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Colonial municipal planning discourses imagined waste 

as infrastructure to build Bombay city by filling creeks 

and reclaiming land. Waste as land was reassembled 

through the judiciary’s remaking of the landfill as a zone 

of pollution to be “scientifically” closed through waste 

treatment technologies. Even as science attempts to 

comprehend its complexity and contain it, waste 

possesses an agency of its own that disrupts the social, 

haunting reclaimed real estate with its fugitive 

gaseous presence. 

Mary Douglas’s work in Risk and Blame (1992) and 
 Purity and Danger (2003) is useful to think about the 
making of waste through sociotechnical systems 

that reveal how societies construct and maintain power. Doug-
las draws attention to the scientifi c and cultural ways through 
which objects take on the social values of dirt and pollution, a 
process marked by the coming together of traditional behavi-
our of avoidance as well as the authorising power of scientifi c 
institutions to produce expert knowledge domains, including 
the science of sanitation, public health and urban planning. 

From such a perspective, waste can be seen as created 
through the power of social institutions and knowledge sys-
tems which authorise the becoming of waste. Making waste as 
value and non-value, for instance, produces objects as either 
 unwanted “excess,” the unruly “other” of capital (Gidwani 
2015), or as a means of livelihood and a resource when reused 
and recycled (Chaturvedi 2003). Waste then is an archive that 
reveals how space is produced through the exercise of power 
and politics, how epistemic boundaries that defi ne risk and 
pollution are formed, and how social hierarchies of caste, class 
and gender are restated. It discloses social systems of classifying 
and authorising (Bowker and Star 1999), exposes the bur eau-
cratic ordering of civic and unplanned spaces (Legg 2007) and 
depicts the economic logic of attributing value to objects, places 
and people (Gidwani 2013).

Following Bruno Latour’s work (2005) and related perspec-
tives in science and technology studies that show the con-
vergence of the social and the material, waste interrogates 
modern ontologies that split nature from culture, object from 
subject, and knowledge from value. It is located where borders 
begin to be forged. As a boundary object, waste reveals clas-
sifi catory systems that produce it as real through meaning 
and value.

In this article I describe the making of waste in urban space 
through the creation, destruction and afterlife of landfi ll sites. 
I describe three moments—life, death and afterlife—of the 
landfi lls in Mumbai city: Deonar, Mulund and Malad. These 
temporal moments reveal the social production of waste and 
its uses to create land and extract surplus economic value. I 
show that waste has multiple and complex lives even while it is 
produced by cultural actors through, fi rst, municipal planning 
discourses that transform waste into land and, second, through 
legal categories of pollution and risk that remake landfi ll sites 
as real estate. Waste, I argue, possesses an agency of its own 
and, as an actant, it disrupts the social by returning as gas that 
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is diffi cult to contain and detect, even as science attempts to 
comprehend its complexity, disassemble and exterminate it. 

First, I describe the making of the oldest landfi ll in Mumbai, 
built by the colonial municipality on land  recl aimed from 
Thane creek. Waste serves as vital infrastructure that trans-
forms water into land by fi rming creeks,  reclaiming and 
 fi lling low-lying areas that connected the various islands to 
make the colonial city of Bombay. The reclamation of land 
using waste, I show, was seen by the municipality as a cost-
effective method of disposing waste and creating valuable 
real estate on the city’s periphery. Here waste as  material 
used for fi lling creeks and creating land is deployed as an 
 instrument of capital that reduces waste to the function 
of capital. 

The second signifi cant moment in the life of the landfi ll, I 
show, is the categorisation of the landfi ll as a site of pollution 
that prompts its closure and death. Here I describe the legal 
remaking of the landfi ll as a zone of air pollution. Waste here 
is reassembled through “scientifi c” practices of waste treat-
ment, including contracting land to Bio Mining India for exca-
vating and treating fi ve decades of mixed waste, as part of the 
“scientifi c” closure of the Mulund landfi ll. I examine claims of 
biomining technology that assert its  capacity to separate and 
redeploy organic, metal and polythene components within the 
material in the landfi ll, to fi nd that in practice the mixed na-
ture of decomposed waste does not allow for a process of re-
covery. Instead, on-site practices reveal that waste treatment 
acts more as a procedure for clearing out waste to prepare the 
land for redevelopment. In so  doing, the land is fenced from its 
everyday users, restricting access of Hindu, Muslim and 
Christian Dalit waste pickers who have worked at the landfi ll 
for the last 50 years of its existence.

Finally, I describe the afterlife of the landfi ll, when waste 
returns from beneath the land in which it is buried in the form 
of odour and indiscernible sulphurous gas, to disrupt the 
 everyday functioning of computers and home appliances. The 
return of waste as gas that oxidises delicate silver and copper 
chips used in computers, laptops and air conditioners, reveals 
broader combined histories of land, waste and labour (Kaika 
2004). These entanglements have been effaced by, fi rst, the 
reclamation of Malad creek using waste to make the landfi ll 
and, second, redevelopment of the Malad landfi ll land to 
build an information technology (IT) complex. Yet this 
 attempt at effacing waste history  remains unfi nished, as 
waste never goes away but returns from below the ground 
through toxic gases. 

These three moments in the life of the landfi ll have been 
 reconstructed in this article using historical archives as well as 
ethnographies of users of the space. In the ethnographic 
 reconstruction of Dalit waste pickers at the Deonar and Mulund 
landfi lls and of Warli Adivasis at the Malad dumping ground, I 
describe multiple ruptures of communities being displaced by 
the landfi ll and from the landfi ll. I also draw upon interviews 
conducted between 2015 and 2019 in Mumbai, of a site engineer 
and an air pollution and waste management expert to recon-
struct the story of Mulund and Malad landfi lls respectively. 

I trace the production of waste (i) through municipal plans 
to create land infrastructure; (ii) through the discourse of 
 pollution to create contaminating substances; and (iii) through 
the scientifi c closure of landfi lls to make treated waste materi-
als. Alongside, I also describe the agency of waste to upend 
waste technology and return as gas to disrupt the social, defy-
ing the disciplining modes that have sought to control the uses 
of waste for economic expansion. 

In doing so, I describe the social and material entangle-
ments that create urban spaces by reclaiming water to make 
land by fi rming it with waste. This reclaimed land is remade 
by converting the used landfi ll as spectacularly profi table real 
estate properties. The making of space is enabled by designa-
ting objects as waste and declaring spaces as zones of non-value 
and pollution. Space-making also iterates social hierarchies by 
devaluing the community labour of Dalit and Adivasi groups, 
whose use of natural resources and waste as property of the 
commons yields modest accumulation in shared and non-
subtractable ways (Gidwani and Maringanti 2016). These 
 interlinkages between spaces, objects and social hierarchies 
demonstrate how meanings get attached to the materiality of 
waste, manifested in the shifting geography of the landfi ll as it 
is produced, destroyed and remade. 

Birth of a Landfill: Deonar, 1899

In the aftermath of the bubonic plague epidemic of the late 
19th century, the colonial Bombay municipality took measures 
to sanitise all identifi ed areas of Bombay Presidency. The re-
port of the Sanitary Commission, for instance, requested hasten-
ing large schemes of drainage and conservancy and  removing 
refuse beyond the city limits by rail (Sanitary Commission 
1901: 24). In this report, it was noted that the most noteworthy 
accomplishment of the year 1899–1900 was the completion of 
the scheme for the removal of refuse from the town to a local-
ity beyond the city’s limits. At the time of writing the report, 
Bombay city managed its waste by transporting it in two 
trains of 25 wagons each, which left town daily with their 
load of refuse. The refuse, collected through bullock carts as 
well as steam and patrol wagons from across the city, was 
 carried to the railway siding, through which it was hauled 
outside the island and used for reclaiming land that became 
the Deonar landfi ll.

The City Improvement Trust, created in 1898 after the city 
was “decimated with plague” to improve “overcrowded areas” 
and “unhealthy conditions of narrow tortuous lanes and gullies” 
(Turner 1934–35), was also given the mandate to lead the recla-
mation of land using waste in a planned and controlled manner. 
The use of waste to reclaim land was a strategy adopted by the 
colonial sanitary state, because British health offi cers felt that 
areas lying below the high-water mark of the sea  required care-
ful planning since they were prone to fl ooding during the mon-
soons. Waste was seen as useful material for fi lling up low-lying 
areas, for it provided an effi cient and cost-effective way of rais-
ing the land above sea-level. It was used as infrastructure for 
reclaiming land from the sea and connecting islands to mitigate 
the threat of fl ooding the rest of the city in the monsoons. 
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As a control measure, the colonial municipality planned to 
reclaim low-lying lands in which sewage could be drained 
 using a sectional system of drainage. It was recommended that 
“suffi cient land … be reclaimed,” in order to “water these lands 
with part of the sewage of the districts nearest to them” (Latham 
1890: 48). Land north of Kurla was reclaimed by  “removing 
the street-sweepings and garbage called kachra, from the city, 
and fi lling up the land with it, to a suffi cient  altitude for the 
purposes intended” (Latham 1890: 42). It was found that 
kachra, when wet with rain and spread on the ground, would 
transform into earth. Further, it would take two yards of 
kachra to supply the permanent fi lling of one yard of ground.

It is impossible to ascertain what the kachra was composed 
of, but the expression “town refuse” in sanitary reports was 
taken to mean domestic household refuse, with some admix-
ture of shop or trade refuse and a proportion of vegetable or 
garden refuse (Maxwell 1898: 439). One cost-effective method 
for the disposal of this refuse was seen to be fi lling low-lying 
land, pits and excavations as well as raising the level of marsh 
land, described as tips or shoots.

In a discussion on Maxwell’s paper on methods of town 
 refuse disposal, sanitarians from different parts of British 
 India expressed varied opinions on methods of waste disposal 
in tropical climates. They differed on the feasibility of using 
 incinerators for burning waste, using hopper barges to throw 
waste into the deep sea during the monsoons, and the labour 
expenses involved of using waste to make manure. However, 
all sanitarians present promoted the idea of reclaiming land 
with waste as the most remunerative practice in terms of 
 dealing with the “cost of refusal disposal” (Maxwell 1898: 
442). This was promoted as a standard practice to fi ll up the 
low-lying hollows that connected the various islands that then 
constituted the city.

The Bombay colonial municipality classifi ed parts of the 
Thane creek as khajan or coastal land created by reclaiming 
the sea (Municipal Commissioner 1901). Reclamation was im-
agined as part of the process of unmaking the sea as land 
through waste as a socio-natural technique adopted in service 
of the growing demands of the city (Swyngedouw 1996). By 
1908, the health department of the municipal corporation had 
sponsored the reclamation of 116 acres of the creek, for the 
purposes of removing kachra and animal carcasses outside 
city limits (Municipal Commissioner 1907–08). As part of the 
reclamation, a Kurla–Deonar Railway for the conveyance of 
town sweeping was developed and completed in 1900. A bund 
about three miles long was constructed on the boundary of 
the classifi ed khajan lands in Deonar to shut out seawater. 
Four masonry sluice gates were constructed in 1908. A clay 
bund encircling the whole reclamation area was raised and 
widened from half a mile to one and a half mile for laying a 
railway siding. Money was sanctioned in 1907 to build a road 
for carts to carry the carcasses of animals from Bombay to the 
carcass depot in Deonar. By 1908, the health department of 
the  municipal corporation planned to complete the reclama-
tion of land for the construction of a railway siding through 
which kachra and animal carcasses could be removed to  Deonar. 

Sanitary rules stipulated the technique to dump waste in the 
landfi ll. The refuse was required to be covered at once with six 
inches of dry earth and sprinkled with pesterine to prevent 
breeding of fl ies (Turner 1914: 165). These colonial sanitary 
policies established the procedure for dumping waste in land-
fi lls by using waste as materials of no value. This fi xed the 
 template for waste practices in Indian cities for years to follow. 
Simultaneously, waste was transformed into land infrastru-
cture by reclaiming creeks to create real estate that would 
 become spectacularly valuable in due course. 

Death of a Landfill: Mulund, 2019

Since 1968, the Mulund landfi ll, in the eastern suburbs of the 
city along Thane creek to the north of Deonar, had functioned 
as a territory with high waste concentration because it  received 
one-fourth of the city’s waste, that is, 1,200 tonnes per day, 
even though it occupied an area of 18.45 hectares, much smaller 
than Deonar. Prior to this, the areas of Malad and Mulund were 
panchayat villages, along with Goregaon, Dahisar, Kandivali, 
Borivali and 34 other villages that constituted the exten ded 
suburbs of the city, which offi cially merged with the  Municipal 
Corporation of Greater Bombay with effect from 1 February 1957 
(Municipal Commission 1962–63).

The creation of these extended suburbs also depended on 
the use of waste to reclaim low-lying lands by discharging 
waste and night soil into the Versova, Sion, Ghatkopar and 
Bandra creeks. Similar to the making of Deonar, the Mulund 
landfi ll was created from low-lying lands. The landfi ll site was 
built with an access road to the dumpsite, a nala, compound 
wall and pumping station that were constructed by the muni-
cipality (Municipal Commissioner 1973–74). Even while the 
landfi ll was operational through the 1970s, the Mulund suburb 
was planned around it, fi rst under the Town Planning Scheme 
and later under the Final Development Plan of 1967, which 
 demarcated and notifi ed plots for construction.

While both Deonar and Mulund share similar planning 
 histories, civic activism that invoked health hazards due to the 
proximate location of residential colonies gained greater tra-
ction in the media, more in the case of the Mulund landfi ll 
when compared to Deonar. This was perhaps due to the class 
composition of residents that came to live in the Mulund 
 suburb, whose civic activism resonated with public health 
 concerns within the media, the municipality and the high 
court, in  comparison to the densely populated Dalit and Muslim 
settlements of Shivajinagar–Baiganwadi surrounding the 
Deonar landfi ll, which continued to be imagined as “unplanned” 
(Björkman 2015).1 

Between January and March 2016, a spate of recurring fi res 
in the Deonar and Mulund landfi lls drew attention to the 
looming waste crisis in the city and the extensive overuse of 
both landfi lls. In particular, on 27 February 2016, the raging 
fi re in the Deonar landfi ll was captured by satellite images. 
Schools in the area were shut for over a week and visibility was 
reported to be very poor. The Deonar fi re was followed almost 
immediately by a fi re at the Mulund landfi ll that again clouded 
the city’s skyline with a dense black fog. 
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Following the two fi re incidents, the Bombay High Court in 
February 2017 ordered the Brihan (Greater) Mumbai Corpora-
tion (BMC) to cap the two landfi lls and ensure their “scientifi c” 
closure, according to the Municipal Solid Waste (Management 
and Handling) Rules of 2000. The court reasoned that both 
landfi lls had reached their saturation limit and ordered dump-
ing in the Mulund landfi ll to be stopped with immediate effect, 
revising and extending dumping facility in Deonar till the end 
of 2019. 

The death of the Mulund landfi ll was prompted by what 
Baviskar (2003) terms as “bourgeois environmentalism,” 
pointing to the cultural politics of regulating urban space and 
resources “in the public interest” by displacing the urban poor, 
who are held disproportionately responsible for threats to 
 environment and public health. Civic concerns around public 
health voiced by the media, the Bombay High Court and 
 upwardly mobile residents converged in demanding the 
 closure of the Mulund landfi ll, which was identifi ed as a site of 
air pollution. Hence, prior meanings associated with waste as 
 infrastructure to make land were reconfi gured to identify the 
landfi ll as a site of pollution. What cultural symbols and shifts 
in categories made these confi gurations of waste as infrastru-
cture and later as a site of pollution and risk possible? 

Mary Douglas’s work, Risk and Blame again allows for possible 
ways of thinking about these classifi cations, where the process 
of defi ning certain substances as risky or polluting is excavated 
as a “powerful forensic resource” to understand the underlying 
symbolism of how communities construct boundaries, make 
meaning and construct bonds of solidarity (Douglas 1992). 
The methods of arriving at and classifying “danger” or “pollution,” 
for Douglas, reveal both the connection and difference bet-
ween moral and scientifi c communities. Both the  traditional 
and scientifi c communities seek to explain the unknown, un-
controllable and potential crisis. While the former deploy ex-
pressive modes of meaning-making, the latter deploy instru-
mental modes of arriving at the real, quantifi able and control-
lable forms of risk and pollution that commonly cast blame on 
some identifi ed “other.” Douglas’s insights are revelatory here 
for they explain how the discourse around the landfi ll fi res 
linked blame to waste, air pollution and users of the landfi lls. 

The revised Bombay High Court order identifi ed the Deonar 
landfi ll as a cause of pollution and blamed residential waste 
pickers as “anti-social elements operating inside the dumping 
ground,” who had divided the entire dumping ground into 
various zones. The order emphasised the “disastrous effects” 
caused by the Deonar fi re on people living in the proximity of 
the site (PIL no 3720/2017). It pointed to the lack of security 
and surveillance, especially the absence of closed-circuit 
 television cameras (CCTV cameras), as enabling breaches in 
the compound wall, leading to the fi re. This, it said, posed a 
“major danger to the health of the citizens,” which was sub-
stantiated by placing on record air quality index fi gures that 
showed smoke generated by the Deonar fi re as causing alarming 
air pollution levels in the city. 

The court order had consequences for a large number of 
Dalit and Muslim waste pickers whose formal access to the 

Deonar landfi ll was restricted. Patrolling by security guards 
became stringent and higher bribes had to be paid to secure 
access. Permits for picking waste were withdrawn but clandes-
tine access was encouraged, which meant that waste pickers 
crawled from the open grounds in the neighbourhood through 
an underground sewer accessed through a broken wall. 

In response to these developments, waste pickers from the 
slums adjoining the Deonar landfi ll dismissed the collective 
blame laid on them. Instead, they claimed intimate and supe-
rior knowledge of the landfi ll, where they worked every day, 
sometimes more than once a day, sometimes throughout their 
life and, in some cases, for more than two generations. They 
recalled that fi res in the Deonar landfi ll occurred regularly and 
described with vividness and candour their routine of predicting 
an eruption by gauging the strength of methane in the air. On 
numerous unreported occasions, they mused with part-amusement 
and part-betrayal, that they had woken up to smoke from the 
landfi ll and had carried buckets of precious and  expensive water 
from their homes (their emphasis) to douse it.

Aftermath of the Closure

Following the high court order, however, it was not the Deonar 
landfi ll that was closed down but the Mulund landfi ll that was 
forced into closure in December 2018. I visited the site four 
months after its formal closure. Following the orders of the 
high court on the “scientifi c” closure of the landfi ll, waste in the 
Mulund landfi ll was sought to be treated by a private company 
called Bio Mining India that seeks to separate and redeploy 
the organic, metal and polythene components within waste. 

Even in its death, the Mulund landfi ll remains a highly regu-
lated zone, with CCTV cameras, work stations and excavating 
vehicles that operated to rework and manage waste. I spoke to 
an unsuspecting monitor engineer who off-the-record shared 
mundane details of his work, since permission to enter the 
landfi ll was formally refused. According to him, an on-site 
 “exacerbator” excavated accumulated layers of waste that is 
processed to separate metals and biowaste from polythene. 
This segregated waste is dried, compressed and fl attened as 
well as sprayed with medicine (oushadhi). He was certain that 
biotreatment, in terms of using organic waste to make com-
post, was not feasible in the case of the 50-year-old mixed 
waste, for little of the organic substance was left for microbial 
action. Recovery and reuse of the excavated polythene was 
also not possible, even though biomining or bioremediation 
technology claimed otherwise. He was unwilling, however, to 
admit that this effectively meant that moving the treated 
waste to another site was the most likely outcome and that no 
existing technological solution was possible in reusing or 
 redeploying the waste from the Mulund landfi ll. 

The closing of the Mulund landfi ll meant an end to the live-
lihood of waste pickers who had lived and worked adjacent to 
the landfi ll for the 50 years of its existence. In the Dalit settle-
ments of Hari Om Nagar (marked by the presence of Budh 
 Vihar), people were left with the option of either travelling to 
other waste hubs at added expense, working as domestic 
 labour in the neighbouring housing colonies, or getting 
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 contractual employment as sweepers or drain cleaners in the 
BMC. They mourned the “leisure” and bankability of accessing 
waste next door at the landfi ll. So far, they had retained infor-
mal rights to walk across the landfi ll to carry and collect wa-
ter, even as access had been denied for outsiders like me. They 
 anticipated, however, the building of a wall in the coming 
months that could permanently seal their access to the landfi ll 
and undo any remaining claims they have to their site of work.

The Afterlife of a Landfill: Malad, 2007

Amiya Sahoo is an air pollution as well as waste management 
expert, consulted by petrochemical companies to monitor, 
measure and suggest methods to control air pollution levels, 
and to advise companies on suitable measures for disposing of 
industrial waste. He became a well-known expert on industrial 
waste at a time when 3,500 petrochemical industries were 
 located within the city, in Dharavi district, which were bought 
by Reliance and relocated to Gujarat and Madhya Pradesh in 
the early 2000s.

In the midst of a busy day in 2007, Sahoo received a call 
from the local chief executive offi cer (CEO) of Intelenet, a soft-
ware call centre company, based in the Mindspace complex at 
Malad. The CEO  requested his help in tackling strange and 
mysterious occu rrences taking place in their offi ce complex. 
Newly purchased computers were failing, air conditioners 
were breaking down and household appliances were shutting 
down without reason. Sahoo thought like everybody else that 
this was a job for an engineer, but was obliged to accept the 
request to pay a visit to the Malad offi ce complex. 

Arriving at the large Mindspace IT complex, built as a tech-
park to house over 100 IT companies and business process out-
sourcings (BPOs), Sahoo stepped out of his car with a smile on 
his face as he greeted grim- looking employees. In his fi rst few 
seconds there, he caught the familiar smell of hydrogen sulphide 
gas that allows itself to be sensed in the fi rst encounter but 
cannot be smelled on prolonged exposure even though it 
 remains in the air. 

There was no scientifi c evidence to prove that waste as sul-
phurous gas was responsible for the reported breakdowns. All 
prior efforts to analyse the internal air quality had failed to 
detect the presence of the gas, indicating hydrogen sulphide 
levels to be below detectable levels. Despite these indications, 
Sahoo felt he was on to something.

He engaged a new laboratory and specifi ed parameters, 
methodology and newer calibration techniques in order to 
 detect the concentration of hydrogen sulphide levels in the air. 
Alongside, he requested employees of the company to suspend 
a copper foil over their premises and to respond to a question-
naire on health problems faced by the users of the space. He 
requested them to call him back if they saw changes in the 
copper foil.

In a few weeks, the employees called back to report that the 
copper foil had developed large black patches. Sahoo retur ned 
to investigate the site, taking with him a young newspaper 
journalist, to conduct an immediate on-site public investi-
gation of what he had suspected all along. At the Mindspace 

 complex, the investigating team looked to collect evidence for 
the presence of hydrogen sulphide gas. They travelled to cons-
truction sites in the area where the foundations were being 
laid. The journalist hit upon a spot and called out to the team, 
who found themselves looking through a huge hole in the 
ground that revealed layers of rotting waste from the remains 
of the Malad landfi ll. Waste was returning as gas to oxidise 
silver and copper fi laments in gadgets, refusing to allow newer 
occupants of the landfi ll to function normally. 

The next day, the Times of India carried a news report on the 
crashing of computers and home appliances in Malad, due to 
the construction of IT offi ce complexes like Mindspace, the 
 Inorbit Mall and a large garden on land consisting of untreated 
waste. Public responses to the controversy held the real estate 
developers responsible, who were seen to disregard public 
concerns. Property prices in the area fell drastically as news 
about high pollution levels circulated. The role of the BMC was 
also questioned since, despite its suspension of dumping in the 
landfi ll following high court orders in 2002, there was evidence 
of black leachate leaking and contaminating the groundwater. 
On closing the landfi ll, the BMC had sold the land to Ivory 
Properties, part of the Raheja group of developers, who were 
now held accountable for this unforeseen situation.

The Warli Adivasis who lived in the village of Malad recall 
that, before the 1970s, they fi shed in the waters of the Malad 
creek and farmed salt and vegetables in its marshes before it 
was remade into land and used as a dump. When they noticed 
the Maharashtra Housing and Area Development Authority 
acquiring land and auctio ning plots, they decided to form a 
trust to initiate a dialogue with the government through their 
representative (samaj  sevak) to prevent losing both their land 
and livelihood. The government offered them a plot of land of 
1.4 acres, which the Adivasi samaj sevaks decided to develop 
through an Adivasi builder, to build an Adivasi colony. While they 
were able to  secure housing for their community, their liveli-
hoods were lost when parts of the creek were converted into a 
landfi ll. Enterpri sing members of their community still manage 
to practise their traditional occupation by fi shing in the sea on 
public beach fronts and selling their catch in local markets. 
However, younger Adivasi men, their mothers complain, spend 
their time drinking, their lives confi ned to the dingy, narrow 
lanes of their colony where the Warli art painted on their walls, 
doors and corridors represents pictures of their former lives 
engaged in community activities such as dancing, fi shing and 
doing agriculture. This community art seems to represent a 
meaning they no longer seem to fi nd in the world outside.

Conclusions 

This article has described the complex lives of materials that 
are made as waste by tracing its different forms. Through 
 municipal plans the materiality of waste is imagined as infra-
structure that transforms water into land to facilitate the cons-
truction of the Deonar and Mulund landfi lls in the eastern 
 harbour of Mumbai city. 

Waste as land is later remade into real estate property that 
is made spectacularly profi table, through the judiciary’s 
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 classifi cation of landfi lls as sites of air pollution to be closed 
down. Despite the mobilisation of the materiality of waste into 
different forms and its multiple uses for spatial expansion, 
 materials that make up waste cannot be controlled by muni-
cipal, or legal institutions. Waste possesses its own agency by 
unsettling claims of biomining technology by leaking out as 
black leachate that seeps into groundwater. Despite attempts 
to treat and exterminate it, waste returns from beneath the 
land in which it is buried in the form of odour and indiscer-
nible sulphurous gas, to haunt spaces sanitised by capital, by 
disrupting the everyday functioning of computers and home 
 appliances. In its afterlife, as seen in the case of the Malad IT 
park, waste changes form and acts to disrupt everyday life. 

In describing three moments in the life of the landfi ll, this 
article has demonstrated how the complex forms of making 
waste through space are entangled with social hierarchy. 
While waste is made through municipal, legal and technical 

systems, this sociotechnical process also remakes the social. 
As seen in the creation, death and remaking of the landfi ll, 
Dalit and Adivasi communities are dispossessed of land and 
resources that are allocated to the middle classes by displacing 
the urban poor. 

It can be concluded, following Douglas, that waste, like poll-
ution, is as much a scientifi c category as it is a social one. This 
has been emphasised by David Arnold (2013), for instance, 
who argues that pollution in the Indian context is both an en-
vironmental and religious concept, for it can be defi ned 
through social and physical distance, as well as inappropriate 
contact and touch between sexes, castes and food products. In 
the case of Indian cities, the making of waste is deployed not 
merely to protect the sanctity of temples, as Arnold argues 
with regard to the concept of pollution, but also to further the 
interest of capital in making and remaking space by restating 
social hierarchies.

Note

1  The term “settlements” in the plural is used to 
designate the area of Shivajinagar–Baiganwadi, 
in order to include smaller areas like Lotus, 
Bandra Plot, Shanti Nagar, Padma Nagar, Rafi q 
Nagar falling under it. This neighbourhood is 
home to Dalit and Muslim communities, many 
of whom have migrated to the city and settled 
in the area since the 1960s. According to Björk-
man, the declaration of the neighbourhood as a 
“slum,” does not function to adjudicate “legal” 
from “illegal” land uses, but rather to facilitate 
the provision of services—water, roads, sewer-
age—to under-serviced neighbourhoods. Par-
ticularly in the years following the release of 
the Development Plan, she notes,  incrementally-
built popular neighbourhoods were treated as 
something of a “housing solution,” with offi cial 
efforts focused primarily on upgrading and 
service-provision, facilitated by political proce-
sses of negotiation, compromise and stealth 
(Björkman 2013: 42). 
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