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The joint graduate architecture and urban design
Propositions Studios engage in interdisciplinary,
synergistic work exploring critical urban agendas.
Specifically, this section incorporates experiential and
engaged learning components with a multicultural
and global focus and brings students to partner with
academic institutions and local actors in Ahmedabad,
the geography under investigation. Imag(e)ing the
Urban Water Commons examined water as a design
matter to frame cultural and environmental agendas
and steward a more just and inclusive transformation
of the territory.
“Water lies at the intersection of landscape and
infrastructure, crossing between visible and invisible
domains of urban space. Water forms part of the
material culture of modernity, ranging from the private
spaces of the home to vast technological networks
that have enabled the growth of cities, yet it is
also powerfully inscribed in the realm of imagination.”

[1]

Matthew Gandy
1

Gandy, M. The fabric of Space.
Water, Modernity, and the Urban
Imagination. MIT Press 2014. 1.
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The rights of an individual to
have access to water from
a natural water source. The state
of Gujarat, located in West India,
lacks connection to adjacent
Arabian Sea, making access
to water and its conservation all
the more significant.
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Designing water challenges us to think four-dimensionally, weaving
space and time across a multiplicity of scales, registering disparate
regimes of occupation and embracing the unexpected and mutable. As
vital resource for life, the imperative to control water has generated deep,
irreversible transformations in the territory. Water drives urbanization and
cities, a most sophisticated human creation, have emerged and consolidated in its proximity to ensure drinking water supply and sanitation,
transportation, production, and recreation.
Today, the urbanization of water renders striking asymmetries.
While waterfront developments redraw cities’ skylines and instagram-feed prosperous urban lifestyles, a looming environmental crisis
and the increasing water commodification drive acute social inequality,
globally. For the urban poor, water rights [2] represent more than just
access to infrastructure in a time of smart, data driven optimism. Water
centers a politically contentious battle reframing urban citizenship and
signaling the continuing struggle to attain the right to the city.
The societal construction of alternative, collective water imaginaries should start by recognizing the many bodily, cultural, spiritual, and
symbolic meanings around water that connect us with an ever more
distant and constructed nature. Building on the many facets of the
urban water commons, this studio section examined the ever-changing
relationship of the river and its city as a productive breeding ground for
architectural and urban design experimentation.
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Sabarmati River Crossing the City of Ahmedabad, 2018 vs 2003.

“The right to the city is not merely a right of access to
what already exists, but a right to change it. We
need to be sure we can live with our own creations.”

[3]

David Harvey
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Harvey, D. “The right to the
city.” International Journal of
Urban and Regional Research 27
(2003): 939-941
The largest West flowing river in
India. It drains a large area
in Madhya Pradesh and Gujarat,
two states in India.

A government initiated
redevelopment project along
the Sabarmati riverfront.
Construction began in 2005,
displacing hundreds of families
in surrounding slum areas.
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THE RIVER AND ITS CITY
On its way through Ahmedabad, the formerly untamed Sabarmati River
is today channelized and refilled with the mechanized waters from the
distant Narmada Watershed [4]. Located in a semi-arid region subjected
to the rigors of recurring droughts and bountiful monsoons, Ahmedabad
is the biggest city in Gujarat and it plays a key role in the development
of the state. The city faces complex realities ranging from ethnic and
religious lack of integration, a water environmental crisis, and the sociopolitical challenges inherent to urban growth and modernization.
The nature and pace of recent urban transformation reads across
the region, from the city’s heart to its distant peripheries. From all these
legible traces, the scars left by the Sabarmati Riverfront Project [5] offer
a most acute statement of the practice of globalization and the fiery
image-making competition between urban regions across the world.
This project has forever transformed the relationship of the river and
its city, building stasis and real estate value in formerly floodable
grounds that were home to most vulnerable citizens. With the transformation of the former fluid river landscapes into a concrete canal, the
urban memories are also in flux. As citizens reclaim the postcard-driven, waterfront what is the arsenal of tools and strategies to advance a
design agenda for a more diverse and equitable water commons?
4

“Notably among these entities is the river. It is inconceivable without a line, a product of visual literacy
rather than a natural feature or the earth surface, and
extraordinary work of art before it is taken for granted
object of science.”
[6]

Anuradha Mathur and Dilip Da Cunha
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Mathur, A. Da Cunha, D. Design
in the terrain of water.
Applied Research + Design
Publishing. University of
Pennsylvania School of Design
2014, 1.

STUDIO AS A LAB FOR
ENVIRONMENTAL STORYTELLING
Water is a fascinating design challenge, one that reveals much about
cultural values and societal customs and the changing relationship of
humans with their environment. Long before the environmental crisis
became such a tangible reality and a matter of global concern, architects and urbanists have worked on water’s critical role addressing
quality of life, environmental vitality, and urban experience. At its heart
resides the firm belief that designers are cultural agents uniquely posed
to steward the making of more inclusive, better futures.

Sabarmati River Riverfront Project in Ahmedabad.

The Sabarmati River, Images by Henry Cartier-Bresson, © Henri Cartier-Bresson/Magnum Photos, 1966.

Studio pedagogy offers a productive platform for experimentation
with diverse mediums and models of narrative building. Interdisciplinary studios, in particular, can exercise collaborative and experiential
learning frameworks with students of diverse cultural and academic
backgrounds, drawing cultural critique and projecting new imaginaries.
This studio engaged with urban sustainability discourses to investigate
the complex meanings of water in a country where rivers, while sacred,
carry high loads of pollution. As a result, the urbanization and commodification of water has rendered the Sabarmati River dead in its course
through Ahmedabad, while displacing thousands of poor citizens during
the waterfront construction. And yet, fables, mythologies, and memories
serve as reminders of the ever changing relationship of water and the
multicultural Amdavadi society.
5
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The historic city center or Old
Ahmedabad.
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The foundation to Sangath
founed by B.V. Doshi. The studio
was part of a collaboration
with Rajeev Kathpalia, an executive from the Foundation and
one of India's leading architects

Collectively, the studio was attentive to narrative as a constructive
medium to shed light on the hidden mechanisms that could steward
the urban water commons. That required the examination of other water
infrastructures, their legacy and use: from the ancient step- wells, the
colonial reshaping of water infrastructures in the Walled City[7], and the
everyday stories negotiating water scarcity in the domestic realm.

The immersive sive two-week field trip to Ahmedabad, and the Habitat
Design Workshop in collaboration with the Vāstu Shilpā Foundation [8]
for Studies and Research in Environmental Design gave students access
to local knowledge and the cues to read cultural values and attitudes
toward water, while offering a glimpse into the intense urban life in the
city. Fieldwork included traditional approaches to site discovery and
documentation, lectures with local experts, collaborative working sessions with Indian students, and reviews.

Participants: Anhong Li, Yiying Tang, Jessica Yelk, Shourya Jain, Yixin Miao, Sean Xin, Austin Kronig, Sachet Kiran, Yanbo Li, Tristan Snyder, Karan Ranka,
Gwen Gell, Andrea Marquez, and workshop participants Manasa Ifel, Mandar Gandevikar, Raghu Kathpalia, Kaustubh Mirajkar, and Yeash Suratwala.
Studio Paper
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Travel documentation
7
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NARRATING THE CITY
THROUGH THE LENS OF WATER
The discursive approach in the studio design pedagogy helps advance
research and field observations into design provocations. As part of
this process, students select the appropriate methods and techniques
for design development, experimenting with diverse approaches to
the formulation of the final design polemics. In response, each project
articulates a distinct position and set of claims in their design narratives,
while curating the choice of representation techniques and formats.

News illustrating progress and the modernization of the city. Anhong Li.

Studio Paper

8

STUDENT WORK:
DROUGHT GHOST CITY

Andrea Marquez

Map of the Old City of Ahmedabad. Drought Ghost City. Andrea Marquez. As the ‘Old City’ and its rich ornamentation, crafts and customs, are
slowly fading away, this project traces the stories of long-term residents, and investigates the potential of embedded micro-water infrastructures to
revive the historic fabric, while cultivating agency for those stewarding place.
9
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STUDENT WORK:
THE RIVER IS AN ILLUSION

Yanbo Li

[The River is] … an infrastructure on top of the city to provide autonomy and independence from the water cycle itself.

Opening a window into the many environmental crises facing the
contemporary Indian city, the project illustrates six rather incongruous
scenes of what our current disdain towards the protection of the
environment can render in the future. Urban reality leads its way to
concrete urban illusions, a set of uncanny urbanisms that render visible
the overwhelming domination of the human nature over the river.
In the resulting narratives, certain urban structures retain the image or
memory of water that no longer exists. Urban dwellers enjoy their
river possession and make-believe the Sabarmati still exists.

Studio Paper
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[The River is] … an intangible value, an aquarium
of religious and spiritual retreats, temples and deities.

[The River is] … competition for increasing extractive
capacities of clean groundwater.

[The River is] … a public condenser. From address to none to bridging east and west, past and present, old and new.
11
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STUDENT WORK:
THE SPIRIT OF THE STEPWELL

Gwen Gell, Tristan Snyder,
Jessica Yelk

Pop-up book, The Spirit of the Stepwell, describing the characters and the infrastructure’s history.
Gwen Gell, Tristan Snyder, Jessica Yelk.
9

A once integral element to
regions around Gujarat provided
water for drinking, washing and
bathing between the 5th and
19th centuries. These were one
of the rare spaces in the city
used primarily by women.

Inspired by the legacy of the Stepwells [9] of Ahmedabad, a series of
interventions across the city embody the manifestation of the water
cycle, pausing time and awakening the dormant urban natures hidden in
the city’s everyday life. The development of urban narratives accessible
to people of all ages, allow for personal exploration and deeper or faster
reading through the medium of a pop-up book.
As an artifact, the book dives deep into the Spirit of the Stepwell
and interrogates the role of the design disciplines to provoke, write
and render visible new urban imaginaries through the very citizens who
would steward them. As a project, the different acts unfold interventions
and interrogate their impacts of design on human experience in their
search for the wonder of water.

The pop-up book , The Spirit of the Stepwell. Gwen Gell, Tristan Snyder, Jessica Yelk.
Studio Paper
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The pop-up book , The Spirit of the Stepwell. Gwen Gell, Tristan Snyder, Jessica Yelk.
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STUDENT WORK:
URBAN WALL AS HETEROTOPIA

Anhong Li

Four Heterotopias along the Sabarmati River. Urban Wall as Heterotopia.

10 Redevelopment projects have
historically wiped out entire
neighborhoods throughout
the city of Ahmedabad, forcing
hundreds of families into
resettlement.

This project scrutinizes Ahmadabad's recent development trends and
addresses the legacy of social segregation, profit-driving policy, spatial
erasure [10] and citizens’ identity loss. The outcomes are the progressive
wiping off of historic urban fabric and the loss of a diverse citizenship.
Reading the city as found and re-establishing new urban imaginaries,
the project takes on the pervasive type of the “urban wall” as a potential
form of power resistance. Through the registration of contextual observations, walls become containers of a multiplicity of identities, markers of
difference in the urban continuum.

“River as Sacrifice.“ Urban Wall as Heterotopia. Anhong Li.
Studio Paper
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Urban Sprawl, River as Sacrifice and Memory Lost. Anhong Li.
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STUDENT WORK:
SEEDS

Shourya Jain, Miao Yixin

Temporal scenarios showing different combinations of the program taxonomyy. Seeds. Shourya Jain, Miao Yixin

Seeds explores Ahmedabad’s contemporary urban morphology as a
thick collage of layers accumulated through time and continuously negotiated by disparate interests and urban actors. The investigation raises
larger questions on the agency of designers to enable the incremental
co-production of urban space, ensure inclusive participatory frameworks
and address people’s right to the city. By rendering water visible and
sparkling new urban programs, the project performs as a material practice to invite disparate publics to celebrate water and urban life.
The project adopts a spatial order rooted in the fragmented site
context and familiar to the locals. Suspicious about large scale master
plans seeking to effect control over the public realm and inspired by the
multi-functional nature of Indian urban spaces, the project experiments
on how urban infrastructure materialize, condense, and transform without imposing controlled or predetermined meaning, seeding a multiplicity of uses and attitudes over time.
Studio Paper
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Taxonomy of design components + social water infrastructures. Shourya Jain, Miao Yixin
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Water Infrastructures Ahmedabad, Jess Gwen Yanbo

The River is a Water Illusion. Yanbo Li.
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