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About the Workshop: 

Indian cities have not really been understood with respect to their historical evolution. Often the information 
is patchy or is just not available. We at CityLabs wish to address this gap by helping Architects, Designers 
and Planners write Urban Histories of their own cities.

“Writing Urban History” was an intense, 5-day workshop for learning how to conceptualize and narrate 
the historical evolution of Indian cities. During this workshop, participants were given theoretical inputs on 
key urban theories and were taught techniques they can use to create a framework for narrating urban 
histories of their cities. The focus was however remain in narrating the evolution of Urban Form.

Workshop Outcomes:

Writing Urban Histories has started with flurry of activities: Input lectures, discussions on analytical 
frameworks and presentation of ideas.

Writing Urban Histories was conducted successfully. A total of ten projects were undertaken by participants 
exploring different themes of Urban History such as the legacy of governance, the idea of conflict, the 
burden of history, the role of sacred geography or cities as political strategies.
The workshop participants were from different parts of the country and represented a range of disciplines; 
Architecture, Urban Planning, Research, and Teaching.
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ALIPTHA              HYDERABAD
GOVINDU City of Amalgamated Cultures

Abstract: 
The intent of the write-up was to explore the idea of cosmopolitanism in the city of Hyderabad which 
has communities of people from different parts of the country and the world. Recently there have been 
suggestions to erase Islamic culture from Hyderabad. I feel that this poses a risk to the cosmopolitan nature 
of the city which has flourished as a result of incorporating different cultures. The attempt is to assess the 
fusion of culture in the city by looking at times in the past which have made the city more cosmopolitan. 
By doing that I have documented 4 periods during which there was an addition to the culture of the city.

not just in the present day, but through the history 
of a city. In the following time line, four phases 
in history have been identified which reflect the 
periods when there has been a fusion of cultures. 

1321
This year marks the entry of the Tughluq dynasty 
who occupied Warangal. Ala-ud-Din Bahman Shah, 
the appointed governor of Golconda, revolted 
against the Delhi Sultanate and established the 
Bahmani Sultanate. This period can be marked 
in the history of Hyderabad as the introduction of 
Persian culture.
During this period Bahmani rulers would recruit 
Persian men to their administration. The official 
court language was Persian and this did not change 
until 1886 when the court language was made Urdu 
by the Nizam rulers.
Today, no depiction of Hyderabad is complete 
without its famous biryani and irani chai. These 
have has their origins in Persia. The word biryan 
means to fry before cooking in Persian. It could 
also have come from the Persian word for rice, 
birinj.3 The addition of this culture reflected in the 
architecture, literature, crafts and cuisine.

Cosmopolitan adjective
“Containing or having experience of people and 
things from many different parts of the world”1

Source: Cambridge dictionary 

Immanuel Kant was a German philosopher and 
one of the key enlightenment thinkers. He had a 
cosmopolitan point of view that suggested that 
there is a universal community to which all human 
beings belong. This community works towards the 
perfect civil union of humankind.2

It is common knowledge that Hyderabad is a 
cosmopolitan city. It is home to citizens from all 
over the world belonging to different religions, 
speaking different languages and eating different 
foods. There have been suggestions that the city 
must now rid itself of the Nizam and Islamic culture. 
There have been suggestions to change its name 
from Hyderabad to Bhagyanagar. I see this as a 
threat to the city’s cosmopolitan nature. An attempt 
to understand where the myriad of Hyderabad’s 
citizens are from can be useful to reinforce that the 
amalgamation of cultures is a quality to be proud of.
The history of the city can serve as a lens to 
breakdown the different periods and instances 
during which the culture of Hyderabad was added 
to. We can begin to understand cosmopolitanism, 

Aliptha Govindu

1590
After overthrowing the Bahmani dynasty, Sultan 
Quli Qutb-ul-Mulk established the Qutb Shah 
dynasty. The capital was shifted from Golkonda in 
1590 to the newly established Hyderabad. Shortly 
after this, in 1591, Muhammad Quli Qutb Shah 
commissioned the Charminar to commemorate 
the end of the cholera epidemic and to mark the 
center of the new city. Mir Momin Astarabadi, a 
first generation Iranian, was the town planner who 

envisioned Hyderabad to be ‘Isfahan I Nau’ which 
means New Hyderabad. The planning of Charminar 
was thus inspired by the Charbagh avenue in 
Isfahan.
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1806
Secunderabad was established in 1806 as a British 
cantonment. This was a result of a subsidiary 
alliance for military and political cooperation signed 
by the Nizam and the East India Company. The 
region north of the Hussain Sagar was given to 
the East India Company for the British and French 
Troops.
The official language was English. This region was 
strikingly different from Hyderabad. It was referred 
to as lashkar which is the Persian word for army.
It was a more liberal and cosmopolitan region. This 
was also the time when many Parsi people came to 
Hyderabad and they became involved. Commerce 
and banking, railways and revenue services. 
Several new establishments came about during 
this time. Some examples are the Plaza Theatre, 
The King Edward Memorial Hospital (Now Gandhi 
Hospital), Secunderabad Railway Station, The 
Trinity Church, St. Ann’s School for girls, civic jail, 
etc. The cantonment region was more liberal than 
the feudal regions.

Fig 1.6: The King Edward Memorial Hospital

Fig 1.7: St. Anns School

Fig 1.5: Railway Station Fig 1.9: Map of Secunderabad
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Figure 5: Railway Station Figure 8: Civic Jail
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1998
Hyderabad Information Technology and 
Engineering Consultancy City, aka Hitec City, was 
inaugurated in 1998 by then Prime Minister Atal 
Bihari Vajpayee and then Chief Minister of Andhra 
Pradesh, Chandrababu Naidu. He had a vision to 
develop Information Technology and residential 
spaces in west Hyderabad in phases. This project 
was incredibly successful owing to the commitment 
of the state government. There were new, attractive 
incentives being offered and as a result there was 
a rapid improvement in infrastructure. IT companies 
at the same time needed to operate at lower costs 
which was possible by setting up offices in a city 
like Hyderabad which had lower workforce costs. 
The first office complex to come up was the Cyber 
Towers which became the pioneer of the IT boom 
to come.
The city was now known as Cyberabad and 
a separate Cyberabad Metropolitan Police 
Commissionerate was set up. As a result of 
reorganising the policing and surveillance and the 
development of infrastructure in the area, by 2002 
the city was global. Today, Hitec City is the cause 
of migration of citizens from villages to the city and 
citizens from the rest of the country and world to 
this city. Adapting to globalisation increased city to 
city connections.
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What does it mean to be Hyderabadi? Being born here? Being from here? 
Sure, that can be one way of being Hyderabadi. But the city welcomes people 
in such a way that anyone can set up roots here. You can be Hyderabadi just 
by existing here. The idea of cosmopolitanism in Hyderabad is not related to a 
single religion or a single ruler. The city has been cosmopolitan as a result of 
not only being able to sustain all the changes it was subjected to but, adding 
to the definition of Hyderabadi culture every time a fusion has occurred. The 
Hindu Telugu culture served as a backdrop for the Islamic culture; which 
allowed for the more liberal colonial culture; which post-independence, 
eventually led to the global city we know today. The culture of the city is almost 
independent of the inhabitants, the culture exists on its own.
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Figure 12: Hyderabad International 
Convention Centre

Fig 1.11: Cyber Towers

Fig 1.12: Hyderabad International Convention Centre

Fig 1.13: Map of Hyderabad showing Hitec City
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What does it mean to be Hyderabadi? Being born 
here? Being from here? Sure, that can be one way 
of being Hyderabadi. But the city welcomes people 
in such a way that anyone can set up roots here. 
You can be Hyderabadi just by existing here. The 
idea of cosmopolitanism in Hyderabad is not related 
to a single religion or a single ruler. The city has 
been cosmopolitan as a result of not only being 
able to sustain all the changes it was subjected to 

but, adding to the definition of Hyderabadi culture 
every time a fusion has occurred. The Hindu Telugu 
culture served as a backdrop for the Islamic culture; 
which allowed for the more liberal colonial culture; 
which post-independence, eventually led to the 
global city we know today. The culture of the city is 
almost independent of the inhabitants, the culture 
exists on its own. We put on a good show!

Touted as the ‘Cultural Capital’ of Karnataka, 
Mysore has done a lot to earn its name in the eyes 
of every tourist, Indian or otherwise; other titles 
include ‘City of Yoga and ‘City of Palaces’. The 
perception of the city as a heritage city is heavily 
guarded by City Tourism authorities. Any new 
public or private building must mimic ‘traditional’ 
ornamentation styles, any old bungalows fossilized 
into badly curated museums, or left to rot.
Come September, potholes are filled and lights 
hung, roundabouts decked up and the elephants 
paraded. Good show! After the dasara wave has 
died down, the State government decides that the 
city needs a face-lift. Proposals of bullets trains, 
cable cars to the top of the hill and unnecessary 
flyovers flood the front pages of The Star of 
Mysore. The city authorities want the city to remain 
unchanged, a testimony to the past, the State and 
the Union government think otherwise. Amidst 
these binary perceptions of what the city’s identity 
should be, the citizens have no say. These citizens 
are the people who are Mysoreans every day, 
regardless of whether we have dasara or the palace 
and regardless of whether that flyover is being built 
or not.

The Ordinary City
To understand the alternate narrative of Mysore as 

LAMIYA                MYSURU
HUDA The Everyday Mysorean: A city beyond its heritage

Abstract: 
This is the story of a city caught between its past of royal spectacle and tradition, and the vision of a 
‘Modern Mysuru’. Somewhere between its heavily marketed heritage identity and the government’s 
attempts to ‘develop’ the ‘second tier’ city, the identity of the ordinary people on the streets is forgotten. 
This is an attempt to give back the narrative of the city to its everyday citizens, by highlighting their ordinary 
stories symbolized in ordinary spaces.

a city belonging its ordinary citizens, one must 
perhaps understand the virtue of the ordinary 
city, a city without spectacle and devoid of its 
heavy past. Most cities with a strong identity 
devoid of cosmopolitanism lack a certain 
amount of heterogeneity and diversity. The 
Ordinary city- the opposite of the Extraordinary 
city possess these vital elements of urban 
cosmopolitan character. The character or 
identity of the ordinary is built by the most banal 
and mundane of activities of everyday life.

Nothing to see here
Social spaces in the city which are used by its 
citizens on a day to day basis are a product of 
the everyday rituals of the inhabitants. These 
spaces are not for show or for others to admire 
and tour, they symbolize the ordinary, the 
common people’s spaces. Mysore has many 
spaces which can be categorized as ‘ordinary’. 
For the purpose of this exercise I’ve chosen 
the Devaraja market with its adjoining market 
square. The subtle nuances of daily rituals and 
public life at the market and the square have a 
strong character which have potential to narrate 
the city’s urban history. By observing the people 
and their behaviour in these spaces, one may 
start to discover new narratives to forge an 
alternate identity for the city.
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NEETI                  CHENNAI
SIVAKUMAR The State of Urban Nomenclature

Abstract: 
This comic essay maps the changes in urban names throughout the history of Tamil Nadu. In doing so, 
it creates a lens through which the political landscape of Chennai can be viewed. The essay begins in 
1916 and tells the story of Chennai through the numerous changes in street names. The essay takes the 
form of a comic so as to make use of various iconic imagery in telling such a tale and to create a more 
approachable and playful form of narration. 
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THE  S TATE  O F  URBAN  NOMENCLATURE

In the begi�ing, considered so for this e�ay, there was Madraspatnam. As we know, names always have an inspiration. 
The speculation around the word madras created a number of stories. And as always, we wi� never know which one is the truth.  

One story co�emorates a head 
fisherman by the name of 
Madaresan. 

Another indicates its origin from 
the Portuguese phrase Madre de 
Deus, meaning ‘Mother of God’. 
However, these reasons were 
declared invalid with further 
study of the etymology of the 
word.

It is believed that the word can be broken 
down into Mad-ras-patnam, where medu 
means a high mound; rasa means king; 
patnam means coastal town, together they 
mean King’s Town on the Mound.

However, the ideologies of the justice party created the foundation for the political landscape in tamil nadu. 

While the name game started 
centuries ago, today’s numerous 
changes in che�ai links to the 
formation of the justice party. 
the party saw su�e� s�n 
after it was created in 1916. 
However, during the indian 
provincial elections of 1937, the 
justice party saw its first lo�. 

Congre� Won by a 
landslide. 

The region was renamed when the British a�ived in 1639. It was 
simply ca�ed Madras as they found it hard to pronounce 
Madraspatnam. 

The state origina�y comprised two major vi�ages, Che�apatnam and 
Madraspatnam. Of course, you might find the word Che�apatnam l�ks 
familiar. This is because it was used for inspiration while renaming Madras 
post-independence.  

Neeti Sivakumar
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key Ideas of the party involved anti-caste and anti-Hindi 
thoughts that were propagated amongst the people of 
tamil nadu. this was the start of the Dravidian Movement. 

After the justice party’s first lo�, it s�n dwindled into 
non-existence as a political entity.

It was later revived 
as a social organi-
zation by E.V. 
Ramasami Naicker, 
known popularly as 
Periyar meaning ‘the 
Elder’, in 1940. 

ca�ed Dravida Kazagam , the group 
represented the socia�y 
o�re�ed cla�es but With no 
political inclination, a brief 
scandal, and p�r organization, it 
was overtaken by the Dravida 
Mu�etra Kazhagam (DMK) headed by 
C.N. A�adurai. 

In 1996, the DMK 
declared Madras 
State to then on be 
ca�ed Tamil Nadu 
and its capital, 
Che�ai. Amusingly, it 
was unknown at the 
time that the word 
Madras had its 
origins in Tamil. 
Madras was a�umed 
to have foreign 
co�otations and 
was renamed.

The Movement was developed around anti-Brahmanical 
hegemony. This agenda created unity amongst the general 
public and saw a n�d for equality. 

 Che�ai from Che�apatnam was 
adopted. The name Che�apatnam, 
however, came from the word chena, 
having Telegu r�ts and meant ‘fair’. 

Urban names have the ability to 
represent an authority and its 
figures at the time of their 
dominance. 

From maps to advertisements to 
postage, names are clearly 
nece�ary. They are primarily used 
for marking and referencing 
while defining locations. 

City, town, and 
even str�t 
names are 
embe�ed into 
our daily lives 
and yet, are 
hardly 
noticeable. 
They seam-
le�ly fade 
into the 
geography of 
our environ-
ment. 

At this point, the names of cities and str�ts were being 
changed acro� the country in su�ort of nationalism. 

It was a move to redefine what India meant to Indians. The 
simple act held the power to change the image of India. 

Neeti Sivakumar
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When the British christened Madras, it came with the 
onslaught of English names. From St. Thomas Mount Road 
(now A�a Salai) to La�ice Bridge Road (now Kalki Krishna-
m�rthy Road), a� were renamed in an a�empt to rea�irm 
Tamil pride. 

A major flaw in renaming is the lack of public records regarding the origin of certain names due to their continual revisions. This 
lo� of information creates a picture fu� of holes.

Typica�y, urban names are chosen around 
significant personalities, institutions, or 
events. In this way, the act of co�emoration is 
intended to be symbolic. 

This is underst�d by 
ruling political powers 
and is s�n in how there 
are constant name 
changes through history. 

Neeti Sivakumar

Urban names help orient and locate you in a 
certain place and time period. It establishes a 
sense of regional, national, and even 
international identity. 

There is an ease that comes with name changing which does not come with the 
weight of tearing down actual infrastructure. This coupled with establishing a 
predominant political na�ative gives urban nomenclature a strange power. 
this creates a problem when the political ideologies ostracize 
certain co�unities.

There’s even a str�t in Canada that is now 
named after A.R. Rahman. 

Bom bahai

a�ahabad 
to prayagraj

a�ahabad

prayag

madraspatnam

waltair

pondiche�y

bangla 
- rejected

madras

gurugram

calcu�a

mysuru

kozhikode

puduche�y

vishakapatnam

calcu�a 
to kolkata

bombay 
to mumbai

madras to
che�ai

gurgaon

mysore

This co�emorative 
nature of urban nomen-
clature is quite normal-
ized and gives a sense 
of permanence when in 
reality it is not. Of 
course, there are some 
individuals that have had 
a larger impact, such as 
the 56 roads and 16 
neighbourh�ds named 
after A�adurai. 
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this has b�n adopted Within the framework of Tamil nationalism and Dravidian pride. Che�ai witne�ed anti-Hindi agitations with 
along with the anti-caste conflict and The Dravidian Movement came to be s�n as the frontier for non-Brahmins against caste 
systems, the revival of Dravidian languages like Tamil, Telugu, Malayalam, and Ka�ada, and the empowerment of women.

an example would be the anti-colonial sentiment that 
began before independence and can even be s�n today. it is 
understandable that not everyone is onboard with 
celebrating Britishers’ contributions. 

To save face, the DMK renamed several str�ts that held 
Brahman surnames. Names on str�t signs were blackened 
to mark their su�ort. 

Roads like Goplakrishna Narayanaswamy Che�y Road was 
now GN Road, Krishnamachari Road was renamed Krishna�a 
Road and a s�mingly nonsensical alternative given to 
Brahmin Str�t was Str�t.

The idea of using urban names as a ha� of fame forces the 
reputation of historical figures to be contested. 

Neeti Sivakumar

Para�e�y, with the imposition of Hindi as the national language and its a�ition to sch�ls, the anti-Hindi movement ste�ed first 
in the cla�r�m. From spoken words to hoardings, the implementation of Hindi as the national language was lost in Che�ai. 

In the most recent act of name changing, in 2017, there was 
a removal of Hindi from the milestones found within Tamil 
Nadu. 

Another incident involved the defacement of railway 
signages. These actions have advertently changed the 
reading of the city through str�t names.
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for example, In a study of str�t names and gender by 
Aruna Sankaranarayanan at MapBox, the percentage of 
str�ts that are named after women is a measly 27.5% 
acro� cities like Che�ai, Bangalore, New Delhi, London, 
Paris, and San Francisco. 

The importance of establishing a counter-na�ative for 
histories is an enormous burden that must be borne by the 
state.

There must be an a�empt to clear the 
names of questionable figures in order to 
realize the extent of injustices caused 
towards Indians, o�re�ed cla�es and 
women. This means re-evaluating the cu�ent 
system of naming. 

The history of urban nomenclature marks distinct 
events within Che�ai and other cities. 

Neeti Sivakumar

The question arises when names are sti� being changed today, decades after the first set were renamed. These changes no 
longer s�m to take place in areas in n�d of it. there are sti� vi�ages in dharmapuri and other towns in che�ai that hold 
caste-based names. 

In retaining the co�emoration of certain figures, does the state have the n�ds of its people at heart? The decision to change 
Ha�ows Str�t, Montieth Str�t, and some 50 other str�ts today doesn’t reflect much more than a means to co�ect votes. In 
a� honesty, road names do not reflect actual change within the city apart from the benefit of bureaucratic recognition.

Changing road names ca�ot a replacement for reparation. 
The busine� of the name game is political and not reflec-
tive of actual change in cities.
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NISHA                  BANARAS
DUGAR Developing a City or Demolishing its Identity

“Have you ever been to a place which illumines truth 
and reveals reality? A place which does not bring 
new wonders into the scope of vision, but enables 
one to see what is already there, where this eternal 
light intersects the earth?” – Diana L. Eck.

A place where Gautam Buddha (5th Century) 
delivered its first discourse introducing the doctrine 
of ‘Nirvana’. It already had an existence of 30 
Buddhist monasteries and 100 Hindu temples by 
the 7th Century.
The city, well known with many names like Kashi, 
Varanasi or Banaras showed great religious 
transformations in Gupta Period – The period known 
as the Golden Age. Many religious monuments 

Abstract: 
The product focuses majorly on how Banaras have evolved over time in terms of its development and how 
people have reacted upon any sudden and vast change. In the similar terms, the development project of 
Banaras - Kashi Vishwanath Development Project has been discussed in relation to its history.

Developing the city or Demolishing its Identity?
“Have you ever been
to a place which
illumines truth and
reveals reality? A place
which does not bring
new wonders into the
scope of vision, but
enables one to see
what is already there,
where this eternal
light intersects the
earth?” – Diana L. Eck.

A place where Gautam Buddha (5th Century)
delivered its first discourse introducing the
doctrine of ‘Nirvana’. It already had an
existence of 30 Buddhist monasteries and
100 Hindu temples by the 7th Century.

The city, well known with many
names like Kashi, Varanasi
or Banaras showed great
religious transformations in
Gupta Period – The period
known as the Golden Age.
Many religious monuments
along with the road passing
through the heart of the city
were built. The city started to
grow with congested houses
separated by narrow lanes,
having pools or gardens in
between.

along with the road passing through the heart of 
the city were built. The city started to grow with 
congested houses separated by narrow lanes, 
having pools or gardens in between.

It even flourished at the reign of Gahadavalas who 
considered themselves as the protectors of
tirtha. Many new temples and deities came up. 
Pools and lakes were converted into holistic places 
where people could worship. At the end of this era, 
a total of 350 temples were built which created
Varanasi a religious nuclei.

Changes started to occur when the city went into 
the hands of Mughals. Many mosques and tombs 

were built in this era and several important hindu 
temples were destroyed including the Vishvanath 
Temple.

Only during the reign of Akbar, people enjoyed an 
era of peace as he allowed people to follow their 
religion. But as the powers transferred in the hands 
of Marathas, again the Hindu Culture flourished.
The city is unique not just in terms of its Culture 
but also in terms of its Geography. Banaras city is 
located 15m above the Ganga river at the Northern 
edge and its terrain is such that during monsoon, 
it creates small lakes (Jhills) in certain parts which 
people uses for irrigation.

Apart from its terrain, the alluvial soil deposited by 
Ganga and Himalayas are fertile enough to carry 
out farming. As the soil is porous, it also helps in 
storing water. But soon, people of Banaras faced 
drastic and major change when Britishers came to 
rule.

In the 19th Century, Britishers built many roads 
and rail networks which increased Pilgrimage in 
Banaras. Within a decade, more than 50,000 km of 
road networks was constructed. Grand Trunk Road 
connecting Calcutta and Delhi was renovated and 
a railway line passing parallel to it was developed.
Primary and Secondary roads connecting streams 
were also developed. All these developments not 
only destroyed various agricultural land of Banaras 
but also disturbed the drainage pattern. As Banaras 
became a pilgrim center, more crowd was attracted 
because of the development and sooner the green 
towards the south was taken over by the built forms.
Suddenly, most of the forests got depleted, there 
were no ponds or lakes left for the irrigation.

Colonial Rulers, eager to introduce Western Hygienic 
Principles, declared that Hindu practices were 
unhygienic. Many ritual practices werecondemned. 
‘In 1864, Banaras Municipal Board declared a ban 
on burning of bodies in Manikarnika Ghat but the 
magistrate revoked the proclamation.’ The question 
that arose was if a burning body could create so 
much of pollution then what would happen of the 
daily human activities like waste, sewage, industrial 
waste dispersion into the river?

It even flourished at the reign of
Gahadavalas who considered
themselves as the protectors of
tirtha. Many new temples and
deities came up. Pools and lakes
were converted into holistic places
where people could worship. At the
end of this era, a total of 350
temples were built which created
Varanasi a religious nuclei.

Changes started to occur when the
city went into the hands of
Mughals. Many mosques and
tombs were built in this era and
several important hindu temples
were destroyed including the
Vishvanath Temple.

Only during the reign of Akbar,
people enjoyed an era of
peace as he allowed people to
follow their religion. But as the
powers transferred in the
hands of Marathas, again the
Hindu Culture flourished.

The city is unique not just in
terms of its Culture but also in
terms of its Geography.
Banaras city is located 15m
above the Ganga river at the
Northern edge and its terrain is
such that during monsoon, it
creates small lakes (Jhills) in
certain parts which people uses
for irrigation.

Gyanvapi Mosque, sketched as Temple of Vishveshvur in 1834 by James Prinsep
Fig 4.1: Gyanvapi Mosque, sketched as Temple of Vishveshvur in 
1834 by James Prinsep

Nisha Dugar
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The stagnant water of the stream because of 
disturbance in drainage pattern were some of the 
causes spreading malaria and cholera.

Prior to this, in 1831, the administrative introduced 
water–supply scheme which they planned to 
implement in the bigger cities of U.P. They increased 
attendant tax for the same. It wasn’t possible for the 
poor classes of traders and shopkeepers to pay the 
tax and so people of Banaras protested it. 

When the actual construction started of the 
pumping station near the temple, people noticed 
that the engineer went inside the temple along with 
his shoes again and again. At the end it was noted 
that the construction endangered the temple itself. 
A 10 feet depth of hole was made because of which 
the temple cannot withstand.

After this event, samaj called for a meeting where 
they had a discussion regarding electing new 
members of Municipality. Around 4000 people daily 
visited the construction site and the same amount 
of people went to collector’s house for the issues of 
scarcity of grain and increase in municipal taxation. 
But the Municipality refused to protect the temple. 
People in anger shouted, “Destroy the machinery!” 
and threw the boiler and pump into the river.

They even destroyed the water pipes, streetlamps, 
the telegraph office, and the railway station. All 
these were the result of the imported water – supply 
technology.

The above events of the British era clearly shows 
that the people of Banaras have protested against 

any sudden major change which was brought in the 
city. Since the time of British Era till today (2020), 
Kashi has grown at its own pace. It still faces its 
problems of cleanliness and narrow street.

In the terms of solving these problems, Development 
of Kashi Vishvanath has been proposed by Ar. Bimal 
Patel. This development includes clearing the path 
between the Manikarnika Ghat and the Vishvanath 
temple and making it 20m wide. This would allow 
people to have a visual connection with the temple 
while taking a dip in the Ganga river.

The Project is of around 47,000 sq.m having 
the temple in the west and the Ganga river with 
Manikarnika, Jalasen and Lalita ghats in the east. 
The design provides a clear space infront of the 
temple as ‘Mandir Chowk’. Around W250 houses 
are demolished and the temples hidden inside the 
houses are preserved. All of the temples are going 
to be the part of the project. Some of the historical 

They even destroyed the
water pipes, streetlamps, the
telegraph office, and the
railway station. All these
were the result of the
imported water – supply
technology.

The above events of the
British era clearly shows that
the people of Banaras have
protested against any
sudden major change
which was brought in
the city. Since the time of
British Era till today (2020),
Kashi has grown at its own
pace. It still faces its
problems of cleanliness and
narrow street.

In the terms of solving
these problems,
Development of Kashi
Vishvanath has been
proposed by Ar. Bimal
Patel. This development
includes clearing the
path between the
Manikarnika Ghat and
the Vishvanath temple
and making it 20m wide.
This would allow people to
have a visual connection
with the temple while
taking a dip in the Ganga
river.

View of Kashi Vishwanath Temple and Manikarnika Ghat

View of Kashi Vishwanath Temple and Manikarnika Ghat after proposal

Presentation by Bimal Patel

Presentation by Bimal Patel
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Fig 4.2: View of Kashi Vishwanath Temple and Manikarnika Ghat 
Presentation by Bimal Patel

Fig 4.3: View of Kashi Vishwanath Temple and Manikarnika Ghat 
after proposal Presentation by Bimal Patel

Fig 4.4: Article written by A. Srivathsan in The Hindu

buildings like the Goenka Library and hostel, and 
the fort-like structure on Jalasen Ghat are also 
retained. The water pumping stations from Lalita 
Ghat has been removed from the proposal to give a 
nice view to the ghat.

The Project provides certain amenities for the 
tourists such as Yatra Seva Kendras, guesthouses, 
hospice, library, and museum. Apart from these an 
elevated covered escalator is also provided keeping 
in mind the accessibility issue as there is a level 
difference of 26.5m which are covered by steps 
in between the pathway. The project might solve 
issues of cleanliness and narrow streets, might 
attract more footfalls which could make the place 
safer for people to walk in. And if all these issues 
get resolved then it might also create a better image 
of the city.

In all of the above mentioned issues, there are 
people connected to the space which means that 

The Project is of around 47,000
sqm. having the temple in the west
and the Ganga river with
Manikarnika, Jalasen and Lalita
ghats in the east. The design
provides a clear space infront of the
temple as ‘Mandir Chowk’. Around
250 houses are demolished and
the temples hidden inside the houses
are preserved. All of the temples are
going to be the part of the project.
Some of the historical buildings
like the Goenka Library and hostel,
and the fort-like structure on Jalasen
Ghat are also retained. The water
pumping stations from Lalita Ghat has
been removed from the proposal to
give a nice view to the ghat.

The Project provides certain amenities for the tourists such as Yatra
Seva Kendras, guesthouses, hospice, library, and
museum. Apart from these an elevated covered escalator is
also provided keeping in mind the accessibility issue as there is a
level difference of 26.5m which are covered by steps in between
the pathway.

Article written by A. Srivathsan in The Hindu

people must use the space in the manner in which 
we have thought of. For people using a space, it 
is necessary for them to firstly accept it. We, as 
humans, have a tendency to resist change. In 
the past years of Banaras, one could see strong 
protests done by people whenever a drastic change 
occurred.

Can we change our own identity abruptly if someone 
asks us to do so? If not then how could we expect 
the city to change it? A city’s Identity is defined by its 
people’s identity. The proposal of Kashi Vishvanath 
Development leaves a huge change affecting 250 
households. It changes the entire essence of Kashi 
so drastically that it becomes difficult for its locals to 
digest it. The city has its character which developed 
since years. It could develop along the years but 
can’t be changed suddenly. The city has to grow but 
at what pace should be thought of.

Nisha Dugar
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PREETI                BANGALORE
SRINIVASAN Stewardship of the Kere

2

In April 2018, my uncle (who had recently 
gotten into birding and photography) 
invited us to join him on an early morning 
jaunt to Jakkur lake. Despite being in 
our own backyard, I had never seen it 
or even thought much of it. It seemed 
to me that mainstream conversations 
about the Bangalore’s lakes had always 
revolved around toxic froth and hordes 
of Culex mosquitoes. Visiting it that first 
time, I was pleasantly surprised by the 
almost-pristine quality of this biodiversity 
hotspot.

A little research revealed that Jakkur lake 
wasn’t always the urban oasis it appears 
to be today. In fact, until just a few years 
ago it had been an active dumping site 
for human and industrial waste. A major 
citizen initiative in partnership with state 
and local municipal agencies led to its 
restoration and continued maintenance.

Jakkur Lake  in 2018

Stewardship 
of the Kere*
(*Kere is the Kannada word for lake)

Abstract: 
Bangalore is an inland metro city unlike most others- born of lakes, instead of rivers. Over the last century, 
it has lost over 75% of its lakes to encroachment and mismanagement- with the remainder mostly in 
deterioration. This degradation of Bangalore’s lakes represents a loss in ecological and natural heritage. 
Given this stark reality, a handful of lakes in the suburban periphery of the city have been restored and are 
doing well- case in point, Jakkur lake This article investigates the system of civic partnership between the 
citizen groups and municipal stakeholders responsible for the rejuvenation and continued maintenance 
of Jakkur lake; and uses this as a case study to understand activism and advocacy as a means to effect 
real change in the city. With this as a compass, this article presents a history of Bangalore through the 
framework of civic activism and community engagement.



Writing Urban History 2020  | 29

and community members would have played a 
role in deciding how the water was used, and also 
come together to participate in the maintenance 
of the kere as a water supply system. Within the 
social hierarchy of these village communities, there 
existed a water manager/irrigation officer. Known 
as the Neeruganti (eventually becoming a caste-
based sub- group), this individual was responsible 
for maintaining the availability of water for irrigation, 
and the general repair and upkeep of the local 
water infrastructure. Traditionally a member of 
a Scheduled Caste community, the Neeruganti 
was an officer of the village- ensuring a measure 
of representation in the politics of resource 
management*. Thus, the traditional system of 
ownership and management of a kere involved 
coordination between the village community, the 
Neeruganti, farmers, fisherpeople and others who 
relied directly on water for their livelihood, with 
patronage from the local landed class as well as 
the regional rulers.

*The NGO Grama Vikas (which works to promote integrated rural 

development elsewhere in the state) maintains that the role of the 

Neeruganti created some social integration within the regressive 

caste system. However, the general structure of the feudal land 

tenure system and socially restrictive policies on the usage of the 

lake would have largely disadvantaged the very communities of the 

Neeruganti.

Systemic disruptions
The mid-1800s were marked by the establishment 
of British rule in Bangalore- with colonial immigrants 
placing a strain on available water resources, 
leading to the disruption of the existing urban 
water management system. By the end of the 

In April 2018, my uncle (who had recently gotten into 
birding and photography) invited us to join him on 
an early morning jaunt to Jakkur lake. Despite being 
in our own backyard, I had never seen it or even 
thought much of it. It seemed to me that mainstream 
conversations about the Bangalore’s lakes had 
always revolved around toxic froth and hordes of 
Culex mosquitoes. Visiting it that first time, I was 
pleasantly surprised by the almost-pristine quality 
of this biodiversity hotspot.

A little research revealed that Jakkur lake wasn’t 
always the urban oasis it appears to be today. In 
fact, until just a few years ago it had been an active 
dumping site for human and industrial waste. A 
major citizen initiative in partnership with state and 
local municipal agencies led to its restoration and 
continued maintenance.

Keres and traditional water management
Similar to most of Bangalore’s lakes, Jakkur 
lake is man-made. Historical inscriptions reveal 
that it might be about 700 years old. Part of the 
Yellemallappa Chetty lake series in the Hebbal 
valley, it was created to take advantage of the 
existing topography- enabling earlier settlements 
to capture and distribute rainwater through a 
complementary system of canals and open wells. 
This helped to recharge groundwater and maintain 
a steady supply of water for agricultural uses and 
consumption.

For centuries this kere, like many others, would 
have been managed as a shared resource by the 
local community- in this case shared between the 
villages of Jakkuru and Sampigehalli. Village leaders 

century, the British claimed ownership of the lakes 
and transferred management responsibilities to 
appointed officers. The lived understanding of water 
needs and specialized local knowledge regarding 
kere maintenance remained systematically 
disconnected from the newly vested stakeholders.

This trend of community divestiture was 
exacerbated by the centralization of water supply 
from larger, farther-away resources such as 
regional reservoirs and eventually the Cauvery 
River. Post- Independence, all lakes were declared 
the property of the state. A patchwork of state and 
local authorities were deemed official stakeholders 
and entrusted with the management of urban lakes. 
With the formal pumping in of Cauvery water in the 
late 60s, keres lost their centrality in the everyday 
lives of most Bangaloreans. New government 
agencies adopted a technocratic, engineering-
oriented approach (values likely inherited from the 
British) to maintaining lakes and largely focused 
on physical strategies such as desilting, creating 
embankments and fencing away the lake. Attempts 
at non- recreational community use were likely to 
have been deemed “encroachment”.

Growing pains and community reactions
Since the 80s, Bangalore has experienced a steady 
influx of people- with the new millennium bringing 
with it an explosion in the growth of the city. North 
Bangalore in particular, experienced a development 
boom in the 2000s fueled by a proposal to set up 
the international airport 30km north of the city as 
well as suburbanization thanks to job growth. At the 
same time, larger trends in municipal disinvestment 
and a general lack of political motivation saw most 

of the city’s lakes gradually fall into disrepair. Jakkur 
lake and others were thus neglected, since the 
administrative bodies no longer saw much incentive 
in their maintenance.

These rapid changes provoked a response from 
the educated and environmentally- conscious 
segment of the new urban community in the 
form of citizen advocacy and organized activism. 
Mounting pressure from citizen groups led to the 
“rejuvenation” of Jakkur lake by local municipal 
agencies between 2003-2012. These measures 
primarily encompassed physical restoration 
with some ecological input, largely missing any 
meaningful long- term maintenance solutions or 
connection with the local community. Typically, the 
continued management responsibilities regarding 
various uses of the lake such as fishing and 
recreation are divided between multiple government 
agencies at different levels. Different departments 
therefore are only responsible for scenarios within 
their highly specialized purview. This top- down yet 
divided approach left Jakkur lake vulnerable and 
within a few months of inauguration, the lake began 
experiencing pollution and maintenance issues.

Members of a local NGO the Satya Foundation, 
organized a volunteer effort to keep the lake 
clean, but eventually recognized the continued 
maintenance issues as a symptom of systemic 
failure. As an alternative to the current system, 
community members decided to attempt a 
stewardship model. The under-funded BBMP 
(Bruhat Bengaluru Mahanagara Palike, Bangalore’s 
primary municipal authority), which had recently 
inherited responsibility of the lake from the equally 
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cash-strapped BDA (Bangalore Development 
Authority, the city’s principal planning body) 
welcomed this citizen initiative, acknowledging 
the value of an engaged citizenry. A new public-
civic relationship was formalized through an MoU 
between BBMP and the resident lake group.

New relationships
Known as Jalaposhan (nurturing of the Jakkur Lake), 
this newly formed citizen group is now the guardian 
of Jakkur lake, essentially “adopting” it. This group is 
founded on the belief that the conservation of lakes 
is the responsibility of every citizen. The group has 
adopted a mix of formal and informal engagement 
strategies, and acts as a community watchdog 
supervising the quality of the kere. Jalaposhan’s 
most vital role however, is as the facilitator of real 
change to the lake. It is a mediator/ negotiator entity 
that acts as an effective communicator between the 
alphabet soup of institutional stakeholders (BBMP, 
BDA, BWSSB, KLCDA, LDA, KSPCB, BESCOM, 
State Police, Dept of Fisheries, et al) while ensuring 
that the needs of different segments of the local 
community (residents, agriculturists, cattle grazers, 
fisherpeople, grass-cutters and others) as well as 
ecological concerns are addressed.

The altered sense of community in Bangalore and 
the complex patchwork of new stakeholders has 
necessitated what Jalaposhan terms as an inclusive 
and integrated model of lake management. This 
hybridized community-based model has managed to 
derive lessons from the older traditional system and 
add to it the technical expertise of local NGOs and 
institutions, while securing new forms of patronage 
such as CSR (corporate social responsibility) to 

deal with the ineffective central administration. 
Jalaposhan for instance, is supported by local 
organizations such as Biome Environmental and 
Srishti Institute for program and research input. It 
has also secured non-government funding through 
CSR and employee engagement at local corporates 
in aviation and luxury housing development.

Such citizen groups can also build social capital 
through local outreach and support. For instance, 
Jalaposhan works with local SHGs for the daily 
upkeep of Jakkur lake. They also successfully form 
local political connections, providing an incentive 
to legislators and elected representatives to in the 
continued maintenance of the lake.

The presence of local citizen groups that adopt, 
rather than relinquish responsibility of natural 
heritage reflects in the spatial programming of the 
lake area. Centralized authorities tend to focus 
on a single functional use of the lake in terms of 
water management and when it comes to spatial 
strategies, either fence it off from the public or 
only design for recreational use. Jakkur lake looks 
different. Engagement efforts by Jalaposhan have 
led to the demarcation of more democratized areas 
around the lake- a community zone that serves 
residents and a conservation zone with an urban 
wetland that serves the flora and fauna. Activities 
at Jakkur lake span across multiple spheres- 
environmental, economic, spiritual, cultural and 
social.

Challenges and Successes
The success story of Jakkur lake showcases the 
potential of a new kind of civic partnership, but the 

long-term scope of this still remains to be seen. 
Similar efforts at other lakes in Bangalore such as 
Puttenahalli, Uttarahalli and Kaikondrahalli (local 
organizations/ corporate entities partnered with 
municipal bodies) as well as broader initiatives 
such as Friends of Lakes (which focuses on 
lakes in multiple neighborhoods) and United Way 
Bengaluru (which advocates for all lakes in the city) 
paint a hopeful picture. Bangalore is no stranger 
to civic activism, which started promisingly in 
the early 2000s thanks in part to greater political 
representation of the city at the state level (the Chief 
Minister at the time was from Bangalore). However, 
most civic activism is largely reactionary- fatigue 
tends to set in and there is difficulty in mobilizing 
communities. The non-profit Janaagraha, which 
aims to democratize city development and promote 
good governance initiatives through a participatory 
approach has had limited success in getting people 
to be part of the decision making process at the 
local level. 

The formation of new urban fraternities like citizen 
action groups in Bangalore has mostly been led by 
an educated elite. Elite activism is often centered 
on individual actors who can afford to engage in it- 
usually charismatic, and with voice and influence in 
the spheres of planning and public policy. Although 
there is some scope of community benefits, the 
activists are responsible for building relationships 
with technical experts and ensuring social inclusion 
through extensive outreach. Many of Bangalore’s 
lakes have circles of such elite residents who claim 
to be “saving” the lakes. While it must be noted that 
if not for their efforts, many lakes would have been 
lost to ravenous real estate development- barring 

a few cases, these groups have failed to engage 
with the larger local communities to create a shared 
sense of ownership for these lakes. Organized 
civic engagement such as the efforts of the Satya 
Foundation at Jakkur lake, while originating in 
a reactive role have managed to pivot into a 
more proactive one (being reactionary only when 
needed). With a larger guiding vision and specificity 
of scope, Jalaposhan has managed to be proactive 
in terms of community engagement within the 
neighborhoods and across varied stakeholders 
around Jakkur lake.

The continued success of this urban lake 
management model is primarily due to the 
critical interlinking of social interests (which span 
across classes and communities) and ecological 
conservation efforts (often spotlighted by the 
educated elite) at a hyper-local level.

Way forward
In her book “Nature in the City: Bengaluru in the 
past, present, and future”, author Harini Nagendra 
argues that civic and local action maybe essential, 
but cannot replace organized planning in a city like 
Bangalore. In the case of the lakes, the state not only 
continues to hold ownership (through BBMP/BDA), 
but also possesses the infrastructural capabilities 
and granted-rights to undertake development and 
maintenance activities. However, it is important to 
note that the BBMP, which is now the custodian of 
most of the city’s lakes is chronically underfunded 
and understaffed- effectively lacking the bandwidth 
to really take care of its charges. The civic body has 
been increasingly considering corporate funding 
and CSR to undertake basic development projects 
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It might be of greater benefit to further codify this 
successful recipe for governing urban lakes. Maybe 
envisioned as a broadly prescriptive ordinance in 
the form of a living document, this would outline the 
parameters of community stewardship. The roles 
could be specified, but the actors/stakeholders in 
the case of each lake would be different. With input 
from all the existing civic partnerships, this could 
lead to a more sustainable, deeply responsive, 
meaningful, and impactful development of 
Bangalore’s lakes- once again intertwined with its 
communities.

for these lakes.

Jalaposhan believes that collaboration is key to 
success. At Jakkur lake, the core rejuvenation 
was done by the BBMP and BDA, with a sewage 
treatment plant installed by BWSSB. Jalaposhan 
has realized some projects through crowd-funding 
and other, more eco-friendly activities through CSR 
funding. All the while, the citizen group acted as an 
overseer and facilitator. A consensus among lake 
activists, municipal officials and a growing number 
of citizens is that a collaborative approach in the 
form of civic partnership between stakeholders is 
the best way forward.

Setting Standards: an exploration
The advocacy group United Way espouses 
a tested system to bring together corporate 
entities, government bodies and the citizenry to 
take collaborative action towards environmental 
sustainability. This group presents a standardized 
model for what an ideal lake in Bangalore should 
be. With a comprehensive study of the condition 
of 200 lakes in Bangalore, it categorizes how each 
lake measures up to this ideal- from best to “staring 
at death”. With its 2011 campaign “Wake the Lake”, 
United Way has impacted multiple lakes in the city by 
mobilizing communities and resources with the help 
of volunteers, all while acting as a central facilitator 
in the process. Crucially, organizations such as 
United Way, Jalaposhan, and Biome have been 
documenting and disseminating their learnings from 
this process, giving other communities the tools to 
start similar initiatives for their own neighborhood 
lakes.
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SAHANA              MYSURU
DORAVARI Spectacular Baggage

Abstract: 
The article aims to explain the history and origins of Mysore’s heritage, through the lens of Dasara 
festivities in the city. Multiple examples of appropriation of heritage are discussed, along with connections 
to historic events and political context.

In present-day Mysuru, Dasara and the Jumboo 
elephants are an omnipresent reminder of the 
erstwhile Kingdom of Mysore. For any ritual to 
survive hundreds of years, there must be a motive. 
So what are the origins of and motives behind the 
Dasara celebration? How has this affected the 
identity of Mysore?

The origins of Mysuru Dasara
The ten-day festival was a yearly celebration in 
the Vijayanagara empire, to celebrate the victory 
of good over evil. Abdur Razzaq, a Persian 
ambassador, reports the observance of Dasara in 
Vijayanagara during his stay in India, in his book 
Matla-us-Sadain wa Majma-ul-Bahrain. His account 
tells of great festivities with athletic competitions, 
singing and dancing, fireworks, a pageantry military 
parade and charitable giving to the public.

Kingdom of Mysore
After the fall of the Vijayanagar to Deccan 
Sultanates., the Wodeyars of Mysore formed a 
Kingdom in Southern parts of the Vijayanagara 
Empire and continued the local Dasara celebration. 
The tradition was formalized as a royal ritual by Raja 
Wodeyar-I in 1610. Surprisingly, the first Dasara - 
today’s symbol of Mysore - was first conducted in 
Srirangapatna!

In this context, the Dasara festivities were mainly a 
victory march - the king riding in his golden Ambari, 

showing the might of his army with war elephants, 
the cavalry, footmen, and all his splendor. The royal 
sword is worshiped as a symbol of protection - the 
King promising his kingdom to protect them from 
evil, and praying to the warrior-form of goddess 
Durga for ensured victory in future battles.

This is the first instance of appropiration of heritage 
by a ruling power - the conversion of a local religious 
tradition into a victory march, as well as a promise 
of protection.

A Curse, a Bull, and a Tree
The many rituals which form the Dasara festivities 
we know of today are punctuated by myth and 
coded with symbolism.

When Raja Wodeyar-I overthrew the Vijayanagara 
governor Aravidu Tirumalla, he also took away his 
wife Alamelamma’s jewels, causing her to jump off a 
cliff overlooking River Kaveri. However, before she 
died, she cursed thrice - that the land of Talakadu, 
a lively town by the banks of the Kaveri, become 
barren the village of Malangi to turn into a whirlpool; 
and that the Wodeyars to never have a male heir. 
Ever since, the Wadiyars have begun the Dasara 
celebrations with a formal apology to Alamelamma. 
The statue of Alamelamma in the Mysore palace is 
bedecked with her heirloom jewels once more, and 
the King expresses his remorse and prays for the 
health of his sons.

Sahana Doravari

On the last day of Dasara known as Vijayadashami 
- the day of the final battle between Goddess 
Chamundeshwari and the demon Mahishasura - the 
Dasara celebration begins with a formal worship of 
the god Shiva’s dine vehicle, the bull (Nandi). This 
surprising link between normally seperate schools 
of religion is explained in the Devi Bhagavatha, that 
Shiva danced his Tandava for ten days carrying the 
body of goddess Shakti in his arms. On the final 
day, her body disentregates and falls to earth from 
the heavens in many places, including Mysore. 
A piece of her hair is said to have fallen in the 
hills beside Mysore, where she incarnates in the 
terrifying warrioress-form Chamundi and slays the 
demon ruling Mysore. To commemorate this act of 
divine intervention, the Nandi bull is worshipped 
before the start of the final Dasara procession.

The Dasara procession culminates at a place 
in Mysore known as Bannimantap - the Mantap 
of the Banni tree. This tree is believed to have 
been the tree in which the five Pandava brothers 
from Mahabharata hid their weapons in exile, and 
retrieved it before their (victorious) battle with the 
Kauravas. This legend sparked a tradition of all 
warriors worshipping the Banni tree before battle, 
including the King of Mysore.

The symbolic inclusion of these myths serves 
an important function. It helps to emotionally tie 
the tradition of Dasara to the local population by 
embedding their belies and stories into the royal 
procession.

Princely state era
Aside from the short interlude of Islamic rule in 
Mysore under Tippu Sultan and Hyder Ali, the 
resounding defeat in the 3rd and 4th Anglo-Mysore 
wars saw Mysore transition from a monarchy to a 
princely state under British rule in the beginning of 
the 19th century.

.The Dasara celebration in this period of change 
and political subjugation saw the addition of several
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a variety of mythological, canonical ad domestic 
scenes are arranged in themed tiers and displayed 
in homes during the 10 days of Dasart

An interesting component of the festival are the 
Pattada Gombe, a pair of handcrafted sandalwood 
dolls typically brought in from Tirupati. The dolls 
are traditionally gifted to daughters during their 
wedding, for them to take with them into their new 
home and set up their own doll-display there. There 
symbolism of the Pattada Gombe varies from state 
to state, source to source. In Andra Pradesh and 
Tamil Nadu, as well as parts of Karnataka, the dolls 
are said to symbolise lord Vishnu and his consort. 
However, unique to the Mysuru region, the Pattaga 
Gombe here are unmistakably a royal couple. 
The Palace Board sources state that initially, this 
practice was limited to the palace. However, by the 
end of the 18th century, the royalty introduced the 
Pattaga Gombe to the public through the officials in 

the royal service.

Since the practice of arranging dolls at home (with 
a reference to the rulers through Pattada Gombe) 
was sanctioned by the royal court, it can be inferred 
that the rulers intended the ritual to be turned from 
an exclusively royal event into a domestic one. It 
could have been a way for the citizens of Mysore to 
quietly display their allegiance to their King, away 
from the public eye. It could have also been a way 
for the Wadiyars to quietly assert their presence 
against the growing influence of the British Raj.

Manufactured heritage
The inclusion of both the rituals mentioned above 
into the regular Dasara festivities suggests that 
existing rituals can be altered or appropriated, and 
new rituals created, in order to support the interests 
of the powers that be. The idea of ‘heritage’ is then 
that of a manufactured one - an idea created and 

beloved Mysorean Dasara traditions, to transform 
what was once a purely royal affair into an urban-
political event and eventually, a domestic ritual.

The Royal Durbar and the 21-gun Salute
Krishnaraja Wadiyar Ill held the first Khas Durbar, or 
special durbar, in the Mysore Palace during
Dasara 1805. The Khas Durbar is a ritualised royal 
event in which the Maharaja would ascend the 
golden throne to hold court. The special durbar was 
attended by members of the royal family, important 
guests, officials and the masses. The practice 
continued as a royal event until the abolition of the 
privy purse in 1971.

The arrival of the King was announced by a volley 
of twenty-one-gun shots. This gun-salute marked 
the prestigious status of the kingdom of Mysore 
in the eyes of the British - a ‘salute state’. A salute 
state was a princely state that had been granted a 

gun salute by the British Crown, as the protocolary 
privilege for its ruler to be greeted with a number of 
cannon shots as recognition of the state’s relative 
status.

One can speculate that the Khas Durbar was the 
King’s way of showing his presence, both as a ruler 
holding court and as the head of a princely state 
under the thumb of the British. The special durbar 
would have been as much a political rendezvous, 
as it was an invitation for the British nobility to come 
and see the city of Mysore at its finest.

Gombe Habba
Gombe Habba’ or festival of dolls, is a tradition 
dating back to the 16th century and has its origins in 
the Vijayanagar empire. It is traditionally a women’s 
festival and very much a domestic ritual associated 
with Dasara in Karnataka, Tamil Nadu and Andra 
Pradesh. In this festival, miniatures dolls showing 
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perpetuated in order to invoke nostalgia for the 
Kingdom of Mysore (a by-gone era) among the 
citizens of the princely state of Mysore.

Post 1947: State-supported heritage
Dasara has continued to be celebrated in Mysore 
after Independence, with many of its rituals intact 
- albeit slightly changed. With the Government 
of Karnataka taking over the responsibility of the 
Dasara procession and various other events, the 
next another cycle of appropriation begins.

Dasara without the Arasa
The famed Jumbo Savari, or the royal procession, 
in which the maharaja would sit atop the 750-kg 
golden howdah carried by a caparisoned elephant, 
was last witnessed in the late 1960s and these 
images have since faded. In tune with the changing 
times, the procession of the maharaja showcasing 
his military capacity was replaced by tableaus 

reflecting the State’s cultural diversity, while the 
maharaja himself was supplanted by the idol of 
Goddess Chamundeshwari. It is these images 
which are strongly etched in the memory of the 
people in present times.

This can be seen as a physical manifestation 
of the political power shift, where the state takes 
from over the era of imperial rule. Using religion 
as a communicative and representative tool, the 
state uses the existing Dasara festivities to attract 
tourists, investment and business into the city. For 
example, the 21-gun salute mentioned earlier is 
still given today during Dasara, but to the Goddess 
Chamundeswari instead. The role of religion is 
more intricately observed in the case of the Khas 
durbar after Independence. The tradition of the 
khas durbar continues till today, though only as 
a symbolic gesture. The event, like all the rituals 
associated with Mysuru Dasara, is influenced by a 

multitude of powers: religious institutions (mutths), 
the Wadiyars, and the government of Karnataka. 
So, one sees a peculiar mix at this erstwhile royal 
event - priests, holy men and the heads of Matthas, 
members of the royal family, politicians, and high-
ranking officials of the Karnataka Police. No longer 
open to the general public, the event has become 
fossilized, highly controlled and politically charged.

So much so, that after the death of Srikantadatta 
Wadiyar in 2013, the royal family experienced much 
pressure from the Matths to continue the ritual even 
in the absence of a hereditary ruler. The ritual was 
eventually conducted by placing the royal sword on 
the throne as a symbolic replacement. The event 
was borne by the Royal family at a time when 
the they were locked in a quiet legal tussle with 
the Government of Karnataka over the ownership 
of the Palace property. One can understand the 
constant balancing act the Wadiyars must do, 

between acquiescing to the demands of both the 
religious institutions and the government, all the 
while preserving their property and rituals.

Heritage for consumption
Mysore Dasara is not merely a religious event any 
longer, although its origins have strong religious 
undertones. Funded by the State government, 
today it is a fulcrum to promote tourism and is a 
carnival that celebrates a range of arts, from the 
classical to Hindi film songs and dance. With 
themes that are designed to appeal to the masses, 
Mysuru Dasara has grown from a regional, to 
urban, to a state-level event. As long as it is intrinsic 
to tourism and a revenue spinner, its future will 
remain as bright as its past. How the next power 
shift will change the rituals and events during this 
10-day festival remains to be seen.
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The following essay consists of excerpts from the writer’s Master’s thesis, the written output of which was 
conceptualized at the Urban History Writing Workshop held online in December, 2020 by CityLabs India.

Abstract

Even as ideals of ‘belonging’ are often aspired to in different forms of expression, the world we live in has 
been increasingly restrictive in terms of who is considered to ‘belong’ and why. A lot of this experience of 
belonging has to do with associations around being at ‘home’ as oneself, in one’s many identities, wherever 
they are. After all, home is an experience more, a physical space less. However, the legitimacy (and hence 
security) of one’s existence within the systems of the city, country and world is often extended through 
tangible attestations of claim to said physical space in the form of a ‘home’ - in fluid forms of ownership 
through various documents that state your ownership of land or built environment like legislation, court 
orders, agreements between individuals and more. Homing in the Capital City is an inquiry from this 
lens of legitimacy to safe existence within the urban cityscape of India’s political capital - Delhi, using the 
intersections of law, design, urban planning, sociology, human behavior and the psyche to provoke one to 
think more deeply about what a ‘home’ comes to mean, from the point of view of those consistently kept 
marginalized in negotiations of public space within the city of Delhi.

Defining the experience of ‘homing’ and hence 
the experience of ‘home’
In an increasingly mobile world centred around 
migrations of humankind at a large scale, due to 
both natural and man-made phenomena, cities 
have become the centers for socio-economic 
activity that attract the world’s migrants the most. 
Pitched as engines of economic growth, cities have 
also now become epicenters of unsustainable 
ideas of ‘development’ and ‘progress’ projected 
spatially as well as in the psyche of those already 
living in and newly moving into cities. By 2030, it is 
projected that 60 per cent of the world’s population 
will be living in urban areas.1

In India, when a person is enumerated in the 
Census at a different place than their place of 
birth, they are considered to be a migrant.2 And 
according to the NSS 64th round, about 43% of 
Delhi’s population are migrants, with over half 
coming from Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, two of India’s 
less developed states. While all migrants to Delhi 
are from out of state3, there are several differences 
between these migrants including but not limited 
to their inter-sectional identities of caste, class, 
gender, sex, sexual and/or romantic orientation, 
disability, language, native place of origin etc. This 
means that over time, several people make Delhi 
their ‘home’ for varied periods of time, for diverse 



Writing Urban History 2020  | 43

reasons and under disparate life circumstances.
The word ‘homing’, in the biological sciences, 
describes ‘an instinctual ability among some 
animals to find their way home’.4 Human beings as 
extensions of the natural ecosystem also possess 
similar abilities and yet, these abilities are not 
understood as such. I use the term ‘homing’ to 
understand ‘homing capabilities in action’ among 
human beings who travel long distances across 
the country (or even shorter distances within the 
city itself), to make a ‘home’ in the city of Delhi. 
Using ‘homing’ as a way to describe their unique 
experiences within the city of Delhi then becomes 
a provocation to expand the articulation of ‘home’ 
as a psycho-social experience that transcends 
simplistic definitions in terms of built environment, 
which may vary from person to person but carry a 
common thread of fundamentally seeking socio-
economic and cultural support and care through the 
tangible and intangible systems one lives within.

Locating these experiences within the political 
capital of India - the city of Delhi
The word ‘capital’ is derived from the Latin ‘capitalis’ 
which means ‘of the head’, evolving to describe 
something of importance.5 A ‘capital city’ is ‘the 
seat of government of a country or other political 
unit’.6 Delhi, in multiple spatial forms over time, has 
been the political capital of the Indian subcontinent. 
In its present form within independent India, as 
per the Constitution (Sixty Ninth Amendment) 
Act, 1991, the Union Territory of Delhi is known 
and administered as the National Capital Territory 
of Delhi (NCT of Delhi)7 and the geographic size 
has expanded between 1991 and 2011 along the 
peripheries to now include cities outside of Delhi 

such as Bahadurgarh, Faridabad, Ghaziabad, 
Gurugram and Noida.8 According to the Census 
of 2011, the NCT of Delhi is home to 16.8 million 
people.9 Of this, between 85,000 and 1,25,000 
are homeless and living in different parts in 
various conditions across the city.10 Between 2018 
and 2030, the population of Delhi is projected to 
increase by more than 10 million inhabitants.11 The 
lack of clear existing data of people experiencing 
and/or at-risk of homelessness in the city of Delhi 
does not allow for accurate future projections. Part 
of this can be attributed to the official definition of 
‘homeless persons’12 which has directed existing 
research in the matter, however limited that may 
have been. Part of this could also be a result of a 
combination of judicial and executive interventions 
in the matter stemming only from the limited point-
of-view of damage control due to large numbers 
of homeless people dying in the extremely cold 
conditions of Delhi’s winters since the late 90s and 
early 2000s.13

Much of the experiences of homelessness within 
the capital city also have to do with the vision of 
the national capital being driven through urban 
planning policies such as the Master Plans. The 
history of planning in Delhi, begins with a jaundice 
epidemic in January, 1956. The then Union Health 
Minister sought guidance from Ford Foundation 
for city planning purposes and a Jaundice Enquiry 
Committee Report submitted on February 17, 1956 
concludes the contamination of Delhi’s drinking 
water supply and calls for a Master Plan in order 
to plan the development of the national capital in 
what could be termed as a public health strategy 
driven through spatial rearrangement. Delhi lost 

its full statehood and was named a Union Territory 
on August 31, 1956 and by 1957, the Municipal 
Corporation of Delhi (MCD) and the Delhi 
Development Authority (DDA) were created as the 
state machinery which would both be instrumental 
in the future planning and development of the 
national capital. On September 1, 1962, Ford 
Foundation’s plan was published and adopted as 
the First Master Plan of Delhi. The Second Master 
Plan came out in 2001 and due to significant 
delays attributed to international commitments 
like the Asian Games, it was in 2005 that the Third 
Master Plan was adopted.14 In between each 
Master Plan, significant spatial changes in planning 
took place where the cityscape and its usage by 
different individuals and communities constantly 
changed, as negotiations of space left the urban 
marginalized voiceless in moves that displaced 
them multiple times in large numbers, with little to 
no consequences faced by the authorities signing 
off on such projects15 and plans16.

In the present, it’s clear that the difference between 
a ‘homeless’ person and a ‘non-homeless’ person 
in an urban space is a single crisis. This crisis can 
be induced by any variety of experiences in the 
intersection of the personal, familial, communal 
and sometimes even national and global. This 
frames homelessness as a condition induced by 
socio-economic, political, cultural and even legal 
influences in a person’s life. Because of this, there 
is very little agency involved in continuing to stay 
homeless since alternatives are few and extremely 
difficult to access. A person who finds themselves 
homeless in the city has to lead a life of uncertainty, 
dependent on systemic upheavals that prima facie 

are beyond their immediate control, especially if 
they have the added disadvantages of belonging 
to historically marginalized groups based on caste, 
gender, sexual orientation and disability (physical 
and mental). Many of the homeless in a city end 
up being people who make the city what it is, by 
supporting its economy through its services sector 
(informal as well as formal) and yet continue to 
be invisibilized by their upper class and caste 
employers as well as in overall city planning, 
policy making and governance processes (which 
are yet again dominated by upper class and 
caste individuals). This leads to building an 
understanding that homelessness is an overall 
traumatic psycho-social experience of the city that 
seems to perpetuate its own cycle of abuse at an 
individual as well as systems level.

Speculating ways to activate the question - Who 
gets to experience ‘homing’ in the city of Delhi?
• Even with the limited definition of the 

experience of homelessness in India, 
especially in the city of Delhi. Delhi alone 
hosts around 2.66% of all homeless people 
in the country.17 One of the leading causes of 
homelessness in the city of Delhi is eviction 
of people from makeshift shelters, jhuggi-
jhopris, slums etc. by state agencies like the 
Municipal Corporation of Delhi (MCD), Delhi 
Development Authority (DDA), often ordered 
by judicial pronouncements by both the Delhi 
High Court and the Supreme Court of India. 
In the year 2020, even as a global pandemic 
brought the whole world to a socio-political 
awakening long in the making, in the city 
of Delhi, evictions of various communities 
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continued to be led by state authorities with 
impunity. One such community affected 
deeply by the state’s contestation of land is 
that of the farmers located along the banks 
of the Yamuna. Farmers who have lived there 
for decades and practiced forms of urban 
farming that are only now gaining attention 
as a practice by urbanization experts and 
policy makers, have been expected to leave 
‘encroached land’ through judicial interventions 
such as the National Green Tribunal’s order18 
to expedite the Yamuna Rejuvenation Project. 
Several activists have worked on supporting 
the farmers’ right to practice farming on the 
banks of the Yamuna. However, like most 
initiatives in human rights in the city, the 
information circulates between civil society, 
the government and the judicial system while 
the larger public remains unaware unless it’s 
brought up through mass media.

This led to an exploration that sought to 
communicate the dilemma of the farmers while 
drawing political parallels to a fictional story once 
narrated using the medium of film - the movie 
‘Lagaan’.

The movie ‘Lagaan’ is set in 1892 where farmers 
struggle to pay unreasonably increasing taxes due 
to failed crops and play cricket against their British 
colonial overlords to win exemption from payment. 
The prompt for the speculative parallel comes from 
a news coverage of a farmer in Mallah Gaon (one 
of the many urban farming villages on the banks 
of the Yamuna) who talks about paying ‘lagaan’ 
to various authorities and cooperative societies to 

continue to stay and farm on the land for decades 
and how he questioned the change in his and his 
family’s fate because of the state’s actions towards 
evicting them almost overnight.19

Using the audio from the reportage, I created a 
poster for Lagaan II - a movie based on a parallel 
reality where the eviction drives in 2020 lead to 
a clash between the farmers of Yamuna and the 
officers of the Delhi Development Authority resulting 
in a settlement arrived through a cricket match 
between them. Since COVID_19 canceled 2020’s 
cricket mania, this match is telecast across the 
country and the film unfolds to tell the story of how 
the farmers stood up to modern-day institutions that 
operate much like colonial government institutions 
once did in British India.

Image 7.1: Lagaan II Poster based on audio prompt from the news 
article coverage.

Since human rights issues get the attention of the 

public through stories told through the medium of 

film, would a film led by a major movie star be a way 

to bring attention to state-induced displacement in 

the form of homelessness in Delhi and the politics 

behind the experience of it? Modern-day government 

bodies pretty much carry the legacy of the British 

when it comes to city planning and reasons why some 

people ‘deserve’ space and some ‘don’t’. Despite being 

a democracy, these institutions have evolved to practice 

authoritarianism in very subtle as well as obvious ways. 

Can this be countered through these comparisons? 

What actions could this visual possibly provoke?

• During 2020, the media covered what could 

be described as one of the largest documented 

exoduses in the Indian subcontinent in recent 

times. Thousands of migrant workers living 

in the city of Delhi were forced to walk back to 

their native villages once the national COVID_19 

lockdown was announced to happen overnight in 

March, 2020.20 The major issue of homelessness 

as an experience among the migrant workers 

that live and work in the city’s services sector 

(both informal and formal), now came up in 

mainstream news.

Using the event and the government’s shoddy response 

to it, I speculated a parallel where homelessness 

was systemically understood, acknowledged and 

responded to by the state. Often, human rights issues 

receive attention when they are given the attention by 

systems that wield power. Considering homelessness 

is an experience that stems from extreme moments of 

crises for anybody within the city, the weight is more 

on the systems to be more supportive. What would it 

take for the state to take notice?

Interestingly enough, COVID_19 as a public health 

crisis brought to the front a very specific experience 

of homelessness - among people directly affected by 

the virus - medical professionals and allied health-

related caregivers.21 The Prime Minister was busy 

leading the nation in an obnoxiously absurd display 

of ‘appreciation’ for these care professionals22, using 

terms like ‘COVID Warriors’23 to describe them, in an 

attempt to rally the nation into following basic hygiene 

practices (because somehow nationalistic rhetoric 

requires ‘army talk’ for credibility and momentum 

for advising basic precautions during a public health 

crisis without realizing the harm this kind of language 

causes in the long term24), while at the same time, many 

of these same professionals were overworked25 and on 

duty without pay or limited pay26, while also being 

evicted from their homes27 and facing other kinds of 

similar harassment and ostracization from insensitive 

landlords and homeowners within their own gated and 

other neighborhoods.28

Since the ‘interest group’ in this case were medical 

professionals (educated and with a social standing 

related to their professional background), there was 

an ‘official’ representation made on their behalf, which 

received almost immediate attention from the state29, 

not something that can really be said when other 

individuals and/or communities have experienced 

homelessness chronically within the same city for 

decades before this pandemic became our new reality.

I took this letter as a provocation to speculate a parallel 

which included the army rhetoric and a state response 

that could question responses to specific experiences 

of homelessness.
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Image 7.2: Pandemic Path - a speculative view of Raj Path housing 
homeless medical professionals known as ‘COVID Warriors’, in 
Delhi-NCR.

Image 7.3: A question setting up a speculative future of radical 
resistance from the grassroots.

Image 7.4: Inspiration for the medium of resistance from existing 
research.

Image 7.5: A STEM in Slums programme resulting in sparrow drones 
as carriers of community voices.

With the Central Vista project looming large, 
the Centre of the city of Delhi is projected to be 
changed forever, as is natural when it comes to any 
development project that involves a curation of the 
natural and built environment. Even as a pandemic 
has brought significant changes to the way the 
city operates, it is difficult to imagine the existing 
right wing government changing its rationale and 
functioning that is rooted in Hindutva Brahminical 
ideas of the nation state and model citizens of 
the said ‘nation’. A large part of this experience 
revolves around using military metaphors in the 
everyday. And as much as they are interested in 
changing the landscape of the capital city in an 
attempt to rewrite history on their terms, I wanted to 
imagine a scenario where they did so in a striking 

way on a path known for marches by ‘warriors’ that 
‘protect’ the Indian republic. After all, now medical 
professionals are also ‘warriors’.
How else should ‘warriors’ be treated except by 
giving them space in the centre of the city? Would 
the conversation around homelessness change at 
least then to understand that it is an experience 
that is fueled by uncaring and insensitive systems 
and people of the city? Would it bury discussions 
on homelessness among urban poor who do not 
have the same agency as medical professionals 
(carrying intellectual and social capital)? What kind 
of actions could this visual possibly provoke?

• Set in the year 2040, another community that’s 
often on the receiving end of state-induced 
homelessness - slum dwellers, are brought 
into focus. A speculative collaboration between 
design students, grassroots organizations 
and young adults living in slums results in a 
STEM in Slums programme in the year 2035. 
Tired of temporary design interventions in 
their communities that exploit their stories 
for short-term projects, masters degrees, 
PhD and book deals, the budding creative 
technologists take their narrative seriously 
and push for moving beyond performative 
activism led by the college-educated, upper 
caste privileged group of intellectual so-called 
‘change-makers’.30 In a group project, the 
group of radical activists record community 
voices and activate sparrow drones based on 
sparrows that have become extinct over the 
years, in the city of Delhi, but are still often 
found to nest within slum dwellings.31 They 
control these sparrow drones through their 

smart phones and create resistance against 
the Government which has promised to make 
Delhi ‘slum free’32 in an attempt to ‘sanitize’ and 
appropriate ‘public’ space for the more affluent 
‘publics’ in the city.33 Twitter storms are led by 
this collective and for each re-tweet, the group 
sends one more drone into official airspace 
so their voices are heard on their terms by 
the officials who make decisions about the 
former’s lives while sitting in their ivory towers. 
More privileged residents of Delhi can show 
solidarity through donations and re-tweets, 
instead of appropriating the conversation of 
negotiations of space within the city that they 
share with those living in slums.
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Image 7.6: Futures of Twitter storms using sparrow drones in official 
airspace at Rashtrapati Bhavan.

What would it mean for advocacy on issues of 
homelessness to be done by those with lived 
experiences? To what extent can those with socio-
economic and intellectual capital shift the gaze of 
research on displacement to be told by those with 
lived experiences rather than those who enter these 
spaces as researchers? Can research methods be 
revisited to address the burden of the research 
gaze that often falls on those whose stories are told 
through projects, like even this one for instance? 
Where does my lived experience of ‘homing’ in the 
capital city reflect in this design exercise and how 
does it affect the way this exploration could or could 
not progress? What actions could these visuals 
possibly provoke?

Documenting’ one’s ‘Home’ in the Capital City
Homelessness caused by evictions requires 
deeper reflection as an experience within Delhi 
by itself, but expanding that experience to include 
evictions of people who are already homeless and 
living in shelters needs to be paid specific attention 
to, because these are people displaced multiple 
times over due to conflicts in the functioning of 
the state machinery. In fact, it was actually a ‘right 
to food’ case34 that originally brought attention 
to experiences of homelessness in Delhi, in the 
courts. And it was only after homeless persons 
were evicted from a homeless shelter by the Delhi 
Government that the High Court of Delhi initiated an 
inquiry suo moto35 into the issue of homelessness 
in the capital city. In the meantime, different law and 
order enforcement agencies are notorious for using 
multiple legal provisions to criminalize homeless 
people in public places36 with impunity since the 
State has showed least interest in following up37 
on judicial pronouncements that decry the use of 
these provisions for harassing the marginalized38. 
On the other hand, homeless people in Delhi are 
slowly gaining systemic recognition as voters and 
voting registrations have been taking place within 
this same decade, which have recognized spaces 
that would never count as ‘homes’ and therefore 
‘addresses’ as per the 2011 Census, in order to 
issue voter IDs to those living on the streets of 
Delhi.39 The Government of India recognizes all 
voter’s identity cards issued from 2008 (which carry 
additional security features like holograms etc.) as 
acceptable proof of identity and address.40

Image 7.7: This is a modified image of an actual voter ID issued to 
homeless people in Old Delhi in 2019. It was obtained in the course 
of one of my site visits and the identifiable details have been edited 
to protect the privacy of the ID cardholder.

Image 7.4: These are open source images found on a Pro version 
of the design software - Canva, used only as a reference to the 
experience of homelessness and street-dwelling being reflected on 
in this part of the process.
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What this dissonance of function between the 
executive, legislature, judiciary and allied decision-
making bodies does for people in their day-to-day 
life is heartbreaking to say the very least. Ideals of 
democracy look great in well-thought out, highly 
intellectualized realms of research but makes for 
supreme dysfunction in the daily lives of individuals 
and communities marginalized by the actions and/
or in-actions of these functionaries of the state, 
because of lived experiences that involve different 
responses from different state entities on whether 
one can exist in peace within the bounds of the 
capital city or not. If a person can obtain a voter’s ID 
while being homeless within the city, is it reducing 

the person’s existence to a vote rather than actually 
working towards supporting their existence within 
the city? If and when the police harasses them, 
would it amount to illegal evictions from the streets? 
Should the focus shift from hiding people away into 
makeshift box-like apartment structures to actually 
making streets safer and liveable, where typically 
thus far the concept of safety is often understood 
and acted upon through discriminatory systemic 
interventions that aim to ‘sanitize’ the city just so 
that the affluent do not have to experience the 
‘discomfort’ of seeing the homeless or the poor 
or the destitute? What actions could this visual 
possibly provoke?
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This essay is born of a design-led curiosity stud-
ied through almost a year of field-based and desk 
research. The aim is to provoke critical thought 
about the historical and contemporary narratives 
of different communities and individuals living 
precarious existences within the capital city of 
Delhi, while simply trying to find or make a ‘home’ 
within it. The invitation here is to then speculate 

futures that involve less contestation and com-
modification of space in the favor of those who 
have historically privileged access to the capital 
city and imagining more compassionate ways of 
sharing common space and resources as a radi-
cally kinder experience of urban life by centering 
those historically pushed to the city’s margins.
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