veiled City:  Unraveling the Enigma of  Mumbai" 

delves  into  the  intricate  layers  of  Mumbai's  history, 

identity,  and  the  forces  that  have  shaped  its 

transformation.  Through  a  captivating  narrative,  the 

book explores the city's chameleon-like name changes, 

from  Bombay  to  Mumbai,  reflecting  the  tug-of-war 

between  tradition  and  modernity,  linguistic  and 

cultural identities. It traces the roots of conflict to the 

colonial  era  and  follows  the  trajectory  of  ethnic 

nationalism in the post-colonial landscape.
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The book examines Mumbai's urban fabric, scarred by 

its tumultuous past and present. It delves into the city's 

changing landscape, from its glittering skyscrapers to 

its  sprawling  slums,  exploring  the  impact  of 

urbanization, migration, and globalization on its social 

fabric.  It  scrutinizes  the  fault  lines  of  identity  that 

divide  Marathi  and  non-Marathi  communities,  the 

marginalization of  minorities,  and the clash between 

traditional and modern values.

The  narrative  delves  into  the  city's  history  of 

communal violence,  investigating the role of  political 

parties and hate speech in inciting conflict, the failure 

of  law enforcement to curb violence,  and the urgent 

need  for  reconciliation  and  healing.  Yet,  amidst  the 

darkness,  the book uncovers stories of resilience and 

hope,  where individuals and communities rise above 

adversity to promote peace and understanding.

Moving forward, the book explores the path toward a 

more inclusive and harmonious Mumbai. It examines 
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the need for inclusive urban planning, education, and 

employment  opportunities,  and  the  importance  of 

interfaith dialogue and cultural exchange. It highlights 

the  role  of  government  in  addressing  historical 

injustices  and  the  power  of  civic  engagement  and 

community action in fostering social cohesion.

Ultimately,  "The  Veiled  City"  is  an  exploration  of 

identity and belonging in a globalized world, where the 

complexities  of  individual  and  collective  identities 

intersect.  It  reflects  on  the  lessons  that  Mumbai's 

struggles offer to other divided cities, emphasizing the 

need for conflict-sensitive urban planning,  education, 

and civic engagement. As it envisions a united Mumbai, 

the  book  celebrates  its  diversity  and  pluralism, 

embracing the hope for a city where all belong.
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Chapter 1: Unveiling the Enigma

Mumbai's  Transformation:  From 

Cosmopolitan Haven to Divided City

Once upon a time, Mumbai, known as Bombay, was a 

city celebrated for its cosmopolitan spirit and vibrant 

cultural  tapestry.  However,  the  city's  transformation 

into a site of ethnic conflict and violent nationalism has 

left many wondering how this profound change came 

to be.

Mumbai's  metamorphosis  can  be  traced  back  to  the 

colonial era, when the British Raj's policies sowed the 

seeds of division among the city's diverse communities. 

The  introduction  of  the  divide-and-rule  strategy 

exacerbated  existing  social  and economic  disparities, 

creating a fertile ground for identity politics to flourish.

Post-independence,  the  rise  of  political  parties 

exploiting ethnic sentiments further fueled the flames 

of division. Linguistic and cultural differences became 
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battlegrounds,  with  Marathi  and  non-Marathi 

communities  clashing  over  issues  of  language 

supremacy and cultural  dominance.  The  struggle  for 

linguistic identity reached its peak in the 1960s, when 

the  Shiv  Sena  party  emerged  as  a  powerful  force 

advocating for Marathi rights.

The city's economic transformation also played a role 

in  its  changing  identity.  The  decline  of  traditional 

industries, such as textiles, and the rise of new service-

based  sectors  led  to  a  significant  influx  of  migrants 

from various  parts  of  India.  This  rapid  urbanization 

brought  diverse  cultures  and  communities  together, 

but  it  also  strained  the  city's  resources  and 

infrastructure,  exacerbating  social  tensions  and 

creating fault lines along ethnic and class lines.

In recent decades, the rise of religious extremism and 

the  growing  influence  of  right-wing  groups  have 

further polarized the city's  social  fabric.  Hate speech 

and inflammatory rhetoric have become commonplace, 
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fueling  communal  violence  and  creating  an 

atmosphere  of  fear  and  distrust  among  different 

communities.

The  transformation  of  Mumbai  from  a  cosmopolitan 

haven to a divided city is a complex and multifaceted 

phenomenon, rooted in historical, political, economic, 

and social  factors.  Understanding this transformation 

is crucial for finding pathways towards reconciliation 

and building a more inclusive and harmonious city for 

all.
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Chapter 1: Unveiling the Enigma

The  Rise  of  Ethnic  Nationalism:  Identity 

Politics and Urban Conflict

The rise of ethnic nationalism in Mumbai, a city once 

celebrated for its cosmopolitanism, has been a complex 

and  multifaceted  phenomenon,  deeply  rooted  in 

identity politics and urban conflict. At the heart of this 

transformation  lies  the  interplay  between  local, 

regional, and national forces, shaping the city's social 

and political landscape.

One key factor driving ethnic nationalism in Mumbai is 

the  assertion of  Marathi  identity,  particularly  by  the 

Shiv Sena, a political party founded in the 1960s. The 

Shiv  Sena's  rise  to  prominence  capitalized  on  the 

grievances of Marathi-speaking communities, who felt 

marginalized  by  the  influx  of  migrants  from  other 

parts  of  India.  The party's  rhetoric  and actions often 
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targeted non-Marathi communities, creating a climate 

of fear and resentment.

The linguistic divide between Marathi and non-Marathi 

speakers became a potent symbol of ethnic difference, 

further  fueling  tensions.  The  struggle  for  linguistic 

supremacy, with each side demanding recognition and 

dominance,  led  to  linguistic  riots  and  conflicts. 

Language  became  a  proxy  for  cultural  and  political 

power,  exacerbating  the  divisions  within  Mumbai's 

diverse population.

Moreover, the city's rapid urbanization and economic 

transformation  contributed  to  the  rise  of  ethnic 

nationalism.  The  influx  of  migrants  from  different 

regions  of  India,  each  with  their  own  linguistic  and 

cultural backgrounds, strained the city's resources and 

infrastructure.  This  led  to  competition  for  jobs, 

housing,  and  basic  services,  further  fueling  ethnic 

tensions  and  creating  fertile  ground  for  political 

mobilization along ethnic lines.
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The rise of ethnic nationalism in Mumbai also reflects 

the broader context of Indian politics, where identity-

based  movements  have  gained  traction  in  recent 

decades.  The  assertion  of  regional  and  linguistic 

identities has challenged the dominance of the national 

Congress party,  leading to the emergence of  regional 

parties and alliances. This trend has been particularly 

pronounced in Maharashtra, where the Shiv Sena has 

played a significant role in shaping the state's political 

landscape.

The  consequences  of  ethnic  nationalism  in  Mumbai 

have  been  far-reaching,  leading  to  social 

fragmentation,  political  instability,  and  outbreaks  of 

violence. The city's rich cosmopolitan heritage has been 

overshadowed  by  ethnic  conflicts,  undermining  its 

unity  and  progress.  The  rise  of  ethnic  nationalism 

poses  a  serious  challenge to  Mumbai's  aspirations  of 

becoming a truly inclusive and harmonious city.
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Chapter 1: Unveiling the Enigma

The Politics of Naming: Bombay vs. Mumbai - 

A Battle of Symbols

In the heart of India's Maharashtra state lies Mumbai, a 

city that has undergone a metamorphosis, shedding its 

colonial-era  name,  Bombay,  in  favor  of  an  identity 

rooted in its ancient Marathi heritage. This seemingly 

simple  act  of  renaming  encapsulates  a  complex 

struggle for power, identity, and belonging, reflecting 

the  deep-seated  tensions  that  have  shaped  the  city's 

history and continue to reverberate today.

The  battle  over  Bombay's  name  is  a  micro 

carelesslycosmos of the larger struggle for control over 

the city's narrative, its history, and its future. On one 

side  stand  those  who  champion  the  name  Mumbai, 

arguing that it represents the city's true identity, rooted 

in its Marathi heritage and culture. On the other side 

are those who cling to the name Bombay, seeing it as a 
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symbol of the city's cosmopolitan past, its openness to 

the  world,  and  its  rejection  of  narrow,  linguistic 

nationalism.

The  renaming  of  Bombay  to  Mumbai  was  a  highly 

contentious  issue,  sparking  heated  debates,  protests, 

and  even  violence.  Supporters  of  the  change  argued 

that  the  city's  original  name,  derived  from  the 

Portuguese colonial term "Bom Bahia" (Good Bay), was 

a  relic  of  the past  and did not  reflect  the city's  true 

character.  They  pointed  to  the  city's  rich  Marathi 

history, dating back centuries before the arrival of the 

Portuguese,  and  argued  that  the  name  Mumbai, 

derived  from  the  goddess  Mumbadevi,  was  a  more 

authentic representation of the city's identity.

Opponents of the name change, however, saw it as an 

attempt to erase the city's  cosmopolitan heritage and 

impose  a  narrow,  Marathi-centric  narrative  on  its 

diverse population. They argued that the name Bombay 

had become synonymous with the city's global outlook, 
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its economic dynamism, and its cultural diversity. They 

feared that changing the name would send a message 

that  Mumbai  was  no  longer  welcoming  to  outsiders, 

that it was turning its back on its past and its future.

The  debate  over  Bombay's  name  is  ultimately  a 

reflection  of  the  complex  and  often  contradictory 

forces that have shaped Mumbai's identity. It is a city 

that  is  at  once  rooted  in  tradition  and  embracing 

modernity, a city that is both cosmopolitan and deeply 

local, a city that is constantly evolving and yet fiercely 

protective of its heritage. The battle over its name is a 

battle for the soul of the city,  a contest to determine 

what Mumbai will be in the years to come.
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This extract presents the opening three 

sections of the first chapter.

Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.
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