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The research symposium on Gender and Academic Leadership in 
Architecture in India examined the engagement of women and persons of 
minoritized genders and sexualities in the construction of the academy, 
architectural knowledge, professional identity, and academic practice. 
While the academy in India is often viewed as a softer, more flexible, almost 
feminized alternative to practising professionally for women (who have the 
culturally pre-ordained role of being the primary caregiver for the family), or 
a possible safe space for queer persons (whose bodies and knowledge are 
otherwise invisibilised or violently erased), academic leadership roles have 
not always been accessible. Even though the landscapes of higher education 
are now changing, a vast majority of leadership roles, responsibilities, 
and positions are still being held either by men, or by privileged savarna 
academics, and those with access to intergenerational wealth and social 
networks. This symposium focused on feminist forms of leadership. We not 
only looked for alternatives to patriarchal conventions of leadership, but also 
examined the positions of power sanctified by institutional designations. The 
intent of the symposium was to bring recognition to teaching and research as 
a practice; highlight and discuss structural changes needed to empower co-
faculty and students to be in preparation for the next generation of academic 
leaders; and add focus to the importance of mentoring and reflective praxis. 
The full call for papers and the symposium program as originally scheduled 
can be found at the end of these proceedings.

Symposium Abstract

Madhavi Desai, Anuradha Chatterjee, Kush Patel

Symposium Abstract
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It was March 07, 2020, and we were three weeks away from holding 
the research symposium at Avani Institute of Design’s physical campus. The 
coronavirus cases were rising in India and internationally. The symposium 
co-convenors, Madhavi Desai, Anuradha Chatterjee, and Kush Patel, in 
coordination with members of the Avani Governing Council, took a rather 
prompt and necessary decision: to move the symposium online. Representing 
critical feminist practices from within and connected to architecture, as well 
as from locations in India, the UK, and North America, it was important for us 
to convene, and to bring together the often-ignored histories, questions, and 
forms of academic leadership in conversation with each other. At its heart, 
this decision to connect, albeit remotely, was also about honouring mutual 
trust and individual well-being; the trust with which each of the symposium 
participants had invited us into their worlds: some archival, others 
pedagogical, several autobiographical, and all institutional. Ultimately, the 
labour and rigour of eight months that went into planning this symposium 
culminated not only into a robust program, but also allowed the convenors 
to extend the program from two days (March 21–22, 2020) to a week (March 
21–28, 2020) utilising both video conferencing and cloud-based file-sharing 
platforms for a more embodied and an extended peer-review experience.

This volume brings together 16 papers out of a total of 27 presentations 
that comprised the research symposium. The proceedings observe the 
outline of the original program. We begin by locating the discourse on gender 
and leadership in the Indian context in relation to experiences of patriarchy 
in professional settings through Madhavi Desai’s keynote entitled, “Women 
and Architecture in India: Negotiating Teaching, Practice, and Research.” 
The making and materialities of spatial practices, archive, and gender 
are presented next through the individual works of Rajshree Rajmohan, 
Anooradha Iyer Siddiqi, and Fathima Jilna and Reshma Mathew, which 
comprised the panel entitled, “Gender Narratives and Archival Descriptions 
in Architectural Education.” Critiques of disciplinary conventions in design 
and conservation leadership follow this opening set through the respective 
writings of Monolita Chatterjee and Sonali Dhanpal. Their papers constituted 

Editors’ Introduction

Kush Patel, Soumini Raja

Editors’ Introduction
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the panel entitled, “Counternarratives of Program- and Institution-building 
in Architecture.” Foregrounding social identities to make space for oneself 
within professional design curricula are discussed in the writings by Arul 
Paul, Nirupama KS, and Naveen Bagalkot. Together, these presentations were 
part of the lightning talks entitled, “Performances of Identity.” The practices 
and politics of representation, away from their patriarchal and colonial 
conventions, are rendered visible through the works of Czaee Malpani and 
Kush Patel, each of which defined the panel entitled, “Formations of Self in 
and through Intersectional Feminist Pedagogies.” Teaching practices in their 
plurality, power, and potentialities are discussed in relation to their unique 
institutional contexts in the respective writings of Ishita Shah, Sonal Mithal, 
Soumini Raja, and Urvi Desai. Their papers formed the lightning talks entitled, 
“Approaches to Learning and Teaching.” The final paper in this volume by 
Anushka Shahdadpuri and Shreya Kothawale bring us back to reflect on the 
core framings and formats of conferences on gender, design, and architecture 
that often reproduce social exclusions. This presentation was part of the 
lightning talks entitled, “Questions of the Collective.”

The proceedings project timeline was intentionally slowed down 
to value diverse practices and circumstances of writing, editing, caregiving, 
and publishing during the pandemic. The elaborate participation of the 
contributors through discussions, debates, and presentations even during this 
time furthered trust and camaraderie. The review held through many stages 
encouraged all contributors to participate in the process, which included 
doubling up as a reviewer and editor, and furthering a sense of collective 
ownership of the project. Similar to the peer-review experience of the online 
symposium, the proceedings process assumed an archival form of academic 
exchanges and this virtual collaboration added not only academic value but 
also humane values such as cooperation, empathy, and care. Out of the 33 
participants who presented at the symposium, 23 of them submitted their 
full papers for yet another round of structured peer reviews. All presentations, 
including lightning talks, were encouraged to be developed into academic 
papers with a limit of 1,500–3,500 words.

 The review process of these papers took nine months to complete, 
which also included two rounds each of peer and editorial reviews. Timely 
communication through emails and WhatsApp Messenger kept the 
symposium community alive (the group continues to be alive!). While email 
was the official communication channel, the WhatsApp group became 
a platform for sharing ideas and upcoming events, heated debates, and 
professional collaborations. In round one, every paper was reviewed by a 
team comprising one of the editors and a contributor from the same thematic 
section. The rigour maintained in reviewing each piece of writing through this 

Editors’ Introduction
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Editors’ Introduction

collaborative practice, and an insistence on academic quality helped with the 
final paper selections. The proceedings project followed two mini-books that 
came out of the symposium, one each on selected abstracts and a closing 
roundtable of contributor positionings in feminist academic leadership. Both 
of these books can be accessed and downloaded from the Avani Institute of 
Design’s website.
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Madhavi Desai

Madhavi Desai

Women and Architecture in India:
Negotiating Teaching, Practice and Researchi

“I haven’t been a feminist until I became an architect...  
It is not just about having more female architects in higher positions.  

It is also about more female qualities in architecture.”  
—Architect Anna Heringer, the Netherlands.

Numerically, women constitute half of the human race, but a look 
at history will easily reveal that women have been subordinate to men 
in all fields. Even in the discipline of architecture in India, the contribution 
of women has been almost completely missing in the architectural 
historiography. They have been rendered rather marginal and invisible in 
spite of their active participation in the field of architecture for more than 
eight decades. Notably, as a few pioneering women began to join the field 
of architecture in the late 1930s and early 1940s, their narrative paralleled 
the development of modern Indian architecture. Their work was influenced 
by the ideas of nationalism as the freedom struggle led by Gandhi was at 
its peak. Their design attitudes were also impacted by contemporary and 
modernist trends of the West, such as Art Deco, the International Style, 
Brutalism, and the Garden City movement. Though women were very limited 
in numbers since the beginning, they symbolized unconventional lives and 
brave career choices in the traditional, patriarchal society they dwelled in. 
Their work is obscured in historiography and contemporary texts. At the 
international level, too, women were largely absent from the profile of the 
profession till—perhaps—Zaha Hadid burst onto the scene in the 1990s! 
Contributions of many other talented women from around the world have 
remained only marginally represented in the grand narrative of architectural 
history. One only has to look at Fletcher to Kostof (at the international level), 
or Percy Brown to Satish Grover to realize this. Even my own co-authored 
book on Indian architectural history, “Architecture and Independence: The 
Search for Identity – India 1880 to 1980” (1997), suffers from gender inequity 
due to my ignorance and lack of awareness 25 years ago, as we had hardly 
covered any women architects.
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However, the numbers have come a full circle in the twenty-first 
century. Since the 1990s, women have been taking up architectural 
educational courses in large numbers. There are more than 450 institutions 
that teach architecture in the country at present, where 50% to 60% of the 
students admitted each year are women. Ironically, out of this, only about 
15% to 20% eventually continue to be active in the field. Women’s status 
in architecture has long been dismissed as an unnecessary non-issue and 
is part of hardly any agenda or discourse in spite of a stubbornly persistent 
gender gap. The profession and academia suffer from gender bias because 
this thinking has not entered the mainstream consciousness. Women 
architects themselves have been silent, till recently, in the evolution of the 
cultural trends as if they were invisible, especially when it comes to their 
underrepresentation in leadership roles.

Background

When the colonial powers arrived in India, there existed the 
medieval tradition of engaging guilds of building trades and craftsmen for 
the purpose of building construction. Gradually, this system was replaced 
by a modern system of architecture during colonial rule. The discipline of 
architecture developed a separate identity apart from engineering through 
the twentieth century. In the first half of the 19th century, architectural 
design was largely in the hands of the military and other engineers. In 
the second half, however, British and other European architects began to 
execute specific commissions or establish their own professional practices. 
Many Indian architects, educated in India or abroad, joined the British firms 
over the years from 1930 onwards, later setting up their own practices. Thus, 
while design is an ancient art in South Asia, the profession of architecture is 
relatively young. Since architectural production is closely linked to the socio-
cultural context, the profession has mostly remained the prerogative of men 
throughout this period, creating a dominant masculine culture as in other 
parts of the world. The patriarchal roots of the profession and its historical 
relations with craftsmanship evidently seem to be the predominant reasons 
for this biased entitlement. Apart from this, the discipline in India is also 
greatly affected by its “design production and designer” biases, as well as its 
fascination with the star or master architects, predominantly male.

It has to be recognized and accepted that architecture is a high-
risk, low-profit business for an average practitioner. It is a struggle for most 
new entrants of all genders to survive due to the hegemony of developers 
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and large practices. Within this scenario, women face additional implicit 
and explicit barriers such as combating the stereotype, lack of social 
networking, absence of role models and mentoring, patriarchal mindset 
of the construction industry, difficulties of work/life balance, long working 
hours and low salaries, etc. The upbringing in a patriarchal society, and the 
life experiences of being a woman also place inherent disadvantages for 
many. Why is work/life balance a challenge? There is an implicit and explicit 
culture valorization in colleges as well as the profession of continuous 
work engagement, often till late night, which further tell women that it is 
a career for which they must sacrifice their personal life. Unfortunately, 
the patriarchal society is still very demanding of women to take major 
responsibility for home and children. As a result, despite huge female 
enrolments in the past decades, we have not seen a comparable rise in the 
number of women in practice, with many female graduates opting out of 
the system. Thus, the rate of attrition in the profession remains substantially 
high.

A single woman–headed practice typically veers off towards interior 
design or becomes limited to small-scale projects. A few of the women 
graduates join the discipline of planning through a master’s degree. Due to 
the versatile and all-encompassing nature of architectural education, some 
shift to graphics, filmmaking, or fashion design after the real or imagined 
struggle about engaging in an architectural practice. As we have seen in 
recent times, quite a few of them have begun to join the teaching profession. 
This may be in order to balance their time with their family while earning 
a steady income. Sometimes, there is also pressure from the families, as a 
college is perceived as a safer space compared to building sites or even 
offices of employment in the industry. Nevertheless, a substantial number 
of women architects drop out of the field entirely, often believing that it was 
a choice they made either for their family or for other important reasons. It 
is an unfortunate fact that it happens after each of them has already spent 
intensive, long, and demanding five years for an architectural degree. 
Because of the lack of research and the unavailability of statistical and 
qualitative data, we can only rely on empirical or anecdotal studies for the 
cause of this phenomenon. One of the goals of this keynote address is to 
include and amplify these “other”, silent voices of women who have left the 
profession or are surviving on the margins. I am intensely aware that this is a 
highly contested subject and is open to criticism from the people belonging 
to the other schools of thought. This talk is not merely for complaining about 
the existing scenario. Rather, it is about challenging the foundations of our 
understanding in our own context, including the unspoken assumptions and 



Gender and Academic Leadership in Architecture10

Madhavi Desai

motivations.
But why are we still in this situation in the 21st century? The built 

landscape is, of course, “viewed” as gender-neutral by society and most of 
the professionals. “The gendering of architecture is not straightforwardly 
visible because the values and ideologies architecture embodies claim 
universal status and are normally taken as gender-free. However, 
architecture as a system of representation is saturated with meanings and 
values which contribute to our sense of self and our culturally constructed 
identity” (Lico 2001, 31). But in reality, “Architecture transcends the neutrality 
of geometrically determined, and physically defined structure and enclosure 
to become a site of lived life, where cultural processes, gender transactions, 
and modus of sexual desire are continually enacted” (ibid, 30). Furthermore, 
we find that a majority of women prefer to call themselves “architects” 
and not “women architects” as all practitioners are trained to be impartial 
professionals. Most successful women are hardly aware of, or they do 
not see, any connection with the women’s movement in India, which has 
been heterogeneous, positive, and vibrant with a wide vision. This is 
mainly because, in the process of education, no connection is established 
between the discipline of women’s studies with architecture, urban design, 
or planning. In India, there are many misconceptions about feminism—of 
it being a man-hating, Western import that breaks up families, etc. It is 
difficult for men and women to proclaim themselves as feminists (Bhasin 
1986). Women architects also tend to distance themselves from feminism. 
The legacy of feminism has played a crucial role in its apparent rejection, 
mainly because of its problematic construction along the lines of Eurocentric 
liberalism as understood by a majority of the Indian society. Belonging to the 
post-feminist generation, even young women students believe that equality 
has been achieved in their world of liberal campuses. They are blissfully 
unaware of any of these issues—a majority are in complete denial and react 
to them with resistance and skepticism.

With this background, I would like to discuss and elaborate upon the 
three key and triangularly inter-connected wings of the discipline: education, 
practice, and research.

Education

Education is the cornerstone of any discipline, including 
architecture, where it primarily combines intellectual rigor and practical 
skills. It is also a place where the students learn to think deeply about 
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the interconnectedness of architecture with culture, built environment, 
technology, and the world of ideas. The discipline of architecture is deeply 
embedded in the cultural world, and the culture of an institute is closely 
connected to its teaching ideology and pedagogy. Masculine knowledgeii 
systems that generally claim to be universal are followed in most colleges of 
architecture. However, feminist theory tends to unsettle and problematize 
the entire domain of knowledge by attempting to produce “counter-
knowledge” based on the assumption that the theory has ignored and 
marginalized women and feminist ways of thinking. The creation of such 
knowledge related to the built environment is a challenge for us in India. 
In short, we need to promote a milieu that values differences and manages 
diversity (Figure 1).

As mentioned before, in the past three decades, the gender 
balance in the student population has reached near parity. But where do 
the qualified women disappear in practice? Despite demonstrated skill, 
talent, and competence through their educational careers, why do so few 
women proceed to rise to the forefront in the profession? A few successful 
women architects—invited everywhere, year after year—are projected as 

Figure 1: The increasing number of women students in schools of architecture in India. 
Courtesy: Priyanshi Pathak.
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evidence that there is no doubt about women’s total acceptance in the field. 
I think that our educational institutions have to accept the existence of this 
reality and work towards restructuring many aspects to address it. I have 
elaborately written on this elsewhereiii, so I am only going to briefly touch 
upon the broad and important points:

The Design Studio

Design teaching/learning is the core of architectural education, 
where students spend 70-to-80 percent of the time on designing, quite in 
contrast to the real world of practice. Projects are rather large and complex 
in this globalizing era and are often beyond the capacity of a single architect, 
however talented. It is about time we discarded the popular image of the 
lone, creative genius of the architect and “his” iconic edifice. Practically 
speaking, most projects take a team of people, all working together to 
produce a building that usually represents the creative input of not only 
many different people, but also many professions. A few schools are now 
beginning to bring in change, emphasizing that the architectural product 
is the result of many hands and minds. Schools should encourage teams 
of men and women to work together. Moreover, we need to include in the 
curriculum design exercises such as women’s hospitals, retiring homes, 
crèches, hostels, shelter homes, and others, such that these induce 
sensitivity toward the needs of various genders, age groups, etc., amongst 
the young minds. Also, consciously presenting more women as visible 
leaders and role models, faculty and administrators, visiting lecturers and 
critics, and public speakers would help. In addition, organizing annual 
symposia, student debates, etc., would also be crucial for mainstreaming 
gender concerns (Figure 2).

History and Theory Courses

“Within the discipline of architecture, theory is the discourse that 
describes the in-particular practice and production of architecture and 
identifies challenges to it. Theory overlaps with but differs from architectural 
history” (Nesbitt 1996). Architectural history books play a significant role 
in conveying the culture, norms, and values of architectural discipline to 
new entrants. But women architects rarely appear in the course syllabi. 
Most students have no idea about the early women architects and their 
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historical achievements as pioneers for the architectural profession in 
India. Not having architectural archives in general (except the recent one at 
CEPT University) and those with a focus on women’s contribution is a huge 
setback. Incorporating women in the historical narrative is significantly 
important as they become inspirations and role models to young students 
(Figure 3). While working on my book “Women Architects and Modernism 
in India”, I chose a format that weaves together social, professional, and 
biographical factors into an intricate and productive account. I specifically 
tried to delve into each architect’s personal-self and family background, 
often against her reluctance and resistance. However, it was important to 
reveal these factors as I attempted to locate them beyond the conventional 
and traditional structure of historical discourse. This is still a separate 
historical/contemporary outlook that needs to be canonized and made a 
part of the mainstream historiography. As a result of the book, I was invited 
to an architectural college to present the work of women architects when the 
history teacher realized the glaring omissioniv. However, this is an exception 
to the rule.

Figure 2: The design studio jury: more often than not dominated by male teachers. 
Courtesy: Priyanshi Pathak.
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Theory is a fundamentally important part of architectural education, 
as it provides a discursive platform for the underlying ideology of the 
discipline. But architecture is imbued with a dominant masculinity that 
is deeply embedded in its construction. For example, reading lists largely 
comprising male writers lead the students to unconsciously assume that the 
key voices of authority within the discipline are male. We should expose the 
students to feminist theory as well as the history of the women’s movement 
in India and encourage group discussions so that men and women—both—
can participate. Gender theory’s integration with design studios will be very 
fruitful, too. And, what about women faculty? At one level, it is heartening 
to see so many of them involved in education and in leadership positions. 
At the same time, one wonders whether this is a result of the difficulty in 
practicing architecture. Are all of them keenly interested in teaching, and are 
striving to do their best. What will be the effect of this paradigm shift? Are 
they being provided flexibility, parental leave, and part-time employment, 
if required? We are too close to this to come out with any conclusion, but it 
does make one think.

Figure 3: Women stepped out of their homes during the freedom struggle around the 
1940s. Courtesy: Binita Pandya.
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There are many other recommendations for the empowerment of 
women students, such as including the history and achievements of women 
in the curriculum material, establishing special scholarships and grants, 
giving leadership training, capacity building, introducing course material on 
business skills, facilitating rigorous on-site exposure, and restructuring the 
internship experience, to name a few.

Practice

Modernity still exerts a profound influence on most contemporary 
architects in India, from the trendsetters to the designers of the commercial-
built environment. There is a tremendous breadth of accomplishments 
and diversity amongst the women architects with heterogeneity in 
design approaches and attitudes. They are also part of the promotion 
and acceptance of modern architecture through the educational and 
professional processes. The second generation of women architects has 
been able to establish mature and successful practices from the mid-1970s 
onwards. These women have to be recognized and praised for the plurality 
of their identities, having fluid and hybrid practices, and responding to 
global intellectual currents. With this celebration, we are also faced with 
the stark reality of many qualified women leaving the field altogether. But I 
wonder what do we really know about the successful (and not-so-successful) 
women architects—their work practices, choice of jobs, struggles and 
achievements in the profession, the intersectionality of their identities, and 
the role played by their class and community? Are they satisfied with their 
careers? What support network or role models and mentors were there 
behind their success? Was there any relation between their personal lives 
and success in the profession? What technological and business trials did 
they face? And most importantly, do they design differently as women?—a 
million-dollar question I am asked everywhere! 

Nevertheless, what we know is that most of the average practitioners 
face the relentless challenge of balancing their job with the major share 
of domestic work and parenting duties. When I was much younger and 
had children to look after, I talked about difficulties of work/life balance in 
architectural forums. It was vehemently pointed out to me that these were 
simply social issues. That used to shut me up, but I know much better 
now. I strongly believe that flexibility in workplaces should be a key part 
of contemporary practices, along with childcare systems, provided either 
privately or by the State. Women also need to be encouraged towards 
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visibility through publication in print and social media.
To understand the area of practice a bit more, here is an excellent 

quote by Matthewson et al. (2012): “There are four important sites of 
architectural production. The first is the architecture schools where the 
process of becoming an architect begins. Second is the building site where 
the production of architecture is most clearly seen. Third, the architectural 
media in all its diverse forms, is where representation and discussion 
of architects and buildings set the terms of definition, judgment, and 
circulation of buildings and profile. The fourth and final site of architectural 
production is the architectural office or workplace. Of all the four, the 
workplace is by far the least visible, and it has not been well-studied. But 
since it houses, structures, and organizes architectural labor and processes 
of decision-making, communication, and negotiation, the architectural 
workplace is a crucial site of production and representation.”

In our state of denial in India, we have not even begun to look 
critically at the workplace of architects from the gender viewpoint (Figure 4). 
Inequality first needs to be realized before thinking patterns can change, and 
much later, can be implemented on the ground. Young women-graduates 

Figure  4: An architectural office in the time of a pandemic. Courtesy: Krunal Mistry.
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join architectural offices in large numbers, but, in the absence of any data, 
how many of them make it to senior management and leadership levels 
is a glaring question. However, generally speaking, women do make a 
collective difference in how they practice by drawing on their knowledge/
consciousness of everyday life. From empirical research, we know that 
women bring certain distinct advantages and high emotional investment 
to the profession. They are, by and large, interested in the broad vision of 
architecture and not just focused on bold statements or iconic expressions. 
They often have a collaborative, bottom-up, and inclusive approach. Most 
of them seem to concentrate more on personal fulfillment rather than 
fame and glory while sharing credits with the team. From interpersonal 
communication with clients, colleagues, and collaborators to social and 
environmental causes, the design solutions reflect their concerns. They tend 
to do pro bono, community-oriented work, especially for the marginalized 
people who have been left out of design considerations. They are often 
proactive in taking leading roles and responsibilities in larger social contexts, 
where they believe their ideas can make a difference. Anna Heringer says, 
“Whenever I have the opportunity to work together with a female decision-
maker, I realize how easy it feels, when all these gender battles and games 
are unnecessary. What a waste of energy. What a difference when you don’t 
have to prove that you are equally qualified.”

Thus, there is a possibility of several modifications in the workplace 
and in its general rigidity. I believe that there is a need to provide more 
access to women architects to all phases of work, especially site visits and 
management, and more involvement in the business decisions of the firm. 
Women should be encouraged to lead a project, to develop negotiation 
skills, to participate in client interactions, and to take part in decision-
making. Finally, considering the work-life challenge, employers should 
provide more flexible options, including job sharing, regular hours, part-time 
options, and working from home.

Research

Research is central to knowledge production and theory generation. 
Academia is where pure and applied research gets undertaken, which, 
by and large, is not the case in India in architecture, urban design, and 
planning. As the discipline is constantly celebrating design and designers, 
the research component is relatively marginalized. There is a lack of long-
standing and respected tradition of valuing scholarship and encouraging 
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students as well as faculty in institutions for higher learning. On the other 
hand, practitioners have traditionally relied largely on intuition, design 
principles, and precedents in their design processes. Most of them continue 
to do so because research and theory are not viewed as productive tools 
in actual practice. In addition, financial support for primary research is 
extremely difficult to obtain. Therefore, research is the most challenging 
lacuna for gender and the built environment disciplines. In fact, the 
participation of feminist scholars in the production of new knowledge is the 
need of the hour for us. Through funding and promotion, if college faculty 
were trained and encouraged towards undertaking serious research projects, 
it would bring valuable and much-required contribution to the field.

There are two broad areas of research that need to be addressed: 
Women (and men) as designers of space and as users of space. While 
working on my book on women architects, I was shocked to find the 
enormous loss of material from the first generation of women architects. As 
these women had passed away, decades of their career records were not to 
be found. Information about their life (letters and photographs) and work 
(drawings, sketches, and photographs) was extremely difficult to come by as 
it was not preserved. Unfortunately, neither the women themselves in their 
time nor their heirs viewed their work as historically significant. This is a vast 
arena that has barely been touched. There are many other crucial aspects of 
women in practice that have great potential for research inquiry.

The second broad topic of space in itself is not inherently powerful. 
It is the politics of spatial usage that determines its power. It is normally 
regarded that architecture and edifices are simply “empty” or “neutral” 
containers, which is a misnomer. With use, space becomes gendered 
because largely imperceptible, spatial arrangements between men and 
women reproduce prevailing status differences (Figure 5). This clearly 
establishes a close relationship with the design process in architectural 
production that has been more or less ignored by our profession. Therefore, 
research is needed at different spatial scales—macro to micro. For example, 
studies in gender and domestic architecture suffer from neglect and 
under-representation in house and housing categories. On the other hand, 
it is accepted that men and women identify with the city differently as they 
negotiate physical/social/political spaces. Men, in general, are subjected 
to a lot of violence in public spaces but women, not only experience verbal 
and physical harassment, stalking, molestation, violence (including sexual 
assault and rape) but are also extremely fearful of sexual violence due to 
their everyday socialization process of growing up in a patriarchal society, 
which makes them anxious and insecure in public areas. Thus, often, the 
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fear of violence is a stronger debilitating factor for women’s engagement in 
public spaces than violence itself (Phadke 2011).

In short, men’s and women’s daily engagements are greatly 
influenced by various aspects of urban planning and design, such as 
location, accessibility, public amenities, legibility, etc., that determine the 
physical characteristics and safety of such places (Desai (in print)). There 
are no gender guidelines included in our master plans. No efforts are made 
to analytically design women’s hostels, hospitals, or care shelters based on 
feminist requirements or to approach the requirements of women in the 
informal settlements in Indian cities from their urban rights to infrastructure 
challenges. The emphasis should not only be on women’s physical safety 
and economic opportunities but also on their right to avail the benefits of 
being legitimate urban citizens with easy access to leisure and other city 
spaces. There is no conversation on gender and planning as well as policy-
making, in spite of the robust urbanization process going on in the country 
and with crores of rupees being spent on “smart cities”. However, there 
exist a few exceptions. In Kerala, there have been several experiments and 
initiatives towards women’s safety and empowerment. For example, in the 
city of Thiruvananthapuram, the Gender Park has launched a “She-Taxi” 
project as a public-private partnership where taxis are driven by women for 

Figure 5: Missing in research: urban women and public space. Courtesy: Prof. Miki Desai.
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women passengers. They have also introduced a mobile app for “she-toilets” 
so women can locate them in urban spaces. The Government of Kerala 
has begun to introduce “she-lodges” or women-only hostels in their urban 
centers (The Wire 2018).

Professional Institutions

Our institutions, the Council of Architecture (COA) and the Indian 
Institute of Architects (IIA), have a lot of responsibility to bring gender 
balance in the profession and the academia. The collection of credible 
statistical data about women in architecture is the first and foremost 
requirement. They should celebrate the achievements of women through 
awards, exhibitions, books, lectures, etc. How many women are a part 
of the boards? (Figure 6). They must encourage women to chair and be 
members of boards and committees. If women do not have enough 
representation, there is less chance of their needs being comprehended 
and valued. They should create sub-organizations that deal with women’s 
issues. I am happy to say that the COA has recently formed a sub-committee 
for women in architecture as a first step. So much more needs to be done. 
For example, fresh graduates require resources, information, and support, 
as well as mentoring programs. The COA and the IIA can provide public 
platforms for healthy discourse. They can also collaborate with universities 
and industries to engage and partner in gender equity programs. For 
example, the American Institute of Architects (AIA) is seriously looking 
into the issues. Altogether, 400 designers attended the 2017 AIA Women’s 
Leadership Summit (WLS) held in Washington D.C (AIA n.d.). The AIA WLS was 
organized as a grassroots-level effort to bring together women principals of 
architecture firms, women in leadership positions, and women architects 
moving into leadership roles across the country.

Academic Leadership

The educational institution is where one’s values are interpreted 
and legitimized. Education is the key to strengthening the professional 
confidence, self-image, and experience of a woman architect. That is why 
academic leadership is of great significance to the development of role 
models for women students. But, “The ideal qualities of a leader are often 
perceived to align with masculinity (strong, authoritative, ambitious, and 
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so on). Although more recent conceptions of a good leader have shifted to 
include descriptions such as people-oriented, intuitive, and empathetic—
qualities that have been traditionally aligned with femininity—the ideal 
leader has command of the full range and so, still favors men” (Matthewson, 
Stead, and Bums 2012). For example, I was shocked to find on a visit to a 
women-only college of architecture that despite the majority of teachers 
being women, the entire management team, as well as the head of the 
department, were—of course—men. I assume that this is a typical case, and 
the male management finds women teachers less of a challenge and more 
pliable. On the other hand, even in practice, research shows that having 
more women in an organization creates more team-confidence, higher 
psychological safety, lower turnover rates, and better recruitment—for 
the whole staff (Hosey n.d.). Leadership has to be simultaneously neutral 
and equitable. While I oppose traditional constructs of leadership (based 
on patriarchal lines), I believe in a much broader idea of leadership, not 
necessarily stemming from a position of power but from anyone (for 
example, a peer or a teacher) who expands the agency of women through 
even informal leadership qualities.

Figure 6: Percentage of women in governing bodies. From the Catalogue of the 
Exhibition “State of Architecture: Practices and Processes in India”, Urban Design 
Research Institute, Mumbai.
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However, in the last ten years, an increasing number of women 
have taken up leadership positions in academia in architecture and design 
in India (according to an estimate, at least 110 colleges of architecture 
have women in significant positions), and we are posed at a great moment 
in time to address gender parity issues. However, higher numbers do not 
necessarily automatically result in change because “... the very fact of 
being female does not guarantee a feminist approach” (Moi 1989). Feminist 
theory enables feminist leaders (from any gender) to identify injustices 
and oppressions, and inspires them to facilitate the development of more 
inclusive, holistic communities. “Feminist leadership is not just about 
women playing leadership roles, rather it is about capacitating women 
to lead differently, with feminist values and ideology, to advance social 
justice for all” (Crea n.d.). Like many others, it is the personal experience of 
marginalization, injustice, and self-doubt that has pushed me in the positive 
direction of working on gender and the built environment issues. I do believe 
that feminist scholars are uniquely positioned to advance public knowledge 
and help maintain a vibrant cultural awareness of issues affecting women 
and other genders. There seems to be a lack of understanding that in a 
socio-cultural field like architecture that greatly impacts human lives, there 
is a need to emphasize sociological theories in its training, including feminist 
theories as an integral part of the learning process. It is only a familiarity with 
feminist theories that allow a person to identify the historic wrongs within 
the patriarchal setups, without which it is impossible to be able to dismantle 
them.

Further, I quote Prof Julie Willis of Melbourne School of Design: 
“As Dean, my job is to ensure that we can provide the best educational 
experience possible for our students, to uphold the responsibility we 
have to the wider community to push the boundaries of knowledge and 
discovery in our fields, and to create a scholarly environment of curiosity, 
experimentation, and engagement for all who pass through our doors” 
(Willis 2019). To sum up, academic leadership is about responding to some 
of the many points I have raised so far, as well as about making structural 
changes. The following are some of the key aspects for good leadership: 
make a difference to others, develop an affirmative approach, lead 
mentoring programs, create a supportive network, have empathy for fellow 
men and women, work towards a fair and inclusive community, strive for 
high professionalism, and empower the team.

In short, it is critical that the architectural profession as a whole 
understands the benefits of having women employed in all tiers of 
professional practice or in academics, including leadership roles. We also 
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need to examine a broader definition of an “architect” in order to recognize 
those who are active in the “non-traditional” roles or have an alternative 
career path. We should engage, share, and learn from the best practices 
of gender empowerment. I would like to end with a quote from Jos Boys: 
“They were unable to see that feminism was challenging the very basis of 
architecture as an education, profession and practice; and not just offering 
a few ‘add-on’ adaptations that would enable the ‘boys club’ to go on in the 
same old ways, just feeling better about itself because it had ‘let’ a few more 
women in. I think that has always been a creative generator for me, trying 
to find persuasive ways of thinking and doing architecture differently—more 
equitably, and without the pretension” (Ashworth and Clark 2020). I deeply 
share these feelings.

Notes
i The paper draws on my previous publications, especially, Women Architects and 
Modernism in India: Narratives and Contemporary Practices. New Delhi: Routledge, 
2017. I sincerely thank Monolita Chatterjee, Soumini Raja, and Shhrruti Jain for their 
insightful comments that greatly improved this paper 

ii Masculine knowledge  refers to particular systems that legitimize and 
privilege  knowledge  predominantly created by men, and is constructed through 
processes that inscribe masculine practices, rituals and performances as normative.

  iii thinkmatter.in. Accessed on August 28, 2020.  https://thinkmatter.in/2014/11/05/
architectural-education-in-india-women-students-culture-and-pedagogy/

 iv The invitation is indefinitely postponed due to the Covid-19 pandemic.
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The Grater Divide: Spatial Narratives from the Margins

sam gacchadhvam   sam vadadhvam   sam vo manamsi janatam |
deva bhagam yatha purve samjanana upasate ||

samani va akutih samana hrdayni vah |
samanamastu vo mano yatna vah susahasati ||

Translation:  
May we walk together, may we study together, may our minds understand 

together.
May we achieve higher goals by following our ancestors who stayed close to 

each other.
May our aspirations be harmonious, may our minds be in unison.

May we strive to reduce disparity and be bound in unity.

Quoted above is a poignant Sanskrit hymn, from the Rig Veda, 
likely composed around 1500–800 BCE. The idea and the meter in which it 
is chanted are hauntingly beautiful. Yet this hymn is an oxymoron. What 
disturbs is the knowledge that the “we / sam” in this hymn refers only to a 
select segment of humankind (Bhattacharji 1981). A small segment where 
all women, cis and trans, as well as men of the lower castes and tribes are 
excluded. The language and its accessibility to facilitate an understanding 
of this hymn were limited to a section of upper-caste men. Such cultural 
practices endorsed a signifying system of morality, a representation 
code, and sites for the production of ethereal positions that ratified 
discriminations and differences. This prayer of well-being and similar texts 
that followed excluded a majority, normalised social divisions, and imbued 
these disparities with a religious sanction. We still bear the burden of this 
divide. Ritayan Mukherjee’s photograph of a family travelling in a train 
compartment to Gwalior taken in 2016 makes it explicit

As Slavoj Zizek responds, “ . . . maybe another and more beneficial—
ideological virus will spread and hopefully infect us; the virus of thinking 
about an alternate society beyond nation-state, a society that actualises 
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itself in the form of global solidarity and cooperation” (Zizek 2020). A search 
for the “virus of thinking about an alternate society” has been the focus of 
this study: a feminist interruption to analyse the contexts within which we 
operate; one that uses readings of a pedagogical text, and an art installation. 
The intent of this paper is to shift focus from the dominant-centric position 
to the marginalised periphery. It is from this periphery that the centre needs 
to be critiqued, reimagined, and redesigned..

A feminist does not commodify culture into a monologue but 
moulds it into a porous entity constantly in flux, where artists explore 
and articulate anguish, solutions, and joy. Contributions of the prolific 
Italian born, Brazilian modernist architect, Lina Bo Bardi (1914–1992), 
and Mona Hatoum, (b. 1952) who is a Palestinian multimedia-installation 
artist (based in London) are in focus here. Both moved from their place of 
birth to settle and work in another land and culture. During the 1990s, the 
new international exhibitions along with the biennales provided a forum to 
showcase international artists, many who worked away from their countries 

Figure 1- “This gentleman was travelling with his entire family and insisted on occupying 
the top bunk all by himself.” Ritayan Mukherjee.
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Figure 2- ‘Measures of Distance’, Mona Hatoum, 16 minutes film.1988. An 
Autobiographical work, that speaks about displacement, disorientation, loss and war. 
Tate. London.

of origin and their practices were inspired by the understanding of their 
cultural heritage and identity. Mona Hatoum’s work focussed on private–
public spaces and their relationship with the women’s bodies that inhabited 
them. Her installations explore relations between veils/screens/partitions/
separations and text. Her work also includes religious texts as well as the 
etymology of terms we commonly use for labeling spaces. 

Figure 2 is a snapshot from Measures of Distance (1988), a 16-minute 
short film based on the letters written by Mona Hatoum’s mother to her in 
exile. This film also explores methods in which written texts (similar to the 
Sanskrit hymn from the Rig Veda mentioned earlier) become accessible 
or inaccessible to an audience with different language and cultural skills 
(Chadwick 1990). 

Thus, the body becomes the canvas for the inscription of a 
social order and meaning. Mona Hatoum also questions the central 
position that stereotypes all women under Islam, as a subordinate silent 
entity. The inclusion of functional objects into installations further blurs 
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historically accepted constructs between fine art and design. Along with 
her contemporaries like Shirin Neshat (Iran), Nalini Malani (India), and Kara 
Walker (America), she focussed critical attention on installation in the site. 
Thus, creating avenues for multiple layers of narratives by which women 
were shaping both theory and practices of contemporary art.

The Grater Divide (2002) is one of her famous installations that 
transformed a commonly used kitchen gadget into a multiple-layered 
artefact. A simple kitchen grater is a sheet of metal with sharp perforations, 
which if not negotiated with care, inflicts pain. Hatoum enlarges the grater 
into a giant dividing screen, reminiscent of the ornately carved wooden 
screens traditionally used between the public living space and the relatively 
private dining areas. It serves to restrict visibility and control access between 
the two realms inside a domestic space. The enlarged perforations are 
now more of an armed weapon than an ornament. In the larger context, 
this represents the menacing concrete walls built by the Israeli forces in 
Palestinian territory. These walls, by their overpowering presence, not only 
divide the land and resources, but also push an indigenous population 

Figure 3- ‘Grater Divide’, Mona Hatoum, 2002. Mild steel. (203 cm x 193 cm x 84 cm) Tate. 
London
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to the periphery. She explains: “Often the work is about conflict and 
contradiction – and that conflict and contradiction can be within the 
actual object” (Tate Shots 2016). Relations between the process of creating 
an artefact and the politics of the gaze respond directly to the enclosed 
space. Her installations transcend and question (a) the validity of the space 
of representation, the site; b) the represented space of her installation, 
the object; and (c) a critique of social space, multiple meanings. Use 
of geometric grids, household objects, systems of surveillance as tools 
for exploring spatial negotiations, conflicting contradictions, and text 
become her primary theme. Her work stands out; instead of making a loud, 
grand, or absolute statement, she poses a question. As Edward Said aptly 
defines, “…an object that offers neither rest nor respite” (2000). Hatoum 
interrogates the existing relationships of land, space, and boundaries with 
culturally accepted gendered value systems, including the normalisation 
of boundaries between the self and the world as porous and vulnerable 
protuberances.

“Since the early 1970s, modernism has been critically challenged by 
feminist cultural practitioners” (Pollock 1988, 123). As cities increasingly turn 
into spatial receptacles of strangers, consumption, and spectacle, a feminist 
analysis of modernism is essential to question gender constructs and 
binaries. Lina Bo Bardi, despite being one of the most expressive architects 
of the twentieth century, was largely unknown to the world. A multi-faceted 
architect, she designed furniture, residential and industrial buildings, and 
was also a sharp critic, writer, and editor. Her contribution to the field of 
architecture, like many other modernist women architects, has seen decades 
of neglect and exclusion. Here, the intent is to highlight her lesser-known 
publication on architectural pedagogy. 

In 1957, Bo Bardi wrote a generative text, “Propaedeutic contribution 
to the teaching of theory of architecture” (Pollock 1988). She proposed 
a methodology for teaching architecture theory which would imbibe 
students with an incentive to think, with the motivation towards research, 
and to infuse a conviction that modern architecture—like the other 
human activities—is a reflective response of a time period. She states, 
“There is no difference between modern and history; the ‘modern’ is itself 
a product of history and only through it is possible to avoid repeating 
obsolete experiences. Thus, history is not seen as ‘cosa da forbici e colla’ 
(cut-and-paste) but as something alive and present, a history revived with 
fundamentals endowed with the capacity to transmit fruitful lessons” 
(Veikos 2014, 48). She also emphasised the need to stimulate a professional 
conscience—a philosophical point of view towards the relationship 
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between the architect and society. Deeply influenced by Geoffrey Scott’s The 
Architecture of Humanism: A Study in the History of Taste (first published in 
1914), she stresses the need to nurture a sense of humanism. 

Lina Bo Bardi refuses to treat any of the historical moments as 
absolutes, rightly claiming that an absolute valid formal abstract theory of 
architecture does not exist. She goes on to propose the following strategies: 

a. Introduction of a polemical contradiction or an alternate 
perspective that is against the rampant culturalism of the time. “Naturally, to 
free oneself from the servitude of the past does not mean to ignore the past” 
(Veikos 2014, 58).

b. Everything in architecture is subject to thought; to thinking 
outside oneself (Gaudet 1909). The emphasis is on critically evaluating the 
theories proposed since Vitruvius, and she debates its validity through 
different time periods. 

c. Study and observation of nature and natural ecosystems as 
the primary source of knowledge in architecture. She dismisses the need 
for imitation of natural forms. The stress here is on the study of existing 
ecological systems before commencing any architectural design. 

d. She explores the myriad definitions given of architecture and 
later stresses on the need to understand architecture as an expression of 
urbanism and not as a separate isolated entity. Palladio and Borromini 
focused more on the exterior plasticity of form than the organization of the 
floor plan. She advocates that buildings need not shout out for attention but 
should complement the urban landscape. To merge, such that the buildings 
cease to remain inert inserts in the built landscape but instead become 
contextual responses to the place and time period. 

e. The role of drawing in architecture pedagogy. All students need to 
learn to draw not pictorial descriptions but with lines that are clean, coarse, 
and analytical. Drawings should reveal critical design clarity. “Drawing is 
not a historical, intimate reflection of the artist’s character or mood. As 
a historical and socially formed practice, it is a point for the production 
of definitions, a site in which meanings are produced and renegotiated” 
(Pollock 1988, 158).

Bo Bardi’s text concludes by stating that, “the graduating architect 
has a moral responsibility to society—as an urbanist and a builder—to base 
the work on effective investigation and on the real needs of each country. 
It is necessary to open a wider horizon for students, and not to oblige 
them to look in a single direction, in a unilateral way” (Colomina 2006). Her 
theoretical writings seem to have originated from her architectural practice 
and also vice versa. In the design of her own house, “Casa de Vidro” (“Glass 
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House”, 1949–1951) in San Paulo, she reverses the modernist attitude to 
landscape and spatial organization. 

As seen in the sketch (Figure 4), the landscape is an integral part 
of the house with undefined free-flowing spaces.  In 1957, her work on 
architectural pedagogy was the first published literature on the theory of 
architecture by a practising woman architect. She had written extensively 
on the role of heritage and the social responsibilities of architects, and 
published analytical critiques on the contemporary architecture of the time.

It is interesting to note that in March 1956—just a year before the 
publication of her text—Alison and Peter Smithson were commissioned by 
the Daily Mail for their jubilee “Ideal Home” exhibition. 

House of the Future was a wooden rectangular box with a single 
entrance, whose plastic interiors with sinuous curves highlighted a trend 
towards bio-morphism (Colomina 2006, 178–180). A central inward-looking 
courtyard was the only connection to the sky—a closed box, devoid of any 
meaningful relationship with the neighbourhood or historical context. 
Nothing seemed real; the “House for the Future” celebrated the power 
of image, and the house as a prototype for mass production. It was an 
independent insert, alien, and with no relation to its context: human or 

Figure 4- Study sketch of Lina Bo Bardi’s, Casa de Vidro by author
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landscape. Here, Lina Bo Bardi’s text, and the design of her house, Casa 
de Vitro, directly contradicts with this futuristic exhibit for a standardised 
domestic space and expresses her lassitude towards the design trends 
she sees unfolding around her. It seems rather improbable that she was 
not aware of Alison and Smithson’s prototype project. Her writings need 
to be seen not only as a reference text but also as a critical appraisal of 
architectural design.

Conclusion

This study of selected work by artist Mona Hatoum and architect 
Lina Bo Bardi reveals the subdued narratives, which they express through 
their expertise in the field. Hatoum draws and questions spatial divisions 
and social categories with those divisions conflict. She proposes a rethink 
of all social and culturally sanctioned constructs that divide, segregate, 
and discriminate. Her articulated installations compel us to question all 
prevailing spatial order. In a similar trajectory, Lina Bo Bardi critiques the 
built environment and proposes a design approach which would lead us 

Figure 5- diagrammatic plan, House of the Future, By Allison and Peter Smithson for the 
Daily Mail   Ideal Home Exhibition, London between 1955-1956. 
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to a harmonious existence between humankind and nature. A utopian 
world where the built landscape is not a lifeless junkyard of the past but a 
reflection of people’s needs; a world where none of the structures compete 
with each other for attention, but instead spaces that blend and adapt to the 
changing society: “To teach is to construct” (Colomina 2006, 1).

Through her methodological approach, Lina Bo Bardi offers a fresh 
definition of architecture and the role of the architect as an active part of the 
society and not in a hierarchical relationship. Both of them offer different 
narratives, yet their strategies resemble.

The need for a constant critical engagement with the dominant 
popular present. The need to identify the problem so that the solutions are 
people-centric and benefit one and all. The refusal to believe in constants 
and absolutes, and all such belief systems that lead to systemic violence and 
an erosion of social justice. 

All studies of texts, artworks, and its producers are seen through 
the lens of history, sociocultural locations, socially-determined semiotic 
space and time. Yet, something is said to have meaning for all of us beyond 
its point of production and precisely because of its situated articulation as 
a singular subject position. “The work of feminist interventions becomes 
that of differencing the canon, not reifying the difference of women as the 
other gender, but allowing a desire for difference, different self-knowledge…” 
(Pollock 1988, xxix).

This search for alternatives, for a new egalitarian spatial order, has 
been a long-drawn quest, well-articulated during the Bhakti movement 
in India. Sant Ravidas (c. 1450–1520) was the first to formulate a socialist 
version of utopia in his song “Begumpura”. Marginal spaces are tolerated 
only as long as they do not replace and threaten the dominant paradigm. 
It is from this excluded space, defiantly, that Sant Ravidas and innumerable 
women saints from all other regions sang songs for divine deliverance from 
exploitation, and dreamt of lives without conflict. Begumpura, the city 
without sorrow, is a casteless, classless society; one without a mention of 
temples (Omvedt 2008). A land, with no hierarchy, and where all are equal. It 
offers the right to walk anywhere in the settlement, city, or village. A reading 
of his poem “Begampura” translated by Hawley and Juergensmeyer, is 
imperative (Hawley and Juergensmeyer 1988, 32):

The regal realm with the sorrowless name:
they call it Begampura, a place with no pain,

No taxes or cares, nor own property there,
no wrongdoing, worry, terror, or torture.
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Oh, my brother, I’ve come to take it as my own,
my distant home, where everything is right,

that imperial kingdom is rich and secure,
where none are third or second—all are one;

Its food and drink are famous, and those who live there
dwell in satisfaction and wealth,

They do this or that, they walk where they wish,
They stroll through fabled palaces unchallenged.

Oh, says Ravidas, a tanner now set free,
those who walk beside me are my friends.

This sublime song in the vernacular dialect offers a spatial and social 
alternative—a new social structure, which would create an egalitarian space. 
His longing for a utopian settlement based on equality for all differs from the 
Vedic hymn cited earlier. His words highlight the prevalent binaries that lie 
etched deep in our society. Begampura is a “distant home”, where he invites 
us all to accompany him. This conception is reminiscent of the journeys that 
Lina Bo Bardi and Mona Hatoum were compelled to undertake, primarily 
to pursue their work without censorship. Sant Ravidas’s utopia is not 
different from the spatial narratives that Mona Hatoum’s objects critique 
and question, and Lina Bo Bardi’s pedagogical writings offer the alternatives 
for. They all stress on the difference of what was actually lived, how it was 
experienced, and what was represented. They are not fantasies but are 
grounded in real contexts and highlight the ugly, dangerous, and disruptive 
aspects of reality. 

I would like to thank the convenors of this symposium, Professor 
Madhavi Desai, Dr Anuradha Chatterjee, and Dr Kush Patel, for all the support 
and guidance.
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The earliest forms of architectural pedagogy in South Asia were 
oriented toward professional training and licensing. Yet, one woman’s 
narrative reveals broader intellectual ecosystems of discourse, theory, and 
cultural production, which may offer specific value for feminist thought 
and practice. The images to the right [Figures 1 and 2] are drawn from The 
Life and Work of an Asian Woman Architect, the pictorial memoir written 
by Minnette de Silva, a Ceylonese architect whose career began in the 
classrooms of the Sir J.J. College of Architecture. Her autobiographical 
assemblage—“my archives”, in her words—constructs a view on architecture 
as written, taught, and thought under the umbrella of Claude Batley’s tenure 
as Head of this significant school during its earliest development (Dossal 
2010). 

How does de Silva’s archive contribute to concepts of gendered 
academic leadership? She must have appeared as a minor character to 
herself in a historical setting that counted major protagonists among her 
teachers (Claude Batley, G.B. Mhatre), male colleagues (Balkrishna Doshi, 
Charles Correa), and even other female figures who were her contemporaries 
(Perin Mistri, Pravina Mehta). Collections of her work, or “archives”, operate 
with less legibility than those of any of these architects, even those whose 
works have been lost, simply because of the institutional or professional 
standing they enjoyed, within that setting or later in their careers. What 
histories, then, does her archive document, and how do they make a 
feminist argument? (Siddiqi 2020; 2017; 2019)..

The most direct record, The Life and Work of an Asian Woman 
Architect, in many ways conventionally illustrates an architectural design and 
building practice. Yet, Figures 1 and 2 document an epistemic intervention: 
de Silva’s pedagogical practice. They are taken from de Silva’s travels to the 
Lankatillakke temple with Ulrik Plesner, a Danish architect who came to Sri 
Lanka to work in her office, The Studio of Modern Architecture. His notes 
indicate ethnographic attentiveness to time and place and architectural 
abstraction of detail, following the practice of the “measured drawing field 

A Gendered Archive of Pedagogy
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Figures 1 and 2:  Photo of Lankatillakke and Ulrik Plesner’s field notes from The Life 
and Work of an Asian Woman Architect (De Silva, 1998). Courtesy of Helga de Silva Blow 
Perera.
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trip” This documentary exercise had its structural origins in architectural 
pedagogy, which followed the approach of systematic draughtsmanly 
copying—either of plaster casts in the studio or of elements in a heritage 
landscape. It was a practice dispersed throughout imperial systems of art 
education, historically linked with the rise of professional architectural 
education throughout the world, and constitutive to architectural study in 
South Asian institutions, as various scholars have examined (Glover 2012; 
Scriver 2007; Dutta 2006; Guha-Thakurta 1992; Hosagrahar 2002). In de Silva’s 
archive of Plesner’s field notes, a history of her mentorship to this younger 
architect, along with the specific pedagogy of the field trip, together locate 
stakes in epistemic inhabitations that may be understood as perhaps more 
ambitious than her built work—or the material habitations of any architect’s 
built work.

The significance of these images in de Silva’s book lay in part in 
her echo of the measured drawing field trip behind the “annual excursion” 
at the Sir J.J. College of Architecture—an otherwise ephemeral epistemic 
intervention by this regionally and globally significant architecture school. 
On the one hand, the practice was instituted as a draughting pedagogy, 
and, on the other, to document the heritage landscape. The latter aim, 
which de Silva assumed in her teaching, is demonstrated in the example of 
Lankatillakke. In The Life and Work of an Asian Woman Architect, Minnette de 
Silva included photographs of the College excursion to Rajasthan, Delhi, and 
Agra. She documented Fatehpur Sikri on this journey, rendering drawings in 
the Beaux-Arts style, with building elevations projected above plans, and a 
watercolor wash over linework in the drafted details, which she noted that 
she produced for the Archaeological Survey of India [Figure 3]. She later 
led a college excursion through Sri Lanka with the aim of documenting the 
built heritage. There is value in comparing de Silva’s practices with those 
of others trained within the Sir J.J. College of Architecture, many of which 
are well recorded; for example, this sort of field pedagogy was employed 
continuously in the documentation of villages in dedicated trips by students 
of CEPT, an architecture school founded by Balkrishna V. Doshi, a 1940s 
graduate of the Sir J.J. College of Architecture. However, de Silva’s archive 
of the excursion holds a wholly different urgency and begs considerations 
outside the case approach. This pedagogical practice was central to the 
freight of her book, more so than the built work. It radically expanded the 
stakes for this pictorial text, to shift away from the architectural portfolio and 
instead become a different, more generative document.

Here, I would like to remain speculative rather than conclusive 
concerning what it means to construct an archive, an archive of pedagogy, 
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Figure 3: Measured drawings “used for the Govt. of India records” from The Life and Work 
of an Asian Woman Architect (de Silva 1998). Courtesy of Helga de Silva Blow Perera.

and a gendered archive of pedagogy. Pedagogy serves as a singular, 
interpretive, highly subjective form of reflection. The pedagogy an architect 
disseminates renders some version of the pedagogy she received as a 
learner. Following this, and because it assumed archival authority over an 
ephemeral practice, de Silva’s work memorialized, even monumentalized, 
forms of pedagogy. It inhabited ways of knowing that did not appear 
otherwise through the architectural trace. Such monumentality aggrandizes 
a subject’s perspective. A student (even a minor character in the midst 
of major protagonists) becomes agentive through the publication of her 
archive. Because the authority of de Silva’s “archives” is self-conferred—not 
granted through an institution—its reader is forced to contend with the 
discomfort of normative archival authority. Feminist methodology demands 
examining institutional histories from unlikely archives such as de Silva’s, 
which look beyond the architectural portfolio of building and built work as 
the standard for framing histories of practice [Figure 4]. De Silva’s pictorial 
autobiography invites examination of the gendered leadership of latent 
archival construction and the gendered pedagogies it unfolds.
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Figure 4: “A House for Mr. & Mrs. A.S. Karunaratne at St. James, Kandy, Ceylon” from The 
Life and Work of an Asian Woman Architect (de Silva 1998). Courtesy of Helga de Silva 
Blow Perera.
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Stories of “Invisibility”: Spatial Appropriation in the 
Premise of Gender

“The built environment is a cultural artefact. It is shaped by human 
intention and intervention, a living archaeology through which weight can 
extract the priorities and beliefs of the decision-makers in our society. Both 
the process through which we build and the forms themselves embody 
cultural values and imply standards of behaviour which affect us all.” 
(Rendell, Penner, and Borden 2000, 1)

Thus, begins the manifesto prefacing Jane Rendell’s collection of 
essays on gender and architecture disrupting the binary argument of spatial 
disciplines, amplifying alternative feminist positions, and demystifying the 
correlation between gender and space. The inhabitation, appropriation, 
and use of space are inherently political acts. Space is a codified language 
that asserts gendered roles for its incumbent lives, upholds conceptual 
patriarchal constructs of use and representation, and eventually becomes 
an imprimatur that impacts one’s identity and behaviour. In order to 
understand the complex structure of this political act, we attempt to 
unravel the idea of spatial appropriation. We propose that the need for 
spatial appropriation stems from a lack of equity. We question the role it 
plays in forming identities and transforming behaviour. Our larger goal is to 
understand the resultant transformation in the usage of architectural space, 
both the physical and the perceived, through the lives and voices of gender 
minorities. This paper, however, centres on the experiences of cis women 
leaders.

The Premise: The Absence of Equity

Henri Lefebvre’s influential work, The Production of Space, provides 
a theoretical framework to posit this argument through the notion of 
“spatial illusions” (Lefebvre 2009) that corroborates the duality of space and 
visualises it to be more than just a neutral, material entity. Space is also a 
social product, a venue where social relations are played out, and one that 
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is embodied differently by bodies based on traits such as gender, age, and 
identity. Space thus conceived, “in addition to being a means of production, 
is also a means of control, and hence of domination, of power” (Lefebvre 
2009, 26). Built environments may not determine or generate behaviour, but 
they may facilitate or inhibit certain behaviours within us, in a way, acting 
as catalysts and prophesying how we occupy, appropriate, and use space 
(Rapoport 2005). 

We live in a world that, sometimes covertly and at other times 
brazenly, reinforces its gendered structure, nature, and representation. 
Connotations of gender and undercurrents of gender-based associations 
are recurrent in the design of our cities and buildings. “Gender-based 
assumptions—in particular those associating men with economic 
production, wage earning, and the city, and women with consumption, 
non-wage earning domestic labour, and the home” (Agrest,  Conway, and 
Wiesman 1996, 11)—are the subjects of many of the essays in the book, 
The Sex of Architecture edited by Diana Agrest, Patricia Conway, and Leslie 
Kanes Weisman. Agrest further critiques the design of cities in Modernist 
Urbanism and cites examples of Le Corbusier’s Ville Contemporaine and 
Plan Voisin, and Ville Radieuse’s focus on the metaphorical association 
of city vs nature with gender. A dichotomy is established between city and 
nature where the gridded city and its objects are equated with the machine 
that dominates and negates nature and concurrently, the woman. “The 
process that privileged the mechanistic over the organic was also needed to 
control, dominate, and violate nature as female while excluding (the) woman 
from socially and economically dominant ideology and practices” (Agrest, 
Conway, and Wiesman 1996, 49–60), she states. The segregation of cities 
into spheres of private and public realm, the separation of the workplace 
from the dwelling in post-industrialised societies, the definition of the private 
domestic realm as a space of refuge, the industrious persona that men 
are expected to assume in the work sphere together contributed to these 
domains in the city becoming “sites for the negotiation of gendered class 
identities” that regulate women’s and men’s behaviours (Pollock 1988, 254). 

Right from birth, we are conditioned to want what we are allowed 
or entitled to and to navigate the disparity by occupying our predetermined 
moulds of identity. It can be observed that subaltern lives, subjected to such 
disparities in socio-cultural access to space, have sometimes left gendered 
cavities and at other times negotiated such spatial exclusivities. This paper 
is our attempt to identify these invisible occupants and to render their acts 
of spatial appropriation and behavioural adjustments in the form of gender 
stories. Gender stories use the central idea of narration from the technique of 
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narrative therapy that relies on human tendencies to recount major events 
in their lives with varying importance and influence through the medium of 
storytelling. These significant stories or events can ultimately contribute to 
shaping our identities. Whilst the intent of the narration of such stories is not 
to transform the subjects or audience, the eventual goal is to share gender 
stories with others, inform them, and allow connections to occur over shared 
experiences. Stories help us in organising our thoughts, and in finding 
purpose and meaning—a meaning that depends on the kind of personality 
we have developed as well as the culture we are part of. The choice of 
subjects for our study is also inclusive, ranging from women architects 
practising in academia as well as the industry—from seasoned professionals 
to young entrepreneurs. 

Behavioural Appropriation and Adaptation

Simone de Beauvoir noted in her book, The Second Sex, “One is not 
born a woman, one becomes one” (de Beauvoir 1972). Men and women 
are both socialised into the space they occupy and the role they perform 
through the process of gender socialisation. Kate Millet points out gender 
differences to have “essentially cultural, rather than biological bases” 
(Millett 1971, 30), thus exposing gender as a social phenomenon rather than 
a personality trait or identity that is definite to a person. Another socially 
inclined and responsive phenomenon cited by psychologists is emotion 
(Christophe and Rime 1997, 47-54) and together, these help us to adapt 
and survive in a social environment (Abe and Izard 1999, 53-549). But, what 
predispositions do an individual’s gender and emotions have towards 
culturally assigned gender roles, identity, and thereby, behaviour? 

Although social learning theorists posit a myriad of influences in 
making us men and women, most researchers identify cognitive processes 
and socialisation as the prime contributors to one’s identity (O’Brien et 
al. 2002, 1007-1025). In order to understand the role of cognition and 
socialisation in gender development and identity, it is imperative to rely on 
Gender Schema Theory and Social Cognitive Theory of Gender Development 
and Differentiation. Gender Schema theory interprets that every individual, 
during the process of learning gender attributes, forms a gender schema 
comprising every aspect of gender pertaining to their culture. Eventually, this 
schema influences their concept of self, and, depending on how much they 
are adhering to the dictums of the schema, even their feelings of adequacy 
(Bem 1981, 354–364). On the other hand, Cognitive Theory of Gender 
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Development and Differentiation places its emphasis on social factors and 
the environment in moulding gender differentiation, especially through 
modelling (Bussey and Bandura 1999, 676–713). This theory propounds 
the influence of non-cognitive factors like motivation, affective and 
environmental factors, and models in the learning of gendered information.  

The problem arises, however, when women are reinforced to be 
submissive and conditioned to take up premeditated and subordinate 
social roles, be it at home or work (Millett 1971, 26). Hovering above this is 
an environment where children are constantly observing women engage 
in docile and passive roles, leading to yet another posse of misguided 
subjects. The reality is that men and women are both socialised to have 
different motives and goals in life, depending on their cultural background 
and socialisation histories. The repertoire of information fed by society 
encourages us to choose between caretaker vs economic provider, intimacy 
vs control, and interdependence vs dependence. The extent and magnitude 
to which this nurtures their gender schema and core beliefs, evidently the 
most enduring fundamental understanding of self, is undeniable. In fact, 
these nuances are what we often philosophise as the truths of life.

In order to paint a picture of spatial and behavioural appropriation 
of space in the premise of gender, we met and conversed with women 
occupying different roles of leadership in academic and professional 
practice. Few of them found meaning on a serendipitous, and perhaps, an 
incidental path in their journey and others single-mindedly pursued an 
idealised space and found solace in navigating its twists and turns.

Conversations and Alliances: A Collection of Stories 

Dr Kasthurba A K

We drove into the National Institute of Technology Calicut campus 
and made our way to the architecture department. It was like any other 
institution campus one would expect—a motley of insipid buildings painted 
in muted beige tones, grand yet unoccupied entryways languishing in 
the dull, a sultry afternoon heatwave, and gravel pathways branching 
off to even more departments and common areas. As we walked the 
nondescript corridors trying to locate the Head of Department’s office, one 
of the students pointed us in the right direction, and we shortly knocked 
on Dr Kasthurba A K’s door. An unassuming woman with a reassuring smile 
answered and looked up at us from her desk. An academic with thirty 
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years of experience, one of the first things she asked was whether we had 
a predetermined questionnaire and for it to be read out to her one by one. 
She listened ardently, nodded her head with every intonation, and when we 
concluded, smiled at us and said they were good questions. 

For a woman brought up in a quintessential small-town family 
background with all of the accompanying values and vices, she was, in her 
own right, a pioneer as she so accurately described. A life of reaffirmations 
that one must be demure and disciplined, that academic excellence 
eclipses everything, and that failure is not a comprehensible concept 
led her to make an accidental choice to pursue architecture, and later, 
teaching. Why? Because it was “good for ladies”. This fortuitous choice led 
her on a journey all the way from Tellichery to Trivandrum, to one of the 
only schools of architecture there was in Kerala in 1983. Years of guilt, strife, 
loneliness, doubt, and fear of failure followed for a girl who was so abruptly 
dislodged from the protective embrace of the home into a whole new world 
with an almost alien culture. The unfamiliarity of space, both physical and 
emotional, was perhaps the bane of her existence for the first few years. 

Ironically, what eventually reinforced her confidence and rebuilt 
her identity was her time as a fresh-faced employee in the offices of some 
of the established male architects of Calicut city in the late 1980s. The fact 
that it was another unfamiliar world of office buildings with lifts (as she 
remembered with a hint of nostalgia) and the largely male-dominated peer 
group that helped her “change her perspective” about architecture, and, for 
the first time, find her place in this field she had so inadvertently chosen, 
was at once cathartic and karmic. We asked her if there were other women 
in the office. Apart from a draughtsman and a receptionist, she was the 
lone female employee in the architecture department; another milestone, 
another breakthrough. Was it the boldness of this adventure, something not 
expected from Malabari women in her opinion, or the prescience that she 
was the first of many that allowed her to adapt to this world of architecture, 
both in the office and in the university? Was it the same credence that allows 
her, years later, to find a sense of quietude and courage to hold a highly 
competitive and political position of power in academia that comes with its 
own volley of challenges? 

Seated comfortably in her office of the same muted beige tones, 
she seemed content in her role as she poignantly told us of a ten-year-
long ordeal she endured—of complaints and perceived discrimination, of 
backstabbing and mental trauma, of doubts, and eventually, of acceptance. 
She made peace with it, she said, she moved her desk from the exclusivity of 
the department office and appropriated her “place” on the ground floor and 
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under the designation of the Head of Department. “Yoga really helped me,” 
she said laughingly as we concluded the interview and took our leave just as 
one of her several mentees walked in for the next meeting. 

Ar. Sandhya 

Imagine having had an entire childhood of positive reaffirmations, 
one that you thought groomed yourself to be independent, one where the 
importance of building a career was ingrained right from the beginning, 
one where gender was inconsequential. Would you still grow up to fit into a 
preordained mould? Would you realise one day that you spent years of your 
adult life making yourself smaller so others could occupy the room; that you 
refrained from making claims on your rightful place, and that though you 
walked the path with countless others, to them, you were invisible? When we 
eventually met Sandhya at her simple yet elegant office space in the affluent 
neighbourhood of Jawahar Nagar in Calicut, little did we know that we 
were even pursuing these questions. As we waited in the meeting room for 
Sandhya to arrive, we both fidgeted with our notepads and fountain pens, 
visibly intimidated and palpably excited to meet her finally. She walked in 
just as we expected; with a confident stride, her demeanour was charming 
and her conversation urbane. 

Sandhya started her architecture career when she joined the office 
run by her husband in the 1990s. Architecture may not have been her first 
choice but that she would have a career, was more or less promulgated right 
from her home. The conversation paused when she explained how, despite 
being just as qualified as her husband, she was “expected to take on a 
subservient role” in the office. And she eventually did. She recalls a particular 
incident when on her way back from a site, she received a call from her 
husband asking her to collect catalogues of hardware for one of his projects; 
a job she was overqualified to do, a job that should have been handed over 
to his junior associate; but perhaps a job she was expected to help with. It 
took close to 15 years for her to realise that she “didn’t really exist there”—
fifteen years of meandering in and out of an office. 

She left the office, and, contrary to what one would expect, 
especially if it were a man, she could not muster the confidence to start her 
own practice immediately. Instead, in the early 2000s, she dispensed her 
services as a freelancer working with established architects in the field. Ironic 
that after having built her career in a firm alongside her husband, this is the 
time she felt she stood out and was finally noticed. She had to take on roles, 
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to adapt to a world that was not so eager to accommodate her. She often 
had to resort to taking a male colleague with her to site to accommodate 
the reluctance of the workforce to approach her; having to work with a crew 
that sought reassurance and reliability in a man and had difficulty taking 
instructions from a woman. “You either have to be one of the guys and be 
assertive or confine yourself in a more subdued role with its own subtle 
disadvantages,” she explained. Years later, she finds herself somewhere 
between these two roles, running her own practice, and inculcating her 
gender-positive values amongst her employees and peers, poised and 
confident. She shared her email address with us along with a quip on why 
her firm is named “Sandhya and Associates”: “Had it been anything else, 
people would assume that I am employed here.” 

Ar. Sridevi Changali and Ar. Rosie Paul, Mason’s Ink

We share the belief that women are more inspired by other women, 
and that alliances between women are more enduring and unwavering. 
This was the quality that became increasingly evident as we interviewed 
architects Rosie Paul and Sridevi Changali over Skype one afternoon—two 
founder-architects from Bangalore who spoke to us eloquently and with 
enthusiasm. Two women who persistently motivate each other, share 
common interests, resolutely built the foundations of this collective passion, 
and pursued an idealistic aspiration with a penchant. Their story was a 
testament to how a life of positive upbringing, of encouragement to take 
on leadership right from childhood, of unconditional support, of venerable 
mentors and sage advice, help one discern one’s purpose.

The resilience and confidence to pave their way through challenges 
became the bedrock for these two young and vibrant women to set up their 
practice. Sridevi and Rosie ended up choosing specialities that are relatively 
unconventional as well as exigent. Specialising in heritage conservation and 
sustainable alternate practices of construction, they have carved out a niche 
for themselves and established their own standards of excellence. Their 
acts of appropriation and resistance to the discreet yet indelible disparities 
of practice sprouted from, and always connected back to, being on the site. 
Their workshops are very physical, they do a lot of heavy lifting, literally 
and in principle, and they encourage equality right from participation to 
performance of labour. Sridevi recounts with a hint of frustration how it 
always hurts her ego when she is advised not to pull her weight or perform 
hard labour on site. However, all of this, including the fact that their office 
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has been run primarily by women in seven years of practice, is done quite 
unwittingly. Not as a statement but simply because it was the way. 

The re-appropriations of immutable boundaries on site started 
quite early in their academic and professional lives. They recount with 
amusement the “surprise” with which the labourers on site greeted them 
as they unabashedly entered the male-dominated workplace of masons. 
As Rosie deciphered the tenor of their chosen name, Mason’s Ink, she 
resonated with two situations: one, of the appreciation and accolades in 
architectural discourse that eludes the invisible hand of the mason, and 
two, of the disparity in the representation of women in skilled labour. With 
the sustained equilibrium that Rosie and Sridevi attained through their lives, 
they not only look at this as a positive area of intervention, but also as a way 
to encourage and celebrate differences. They have embarked on the long 
and rather arduous task of training women in alternate building construction 
techniques to tip the scales a little. As we concluded our conversation, we 
sat back feeling as though we had come full circle, however, a little less 
daunted and a little more hopeful. It will also be nice to add photos of the 
women and perhaps some works.

A Methodology of Narratives

Narrative therapy interprets that human beings live their lives 
according to stories; stories that form the basis for the meaning that one 
finds in one’s life events. We adopted this blameless approach to have 
a conversation on gender stories that bestow a position of power and 
dominance for men and submission for women (Nylund and Debora 2003, 
386–94). The gender schema developed in both men and women is so 
strong that they tend to believe them as their own personal stories. The self 
identifies with the image developed from the gender schema, leaving very 
little room for an individual’s feelings, values, attitudes, and goals (Bem 1981, 
354–364). Through this paper, we are trying to have a conversation about 
gender stories, externalise them, and separate them from one’s equation 
of power. All this in an attempt to process the experience, comprehend the 
problem better, and to have agency over it. To believe that one is not one’s 
story, and that it is simply an external influence. Through this exercise, we 
were able to establish that subtle interdependencies exist between power 
and one’s internalised understanding of self and identity. With the narration 
of one’s gender stories, these interdependencies become increasingly 
discernible, thereby making one conscious about gender-appropriate 
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behaviour, attitudes, and beliefs. We hope to continue this pursuit and to 
bring more such shared experiences and stories to a broader platform. And 
we hope that someday, we can write our own stories. 
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From a Clueless Architect to a Gender Activist 
—My Journey into the Rights of the Most Disadvantaged

The Woman Architect—The Missing Practitioner

In 1999, when I graduated from my architecture college in Delhi, I 
would have hesitated to call myself a feminist. The gift of a very egalitarian 
and gender-balanced family, and the glass box that is called SPA—School of 
Planning and Architecture—made me into one of those entitled, privileged 
brats who saw themselves as humans and humanists.

“Privilege is invisible to those who have it,” says Professor Michael 
Kimmel, an American sociologist, an eminent scholar of gender, and an 
advocate for the male role in the fight for gender balance (Kimmel 2016). It 
is with this invisible cloak of privilege that I went headlong into two bastions 

Figure 1: Placement of Women Architects. Source: COA Website
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of patriarchy—marriage and practising architecture. It required the double 
lens of both these institutions for me to be cured of this blindness and start 
recognising some truths of my profession.

I soon realised that women are quantitatively missing in architectural 
practice compared to men, and feminine practices seldom match up to 
male practices in equivalent project size and cost. Partnership firms have 
very few women partners with equivalent size of practice. In academia, too, 
the design studio accommodated few women practitioners—the highly 
valorised “visiting faculty” with strong independent industry-based practices. 
Compounded with that was the inexplicable absence of the woman’s 
voice or feminised conversations within the architectural fraternity and the 
absence replicated in quantitative leadership within institutional bodies of 
the profession.  

What is the Fallout of This Near-Complete Invisibility of the Indian 
Woman Architect?

Over the years, in many different spheres, both within architecture 
and outside, I had the opportunity to examine women and men taking 
decisions. While men predominantly take strong individualistic decisions 
through an internalised process, women approached this in a more open, 
collaborative method. This was evidenced in design, too, which is a very 
complex decision-making process—a collaborative, discussion-based 
approach as opposed to the competitive masculinised, single designer 
methodologyii. 

Yet, even in the year 2020, professional discourses within design 
studios are trapped in the iconic imagery, and the “designer” complex—
counterproductive to effective designing derived out of user needs. Absence 
of women in lead design positions creates an absence of this feminised 
design methodology leading to a lack of mentoring of scholars to embrace 
a feminised practice – leading to a culture of design studio opposed to the 
real nature of the profession (Wolch 2011). Moreover, male-led practices very 
often lack opportunities for feminised design methodologies to find scope. 
This gap is also common within colleges. 

With the women-sized hole in design methods comes a similar 
hole in conversation on the gendering of architecture, both within 
practices and college studios. This is an urgent missing conversation in our 
profession, enabling hostile environments for women, which is unnoticed 
and unacknowledged. Studies reveal women use home spaces, office 



Gender and Academic Leadership in Architecture54

Monolita Chatterjee

spaces, streets, and public transports differently from men (Weisman 
1994). Sometimes, they do not even use the same spaces in our highly 
gender-segregated society. Gender-based urban development is essential 
to creating cities which “respond equally to men and women”. It has been 
evidenced for long that “women experience cities differently” (Beall 1996), 
and meeting women’s needs becomes critical to promoting sustainable 
and equitable urban development. Formal processes of urban planning, 
design, and resource allocation have continuously undervalued this point, 
creating a hierarchical value system which promotes masculinised urban 
development strategies, leaving women and their needs out of its ambit. 
This has devastating effects on the woman’s ability to engage with her 
city and society, in quantitative and measurable terms, for example, as in 
her scant contribution to the Indian GDPii. Gendered design processes in 
urban built environments, like the Vienna Housing Project (Irschik 2008) 
(Urban Development Vienna 2013) or the Agra Nagar Nigam community 

Figure 2: A Collaborative Feminised Design Process. The glass wall of the children’s 
section decorated with the finger markings decoration which traditionally adorns tribal 
dwellings—a brilliant coming together of the collaboration between the architect’s own 
language and the art of the people she was building for. Tribal Arts Museum, Bhopal. 
Architect—Revathi Kamath
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toilet project, have shown to produce usable, accessible and safe amenities 
for women users (Khosla 2009). Results of the systemic gendering of 
architecture illustrate strengthening of visual connections, proximity, and 
connectivity as strong needs emphasised by women.

Gender crimes and fear of crimes debilitate women from engaging 
with pubGender crimes and fear of crimes debilitate women from engaging 
with public spaces and life as equals. Women’s perception of safe spaces is 
vastly different from men (Kabeer 2014). Yet, architectural discourses and 
practices do not identify this differentiated need in the mainstream, and 
so, do not design spaces recognising this. This myopia directly results in 
inhospitable spaces for women and becomes an aid to crime against her 
and escalates her fear of crime, a fear disproportionately higher to men 
across time, geography, and culture. 

Discriminatory public spaces isolate and alienate women’s 
engagement with public life, thus, making the women invisible by forcing 
them to retreat and disengage further into the home sphere  (Schiebinger 
2011 - 2018).  This affects women’s economic productivity and wealth or 
property ownership—a critical ingredient for women to escape cycles of 
violence—a learning through my work with survivors of gender violence. This 
missing piece is also a gaping hole in most countries’ or society’s GDP.

The missing woman leader in architectural practice and academia 
directly contributes to an absence of diversity in design and management 
processes. The human relationships women architects set up within their 
work spheres are models to be emulated for humanising our profession. 
This humane network is even more important in an academic circle, where 
we nurture young minds to become tomorrow’s architects and responsible 
citizens. The diversity of viewpoints and collaborative, team-building 
approaches women bring into senior management positions (Calvert and 
Ramsey 1992) by their innate ability to relate and empathise with fellow 
colleagues, clients, and other partners in the process of architecture are 
systems which all management structures can only benefit from.

A much stronger effect on women students of architecture is the lack 
of female role models within architectural practice, which they encounter 
through their education process, and then, in their early years of entry 
into the profession. The main reason for this is the low visibility of women 
practitioners in all platforms—from low quantitative representations in 
leader boards, discussions, debates, study topics, architectural juries, 
publications, etc., leading to the invisible women syndrome within the 
profession (Desai 2017). Women in secondary positions become normalised 
and lead to less attractive or remunerative job profiles.
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Figure 4: Gender Gap in Architectural Conversations. These conversations were 
recorded by me over two years to understand female representation within industry 
conversations by mapping panel discussions, interviews, and conferences.

Figure 3: Leadership in our professional institute, 2019. Source: IIA Website
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So, Why Do Women in Their 30s Start Dropping Out of Active Roles 
in Architecture?

First and foremost, it is the inhospitable work atmosphere, 
completely blind to a woman’s reproductive compulsions. The gender-
neutral veneer of our profession disables conversations around the reality 
that women, and women architects, have to still take the lead in domestic 
and caregiving roles. The veritable gender airbrushed atmosphere of our 
campuses further set the woman scholar up for a shock as she enters the 
profession and struggles to balance her domestic role within a system which 
refuses to recognise this as a real challenge. Mary N. Woods, in her work, 
Women Architects in India, Histories of Practices in Delhi and Mumbai, makes 
the astounding discovery that behind every successful woman architect she 
interviewed, there was a supportive mother-in-law—not a supportive work 
office atmosphere, or a supportive spouse, but another woman trapped in 
her reproductive role beyond her mandated years (Thomas 2016). 

The essentially private nature of our practice and the key component 
of site visits effectively discriminate against women further, especially 
those in the childbearing age group. Most practices are unwilling to adjust 
deadlines, travel needs, and possibilities of in situ childcare for women 
to continue working through pregnancy and post-natal periods. Women 
architects, used to secondary roles, do not push harder to demand 
responsibilities equal to men as well as a work culture tuned to their specific 
needs. This lack of recognition of these differentiated needs discriminates 
against women as they fight to stay in a male world, with rules made by and 
for men (Desai 2014).

The fear of the pregnant woman that most private firms nurture has 
its remedy right here, with work and society recognising the value of the 
parent worker and investing into support structures for her to continue being 
an economically productive unit through her reproductive and child-rearing 
years. This loss of economic productivity can be felt at the family, society, 
and governance levels, and stems directly from a lack of recognition of this 
duality.

MMoreover, most offices or firms have no structural support for any 
form of gender/sexual harassment or violence that women employees may 
face, within the office or outside. A preliminary study of Internal Complaints 
Committees (ICC) in colleges show such structures missing or superficial in 
most architectural colleges.

The second thing is pay parity: We women architects have our own 
stories—being mistaken as the decorator because the technical stuff would 
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not fit into our tiny brains; site engineers and contractors talking over us to 
our male colleagues who are not in charge of the project; being doubted 
and back-checked so much that you just, out of habit, start keeping every 
conversation on record; and our family life being up for public consumption 
on-site meeting tables, even if you are the principal designer, manager of 
the project, or the one with the serious head for numbers. Any woman who 
spends ten years practising architecture recognises these realities. This hard 
fight for recognition as an equivalent professional can often discourage 
women, forcing them to accept secondary roles, reducing their access 
to equal opportunities for growth and remuneration. One of the biggest 
problems here is a real gap in data in terms of number and pay/position 
parity from the industry and academia, allowing this systemic problem 
to prevail. Can our professional ethics be restructured to understand the 
burden of reproductive duties/ caregiving responsibilities that result in real-
time and wealth impact on the woman architect?

The socialising of women in our society throws a further challenge. 
Architecture is a leadership profession, and we train women to be less of a 
leader and train society to be less accepting of women as leaders. For the 
few women who fight it out, the time span required to establish a foothold in 
the profession or create a network to land substantial architectural projects 
almost closely coincides with a woman’s so-called biological clock. A break 
during this crucial period ends up making the woman a “junior” in terms of 
earning parity, work experience, and portfolio.

Co-parenting is a myth: Marriages between architects are common, 
yet, even within this “liberal” profession, women struggle to find support 
for her work needs, within and outside the home, slowing down her 
professional growth. Successful women architects depending upon their 
mothers-in-law for childcare (Woods 2017), shows that the male spouse 
(architect or otherwise) is not pulling his share of equal weight in domestic 
and childcare duties. When women earn less than men, their earnings 
become secondary and hence disposable.

The Solutions I Tried

I never stepped back from my economic role. Joining one of 
the most established firms as a lowly intern, I entered a personality-led 
practice where the two male partners were respected senior members of 
the fraternity, well known for their architecture. Fighting for my space in 
decision-making spheres of our profession—within the firm, as project lead, 
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on-site with travel needs, as well as taking the lead in the economic and 
technical parts of projects—meant never taking a break. As I worked up to 
associateship and then partnership through 15 years, I negotiated and 
created a child-friendly office atmosphere to continue working full-time 
while parenting—first as an employee, and then as a partner. What surprised 
me was how this crucial ingredient of easily built-in childcare within the 
office space—which enables parents to balance their work with their 
childcare duties—had not gotten any attention from design firms. 

A conversation missing in the architectural profession is how a 
woman should pace her reproductive roles with the stresses of a demanding 
profession. A late first child and even later second child allowed me to 
continue in full practice and later as visiting faculty in design studios with 
young children in tow. The right of a woman to choose how and when to 
have children which support her career goals was exercised intuitively by 
me.  Learnings from my gender rights work where I delved into feminist 
understandings about reproductive choices and its effects, reinforced the 
validity of these intuitive choices, and I see this as a missing piece for many 
women who struggle to balance their care and nurture roles with their 
careers.

Further, I welcomed my partner’s attempts to co-parent and even 
take the lead in childcare so that I could join back as a full professional with 
a demanding travel schedule post-childbirth. Parenting as we work, jointly 
and individually, allowed us to support each other to pursue our career 
goals. Making full use of the flexibility our profession allows, we were never 
apologetic about being working parents. I nursed my children through 
meetings, conferences, lectures, and talks, carried them through site visits 
and had them run around in the office. It was amazing to learn how well 
children adapted to these variables, and so did the office structure. The 
unique nature of our profession, which often requires us to delve into large 
parts of the personal lives of our clients, was only aided by the presence of 
the children.

WWhile employers and clients doubted as to what I would bring to 
the table with my compulsions of childbirth and childcare, I negotiated my 
worth by never stepping off the peddle, but also demanding that my needs 
as a woman be respected. The pay gap is a double whammy for women, 
as they “go slow” for reproductive roles, losing out on the same pay rise 
curve as men. Women academicians also drop out or take “safe roles” to 
support their caregiver compulsions. An adaptive work structure can allow 
women to function in equal terms and contribute as effectively through her 
reproductive/caregiving periods.
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Figure 5: Childcare at office allows parents to balance economic roles with caregiving, 
allowing more women to remain financially sustainable.

Identifying my strengths in a feminist approach of collaborative 
leadership and decision-making, I negotiated space for it in design studio 
methodology as well as management, for myself and other women. These 
processes turned more collaborative within structures I worked in, and our 
practice became more multidisciplinary. This allowed me to infuse humanity 
into practice and management by identifying with staff, clients, and project 
needs through a more empathetic approach of listening (Ahmed 2017). A big 
part of this learning helped the founding of Raising our Voices Foundation, 
an NGO dedicated to working on gender rights imbalance and supporting 
victims of such imbalance in our society—a collaborative effort founded in 
2013.

AAs I established my position within the profession, the need to 
mentor women who came after me became evident. As a partner or in my 
role as a decision-maker, I struggled with managements to put their trust 
in women and their abilities, and not prejudge them as less productive. 
This had to be balanced with encouraging junior women architects to 
take on their share of the “masculine” worksite involvements, technical 
aspects, estimations, services, and structures while showing them an equal 
professional role is possible. Leading by example, I encouraged women 
not to disrupt their careers through reproductive roles, while having 
management support them through childcare and domestic responsibilities 
to create a healthy, balanced, productive work atmosphere (Chatterjee 
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2016). Childcare at work for all—women and men—and men taking on 
a larger share of domestic duties help establish the advantages of dual 
incomes and choices of shared roles. My social work enabled me to conduct 
learning workshops and initiate conversations on these topics in a more 
systematic and professional manner..

TThe other particularly important job was to create space for 
feminised design processes and gendered architecture. For the last decade, 
through workshops and panel discussions in public participation platforms, 
I have been trying to develop a narrative on gendered architecture within 
our academic or industry conversations—breaking it down to architectural 
and urban design specifics down to building rules and design details. These 
conversations have led on to platforms for such gendered discussions within 
the industry. Further, the learnings now inform several work spheres within 
our firm, including urban design projects, which are informed through the 
participation of women from the formulation of design briefs, to final design 
processes embedded in gendering. Critical engagement at the city level and 
the public-policy level also try and address the gender gap in infrastructure 
design to seek solutions which allow women to inclusively engage with 
the built environment. Through communicative workshops around 
identification methods for differentiated spatial requirements for men and 
women, I campaign for mainstream design discourses to accommodate 
gendered themes—within professional institutes, design firms, or college 
studios. 

By pushing towards gender-friendly norms of employment, 
especially advocating the establishment of legal frameworks to address 
issues of sexual harassment and violence, I campaign for workplaces to 
identify such aspects as health (physical and mental) hazards for men and 
women architects—especially with many young women at entry-level 
positions—and facilitate structural support to address such issues.

The Obstacles I Faced

Gender is considered a “special topic” for a special interest group 
which seldom finds space in mainstream male-dominated narratives. 
Special “women only” platforms showcasing the woman architect’s work 
further invisibilise women from the mainstream profession. Similarly, special 
panels to discuss gender completely ignore the reality that these are relevant 
issues in all subtopics of architecture and deserve a space within every 
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conversation in our profession—specifically when two-thirds of architectural 
graduates are women and so are half of our clients. Vilifying a feminist angle 
to any conversation, thus discrediting valid arguments, is a common method 
used to alienate any call for gender balance. The lack of gendering and the 
gap of proportionate women’s voices in our discourses and leadership 
roles is not recognised, while tokenism is mistaken as evidence of equal 
participation to forcibly maintain the status quo.

Norms of child-friendly workspaces continue to receive the 
cold shoulder from a predominantly male management of people who 
have themselves never taken lead roles in childcare and have seen it 
as an essentially invisible process. Design of architectural office spaces, 
while paying all tribute to the self-expressive mandate of our masculine 
profession, lack imagination and creativity when it comes to making spaces 
nurturing and supportive for young parents. In academics, scholarships are 
generally not available beyond the age of 35-45, thus not allowing women 
who may have slowed down/ taken a break due to their reproductive duties, 
get financial support to join back and follow career and academic goals. 
Similarly, the need to create supportive structures which recognise a work 
atmosphere sensitive to the gender violent culture of our society remain 
unrecognised within our campuses. Mandatory legal requirements, like the 
Internal Complaints Committees—mandated to address sexual harassment 
issues remain unimplemented in their true spirit in most professional and 
academic organisations.

In Conclusion

It is the 21st Century. We have started the year 2020 with one disaster 
after the other. Yet, we are struggling to find a space for this conversation 
of equity and equality for women architects. Architecture as a profession 
needs to evolve to escape its masculinised trappings, and address the 
realities of a changing professional and client profile. It is also urgent that 
architecture recognises its role in the creation and nurturing of inequality 
and discrimination for women through a myopic design process, and 
correct its course. This change must start in our academic halls, where for 
long women have waited for their rightful place in leadership. Free from the 
patriarchal lens they can affect this evolution from the design studios in 
these institutions. It is time we change the end of the story for them and for 
all of us..
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Notes

i. From the college council, or in all-female studio groups, and later in 
the industry, as a single woman on many male-dominated tables, different 
models were revealed to me as processes employed in decision-making. 
The collaborative processes were more seen in women’s only groups—as 
mixed groups, especially with little women representation, adopted more 
masculinized approaches. It is said that it takes at least 3 women in a group 
to feminise a discussion (Catalyst 2020). This is evidenced very strongly in 
Kudumbashree (Govt. of Kerala’s flagship women’s empowerment program) 
meetings which has given agency and voice to women participating in their 
own development. Moreover, I find that technically trained women, like 
myself, very often need to unlearn the masculinised process of design and 
decision-making to be more intuitively connected to collaborative design, 
but the results of such a shift is extremely rewarding. This learning and 
unlearning can be strongly emphasised in more female positive studios and 
classrooms..

ii. Mckinsey Global Institute’s report on the 23rd of April 2018 
revealed that Indian women contribute only 18% to the country’s GDP, and 
have only 25% representation in India’s labour sector. 97% of employed 
women work in the informal sector. India ranks amongst the lowest in a list 
of 18 from the APAC region on criteria of equal work opportunities, access to 
services, physical safety, and legal and political representation (Woetzel et.al. 
2018).
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Conservative Conservation? Examining the 
Predominance of Women in Architectural Conservation 
Practice and Pedagogy 

In this paper, I explore the field of architectural conservation, 
anomalously predominated by a body of women practitioners in India.i 
The high proportion of women in the sub-discipline, without established 
affirmative action or enforced equality of outcome, in conflict with the 
dominance of practice by men, prompts new questions to be asked 
of gender and its relationship to architecture.ii It is important to take 
cognisance of trends in cultural heritage focused on the built environment 
in the last two decades in India that have led to this enquiry. An increase in 
solely conservation and restoration focused architectural practices, and the 
growing number of universities offering master’s degrees in architectural 
conservation, have together resulted in numerous “conservation architects”. 
Women who are typically less visible in terms of leadership, academic 
success, and excellence in architectural practice in comparison with 
their male counterparts, have unexpectedly gained commercial success 
and acclaim for their work in conservation (examples in images below).
iii In addition, many principal architects of firms practising conservation 
also happen to be women, surprisingly in a wider industry where very few 
large design practices have women as principal architects (Desai 2014). 
This representation of women can often take the guise of anti-patriarchal 
responses of an under-represented gender finding their voice within 
professional practice. But, as this paper argues, feminist practices or 
pedagogy is not to be paralleled as practices and teaching programs where 
there is a higher prevalence of women, and the field of conservation strongly 
makes this case. Dividing this paper into three sections of perception, 
pedagogy, and practice, I explore the perception and gendered ideas of the 
role of a conservation architect viewed divergently to that of an architect, 
both in education and practice. Taking forward Madhavi Desai’s (2014) 
argument that many women devise alternate models to mainstream 
practice or diversify into non-traditional roles, I pose the assertion that the 
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representation of women in conservation is because of its perception as the 
“other” of architectural practice. I do so by showing how conservation is one 
of the various sub-disciplines that has been “feminised” despite operating 
under the wider banner of architecture, and its perception as such, is 
another impact of the masculinity of architectural practice.

To preface my discussion, I use conservation as a process of 
maintaining and managing change to a built heritage asset in a way that 
sustains, and where appropriate, enhancing its significance—that includes 
approaches of restoration and preservation (Historic England 2008). A 
conservation architect has in-depth knowledge and experience of working 
with historical buildings, and it is a term commonly applied to those 
architects who have undertaken a specialised training programme, typically 
a Master of Architecture in Conservation, for practising in India.iv While this 
paper concerns itself with conservation within architecture, I would like to 
add the disclaimer that such a field, of course, is too vast, multifarious, and 

Figure 1: Brinda Somayya on the cover of Construction & Architecture Update. Picture 
Courtesy: https://www.snkindia.com/news.php?cid=2



Gender and Academic Leadership in Architecture68

Sonali Dhanpal

stratified to be considered as a single entity. Many practising conservation 
architects have not necessarily undergone specialised training in 
conservation and may have learned it on the job. They could have come 
from other core disciplines, such as civil engineering and art history, albeit 
fewer than those from architecture.v It is also important to note that there 
are many experts involved in conservation practices, ranging from material 
conservators, geometricians, and engineers, to name a few.

Conditions of visibility have been very much a part of the feminist 
debate over the past decades, but I have been careful not to produce a new 
version of “hidden from history” by listing and describing the women in 
conservation practice (Rendell 2018). Instead, I problematise their presence 
in the discipline, examining various factors in the practice of conservation 
by working with a feminist oral history tradition that is informed by Joan 
Sangster’s arguments (Sangster 1994). Quantitative data about practitioners 
in training and practice is especially difficult to avail, given there is no 

Figure 2: Abha Narain Lambah on the cover of Hello, August 2018. Picture Courtesy: 
https://www.magzter.com/IN/Worldwide-Media/Hello!-India/Celebrity/293973
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authorising body that oversees contractual projects or the number of 
architects joining and exiting from firms.vi Investigations of practices in 
architecture from the near past rely on scant and precarious sources. I, 
therefore, sought interviews with practising conservation architects to ask 
why and how they explained, rationalised, and made sense of their roles 
as practitioners. Intending to capture the complexities of experiences that I 
had heard only casually from colleagues whom I knew directly and indirectly 
through my professional networks, I sent out personal emails and messages 
to practising conservation architects. My networks had limitations not least 
of which were the geographic reach of my networks, which were Bengaluru-
centric and also by my familiarity with predominantly early-career 
practitioners. I prepared a short set of questions, and after interviewing my 
first participant, I realised very quickly that incidents and experiences were 
better described when not limited to answering the questions. I, therefore, 
resorted to conducting them as semi-structured interviews. The questions 
I asked, and the responses, offered insights into the social and material 
framework within which they operate, the perceived choices they see, the 
difficulties they encounter, and the complex relationship between the field 
and them as individuals are interlaced within this paper. The participants 
of my study agreed to share experiences, but since many were keen on 
their identities and answers being anonymised, especially when offering 
critical views of institutions, I chose to maintain all identities anonymous 
except when they explicitly consented for both their names and answers to 
be included in this paper. This choice was also driven by the fact that many 
of them agreed to participate in the interviewees voluntarily because of my 
familiarity with them. Within the fifteen-day time frame I had to conduct 
these interviews, ten women agreed to be spoken with over the phone, 
and three chose to answer the questions in writing. I also approached two 
male colleagues to participate and sent them my questions via email, but, 
despite their initial agreement to participate, they did not ultimately respond 
affirmatively with dates or times for an interview or send back answers. 
Given my own training and experience as a practising conservationist who 
has only recently transitioned into a full-time researcher, this exploratory 
examination has often felt indulgent, auto-biographical, and guided by my 
own biases. Despite my own pursuit to better place women in the field, the 
discussions did spark new connections and reveal some crucial relations of 
power. The ideal would have been to include male interviewees and further 
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explore non-binary genders, LGBTQ+ persons, and other interconnected 
intersectional categorisations, especially caste representation within 
practitioners, but obtaining such information presented various 
limitations even through interviews. Despite intending to follow Judith 
Butler’s normativity argument (Butler 1990) that identity categories like 
that of women are never merely descriptive, but always normative and 
exclusionary, and cannot be defined. This paper considers women/men 
as categories described by institutions that they are a part of and such 
identification by individuals themselves.

Gendered perceptions

Architect Minakshi Jain in an interview described her role as 
a conservation architect, as one that seeks to understand an existing 
building and its character, read its architectural language, style, history, and 
construction methods. The conservation and adaptive reuse of buildings, 
require the conservator to identify craftspersons to carry specialised repairs, 
the availability of materials to repair historical fabric, and even recommend 
differed uses for the structure (Hira 2014). If this is what an acclaimed 
conservationist described her role to be, I was curious to understand what 
made this role attract more women to conservation practices, unlike 
new build architecture firms. The answers were fascinating because, on 
the one hand, interviewees almost unanimously said that conservation 
required certain attributes like attention to detail, multitasking, patience, 
and sensitivity—all traits that they argued that women inherently possess, 
unlike men. Perceptions of certain attributes as “feminine” and others as 
“masculine” are obviously not limited to conservation and have had wider 
implications within the construction industry. As Leslie Weisman describes, 
“in being exclusively identified with the home, women are associated with 
traits of nurturance, cooperation, subjectivity, emotionalism, and fantasy, 
while ‘man’s world’—the public world of events and ‘meaningful’ work—is 
associated with objectivity, impersonalisation, competition, and rationality” 
(Weisman 1981). It is unsurprising, therefore, that many women too perceive 
their roles in this way, even if it is to show why they are adept at specific skills 
or conditioned to believe so. Even within the architectural practice, there is a 
gendered division of labour—specific tasks such as research and community 



Avani Institute of Design 71

Sonali Dhanpal

engagement are seen as “more feminine”, whereas being on-site or tackling 
the client is considered more “masculine” and such conventions should be 
explored further than this paper. 

As Boys and Dwyer (2017) describe, many authors that examine 
architectural practices tend to make selections from only specific parts of the 
process. Often, they either focus on how buildings have been approached 
in terms of their patrons, clients, architectural authors, or design concepts 
before and during construction more than their expanded social life beyond 
practical completion. Similarly, conservation projects, both in academia 
and commercial publications, are recorded and examined through the 
architects themselves; the awards and pictures of the before—often derelict 
structures—and after—highlighting the conservation of the structure. 
But the messy processes of surveying and recording, and the work of the 
“field” may often not result in conservation projects, and the varied roles 
conservationists play as surveyors or researchers do not take to the fore the 
same way.. 

Figure 3: Well in Lakkundi, Karnataka. Picture Courtesy: Author
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Kuili Suganya, an architect and structural conservation specialist, 
currently researches the Malaprabha river valley in North Karnataka as 
part of her doctoral research at the National Institute of Advanced Studies.
vii Her research entails extensive fieldwork and involves overnight travel 
to remote locations for ground validating her geospatial data typically 
extending over 4–5 days a month. She ascertains the exact locations of the 
sites in the valley that are unknown. On average, they are 5 km apart, so 
she and her team commute to these sites by autorickshaws, and on many 
occasions, by trekking. While working as a conservationist, even I have found 
myself in remote locations and extreme work environments. A project for 
the tourism department while I was working with The Indian National Trust 
for Art and Cultural Heritage (INTACH) in Lakkundi, Karnataka, involved 
locating monuments that were often found spread in both forested areas 
and agricultural lands (Figure 3). Often, the job relies on observation of the 
existing conditions and materials, which require close examination. Figure 4 

Figure 4: Tapping for plaster integrity in Fort High School in Bangalore. Picture Courtesy: 
Author
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is a picture of me in 2018, tapping for plaster integrity on Fort High School in 
Bangalore, a 123-year-old building from the colonial era.  Figure 5 is of me 
assisting with environmental monitoring of the 17th-century wall paintings 
in the Hadi Rani Mahal, Ahhichatragarh Fort in Nagaur, Rajasthan, during a 
summer campaign where temperatures reached 38 degrees at noon. These 
descriptions are not intended to valorise the work or nature of work of 
conservation practice as opposed to those in new build practices. Rather, 
my intent was to show that the roles often defy stereotypes of women in 
practice and normative masculinist definitions of work. Extensive “site” 
and “field” work means that practitioners are often travelling to remote 
locations, often on long fieldwork trips, which are physically strenuous and 
involve work environments which do not necessarily provide the comforts 
of structured nine-to-five jobs. This, in turn, makes us question why such a 
fragmentation that reinforces monolithic stereotypes has occurred within 
this sub-discipline.

Figure 5: Photographing the 17th-century wall paintings in the Hadi Rani Mahal, 
Ahhichatragarh Fort in Nagaur. Picture Courtesy: Author
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I had personally felt encouraged by seeing many women leading 
conservation efforts in India, which also made me pursue the profession. So, 
one of the questions I asked my interviewees was whether the presence of 
women in the field had encouraged them in any way, making it appear to 
them as a role that was somehow tenable. An apparent irony was noticeable 
from their answers—many described the field as offering comfort because, 
in conservation practice, they were used to seeing women on site. But nearly 
all interviewees lamented the fact that gender was irrelevant or at best 
marginal to their interest in the field. This is not to insist that gender must 
have played a role in their choice, but rather to show the shame associated 
with gender having played a part in it. They believed in gender neutrality of 
the profession and preferred to present their difficulties as those faced by 
women in general and not limited to those in this particular field. Perhaps, 
as Jane Rendell argues, the “feminine” and gender difference have infused 
into architecture to such an extent that they are no longer visible explicitly in 
terms of concerns generated out of sexual politics (Rendell 2018).

Pedagogy

The feminist debate in architecture first emerged in the early 
1970s, and the 1990s saw discussions concerning the relationship between 
gender and space gain theoretical strength in the academy. viii Since then, 
thinking about gender, feminism, space, and architecture has become vital 
to scholarship, but the material is restricted by geography. ix Most of the 
writers and the subjects they refer to are western in origin. Many of them, in 
fact, are from the United States or the United Kingdom, where much of the 
work has been undertaken (Rendell 2018). x But the limitations are not only 
intersectional with gender and geography. They also exist within various 
sub-disciplines of architecture. Interior design or interior architecture, 
for example, has long been marginalised as women’s work in relation to 
architecture (Rendell 2018). I argue that conservation, just as interior design, 
has now developed certain “feminine” connotations that are reflected in the 
enrolment of women in conservation degree programmes..

Over the past ten years, the growth in the field of cultural heritage 
has turned the Master of Architecture in Conservation into a degree offered 
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in eight colleges across the country, from a programme that was run only 
in the School of Planning and Architecture in Delhi.xi It is now a vast and 
expanding Master’s degree, and ascertaining the exact  number of students  
presents issues, as is known to be the case, further complicated by the fact 
that there also exists diploma courses in built heritage studies.xii In addition, 
many have also studied and trained internationally to return to practice in 
India, rendering the cumulative numbers and statistics of students difficult 
to ascertain. I was able to obtain statistics of both the intake and division 
of male and female students in the School of Planning and Architecture, 
Bhopal, which is conducting its Masters in Architecture (Conservation) 
programme since 2014. Their intake in their inaugural year was ten students, 
and their highest intake was in 2015 with eighteen students. Almost 
consistently, they have had a 5:1 ratio of women to men.xiii The reason for 
this was not necessarily that it was a sought after programme, rather many 
of my interviewees expressed that many women in their cohorts, who had 
chosen conservation at the outset, had bought into a gendered idea that the 
programme was somehow more suited to women in comparison to urban 
planning and urban design. Some of my interviewees shared examples of 
classmates who had pursued a master’s degree after their undergraduate 
programs to avoid marriage for an additional two years. That marriage 
had guided such a choice, was recounted to have been made  explicit even 
in institutional interviews. Others recounted that many students enrolled 
in these Master’s programmes, especially in the prestigious School of 
Architecture Planning and Landscape, as a second to the Master in Urban 
Design, Urban Planning, or Landscape Architecture programmes. Studying 
in these central government universities was seen as far more welcoming 
than working at a commercial practice as women, even if settling for a 
programme they had not particularly favoured.  

Practice 

Kuili Suganya and Krupa Rajangam, researchers and conservation 
architects, raise the role of gender within the practice in a blog post, 
Encountering the ‘field’: gendering and career trajectories in architecture, 
poignantly. Describing that conservation architects experience projects 
first as an exercise in learning, they discuss how their roles are to see and 
understand its present condition, structural and other problems/issues, 
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context and its history, and respond to various queries. They argue that the 
“field”, therefore, sees women conservation professionals on site as “non-
threatening” under the presumption that they are not there to dictate, unlike 
maybe in a new-build project site where the typical role of an architect is 
to issue instructions and inspect. A conservation architect’s “field” then 
appears to give room for equations of power to be more fluid, unlike a new-
build site where power hierarchy is typically well-established (Rajangam and 
Suganya 2019). This also brings about the “difference” between “new build” 
or “normative” architects’ practice and those of conservation architects. One 
of the interviewees observed that the former think of the later as scientific 
experts who remain intrigued, sometimes even in awe of the latter’s 
practice, but that they did not see conservation practitioners as “architects”. 
Conservation practices also cater to very different clients, typically central 
and state authorities, unlike new build practitioners who largely cater to 
private clients and organisations. While there certainly are private owners 
who approach conservation firms and international organisations that range 
from the World Monuments Fund or The Getty, who undertake conservation 
in the country in a private capacity with private funds, many historic 
structures within the country lie under the jurisdiction of the Archaeological 
Survey of India (ASI) under the Ministry of Culture, which regulates all 
conservation activities in the entire country as per the Ancient Monuments 
and Archaeological Sites and Remains Act, 1958 (Archaeological Survey of 
India 2010). Apart from the ASI, various heritage structures also fall under the 
jurisdiction of state authorities with their respective state Acts (Menon 2005). 
Private architecture conservation practices, or even non-governmental 
organisations like INTACH, thereby find themselves consulting mainly these 
state and national authorities.. 

Having worked in projects funded by the state and Central 
governments and dealt with their Kafkaesque bureaucracies, many 
interviewees reiterated that men continue to wield power even in 
the cultural heritage and conservation practice just as they do within 
architecture and the wider construction industry. Gender discrimination, as 
they described, are mixed with a myriad of other structural issues frequently 
experienced from those in positions of power, such as government 
officials. This experience of a practising conservation architect captures the 
intermeshed issues of authority and gender discrimination even in day-to-
day work:

“I was commissioned by an authority in Delhi to undertake a 
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preliminary visit to a group of 100 temples in Jageshwar, near Almora.  I 
left a day earlier, as it takes 14 hours to reach from where I live in Haridwar. 
Because the site is remote, there was no mode of direct transport apart from 
by road via car and worrying for my safety, my family insisted that my cousin 
accompany me. On reaching the site, I discovered that neither the team 
from the ASI, nor the main person, the regional director who was meant to 
accompany me, was present at the site. The visit was delayed by 6–7 hours 
past the scheduled time. We used the last few hours of the day to go to the 
temples but had to stop soon after and we returned to our accommodation 
to sleep. Having lost the whole previous day, we rose early the next morning. 
While I was prepped to go and begin my recording, photography, and 
interacting with the local residents, I realised that the regional director had 
still not arrived, and the other officials who were present were uninterested 
to begin the work. I was then called in the evening by the regional director 
(this is after me having tried to reach him over 10 times) who said that he 
would not be able to make it, and asked me to delay my trip by two more 
days, and that he would try to come.”xiv

Conclusion

In this paper, I sought to expand the ways in which we think 
of gender within the domain of architecture and how this relationship 
has variously changed the sub-disciplines, such as conservation. The 
valorisation of new build architectural practices has made “creating anew” 
synonymous with masculinity as opposed to repairing or working with the 
old, which is seen as “feminine”, leading to the “feminisation” of the field 
despite the nature of the work defying many stereotypes. These have been 
aggravated by further biases in societal perceptions and trends within the 
arena of higher education in architectural conservation. Understanding, 
describing, and thinking about such sub-fields in more detail is certainly at 
an early stage, but this anomalous field makes it clear that feminist practices 
are not to be understood as practices where there exists a predominance 
of women. Ultimately, the visibility of women within one sub-discipline can 
neither engender more equitable conditions of work, nor can they operate 
differently when part of a larger network of patriarchal dominance.
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Notes
 
i I use the word “field” to mean a subcategory of the discipline of architecture. I also 
use the term “field” as the arena where fieldwork is conducted and carried.

ii When I say established affirmative action or enforced equality of outcome, I refer to 
bodies like American Institute for Conservation (AIC). In 2018, the AIC board that voted 
to approve the Equity and Inclusion Working Group (EIWG) report, Recommendations 
for Advancing Equity and Inclusion in the American Institute for Conservation to racial 
and cultural diversity within the conservation field.

iii Building here on Madhavi’s assertion in Architectural Education in India: Women 
Students, Culture and Pedagogy that most famous and celebrated architects that 
students’ study and see in publications are male. 

iv Masters in Architecture, known as M.Arch, is a two year postgraduate course. 

v Benny Kuriakose, well known for work Muziris Heritage Project, having first had a 
background in civil Engineering and then training and practicing in conservation.

vi The Council of Architecture (COA) constituted by the Government of India maintains a 
register of architects. It notes the Total Architects Registered as 99,522 of which 47.04% 
are female (46,813) and 52.96% are Male (52,709). It also has a section on “Placement 
of Women Architects” that notes the percentage of women working in various sectors 
such as Private, Government sector but does not provide statistics for those practicing 
in various disciplines.  

vii Kuili Suganya was participant 2, and this interview was recorded via a telephonic 
conversation on 13 March 2020.

viii Scholarship such as Colomina, Beatrice. 1996.  Privacy and Publicity: Modern 
Architecture as Mass Media.Cambridge, Massachusetts:  MIT Press or Rendell, 
Jane, Barbara Penner, and Iain Borden, eds. 2000. Gender Space Architecture: An 
Interdisciplinary Introduction. London and New York: Routledge.

ix With the exception of Desai, Madhavi. 2019. Women Architects and Modernism in India: 
Narratives and Contemporary Practices. Taylor & Francis and Woods, Mary N. 2016. 
Women Architects in India: Histories of Practice in Mumbai and Delhi.: Taylor & Francis. 

x See Frichot, Hélène, Catharina Gabrielsson, and Helen Runting, eds. 2017.  Architecture 
and Feminisms: Ecologies, Economies, Technologies. London and New York: Routledge 
whose volume interrogates mainly feminists in the UK and USA.

xi Master in Kamla Raheja Vidyanidhi Institute of Architecture and Environmental 
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Studies- KRVIA, Savitribai Phule Pune University, School of Planning and Architecture 
Delhi, School of Planning and Architecture, Bhopal (SPAB), School of Planning 
and Architecture, Vijayawada (SPAV), Singhad College of Architecture (SCA), CEPT 
University Master of Architecture in “Conservation and Regeneration/Master of Arts in 
Conservation and Regeneration”.

xii PG Diploma in Heritage Studies by INTACH; A year Diploma course in “Heritage Sites 
Management and Scientific Conservation” Deccan College Post Graduate and Research 
Institute in Collaboration with INTACH, New Delhi; a diploma in “Built Heritage Studies 
and Conservation” in Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj Vastu Sangrahalaya.

xiii Dr Vishakha Kawathekar, Coordinator, Masters in Architecture (Conservation), 
Department of Architectural Conservation in SPA Bhopal.

xiv Participant 4, Age 31 via a telephonic conversation on 1 March 2020.
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Queering Academia

Introduction

There is an assumption among academia, even today, that 
architecture is neutral in terms of gender and sexuality. The general 
consensus is that gender, sexuality, race, and class are not directly related 
to the practice of architecture. In the introduction to Stud: Architectures 
of Masculinity, Joel Sanders (1996) identifies architecture as one of the 
subjectivising norms that constitute the performance of gender. In 
Behind Straight Curtains—a queeri feminist critique on the structures of 
heteronormativity and sexism through which the aspects of gender and 
sexuality-related to the built environment are repeatedly reduced, ridiculed, 
or neglected—Katarina Bonnevier (2007) calls for an architectural shift from 
repressive structures and moving towards a built environment that resists 
discrimination and dismantles hierarchies.

In their paper, New Figurations in Architecture Theory, authors Robert 
Alexander Gorny and Dirk van den Heuvel ask, “How can feminist, queer, and 
trans perspectives help transition the male-dominated, heteronormative, 
and cis-gendered body of architectural knowledge from an exclusive logic 
of ‘oppositional otherness’ to a radically, and generously inclusive activity?” 
(Gorny and Heuvel 2017, 7)

In this paper, I share my experience of working at the intersection of 
architecture, queer theoryii, and media studies, with a specific focus on the 
journey leading up to the writing of my master’s thesis titled,  Queeringiii 
Architecture: The Construction and Performance of Gender, Sexuality, and 
Space, in Popular Media (Paul 2019). The thesis examines queer media’s 
representations of space to answer questions such as “What is a queer(ed) 
space?”iv and “How is it produced?”, and study the effect of gender and 
sexuality on space, and vice versa. It uses queer theory to identify spatial 
strategies employed by popular media to draw audiences into the queer 
discourse. This paper aims to document the journey leading up to the 
writing of my thesis. And by doing so, it provides insight into if and how the 
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architectural academia in India is opening up to research on gender and 
sexuality, and implores us to ask “why now?” Through this piece, I identify 
spaces where enquiries into gender and sexuality become possible, are 
encouraged, and are institutionally rewarded.

Queer Studies and Advocacy

In my first semester at CEPT, I enrolled for Sonal Mithal’s elective 
course, An Introduction to Theory of Architecture. One of the assignments we 
worked on required us to choose an architectural theory and develop an 
annotated bibliography. I teamed up with Shemal Pandya from the Faculty 
of Design, who was already working towards his thesis,  Narratives and 
Spaces Emerging Around Sexuality in Mumbai. This was the first thesis from 
CEPT to be based on queer studies or sexuality,v and it went on to win the 
Best Thesis in Gender Award. Having chosen to write about queer theory, 
this was the first time I was introduced to queer studies as an academic 
discourse, and the booksvi that I reviewed during the course of this exercise, 
contributed significantly to my later research.

In the following semester, I got to explore the idea of gender as a 
construct in Madhavi Desai’s elective – Gender and Architecture: Rethinking 
Design and Research. Although predicated on a gender binary, it would 
lead me to the premise of my thesis –  The Construction and Performance 
of Gender and Sexuality. Later that year, in A. Srivathsan’s course 
on  Architectural Criticism and Writing,  we were all excited to contribute 
to  Probe  – a campus newsletter known for ruffling feathers. Its Pride issue 
called for the setting up of an LGBTQ+ student group on campus, and 
on the 6th of September 2018, which was the day that the Supreme Court 
decriminalised homosexuality,  Prarambh—CEPT’s LGBTQ+ student club—
was formed (see Figure 1). As a student club, conceptualised along the 
lines of a queer-straight alliance, Prarambh provides queer students with 
a safe space to discuss issues ranging from academics to mental health. 
The institution’s role in allowing the constitution of this student club and 
activities such as the flying of the rainbow flag on campus – progressive 
steps towards the building of a more inclusive campus – has been criticised 
from within, as being symbolic and tokenistic, and not to be seen as 
representative of institutional change, but rather as decisions taken at an 
individual level.
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Figure 1 - CEPT students pose for a photograph in front of the rainbow flag and the 
iconic Faculty of Architecture building. September 6, 2018. Image Credits: Siddharth 
Bansal

Queer Research
At the same time, in Sonal Mithal’s History, Theory, and Criticism 

studio entitled Architecture by History, the class engaged with the layered 
histories of the city of Lucknow. I was encouraged by Sonal, who had 
previously worked with the queer community in Lucknow, to spatialise 
the city’s gendered and sexual histories in a set of maps entitled “Queer 
Lucknow”. When pieced together, Lucknow’s archives reveal queer histories 
that counter a formalist understanding of history and the dominant narrative 
of present-day queer life in Lucknow. There are physical sites dotted across 
the city’s landscape that hold its stories and its memories. The project 
served to identify sites, traditions, and certain non-normative ways of being, 
and to act as an archive of the violence perpetrated against some of the 
most vulnerable sections of society. This project was later showcased in an 
exhibition on Radical Cities in Bengaluru last year and is now in the process 
of being published.

When the time came to propose a topic of research for my master’s 
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thesis, my guide Sonal and I worked together to narrow down the options. 
We settled on a topic that lay at the intersection between architecture, 
queer theory, and media studies, and that of my personal and professional 
identities. While working on this thesis, we were fully aware that it would 
set a precedent – that of being the first master’s thesis from the Faculty 
of Architecture to deal with queer issues. A new methodology had to be 
developed due to the unavailability of a scholarship that dealt with the 
three chosen areas of study simultaneously. The project went on to receive 
the Best Thesis Award. I could bounce ideas off of the queer members of the 
faculty and student body, and Shemal—now/then tutoring at NID—helped 
me navigate the choppy waters of queer theory. Ahmedabad, as a city, 
with its spattering of “premier” institutions, does allow for a certain flow of 
information between these centres of learning. 

Conclusion

CEPT, for me, was an environment where like-minded individuals 
from across disciplines could come together and collaborate; where the 
academic system afforded me the choice to select courses that furthered 
my understanding of gender and sexuality; and where some members of 
the faculty supported and encouraged my research into queer studies. 
Looking back, I realise how diverse the campus was in terms of non-
normative gendervii and sexual identities, and yet, how there was little 
or no acknowledgment or attempt by the institution to celebrate this 
diversity. Over the years, CEPT has evolved into an institution that caters to 
the educational needs of the nation’s elite; the individuals who now gain 
entry into this protected realm, including those who are queer, come from 
“privilege”. Deciding on how to position myself vis-à-vis my research, and 
navigating through it while being aware of my privileged position, were 
crucial in creating meaningful work.

I consider myself lucky that I had mentors—including one of the 
editors of, and two contributors to, this volume—who were open to, and 
accepting and supportive of, ideas that break away from a traditionally 
heteronormative worldview. I would urge you—my reader—that if you are in 
a position to guide research, to not be intimidated by the queer. Queer and 
feminist writers have always stressed the importance of the interdisciplinary 
in academia. You do not need to be an expert in the subject to contribute, 
from your sub-discipline, to the generation of strong research methods to 
address queer issues.
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While discussing my thesis, Maanasi Hattangadi of Matter—referring 
to the academic environment at CEPT—asked me how such a normative 
environment and formal structures would affect my exploration of the non-
normative. This gave me pause. Yes, academia is, by and large, a normative 
space, more so in India. So, how conducive is a normative environment 
to queer research? While the focus of one’s research may be queer, how 
important is it that the method of conducting that research remains 
normative? Personally, I was able to draw out strategies from various 
domains that helped me structure my methods of research; but, would 
academia be open to other non-normative research methods? 

I would like to conclude by asking you—my readers—and academics 
in positions of leadership, is academia open to being queered?  As 
mainstream critical theory continues to be miles ahead of architectural 
discourse, we in academic and architectural practice need to bridge the gap 
between critical queer and feminist theory, and architectural discourse.
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Notes

i Queer refers to the non-normative, and as an umbrella term, to represent queer 
identities, as using the word “queer” allows for an analysis that is both “critical and 
separate from these individuated identities” (Cottrill 2006, 360).

ii My thesis is premised on the construction and performance of gender and sexuality, 
which derives from the idea of performativity as put forth by Judith Butler et al.

iii Queering, in this context, means “a queer reading of”.

iv The term queer(ed) represents both queer and queered. The word queered here 
means “made queer”.
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v Since 2016, the CEPT Gender Parity Mission awards students from graduate and post-
graduate programs a cash prize and certificate for best dissertation on gender-related 
themes.

vi I worked on the entries for the following three books in the annotated bibliography:

Crawford, Lucas. 2016. Transgender Architectonics: The Shape of Change in 
Modernist Space. N.p.: Routledge. 

Rendell, Jane, Barbara Penner, and Iain Borden. 2000. Gender Space 
Architecture: An Interdisciplinary Introduction. N.p.: Psychology Press. 

Tucker, Andrew. 2011. Queer Visibilities: Space, Identity, and Interaction in 
Cape Town. N.p.: John Wiley & Sons. 

vii While there were non-binary peers, I did not come across any transgender students 
during my studies at CEPT.
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Women, Domestic Furniture, and Spatial Narratives

When I asked my female colleagues to define the moments in their 
childhood when they realized their gender, most of their answers were about 
a discriminating instruction. These are some of the first instructions to an 
Indian girl on her social conduct, often given by her mother: Being asked to 
stay silent or talk slowly when shouting, keeping legs in a closed position, 
restrictions from keeping one’s leg on the table, being asked to contribute or 
do cleaning and washing at home, looking down when strangers stare, and 
being asked to walk without shaking the body were some of the common 
answers I received. Between these kinds of behavioral and spatial limitations 
that implicitly attempt to mold her into a passive, fragile object, the child 
realizes—uncomfortably—that she is a girl. Growing up, domestic spaces are 
the first platforms that generate one’s social identity and reinforce gender 
differences. The paper investigates how these spaces demand stereotypical 
poses in different social contexts.

The body is both a physical and social entity. It always changes 
biologically and mentally, and indeed is a moving space that inhabits 
the self. By the meaning of its body, the self is enabled or denied traveling 
across territories, entering areas, staying in provinces, and settling in places 
(Misgav and Blumen 2013). Domestic space in the singular has become a 
generic term for the private space of the house, the household, or the home 
as opposed to the public space of the street, or the urban space of the city 
as a whole (Cieraad 2017). Domestic space, in this paper, is defined as the 
spaces of the house in which its inhabitants carry out the household chores 
and interact with themselves or outsiders. 

With colonial rule in India, the warring ceased, and the men went to 
English schools to acquire Victorian morals. In 1912, Travancore gave its first 
boost to nuclear families, modeled on the patriarchal style, when it allowed 
men to bequeath part of their self-acquired property or money to wives 
and children instead of the taravad,  or matrilineal joint family  (Pillai 2015). 
“Womanly qualities” were championed, with special emphasis on sexual 
virtue, and loyalty to a single husband (Pillai 2015).
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One of the most iconic representations of these epochal social 
changes was the painting by Raja Ravi Varma of Mahaprabha, holding in 
her arms her eldest boy (Pillai 2015). The absent yet approaching “papa” 
signifies the crisis in Nair matrilineal customs in the late nineteenth century. 

Raja Ravi Varma (1848–1906) was the first Indian artist within the 
European academic realist and neo-classical aesthetic to paint Hindu 
mythological scenes and goddesses using the female to embody the 
nation. With the founding of the Calcutta Art Studio in 1878, images of 
chromolithographed and oleo-graphed goddesses painted by Varma 
disseminated and found their way into the private and public spheres of 
India (Vishvanathan 2010). Annapurna Garimella observes that “at this 
juncture, worshipping and tradition became interlocked with gender and 
art” (Garimella 1997, 22–41). The society’s morals were shifting to create 
a restrictive patriarchal gaze on women, placing them within the nexus of 
prohibitive and regulatory functions of a changing society.

This metaphorical relationship was achieved through the negative 
spaces in these paintings, which had various objectifications. I would like to 

Figure 1: Ravi Varma, Raja, There Comes Papa, oil on canvas, 1893, Kowdiar Palace, 
Thiruvananthapuram
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Figure 2: (Left) Ravi Varma, Raja, Nair Lady Adorning her Hair, oil on canvas, 1873, 
Madras Fine Arts Society Exhibition (Right) Ravi Varma, Raja, Keechaka and Sairandhri, 
oil on canvas,1890, Lakshmi Vilas Palace, Gujarat

illustrate this further through some portraits of Varma that suggest gender 
stereotypes through domestic furniture. For example, in Keechaka and 
Sairandhri (1890), the defensive posture of the woman from the confident, 
dominant male is articulated through the curtain she uses to shield her body 
from him. 

In Nair Lady Adorning her Hair, Varma depicts the woman in her 
assumed natural habitat seated on a diwan adorning her hair with a 
garland of flowers with a mirror. The draperies in the background, cushion, 
warm lighting, and table present domestic space as her natural habitat. 
In the positive space of such paintings, the woman is portrayed as a 
symbol of beauty and grace with sensuousness, and the negative space is 
always copped up with various objectifications. This extends to become a 
metaphorical relationship between women and domestic spaces.

In the first image, it is easier to imagine the woman as part of a 
domestic space and as a patron of traditional Indian values. In the second 
image, however, the metaphorical relationship becomes conflicted due 
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Figure 3: (Left) Ravi Varma, Raja, Nair Lady Adorning her hair, oil on canvas, 1873, Madras 
Fine Arts Society Exhibition (Right) Ravi Varma, Raja, Keechaka and Sairandhri, oil on 
canvas,1890, Lakshmi Vilas Palace, Gujarat

to their formal and empowered surroundings. This is because portraying 
women in domestic spaces made them patrons of Victorian morals over 
time. This is the metaphorical gendered relationship I was referring to in the 
previous paragraph. It still continues to be exercised in the households of 
Kerala through female body postures, which suggests values of “humility”, 
“softness”, and “grace”. I will explain this briefly with examples in the later 
sections.

Furniture as Political Statements 

Furniture in domestic spaces suggests a particular kind of behavior 
and appropriateness in space. These adhere to the social norms of gender. 
Through this process of creating social and cultural identities, furniture 
becomes objects of political expression in the interior spaces of the home. 

For instance, the Charukasera, which is a traditional chair typical 
of plantation bungalows in Kerala, is traditionally designed for the male 
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Figure 4: (Left) Raja Ravi Varma, Damayanthi, 1899, oil on canvas, Sree Chithra Art Gallery, 
Thiruvananthapuram (Right) Collage by Author

patriarch lounging in the veranda. This aspect of the furniture is captured in 
the movie Devasuram (1993), which tells the story of a village elder’s arrogant 
heir who squanders his inheritance and is a local bully. This personality trait 
of the character is captured through scenes that depict him lounging in 
the front veranda on the Charukasera, where he exercises his power over 
the villagers in money matters and over servants. The positions and body 
postures of his subordinates suggest his dominance over them. The woman 
of the household, exercises her tasks of emotional support and nurturing, 
adhering to the social norms from the indoors. I would argue that her inferior 
role in the movie is communicated through postures adjacent to the column 
or immediately behind the front door. 

Home and the Formation of Social Identity

To understand this phenomenon further in today’s context, I 
consider the case of a perceived stereotypical cultural norm and investigate 
its direct implications in space. Hindu and Islamic social norms in Kerala 
suggest in an implicit way that girls remain standing when communicating 
with a guest at home. This is widely practiced even today in Muslim and 
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Hindu modern nuclear families. To understand how this manifests in the 
space, I conducted a small experiment with some of my classmates. These 
women are from Muslim and Hindu households in Calicut, Kerala, and have 
a background in spatial analysis through their five years of architectural 
education. These girl students were asked to draw out the plan of the living 
room of their home and identify spaces that seem comfortable to occupy 
alone in yellow, and comfortable with a companion in red, when a guest 
visits their home.

Commonly, they marked yellow along edges with access from the 
interior as spaces most comfortable to occupy. They found it appropriate 
to move to a more open space or sit down only with a companion like their 
mother or sister, and only when asked to.

This behavior is considered polite and graceful for a woman as per 
the social norms. This shows a general lack of mobility for women of this age 
group in their own homes in the presence of an outsider.

Another aspect of gendered relationships in domestic spaces can 
be found when one studies the body language of women during interaction 
with an outsider in their home. These images show some of the common 
body postures during the same. Standing behind a chair while talking, 
partially sitting on the chair’s arms, standing behind another person, 
standing partially behind a door or curtain indicate a tendency to conceal 
one’s body partially or fully through a piece of furniture or person from 
another individual while communicating.

Figure 5: (Left) A still from Devasuram. Directed by I V Shashi. India: Anugraha Studio, 
1993 (Right) Sketch by Author



Avani Institute of Design 93

Nirupama KS

Figure 6: (Left) Sketch by Neethi Regi, (Right) Sketch by Afna Fathima

Figure 7: (Left) Sketch by Aysha Ansari, (Middle) Sketch by Ashya Suresh, (Right) Sketch 
by Krishna Renjith
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When women move within the space to greet an outsider, not only 
are their natural circulation paths gendered but also are their body postures. 
Even before the guest processes their personality, their performance in space 
portrays them as submissive and reluctant. 

Deconstruction of Social Identity to its Layers

At this point, I would like to compare these images with the paintings 

Figure 8: Sketch by Ankitha Arun

Figure 9: Photographs by Author, Models: Niranjana CN, Anjaly VP



Avani Institute of Design 95

Nirupama KS

of Varma that we discussed earlier. While paintings are frozen perspectives 
of the artist, looking at them through the third dimension allows one to 
understand the spatial configuration and layering of the various components 
in the image. For instance, layering the objects in Keechaka and Sairandhri 
(1890) lead to an understanding of how the female conceals herself from 
the male figure. Each of these layers has a purpose in communicating the 
story in the painting. The approaching male, the scattered utensils, and the 
curtain she uses to conceal her body in sequence, suggests her vulnerability. 
Similarly, in Disappointing News (1890), the woman is concealed within layers 
of curtain, cushions, and shawl, which suggests her restrictions in space.

 Applying the same layering to the images taken of body postures 
during social interaction at home, one finds shyness and restrictions, which 
is experienced by women expressed through layers of furniture and people 
in space. These body postures of women are associated with their feminine 
qualities, and, according to their mothers, render them desirable to the 
guest.

 For reference, this is from the introductory chapter of Gender and 
the Built Environment in India: “In Indian society, girls internalize space use 
and behavior including posture, dressing, and speech as they grow up and 
are taught the norms of feminine modesty. Their desire for social approval 
does not allow them to question these norms. Space for a girl child is fluid 
till puberty, after which there is a turning point that brings about a change in 
the attitude towards her. This is not only in terms of the social perceptions of 
her body but also her physical movements. The fact that women are inferior 
beings is taught to them from childhood.” (Desai 2004).

Figure 10: Raja Ravi Varma, Keechaka and Sairandhri, 1890, oil on canvas, Lakshmi Vilas 
Palace, Gujarat
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Figure 11: Raja Ravi Varma, Disappointing News, 1890, oil on canvas, Salar Jung 
Museum, Hyderabad

Figure 12: Collage by Author
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Embodiment of Leadership

Understanding the behavioral and spatial aspects of non-verbal 
communication in a social setting can provide possibilities for better 
leadership and performance of gender. This could become a significant first 
step to equality. I would like to conclude by saying that the scope of this 
inquiry lies in shedding light and rethinking everyday settings of gender. As 
many sociologists have pointed out, the hope of improving these conditions 
lies in the untangling of the explicit and implicit, their reassembling, and 
through this, challenging the conventional.
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In Crafting a Space for Queering

Introduction

“A kitchen table becomes a publishing house,
A door-way becomes a meeting place,

A post-box becomes a nest...
 How odd that from necessity we might become alive to possibility; how odd, 

how queer”  (Ahmed 2018).

In this part essay, part amateur poetry, I reflect on my experiences of 
crafting a space for queering within the curriculum of a postgraduate design 
program in human-centred design at the Srishti Institute of Art, Design, and 
Technology, Bangalore. 

Since 2016, Dr Lakshmi Murthy from Jatan Sansthan, which is a 
not-for-profit organisation working at the grassroots with communities in 
the districts of Rajsamand, Dungarpur, Jaipur, Udaipur, and Bhilwara in 
Rajasthan, India (Work Areas, n.d.), and I have been co-facilitating an annual 
two-week workshop in the rural parts of Udaipur district. Dr Murthy has to 
her credit almost three decades of design work in the context of Sexual and 
Reproductive Health and Rights (SRHR) education in the rural and tribal 
areas of southern Rajasthan (Murthy 2003). She also runs and manages 
Uger, which is a women’s collective that makes cotton-based washable 
menstrual hygiene products. We focus on bringing the rural and tribal 
adolescents, and (mostly urban) postgraduate design students together in a 
five-day residential workshop to collectively explore bodies, gender norms, 
sexual and reproductive rights, design and technologies, and futures. The 
workshop culminates into a 36-hour “hack-a-thon”, a deliberate subversion 
of an idea adopted by the techno-capitalist mainstream inspired by the 
emerging critique of the hackathon (Irani 2019), where mixed teams produce 
artefacts and enactments of their future lives. Our ambition was to facilitate 
postgraduate design students to question the dominant narrative of 
technological futures originating from the Silicon Valley—the “future arrives 
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here first” as they claim (Greenspan et al. 2016)—and the mainstream notion 
of “centres of innovation” (Suchman 2019). One of our foci in the workshop 
was to facilitate the participants to explore alternative orientations to 
marginalised and invisible visions, and question, challenge, and subvert 
dominant and mainstream discourses, norms, and practices through critical 
making (Murray 2020). We termed the workshop as “Future of Interaction 
Design”. 

In this paper, I reflect on Dr Murthy’s and my efforts in creating this 
space for learning about bodies and design. I draw, rather heavily, from 
Sara Ahmed’s writings on “Queer phenomenology: Orientations, objects, 
others” (Ahmed 2006). And what I present here are musings about how we 
ended up in the process of crafting a space for queer orientations, a space 
for challenging some forms of dominant orientations, and a space for 
reorientations. In her book, Ahmed says, “We are turned towards things…I 
can perceive an object only insofar as my orientation allows me to see 
it, and in seeing it, in this way or that, it becomes an ‘it’, which means I 
have already taken an orientation towards it. The object is an effect of 
towardness; it is the thing toward which I am directed, and which, in being 
posited as a thing, takes me in some directions rather than others” (Ahmed 
2006, 27). Orientation is about being directed in a particular way, towards 
particular objects or bodies rather than other objects or bodies. The way 
we are orientated makes only some objects or bodies come in the light, and 
hide others. Based on this reading, the question that emerges for me as an 
educator and facilitator is: How to craft a space for the invisible to be visible? 
Does this mean being disorientated? Or rather being open to reorientations? 
I will present three anecdotes, which I term as “reorientations” (for now), 
from the workshops to elaborate.

Reorientation 1

A wife earning a livelihood
paying her husband’s college fees;

Menstruating 15-year-olds
Driving tractors, ploughing fields;

The dabbas  
That I (a cis-male married, with a kid) 

cook for the household, 
And the ones that 

Are shared with love;
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Non-menstruating 16-year-olds
As they graze their sheep in the wood
Painting their nails in hues of “gulaal”.

The collective mapping 
Of a day in our life
Turns into a space 

For questioning 
The lines we have followed

And yet continue to transcend
In silence. 

The way we perceive and enact gender roles is determined by the 
historic enactments of particular orientations, for example, towards women 
doing domestic chores and men earning livelihoods. Such enactments and 
orientations have seeped in, not only the way we design technologies, but 
also the way we imagine them. In 1969, Honeywell advertised its “smart 
kitchen” with a tagline that read: “If she can only cook as well as Honeywell 
can compute” (Hernandez 2012). This image of a techno-futurist kitchen, 
where a domesticated woman performs the menial labours of care and 
maintenance, and yet is not as “smart” as the technology enabling her to do 
this work, persists, for example, in IKEA’s recent concept for a smart-kitchen 
for the year 2025.

For us, the workshop became a space to question the underlying 
gendered assumptions behind the imaginations inherent both in everyday 
life around us as well as the ideas of smart-technology. In the workshop, 
we shared our daily routines as a way to reveal each other’s worlds, which 
brought forward instances of roles we played in our everyday lives. For 
example, how I cooked the food at home daily or how some of the girls from 
the villages rode motorbikes and drove tractors to plough the farms became 
topics of incredulity that soon turned into understanding the possibility of 
going off the lines drawn by societal norms.  

Reorientation 2

The lines carved in, and by, bodies
Male, female; Menstruating, non-menstruating

Imagining and enacting the worlds of
An androgynous menstrual cloth, 

Worn visible to the world
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Absorbent cotton linings 
Shared openly among friends

And strangers
Momentarily, yet blur the 
Lines disciplining bodies, 
“by nature” as they claim,

Etched in our spirits for long

During the 2018 hack-a-thon, the student teams envisioned 
sustainable menstrual products in the future where there is no stigma 
around menstruation. They also enacted the futures they envisioned. As 
figure 1a shows, non-menstruating bodies wearing the re-imagined pads 
as a set of shorts, with easy changing of absorbent, washable cotton lining, 
which can also be borrowed from others. Figure 1b shows an adolescent 
girl enacting a future of wearing the same cloth-pad-shorts while riding a 
motorbike. Through such envisioning and enactments, we managed to 
create a space where we all not only left behind the norms inscribed in our 
bodies but also saw possibilities beyond the gendered and misgendering 
technologies for menstruation (Lupton 2015). 

Figure 1:  a) Non-menstruating bodies wearing the re-imagined menstrual pads for 
2028. b) An adolescent girl enacting a future of wearing the cloth-pad-shorts while 
riding a motorbike.
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Figure 2. A system-map where grazing lands in the forest become active stakeholders in 
peer-to-peer sharing of media.

Reorientation 3

Mapping systems, system maps.
Abstract entities linked to each other 

through lines with pointed arrows. 
Annotated with desires of an ideal world.
But when you see it from where they see,

The houses and the people
The roads, the rails, and the well,
The grazing grounds in the forests 

To explore, to know, and to understand
Bodies, in privacy.

In 2017, the students envisioned systems for menstrual and nightfall 
education that enables learning among peers beyond the boundaries of 
a school, which was a typical system design exercise. The design students 
drew their maps following established visualisation techniques, mapping 
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the various stakeholders, parts of the system, and their connections. But 
their teammates from the villages had their own form of visual thinking. It 
was not merely a different form of representation but revealed a different 
form of thinking, where the domesticated and farm animals, and the 
grazing lands in the forest become spaces where they can engage with the 
educational media on a shared smartphone in privacy (see Figure 2).

This learned orientation towards other, non-human bodies, and 
their care as valuable opened up for possibilities of envisioning more-than-
human futures, challenging the human-centeredness of current design 
approaches (Galloway 2019). For example, Figure 3 shows a “smart-city” 
where cows co-inhabit with humans, enabled by an ecosystem of leaf-plates 
produced in the nearby villages and consumed by the cows, instead of the 
plastic ones; streets become grazing grounds.

Concluding Remarks: Toward Reorienting Design Education 
Leadership 

I began with the question: How to craft a space for the invisible to 
be visible? Does this mean being disorientated? Or rather being open to 
reorientations?  I do not have answers, but some pointers as I muse on my 

Figure 3. A re-imagination of Udaipur as a “smart-city” where cows co-inhabit with 
humans.
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experiences and enactments. 
I believe, during the course of these three workshops—three to four 

years—gradually, I have redrawn some lines, aligned with lines that I was 
turned away from previously, and blurred some others. I have been made to 
reorient my learned orientations. Some of these have been subtle, such as 
mothering my child in and across studios and home. And some have been 
explicit: painting my nails and trying out (and I would like to believe carrying 
off) androgynous accessories. I now do not know, nor do I want to point out, 
what caused what—did the students’ actions enable me to shift the lines I 
saw or vice-versa? But what I think matters is that our collective enactments 
opened up a space for collective tinkering of norms, rules, and mainstream 
orientations. A “logic of care” (Mol 2008) emerged, so to speak. In crafting 
this space for queering, we have had to push lines, redraw them, constantly 
seeing the possibilities to reorient, to redraw. To see what we have learnt to 
un-see. And in doing so, we have queered ourselves. 

However, Ahmed (2006) leaves a sobering note: “If orientation is 
a matter of how we reside, or how we clear space that is familiar, then 
orientations also take time and require giving up time. Orientations allow 
us to take up space insofar as they take time” (19). One question that this 
note brings forward is to what extent the current forms of design education 
are orientated towards the slow; towards giving up time? The current forms 
of design education in India tend to focus on rapid teaching of a cohort of 
professional designers with skills that pave the way to be employed in the 
service of the capitalist industry (Trivedi 2014). Despite best intentions in 
a contemporary design school, as a part of the larger socio-economic and 
cultural structures that are deeply ingrained in a capitalist world view, 
there is a constant press on time to care—care for our students, colleagues, 
collaborators, and administrative, support, and cleaning staff; and care 
for learning that reorients; care for learning that queers. As Carpintero 
(2017) puts it, to “respond and be responsible for feminist politics in times 
of crisis means to stop for a moment, think critically, and create spaces of 
availability to engage with the problems that affect us as a community, as 
well as broader ones, acknowledging that some positions can respond more 
than others” (51). In hindsight, I could afford to help create this space for 
queering and queer learning only because we did it outside and away from 
the everyday spaces of the design school. For the duration of the workshop, 
I could dedicate on facilitating spaces of orientation-reorientation without 
any other demands on my care, such as a meeting about academic or 
administrative service work, or a student wanting to meet urgently about 
issues faced in a studio, or any other such activity that remain unaccounted 
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for in a (differently) structured institute. I keep wondering if such a workshop 
could be possible in the current everyday academic structures and spaces 
either at Srishti or at any other design school. This wondering, or rather 
wandering, calls for a radical re-imagination of a pedagogy that centres 
time-bound delivery of modules of learning focused on the student and 
teacher outputs and how “well-finished” they are.

I have come to understand design and its learning as a never-ending, 
continuous process. And I find solace in Sara Ahmed’s words about the 
possibilities of crafting spaces for queering—queering learning spaces. I 
conclude with her words. “Even when orientations seem to be about which 
way we are facing in the present, they also point us toward the future. The 
hope of changing directions is that we don’t always know where some 
paths may take us: risking departure from the straight and narrow makes 
new futures possible, which might involve going astray, getting lost, or even 
becoming queer” (Ahmed 2006, 20).
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Perhaps, We Have Been Drawing The Wrong Lines

The act of orthographic architectural drawing (henceforth, drawing), 
in particular, presentation drawing, continues to remain fundamental to the 
praxis of architecture and architectural training. To question or deny this 
act, can precipitate a crisis of sorts. It certainly did for mei; and this paper 
emerges (much later) out of the same crisis to raise pertinent questions as to 
how the drawing is deeply linked to identity. Steeped in putative objectivity 
and linearity, it becomes a discursive tool that posits lines as boundaries 
and margins, creating the self and the other. This (architectural) self—a 
necessarily gendered self—is what I would like to bring attention to, with this 
paper. 

The drawing is a seductive object, and years are spent refining how 
one draws to express one’s ideas/self. Yet, the immediate answer for what 
an architect does, is that they design; not that they make drawings. While 
it may, at this juncture, feel as if I am stating the obvious, it is important 
to reflect briefly on this. Architects, through popular consensus, seem to 
imagine that they make buildings. There are very few architects involved 
with the actual making of a building, typically relegated to masons and 
contractors. Every architect (and, I do use this as an umbrella term to 
encompass students / faculty / practitioners) does make drawings; in fact, 
it is one of the first things architecture students are taught. Anthropologist 
Edward Robbins (1997, 8) argues that “the drawing is at once an idea and 
an act, an autonomous concept, and a mode of social production,” which 
exists to anchor architects to their discipline. He succinctly explains that 
architectural identity is intimately hinged on the production of drawings 
(Robbins 1997). It is what imbues the (figure of the) architect, through 
a series of calculated historical sleights, to create for themselves both 
autonomy and authority. In fact, the fledgling but important work done 
on architects and their relationship with drawing has brought to light 
the historically designed need for distancing and grounding their work 
(drawings) as being representative of reality, honesty, and scientificity (Pérez-
Gómez and Pelletier 1997). Robin Evans (1997, 154) scoffs at the power 
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accorded to drawings, deeming that a “suspension of critical disbelief is 
necessary to enable architects to do their task at all.” For Evans, translations 
between drawings and buildings are anchored in everything but linearity, 
and yet architects persist in laying claim to buildings over drawings, which 
are their primary site of work. 

Autonomy and Authority: these form the cornerstone of many 
patriarchal values. You can see it reflected in Karl Scheffler’s descriptors for 
an architect, as someone who pursued “man’s supreme yearnings,” and 
“possessed great, masculine qualities” (Stratigakos 2005, 147-148). This may 
well be why we still have “juries” within architecture schools with drawings 
as evidence (Chatterjee 2011), for everyone to battle over these values. It is 
confounding, then, that feminist architectural historians have left a lacuna 
in their otherwise brilliant scholarship by not investigating this site, i.e., the 
orthographic architectural drawing itself.   

This paper, while not a redressal, does hope to open a conversation 
about where, how, and what we draw in order to understand how the very 

Figure 1: Minnette de Silva and Le Corbusier at CIAM, Bridgewater, 1947. 
Image Source: de Silva, Minnette. The Life and Work of an Asian Woman Architect. 
Colombo: GEDSands, 1998.
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act of architectural drawing does give rise to gendered beings. It does so 
through examining selected drawingsii each by Minnette de Silvaiii (Figs. 1 
and 2) and Le Corbusier for the Karunaratne House, Kandy, 1948; and the 
Villa Sarabhai, Ahmedabad, 1955 respectively. While the choice could have 
been any two Modernists, these two are inextricably linked not only through 
socio-political contexts, geographies of operation, but also their own 
interpersonal relationship. Le Corbusier needs no introduction, where even 
today, his ideology and work continue to inform architectural studies. On the 
other hand, very little survives of de Silva, who occupies a very interesting 
space in architectural historiography as one of the first few trained women 
(Modernist) architects from South Asia. 

Where do we draw? 

Progress (and prowess) in architectural school starts with the 
materiality of cartridge sheets and moves towards immaterial or virtual 
interfaces. Both interfaces are marked by certain common characteristics: 
homogeneity, cleanliness, and rectangularity—none of which are incidental, 
and—all of which are descriptive of a blank slate. In capturing “perfectly” a 
Euclidian space into which a “design” may be inserted or imposed, they 
are reductive—as Henri Lefebvre (1991, 285-286) would deem them—“first 
of nature’s space, then of all social space;”   thus exerting “a redoubtable 
power.” These blank slates, or tabula rasa, should not be considered 
merely happenstance, and as I argue here, are critical to the making of (the) 
architect/ure. As homogenous surfaces, wherein perceived “information” 
about the world is rendered into graphics that can be manipulated at 
convenience and placed upon already sanitized surfaces, they allow for 
an interesting dialectic of projection and introjection. In other words, the 
messy reality of the world can be easily filtered away, or better yet, become 
controlled. This, interestingly, mirrors the architect as well, whose own 
complex reality, messy gendered body, and personal identity are filtered 
out to project pure “ideas” in the form of lines upon this space, ready for 
reception. Simultaneously, the “self” as a tabula rasa readies for the mutual 
introjection.

Here, let us examine our selected drawings. Prima facie, both Le 
Corbusier and de Silva seem to firmly follow the conventional ways of 
drawing orthographically. However, tensions-latent to each—begin to 
emerge when we look at the composition and framing inherent to both 
works. Denotatively, building-line graphics are confidently centered on 
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the border-less sheet in Le Corbusier’s drawing. They are markedly bold 
and command attention to themselves through an inverse relationship 
with the empty space around it. The distinct lack of a margin, or a border, 
draws the eye towards the series of vertical inscriptions (standing in for 
walls), themselves not differentiated from what may be a traditional 
understanding of the interior / exterior. On the other hand, the margin has 
a far more interesting presence for de Silva; for, it does more than merely 
frame her sheet. It establishes a limit, a check, a curtailment for her nature-
graphics, themselves drawn with an intensity that strictly departs from the 
solidity and mathematical precision of her building line-graphics. In the 
former’s case, nature lines exist more as a token gesture; in the latter, they 
are acknowledged as a force, yet it is a force to be reined in. What makes the 
elements more interesting is the use of textual versus graphical information 
to inscribe the spaces carved out through an orthographic arrangement 
of lines. Whereas Le Corbusier—meticulously—uses furniture-graphics to 

Figure 2: Plan Drawings of the Karunaratne House, 1948. Image Source: 
de Silva, Minnette. The Life and Work of an Asian Woman Architect. Colombo: 
GEDSands, 1998.
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substantiate the denotation of spaces, de Silva uses connotative labels. 
While one is deterministic, the other is fluid; already accepting the vagaries 
of actual occupation. It is not so much the nature–culture dichotomy 
that I want to draw attention to; though that is at play here mediating the 
specificities of each architect’s gender and socio-political body; but, the 
attitude towards the drawing sheet, or surface, which for me is the location 
of the Architect-Self.

Recall here, Jean Baudrillard’s (1994) discussion of the map, or the 
hyperreal:   a reality which has come to replace the reality-out-there. Thus, 
the drawing sheet as the site of projection/introjection bears no relationship 
to the “physical” site. It is a convenient split, as it allows the author-agent to 
inscribe their world onto a space of purity, removed from the defiling and 
polluting reality, which is an actual site. Furthermore, this drawing-space 
is ultimately controllable, open to easy manipulation in the guise of line-
graphics splayed out over Cartesian space. Subsequently, both the authors 
are imbued with a power—an authoritative control which redefines what 
“reality”. Whether through making present or making absent, the sheet, 
and consequently, the world is controlled and appropriated by architects. 
Think of Heidegger’s (1977) world-picture, which is the world seen through 
a particular world-view akin to a flattened-out plane upon which our ideas 
and thoughts are projected, for us to be able to read them back, and give 
meaning to our own experiences. Similarly, the architectural drawing does 
not so much project forward (towards the building), as much as it introjects 
towards its maker—it acts as a mirror. This picture/drawing itself assumes a 
quasi-mathematic tautological form for architects, firmly tied into issues of 
objectivity and scientificity, and ultimately, masculinity, through this act. 

We teach appropriation and control, a world that we can and must 
shape, through the act of architectural representation.

How do we draw? 

The drawing sheet provides a surface, a mirror for our identities. 
While one may sketch on it, these sketches are supporting actors—
primordial and subservient simultaneously. To be accepted as legitimate, 
the drawing must be drafted at scale, i.e., with scientific precision. This 
automatically fixes scale as being mathematical, obliterating any discussion 
around it within architectural representation. On the other hand, many 
geographers following Kantian, Marxist, phenomenological interpretations, 
to name a few, have challenged this view of scale. Scale is social—scale as 
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productive of space; and the ontological—that which is not pre-ordained but 
emerges out of structures of meaning and experience. 

To understand the working of scale, we only have to look at maps. 
Maps, as J.B. Harley (2001, 51-82) argues, were themselves instruments of 
control, via the control of knowledge, and thus, power . The rational space 
of the map, much like that of the drawing, always intended to bring order 
where there was none, or really, wilfully was not accorded. Through scaling, 
the author/maker/possessor could frame and present reality. Scale, then, is 
always political. It is not innocuous or neutral, an argument geographers Neil 
Smith and Sallie Marston make. Marston (2000, 219-42) frames it as, “scale 
making is not only a rhetorical practice; its consequences are inscribed in 
and are the outcomes of both everyday life and macro-level social structure. 
[...] In short, scale construction is a political process.” Consequently, scale 
allows for categorization and classification, the enacting of hierarchies, the 
play-off between the active agent and the passive recipient. Within the realm 
of architectural representation, the latter find themselves not only arrested 
somehow by the drawing but—and certainly not accidentally—at its mercy. 

Most of de Silva’s drawings are drawn to an eighth of an inch 

Figure 2: Plan Drawings of the Karunaratne House, 1948. Image Source: 
de Silva, Minnette. The Life and Work of an Asian Woman Architect. Colombo: 
GEDSands, 1998.
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and textually announced as such in FPS, despite her own training in the 
metric system. This may well have been her concession to her clients 
and audience, who would have been used to a Colonial FPS system. In 
contradistinction, Le Corbusier mathematizes the same value as a fraction 
while adhering to the metric system, making it more scientific than “read”, 
and closer to      engineering. Moreover, whereas the former prominently 
draws attention to it, the latter seems to obfuscate it, perhaps even treating 
it as a given. For Le Corbusier, the scale is further hinted at through the 
modular man, itself ambivalent and problematic. Though both drawings are 
small-scale drawings, which would imply a significant amount of material 
resolution, this resolution is far more overt in Minnette’s drawings, where 
her own subjectivity as a woman, as a post-colonial subject, is at play. Le 
Corbusier favors the more pictorial aspects—his “idea” retaining its cultural 
implications—over the need for information. 

Given this, if the politics of scale is inextricably linked to the 
production of space, how does this relationship determine the identity of the 
architect and the discipline? How are the architect-self and the audience-
other getting constructed?

Scale, hegemonically, serves the function of a distancing device, 
controlling the kind and amount of real and imagined access the audience 
has into the architectural drawing. It implicates the audience’s bodies 
in this comprehension. De facto, scale necessitates a forced exclusion 
of the reader, rendering them as passive receivers of knowledge, while 
simultaneously placing the active control of comprehension and narrative 
back into the author’s hands. If not actually depicted, the polyscalarity of 
any representation has played itself out for the architect, away from that 
which is presented. The incessant adherence to a particular scale by the 
architect is an excellent example of a case of production, where the process 
of consumption is pre-determined. 

Polyscalarity is eschewed in favor of fixity, thus occluding difference. 
The very act of generating scaled drawings through orthographic projections 
is at issue here. That there is a mathematical relationship established 
between a plan and an elevation, which is derivative and self-referential, 
and is thus not particularly different from, say, a theorem, should be a 
red flag. Geographers Doreen Massey, Gillian Rose, Liz Bondi, et al.,  have 
favorably brought up polyscalarity as a “paradoxical space”, one where social 
relations are stretched over space, allowing space to be seen in flux inclusive 
of breaks and fractures (Bondi and Davidson 2005, 16–31). Whether in the 
drawings here, or orthographic drawings in general, this very difference—
and potential—is what is discarded to promote a geometric authenticity. 
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Alternate representational techniques find themselves abandoned in lieu 
of the marked ubiquity and sanctity of the drawing first and foremost, and 
thereafter, by extension, the sanctity of the author. That the act of scaled 
drawing is self-referential, i.e., the drawing refers not just to its own internal 
logic, but the logos of the entire corpus of orthographic representation 
is a key aspect because we locate the Self in the drawing through other 
such drawings. In other words, we give up the “Other” to locate the Self in 
a putatively honest, objective, and indisputable framework of architectural 
representations. 
We teach exclusion and authority, through the act of architectural 
representation, a world in which we shall narrate and represent.

What do we draw? 

Tim Ingold (2013, 129) proposes that, “drawing that tells, describes a 
line—it is a graphic act—but that line is descriptive of nothing but itself. It 
is, however, transformative (my emphasis). It transforms the draughtsman, 
in making the work, and it transforms those who follow, in looking, with it.” 
Each instance of making a drawing not only irrevocably changes its author, 
but it also firmly situates the author’s body within and without the drawing. 
It has an affective relationship with the author’s identity. We could interpret 
this act of drawing as a form of citation, especially borrowing from Judith 
Butler’s (1993, xxi-xxiv) “performativity as citationality” through which gender 
is performed by situating the body within the material-being. Here, of the 
drawing. We do this through literal (signing the drawing) and figurative 
ways (by allowing our drawings to “naturally” belong to a corpus of other 
such drawings.) Thus, if the body—transformed and transfixed—is so deeply 
implicated in the drawing, what is the gender of this body?

Gender, we recognize, is hardly a stable category. It is constantly 
performed and reaffirmed. The body is always already located within 
a heterosexual matrix, through which identity is constructed through 
simultaneous acts of imprinting and abjection. The irony of the fact, that 
these are the very processes that inform architectural drawing, is not lost 
here. By occupying the space of a drawing, through acts of scaling, filtering, 
etc., we, thus, exercise various forms of control, through which architectural 
identity emerges out of the creation of what Henri Lefebvre (1991, 286-287) 
describes as “the phallic formant”, that is, a space which…

“…cannot be completely evacuated nor entirely filled with mere 
images or transitional objects. It demands a truly full object—an objectal 
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‘absolute’. So much, at least, it contributes.  Metaphorically, it symbolizes 
force, male fertility, masculine violence. Here again the part is taken for 
the whole; phallic brutality does not remain abstract, for it is the brutality 
of political power, of the means of constraint: police, army, bureaucracy. 
Phallic erectility bestows a special status on the perpendicular, proclaiming 
phallocracy as the orientation of space, as the goal of the process—at once 
metaphoric and metonymic—which instigates this facet of spatial practice.” 

The act of drawing exemplifies this, not only through the very fact 
of it being a Cartesian grid, but standing as it does for control, and even a 
specific kind of brutality which hinges itself on erasure through the act 
of filtering and appropriating. However, recognizing this brutality, as well 
as our own implicated-ness in it, is difficult, given its operation through a 
locus of power based on sameness and the normative. So deeply ingrained 
is the belief that drawings are objective and honest that we rarely question 
their working, much less their affective relationship with their maker. 
Dorothea Olkowski (1999, 5) states, “fixed and knowable nature, guarantees 
the hierarchical order and grounds representation and truth”. Extending 
this notion to drawings, then, truth or the objective, supposedly latent in 
architectural representations, remains accessed and perpetuated by the 
architect solely. It is in their combined self-belief in both the universal (the 
act/object of drawing) and the individual (the author of the drawing), that 
drawings are oriented toward claiming the truth. That is, the act/object 
and the author are both rendered objective.  Objectivity, in itself, is rather 
problematic. Bringing to Catherine McKinnon (1989–97), who argues that, 

“Objectivity as a stance toward the world erects two tests to which 
its method must conform: distance and aperspectivity (my emphasis). To 
perceive reality accurately, one must be distant from what one is looking at 
and view it from no place and at no time in particular, hence from all places 
and times.” 

The observer presumes they are no longer part of the process, 
while also assuming that they are essential to the object and not merely 
incidental to it. It can be safely inferred that objectivity itself hinges on an 
omnipresence and omnipotence—both processes inform architectural 
representation. Richard McCormick (2001, 47 as cited in Heynan and Bayder 
2005, 3) argues that, “the gender of the subject who seemingly produced 
it, the subject it glorified and to whom it was addressed, was obviously, 
explicitly, indeed defensively masculine”, making the case the architect, the 
content, as well as the audience, is rendered masculine. 

In essence, the maker of the drawing is actually posited as a God-like 
figure: superior, active, in charge of creation, all-seeing, all-knowing, the 
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possessor of distanced, aperspective and objective gaze, a masculine gaze, 
the holder of the view, the holder of knowledge, and subsequently power? 
Coming full circle, objectivity predicated on distance and aperspectivity, 
produces a kind of homogeneity, while actively occluding difference, and 
becomes a masculine act, irrespective of the biological sex of the author/
maker of the drawing, as we see with de Silva and Le Corbusier. If anything, 
the sex of the author gets restricted to being a weak protest against the 
cultural hegemony of architectural representations. 

It, thus, becomes pertinent to return to Butler’s heterosexual Matrix, 
wherein both gender and sex precede the body. She (ibid., 3) argues that,

“The matter from which the speaking subject draws nourishment 
in order to produce itself, to reproduce itself; the scenography that makes 
representation feasible, representation as defined in philosophy, that is 
the architectonics of its theatre, its framing in space-time, its geometric 
organization, its props, its actors, their respective positions, their dialogues, 
indeed their tragic relationships, without over-looking the mirror, most often 
hidden, that allows the logos, the subject to reduplicate itself, to reflect itself 
by itself.”   

This allows us to pull into focus the relationship between 
architectural subjectivity and the architectural drawing, the former drawing 
from, instead of merely “giving” to the latter. The disciplinary scenography, 
already gendered, gives figurative space for the architectural-being to 
emerge. Predicated on miming control and authoritarianism, the phallus 
belongs less to the man, and more to the architect, though enshrined within 
and without the temple of drawing. 

Thus, perhaps, it is finally time that we recognize that we have 
been drawing the wrong lines. We have been looking to define architectural 
representation through the aegis of truth and objectivity, all the while 
encouraging appropriation and complete authoritarian control through 
the very use of drawing sheets upon which we place scaled graphical 
inscriptions. We have been continuously producing masculine / male 
architects, even if the biological sex of the architect differs. The orthographic 
architectural drawing has been an unrivaled champion of this. We are, in 
effect, architecturally drawing our own homogenously gendered bodies. 

Notes

iIn my final year of architectural undergraduate studies, I sought to design 
an “emancipatory” intervention at G.B. Road, better recognized as Delhi’s Red Light 
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District. I do not deny my hubris here, one that flew out of the window, the moment 
I was, quite literally, thrown out of a brothel to be studied. Subsequently, I spent 
the next three months perched atop the stoop of a small MCD school situated at 
the geographic center of G.B. Road. As I gradually became a fixture there, many 
conversations—of desires, achievements, and travails—unfolded with the women 
and children who inhabited the brothels. It was impossible to not be moved and 
affected. These conversations became my evidence to raise an (architectural) battle 
cry for sensitive interventions. Today, I acknowledge that these are tall claims, for all 
I was to, physically, produce was a set of architectural representations: a series of 
lines and text, scaled to fit on a sheet. Representations which everyone would treat 
like the building itself (Chatterjee 2011).  Yet as I designed, I found to my utter dismay 
that the complexity of these narratives seemed to disappear in the familiarity of lines 
running across my drawing sheets. For someone who not only believed in drawings, 
but had been socialized into them from childhood, this was debilitating. Somehow, 
the materiality of the representation just could not include the immateriality of 
the (women’s) representations. How had the act of drawing failed me, a “me” that 
was almost an architect, but also part of a legacy of architecture, which had been 
evolving for the last 500 years, with drawing as its centerpiece and centerfold, a way to 
objectively communicate an idea or a narrative?

iiI examine design drawings, as these provide the most amount of control and 
authorship for its makers, unlike the subsequent sets of construction documents.    

iiiMinnette de Silva is an interesting figure, as she self-styled herself as the 
first South Asian woman architect.  She trained at J.J. School of Art and Architecture, 
Mumbai, and the Architectural Association, London. She was also keenly involved in 
the Congrès Internationaux d’Architecture Modern (CIAM).  Further, she is remarkable, 
in that unlike many of her (masculine) peers who left behind manifestos, her legacy 
comes to us in the form of an autobiography. The autobiography itself reads like a 
chronicle, formally split into two sections, the first which covers “life” and the second 
which covers her “work”.
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Building and navigating an academic career in the United States and 
India as a queer feminist with caste privilege, the concept of survival for me 
has been both personal and collective, which is to say, at once structured 
around the notion of queer personhood and accountable to shared voices 
that make this intellectual life possible. In her 1978 poem “A Litany for 
Survival,” Black feminist lesbian poet and activist Audre Lorde positions the 
concept of survival as an imperative to keep alive the legacy and promise of 
queer Black futurities; an imperative to refuse the notion of safety in a racist, 
sexist, and queerphobic system; an imperative “to speak / remembering we 
were never meant to survive” (Lorde 1978, 31). Lorde writes, “For those of us / 
who were imprinted with fear / like a faint line in the center of our foreheads 
/ learning to be afraid with our mother’s milk / for by this weapon / this 
illusion of some safety to be found / the heavy-footed hoped to silence us / 
For all of us / this instant and this triumph / We were never meant to survive.” 
Survival as praxis [framing and emphasis mine].

In the last decade, Audre Lorde’s poem and writings on Black queer 
feminism have traveled with me through academic programs, institutions, 
cultures, and some of the most intimate spaces along that spectrum—my 
connections to people and collectives. In this paper, I will discuss these 
affirming connections in the context of pedagogy, centering three micro-
narratives of learning and teaching in architecture and the interdisciplinary 
humanities that embody my praxis of survival.

The first of these formations was a classroom in Detroit when I was 
still in the United States and before my enforced sabbatical to India. The 
second of these formations is an ongoing transnational collective emerging 
from chosen kinships in anti-colonial digital humanities practice from within 
and across the territories of India and territories that are colonially called 
Canada. And, the third of these formations is a current academic studio in 
Kerala, orienting me to thinking with people to whom it matters less where I 
come from and more how I show up. Each formation is an act of resistance, 
positioned at the intersections of place, power, and politics, furthering 

Queer Disclosures, Queer Refusals: Notes on Survival 
Praxis in Architecture and Academia
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new conceptions of queer feminist personhood for me and shaping new 
understandings of the labor required to survive the dominance of historically 
white, upper caste, heteronormative, and cis-male academic discourse. Each 
of these formations is also a praxis: on the one hand, a liberatory action of 
naming and changing reality through theoretically reflective awareness 
(Freire 1970, 1973) and on the other hand, a project of naming self and 
building selfhood (Lorde 1977, 2007 and hooks 1989, 1994).

“What makes a garden radical?”—The Plot Beneath the Garden 

Around the middle of the Winter 2018 semester at the University 
of Michigan, I asked my students to respond to the question: what 
makes a garden radical? This assignment was part of my semester-long 
undergraduate seminar in interdisciplinary humanities at the College 
of Literature, Science, and the Arts (LSA) entitled, “The Plot Beneath the 
Garden.” The course was offered through my postdoctoral fellowship 
appointment at the University of Michigan Institute for the Humanities. 
Etymologically, the noun “radical” comes from the Latin word “radix,” 
meaning “root,” something core and fundamental, but also deep and 
transformative, pertaining to growth and change. In this course, the students 
and I had partnered with Jerry Hebron and members of the Oakland 
Avenue Urban Farm (2000–present) in Detroit’s North End district to study 
their participatory processes of land stewardship, food production, and 
community development in everyday theory and urban history (Figure 1).

We engaged with our partners stories—distinct in race, class, 
and gender—and placed them in conversation with relevant theoretical 
and historical scholarship on space, politics, and justice. Using feminist 
frameworks and methodologies, students and I grappled with disparities 
in power and privilege, not just between genders but also between 
non-academic and academic groups. Our goal throughout the course 
was to understand inequalities built into engaged practices, to navigate 
institutional and community biographies, and to learn with forms of 
knowledge drawn from and connected to everyday life. Students were 
enrolled in this course from a range of disciplines: American Culture, Art and 
Design, Women’s Studies, Program in the Environment, as well as the natural 
sciences. There were first-generation students, non-traditional students from 
Detroit, students from metro Detroit, and those from outside of Michigan. 
Most students were juniors and seniors, but there were also upper-level 
freshmen, demonstrating a shared desire to build community as a class; to 
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build an equitable ground for knowledge production; and to build trust with 
each other and with our off-campus partners. 

 Following the writings of feminist urbanist Dolores Hayden in “The 
Power of Place” (1995) and on the politics of urban design, students and 
I discussed how our partners imagine the city for themselves and their 
communities, and the extent to which they are building an infrastructure 
to support those visions. By interconnecting lived insights and academic 
scholarship, students went past the rhetoric of community gardening as a 
harmonious imperative and examined how this practice might be social but 
also deeply historical, political, and complex. At its core, “The Plot Beneath 
the Garden” served as a space of reflection for students and an opportunity 
to critically engage the Smithsonian Institution’s “Community of Gardens” 
(2017) educational and digital archive. To sustain trust, we built upon the 
existing relationship between Oakland Avenue Farm and Akoaki, a Detroit-
based design practice founded by architect and University of Michigan 
professor Anya Sirota and her partner Jean Louis Farges. Perhaps, it was 
not surprising then that the politics and practices of care emerged as a 
consistent marker across student responses to the question: what makes a 

Figure 1: Field Engagements at Oakland Avenue Urban Farm, Detroit. Winter 2018.
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garden radical?
 Jointly, our radical refusals throughout the course involved never 

speaking for the community and ensuring that the Smithsonian project the 
class was engaging with was not merely a site to upload stories, but rather 
an archive to examine critically: how it’s made, who is it made for, whose 
stories are part of the project, whose stories might currently be missing from 
the archive, and why? By the end of the course, the students had gained 
enough awareness of our community partners’ lived spatial histories to not 
want to take away their right to access the site and upload narratives in their 
voice directly. Instead, we named and embraced our role as interlocutors 
between a national-level archive and conversations on the ground. 
Students co-wrote open-letters addressed to project archivists as their final 
assignment, where they incorporated the recorded stories of our community 
members and advocated for specific openings for wider and more equitable 
community engagement in policy and on the archive’s elected digital 
platform. 

 “What are you doing to make sure your kin, human and non-human, 
are free?”—Jacqueline Wernimont

My work in the digital humanities (DH) occupies the space between 
radical organizing and public scholarship. This specific formation of survival 
praxis is structured around a set of deeply collaborative teaching practices 
that critique the global histories of colonialism pervading contemporary 
technological and design discourses, including our increasingly surveilled 
learning environments and sites of extractive academic knowledge 
production. With friends and partners, Ashley Caranto Morford and Arun 
Jacob, I run a transnational anti-colonial digital humanities practice called 
“Pedagogy of the Digitally Oppressed” (2017–present). Ashley is a diasporic 
Pinay and British scholar-activist, currently finishing her PhD in English 
Literature and Book History at the University of Toronto. Arun Jacob is 
a diasporic Indian and Canadian media theorist with a background in 
Labor Studies, Cultural Studies, and Critical Theory, pursuing his PhD in 
Information Studies also at the University of Toronto. Together, we lead 
workshops, deliver talks, produce writings, and teach courses that focus on 
three interrelated framings: media archaeology; community-focused digital 
storytelling; and online public knowledge and writing (Morford, Jacob, Patel 
2019). Paulo Freire’s writings on the “Pedagogy of the Oppressed” (1970, 
1996) are foundational to the naming and structuring of our collective.



Avani Institute of Design 123

Kush Patel

The idea of integrating a Wikipedia project into my Winter 2020 
History of Architecture course on Modern India at Avani Institute of Design 
emerged from this work. The purposes and uses of Wikipedia in the 
classroom are multiple. From the integral role it can play in the design of 
undergraduate classroom assignments on sourcing tertiary information to 
the ways in which the platform might enable students to address gaps and 
accuracies in the published biographies of architects and projects, Wikipedia 
has immense pedagogy utility, but one that’s currently scant in architecture 
academia. Building the course with architect–academic Lori Brown’s “wikiD: 
Women, Wikipedia, and Design” (2015) initiative; media and architectural 
theorist Shannon Mattern’s “Wikipedia + Feminist Epistemology” (2015) 
writings; and poet, author, and activist Anasuya Sengupta’s work on 
“Decolonizing the Internet” (2018) allowed me to bring the individual 
practices of my scholarly allies into the classroom and orient a survey 
course on the histories of architecture and urbanism not only to postcolonial 
theories of modern India, but also an explicitly feminist DH praxis.

 Specifically, through a semester-long Wikipedia class project, 
students worked in groups to identify the omissions and gaps in Wiki 
biographies of women architects instrumental in shaping Indian modernity 
post-independence; edit existing Wiki pages; and where possible, propose 
entirely new biographical content on women and other underrepresented 
architectural historians whose scholarship constituted the syllabus and 
covered a range of architectural developments, namely: 1) the origins and 
movement of British colonialism in India; 2) questions and formations of 
architecture and post-independence; and 3) contemporary pluralities. 
Architectural historian Madhavi Desai’s co-authored publications on 
Architecture and Independence: The Search for Identity, India 1880 to 1980 
(1997) and recent work on Women Architects and Modernism in India: 
Narratives and Contemporary Practices (2017) were important texts of this 
course. Due to COVID-19 related campus closure and adjustments with both 
remote and online teaching, the course concluded on an abridged note, 
but with enough student encouragement to propose a new undergraduate 
Wikipedia Collaboratory at Avani for the following academic year.

 Such is the work of “Pedagogy of the Digitally Oppressed;” work 
as simultaneously grounded in kinship and collectivity and furthered 
through learning engagements and reciprocity. As co-participants of this 
teaching collaborative, Ashley, Arun, and I imagine, act, and reflect upon 
the processes and challenges of bringing into being the anti-colonial 
possibilities of digital research and pedagogy in higher education for a more 
affirming environment for humanists both inside and outside the academy 
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(Figure 2). Finally, to our ally and feminist historian Jacqueline Wernimont’s 
recent call to action at the 2019 Digital Humanities Summer Institute 
keynote, “What are you doing to make sure your kin, human and non-
human, are free?,” we add: “how might we sustain these critical questions in 
our kinship and scholarly networks and position ourselves as collaborators 
and mutual carers in anti-colonial world-transforming?” (Morford, Jacob, and 
Patel forthcoming).

“Who are we drawing for?”—Ashif Salim

 Right at the onset of my joining the faculty at Avani Institute of 
Design and in my role as the Monsoon 2019 semester-nine studio lead, 
there were three things that the studio team comprising colleagues Nimisha 
Hakkim, Mithun P. Basil, Vivek PP, and I agreed upon: 1) that this studio will 
move away from a formal and morphological approach to the practice of 

 Figure 2: Teaching Toward Activism Class Project, Critical Pedagogy and Digital Praxis 
in the Humanities Led by Dr Chris Friend, Digital Humanities Summer Institute. Summer 
2018.
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urban design, and toward a social and political pedagogy; 2) that the studio 
will embody a critique of top-down urban design expertise that often holds 
meaning only for the cultural and economic elite; and 3) that the course will 
serve as a pre-thesis studio, building students’ skills in project formulation 
and critical inquiry. This positioning, I felt, was in alignment with the 
semester nine “City and People” academic framework (2017) as well as my 
academic scholarship and background, opening up possibilities for anti-
colonial spatial critique and community-oriented practice. 

The studio was entitled, “Cities for Whom? Caring for Infrastructural 
Lives and Futures in Vizhinjam, Kerala.” I borrowed the term “infrastructural 
lives” from the writings of Stephen Graham and Colin McFarlane in their 
edited book entitled, “Infrastructural Lives: Urban Infrastructure in Context” 
(2010), where the authors describe it both as a concept and methodology to 
highlight the everyday experience and operations of urban infrastructures 
in relation to people and their lived realities in a given place. For me, 
infrastructural lives constituted a specific invitation to structure the studio 
around a series of reciprocal field- and studio-based team engagements 
that gave primary importance to thinking with the micro-urban histories and 
everyday lives of the fishing communities in Vizhinjam. 

Vizhinjam is a port community located towards the south of 
Trivandrum with a history of growth and displacement since the 1960s. 
Today, the livelihoods of these fisherfolks are under new uncertainties from 
the construction of another major project: The International Transshipment 
Terminal, currently being built near the villages of Madhipuram and 
Kottapuram towards the south. The studio was defined in terms of 
infrastructure—infrastructure as a concept and lived experience that 
embodies the everyday spaces of inhabitation as either colonized in or 
excluded from a given place. This form of structuring, in Dolores Hayden’s 
words, “assumes that every inhabitant is an active participant in the making 
of the city, not just one hero-designer; it is rooted in an aesthetic of nurturing 
and connection,” and by extension contestation (1995, 234–235). For us, 
therefore, “Cities for Whom? Caring for infrastructural Lives in Vizhinjam, 
Kerala,” was an honest struggle to draw attention to the spatial relationships 
and risks involving Vizhinjam’s fisherfolk, storytellers, and scholars; to each 
of their lived infrastructural connections to land and water; to understanding 
how these infrastructures touch the people in both visible and invisible ways. 

 Touch: it was only on the last day of our first field visit to Vizhinjam 
that I fully understood the meaning of this term for the studio. Every day, 
whether individually or in small groups, or pairs, the students would walk 
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the field, listen to people, to local sounds, sit with silence, observe, introduce 
themselves to the communities, listen again, draw, write where possible, 
take pictures of the landscapes where possible, listen, draw some more, 
observe, make diagrams, and arrive slowly but surely at our designated 
meeting point—the Vizhinjam plaza by the sea—for the end-of-the-day 
reflections. The afternoon sun had a way of draining us completely, but we 
returned to the touch of this mighty sea for some pause and direction. And it 
was during one of these meetings that a student Ashif Salim asked: “whose 
lives are we drawing for?” (Figure 3). That question for me embodied the 
essence of touch as feeling, or palpability that the students and I ultimately 
got to claim as the scale of both understanding and positioning ourselves in 
this context. 

 The initial engagements within the communities of Madhipuram 
and Kottapuram in Vizhinjam were revealing. For every two steps forward, 
the faculty took a step back to rethink how students might make visible 
the otherwise palpable infrastructures of access, equity, waste, economy, 
and climate change involving the local fisherfolk’s lived realities. Students 
struggled to engage spatially with these infrastructures and give them 

Figure 3: Studio as Critique, Collectivity, and Connection: Vizhinjam Harbor and 
Infrastructural Lives. Monsoon 2019.



Avani Institute of Design 127

Kush Patel

a visible form. Subsequently, and over a series of new skill-building 
assignments, however, students could see the importance of stories as 
materials of design to think with and to triangulate with official records and 
physical studies. Many of these stories and people ended up being centered 
in those very representations that the studio started with, evidencing the 
types of cooperation and conflict within a specific infrastructure, but equally, 
offering a context to hold oneself accountable in and through design. 

Depth, scale, and pacing mattered throughout this studio. The 
ongoing questions from students about who are we drawing for touched 
deep and brilliantly with the core questions of the study: Who are these 
developments for? And, how might architects’ narratives address the 
tensions between exclusionary plans and community life whilst also offering 
alternative visions of urbanism oriented towards socially just and connected 
futures? Over a period of four months, the studio produced insights into 
how these infrastructures are shaped by the people and in relation to the 
port project. Students working in groups developed critical transects, oral 
transcriptions, photo essays, individual poems, and a group song. During 
the final stage, students in pairs produced a set of spatial drawings and 
a corresponding set of process or policy documents to depict how their 
design processes might differ from convention or how they might sustain 
the proposals shared. Ultimately, both the studio and its participants stood 
transformed.

Survival as Praxis

It was a late June evening. I had submitted my course syllabi and 
sent out a set of draft guidelines for teaching the advanced studio at a yet-to-
inhabit academic institution. My ongoing collaborative projects were moving 
forward with the next set of reminders already written down in my notebook. 
I was packing to travel to Kerala. And my emotions were flowing. Having just 
moved from North America, I was getting ready to travel again and feeling 
nervous all at the same time about what this latest change might bring. But 
I was committed to one thing: to continue with my queer politics, critical 
pedagogy, and public scholarship efforts connected to collectives within and 
beyond architecture and academia. 

Moving, is what I wrote, 
with moving memories 

along moving landscapes 
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with deepened questions 
and guiding commitments 

with mother’s strength 
to honour feminist strengths

Moving (Patel 2019)

This paper is about the frontlines of a pedagogy and queer 
leadership praxis that views survival as an individual and collective 
imperative within, but not limited by, specific locations or institutions. As I 
conclude this paper, I find myself thinking with Audre Lorde’s poem, but also 
with queer writer and scholar Keguro Macharia’s readings of Lorde’s poem in 
centering individuals whose singular labors might never survive structural 
inequities both within and beyond academia (2017). Collectives matter. 
Collective movements matter. For me, the possibility of a transformational 
praxis lies in laying bare our social identities and their relationships to 
space and power and in being part of scholar-activist collectives that 
critique induced vulnerabilities born out of heteronormative and casteist 
patriarchies in a given place. I am interested in strategies and actions of 
mutual empowerment that enable me and my queer and feminist kin to 
name our circumstances and fight for greater visibility and inclusion in 
academic spaces. As I deepen my connections with people and networks in 
and through projects and pedagogies, I want to conclude this paper and the 
symposium with an invitation to extend these intersectional solidarities in 
directions useful for imagining new and emancipatory forms of leadership in 
and with “the community” lest the language of survival is co-opted to serve 
neoliberal objectives of academic-administrative power. 
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Introduction

I have been practising as a historian, educator, and designer in the 
field of historical and cultural preservation for almost a decade now. During 
these years, I have held various institutional positions, collaborated with a 
vast group of practitioners on different projects, and worked on self-initiated 
proposals. This paper critically looks at my own evolving practice and raises 
pertinent questions about my values, positions and approaches towards 
curating creative experiences for practices in cultural preservation.  

The call for abstracts for the research symposium on Gender 
and Academic Leadership in Architecture in India brought back many 
memories—both bitter and sweet. Issues related to gender inequity 
were already a part of my everyday life in a typical middle-class Gujarati 
household. However, I was taken by surprise to find that even design 
education—one of the most liberal disciplines—was not devoid of gender 
biases. It did not end there, and the relentless battle of fighting gendered 
perceptions continued through my internship, first job as a graduate, and 
even in the most prestigious institutional positions and responsibilities. 
My experiences of gender inequity and biases have had a significant 
impact on my practices and processes of creative engagement. Thus, 
my proposition for this forum is rooted in a personal pursuit of looking 
beyond the idea of mentioned or recognised gender stereotypes in design 
education and practice. What if design education was curated for working 
and learning as a collective? Would the community bear a gender identity, 
or rather how would the diversity of gender in such a collaboration impact 
the learning experience of individuals? What would be the significance of 
studying micro-contexts and the role of community-based engagements 
in creative pedagogies? The larger intention of this inquiry is to arrive at 
an understanding of feminist pedagogy for curating creative education in 
practices of cultural preservation, with a focus on Indian and South Asian 
contexts.

Curating Creative Experiences for Cultural Preservation: 
Understanding Feminist Pedagogy Through Community 
Engagement
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In this process, I also want to question and explain the need for 
“curation” as a methodological tool, along with the usual practices of 
teaching, instructing, delivering, and mentoring for future educators. 
However, due to paucity of time and my limited understanding of these 
subjects at this stage, I have limited this paper to a discourse on the 
development of a feminist pedagogy through community engagement 
exercises in curating creative experiences for practising cultural preservation.  

Body of Works

My questions found resonance in Julie Brown’s (1992, 59–60) paper, 
and I choose the following quote to contextualise my method of answering 
these inquiries further:

“If it is true that ‘feminism has always been committed not just 
to understanding but also to changing the position of women’, and that 
feminism is ‘intensely political’ (Nicholson 1989, 202), then I believe as 
feminist teachers, we must begin by transforming the educational system. 
Otherwise, we may fall under the attack of critics who charge that much 
rhetoric about education ‘is vacuous and little more than petty pieties? 
Ideas that lack connectedness to actions’ (Gaff 1983, xvi). I do not mean to 
suggest here that all feminist teachers should immediately adopt the above-
mentioned teaching strategies, but I am suggesting that it’s time more of us 
questioned the way we teach, and the way we ourselves were taught. We 
should gather more often in groups to discuss how our politics influence our 
policies.”

Hence, I have picked six initiatives to present and build my case to 
stress the need to explore different approaches to community engagement 
for creative learning. These projects cut across both teaching and 
curatorial practices, with an intention to blur the lines between these two 
methodologies as well as to suggest that they have been interchangeable 
acts.

1. Contesting Heritage was conceptualised and introduced as 
one of the open studios during the Srishti Postgraduate Interlude 2017 
(Srishti Institute 2017). In collaboration with Sreeparna Chattopadhyay 
and Srijan Sandip Mandal, this studio was curated to question the role 
of heritage practitioners in India today and its implications on practices of 
cultural preservation and management. The intention of this pedagogical 
model was to not limit the scope of emerging inquiries to immediate 
fields of association. This studio was a space for trans-disciplinary teams 
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of adult learners to interpret, critique, and respond to issues beyond the 
mainstream, such as subalternism, judiciary dominance, politics of the land, 
and sociability of measures taken to safeguard the individual or collective 
inheritance in India. Participating teams also had the liberty to choose 
from four contested sites in southern India: Hampi–Anegundi region, Jog 
Falls, Hasta Shilpa Village in Manipal, and Jew Town in Fort Kochi. Over the 
course of four weeks, the studio was programmed to allow for self-planned 
site visits, interaction with community members and local mentors on site, 
and short workshops were organised with diverse creative professionals—
theatre activists, conservation architects, performance artists, and urban 
historians to name a few. Final outputs of this engagement emerged in 
the form of films, masterplans, games, digital interfaces, and books. These 
were presented at two forums: the ICOMOS Global Assembly 2017 in New 
Delhi and the Srishti Postgraduate Interlude Students’ Conference 2017 
in Bengaluru, with an intention to generate dialogue across community 
leaders, academicians, practitioners, and other interested audiences.

2. In 2018, another community-based studio exercise was 

Figure 1: Teams present their responses and concerns to audiences at ICOMOS Global 
Assembly 2017 in New Delhi. Courtesy: Author
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Figure 2: Participants in conversation with the keynote speaker, Professor Miki Desai, at 
the Srishti Postgraduate Interlude Conference–2017. Courtesy: Vivek Vardhan

organised in Gulbarga, North Karnataka. This postgraduate studio practice, 
co-facilitated by Naveen Bagalkot at Srishti Institute of Art Design and 
Technology, was divided into two curricular units: (a) cultural and creative 
practices and (b) community interpretation and presentation. The students 
and faculty members stepped into the cultural landscapes of Gulbarga with 
utmost curiosity and ideas of co-learning. The students were encouraged to 
develop their own contextual inquiries, cultivate an empathetic approach 
to local situations, and to ensure ethical engagement with community 
members. One of the participants and a student of Master of Design in 
Heritage Design Planning and Management, Ananta Dutta, chose to study 
the narrative of arts and crafts of Gulbarga as a potential tool to enhance 
tourism in that region. Her project started with the geographical mapping 
of cultural practices and their interrelationships, and it eventually led to 
a design proposal for curated experiential walks to discover the citywide 
networks of the arts and crafts community in Gulbarga. Later, this project 
also extended into a summer internship—a Sahapedia–UNESCO Chair 
collaborative—where we all worked together with local stakeholders to 
develop the proposed cultural trails using ethnographic studies and walk-
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Figure 3: Ananta Dutta speaks to local craftsmen at a workshop in Gulbarga. Courtesy: 
Ananta Dutta

Figure 4: The final representation of the arts and crafts trail in Gulbarga, as proposed at 
the end of the collaboration. Courtesy: Ananta Dutta
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Figure 5: Interns sift through the archival material and map the content at the TKT office 
in Anegundi. Courtesy: Indira Prasad

designing tools. Ananta also presented this work at the second edition of the 
International Conference on Heritage Management Education and Practice 
hosted by Ahmedabad University in 2018.

3. The next project started as a consultancy in 2018 for the Kishkinda 
Trust (TKT), which is based in Hampi-Anegundi. In collaboration with Shama 
Pawar, the founder director of the organization, the interns and we set up a 
process for community-led archiving in order to account for public history 
and inhabitant’s association with their heritage and histories. TKT, the 
regional INTACH chapter, Hampi University, and other local organizations/
individuals have been supporting extensive research and documentation 
in that region, even before UNESCO’s World Heritage Site recognition of 
Hampi Archaeological Site in 1986. Along with that, TKT has been engaged 
in activities of community empowerment, capacity building, restoration 
projects, and other initiatives for socio-cultural development. Over a period 
of six to nine months and two internship programmes, the intention was 
to collate and archive all forms of material that spoke of these diverse 
initiatives and make it available for future reference.  Unlike the approach at 
CEPT Archives, wherein we were able to categorize and structure the archive 
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based on a few pre-set parameters, we struggled to get the information 
architecture for the archive in place. As Shama would constantly keep 
pointing out that “community-based engagements are way more integrated 
and constantly evolving,” and hence we needed to think innovatively. 

During the second phase of this project, we planned to bring 
in the different voices of local inhabitants and communities towards 
the identification of archival materials, as well as filling the voids in the 
information about various cultural initiatives. First, we started conducting 
interviews with community members who have been associated with the 
TKT and its initiatives across the region. Then, I planned and facilitated 
a 15-day workshop on ethnographic studies and communication for 
postgraduate students of public space design, heritage design, and urban 
design courses. The intention was to conduct oral history recordings 
and visual mapping exercises and engage with the lived experiences of 
indigenous communities residing in Hampi–Anegundi region. The student 
groups interacted with their respective communities—agriculturalists, 
vernacular craftsmen, folk art performers and Banjaras (nomadic 
community)—for over a week. After initial contact was established, 
the students were expected to proceed on their own ways, meet other 
members of the same community, trace newer contacts, visit nearby 
places or workplaces of their interviewees, work their way around linguistic 
limitations, and explore creative ways of engaging with the community. 

Figure 6: The family of folk-art performers share their stories with teams of students 
through an impromptu enactment at their residence. Courtesy: Author



Avani Institute of Design 137

Ishita Shah

Figure 7: A student records the processes prior to formal performances by Hagalu 
Veshagaras (folk-art performers). Courtesy: Author

The outcome of this workshop was seen to be beyond the usual ways of 
documentation in terms of post-production of the content, mapping and 
interpretation leading to narrative building exercises and creation of a digital 
archive of resources (Digital Archives of Narratives 2019).

4.Last year, I facilitated a similar workshop on the methodology 
of oral history recording, curated for the focus area of heritage studies, in 
collaboration with INTACH, Bengaluru (2019). The difference here was in 
the form and nature of participation. This four-day workshop was open to 
people from all walks of life residing in Bengaluru and willing to travel to 
Srirangapatna for an on-site learning experience. The intention was to not 
only generate research material for the ongoing dossier work on the World 
Heritage Site nomination of Srirangapatna, but also to build capacities 
in interested participants to work with INTACH on this project after the 
workshop. The first two days were curated to engage the participants in 
passive exercises such as questionnaire building, reviewing oral history 
recordings, practice runs, and conversations on ethics in research, 
which were conducted in a studio space and without the presence of 
community members. The following two days were spent on site, meeting 
and interviewing a wide range of local residents such as gulkand (sweet 
preserve of rose petals) sellers, wooden-cart makers, barbers, priests, 
cow herders, tourists, and pilgrims. Although most of the contacts were 
established prior to the visit, because of it being a festival time, many of 
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the community members could not manage the time to meet or speak with 
us. So, the participants were encouraged to make their own arrangements 
to meet other local residents, identify probable interviewees, and continue 
recording, keeping the focus of the project uncompromised. On-site 
discussions, course corrections, and interactive sharing sessions were 
scheduled to overcome such uncertainties so that the cohort can continue 
documenting the lived experiences of the local inhabitants of the historical 
city of Srirangapatna. 

5. The last two projects—currently in progress—focus on developing 
community engagement in cityscapes or urban settings. Collaborating 
with Biome Environmental Solutions Pvt. Ltd. for archiving and publication 
(2019), our intention is to interpret and disseminate information about 
their work as a series of shared experiential narratives (rather than creating 
another architectural monograph or a coffee-table book). In this pursuit, 
we have spoken to more than 30 clients about their journeys with Biome, 
recorded the stories of architects, contractors, masons, and other key 
members, and utilised the projects to document their lived experiences. 
The conversations have automatically evolved from merely being a design 
discussion to foster values, relationships, and way of living. These narratives 
then paved the way for understanding the changes in social systems, the 
impact of land politics, or addressing ecological issues by emphasising 
on architecture as a process. Simultaneously, the act of archiving is being 

Figure 8: Participants interact with a horse cart maker at his workshop in Srirangapatna. 
Courtesy: Author
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Figure 9: The archiving team in conversation with a Biome client who is also the founder 
of the school, Promise Centre, in Bengaluru. Courtesy: Author

Figure 10: Oral history recording of the founder-director, Chitra Vishwanath, at her 
residence. Courtesy: Umaija Deshmukh
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carried out using tools like cataloguing the data, record management, and 
designing dissemination strategies. However, the documentation of voices 
and stories has had its implication on the structuring of the archival data as 
well as on the form of the final publication.  

6. Simultaneously, I have also been co-curating a platform for 
generating critical conversations in the public domain hosted by The 
Courtyard in Bengaluru. In collaboration with Rahul Bisht at Design-ed 
Dialogues (2019), we create every curatorial to include cultural issues and/
or community-based practices every month, usually derived from the 
previous dialogue in the series, and invite speakers with alternative practices 
to share their experiences and engage with the public at large. In such a 
non-institutional setup, we have had many surprises, such as practitioners 
speaking about failed projects, psychologists or IT professionals joining the 
audience, and impromptu collaborations between participants. Following a 
year-long season of healthy dialoguing, we are now moving into a space for 
more active participation from the community members. We are hoping that 
Design-ed Dialogues will become a platform for citizens to come together 
and respond to their immediate issues in collaboration with institutional and 
independent participants.  

Figure 11: The experiences of Zareena, a woman mason, being recorded at a Biome 
project site. Courtesy: Vidushi Gupta
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These six experiences speak of the different ways in which my 
practice has shaped over the past few years. The threads connecting 
those experiences to this forum are the need to emphasise the value of 
constructive and critical conversations across different community groups. 
One of the outcomes of these involvements has been the success in 
facilitating community engagement beyond the confines of a geographical 
affinity or group that identifies itself by a certain gender or ethnicity. Also, the 
idea of conversation is not limited to verbal exchange but allows for creative 
interpretations and explorations. 

Way forward

Reflecting on these approaches, I rephrase my inquiries: What is a 
feminist pedagogy? How does it ensure creative education and practice, 
particularly in the context of India? Would community engagement be a 
parameter to recognise a practice as feminist? In this quest, Renee Sandell’s 
(1991, 182–183) comment on Maher’s writings about feminist pedagogy 
can be interpreted as a suggestion towards designing an ecosystem or 

Figure 12: A participant of Design-ed Dialogues #6 addresses the audience with her 
concerns and ideas about the future of classrooms. Courtesy: Arjun Krishna
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a collective for learning environments and thus, helps me evaluate my 
evolving approaches.

 “According to feminist theories of pedagogy, there are a variety of 
ways in which teachers can help empower students within the classroom. 
One important way would be to utilise the self as a subject, legitimising 
an assortment of hitherto unexamined topics and experiences. Another 
approach would involve having students become ‘experts’ by using the 
notion ‘the self-as-inquirer’. In this way, more often than in other teaching 
methods, teachers would ask students ‘not only to answer questions but 
to pose them; to become creators and constructors, as well as learners, of 
knowledge’ (Maher 1985, 42). Viewing students as subjects and inquirers 
would, however, require teachers to revise course structures, such as the 
academic lecture format, in order to maximise student participation in 
the discussion. The teacher, functioning as a ‘simultaneous translator’, 
interprets multiple perspectives and operates as both a facilitator and a 
communicative model for students to emulate.”

It has been a slow process of realisation that approaches like 
deinstitutionalisation of the classroom, subverting popular histories, making 
room for diverse and overshadowed voices in a cultural narrative, facilitating 
learning through embodied experiences, and insistence on conversation-

Figure 13: The final slide of the presentation made, proposing a continued engagement 
across different community groups. Courtesy: Author
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making are some clear markers of my practice leaning towards a feminist 
approach. There is also a need to emphasise on the systemic caste issues, 
age biases, and taboos surrounding sexuality that have seeped into the 
classrooms. Thus, it feels important to move beyond the individual learner 
and develop a more fluid but contextual framework around feminist 
pedagogy for community-based engagements. The understanding emergent 
from the lived experiences of communities would then reveal the creative 
possibilities for making diverse, context-responsive collectives. Such 
collectives will not only continue to evolve in its structure but also its value 
systems, with changing situations in micro-contexts of India and other South 
Asian countries.

This proposition needs to be critically investigated further for terms 
of negotiation and navigation across different knowledge systems, catering 
to the requirements of non-traditional learners, the interpretation of different 
language systems and social values, and impact of local politics on such 
a framework. While I continue to probe further in these directions, I would 
like to close this paper by voicing my fear about the changing times: These 
ideas are from the pre-Covid-19 era, and now that social cohesion is badly 
hit by the pandemic, one wonders how community-based engagement will 
transform over the coming months.  
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Melding Matter—Feminist Ecologies for Architectural 
Thinking

This essay foregrounds the need for intersectional scholarship 
in relation to architecture and ideates that through demonstration of 
feminist ecologies in architectural studio teaching. It discusses how using 
feminist understandings of materialism—that go beyond the social and 
economic context for architecture—actively integrate the processes of 
making architecture. The method has been developed as part of a series of 
undergraduate architectural studios titled Terrain Vague Bricolage, which 
I have been conducting since 2018 at CEPT University, Ahmedabad, India. 
These studios develop proposals for ecologically fragile sites, urban in 
nature, and made fragile due to their post-industrial abandonment. Building 
on posthumanist feminist-scientist Donna Haraway’s “cyborg” (2016, first 
published in 1985)—a blending of organism and machine that rejects 
binaries and segregations; the studios develop cyborgian architectural 
responses which embrace processes of decay as aesthetic and ecological. 
The studios further treat the ruin as living matter that has the agency to 
prolong its own sustenance. If nature is ruination, culture might be that 
which is ruined. The cyborg sits at the border of the dualities of nature 
versus culture in the traditionalist approach. It asserts its responsibility in 
blurring the identity of either side, morphing the two into a whole. Discussed 
here is the latest in the studio series that proposes an architectural design 
for a Herbarium in an abandoned basalt quarry at Champaner, Gujarat. A 
herbarium is a place for research on flora and a repository for bio-resource 
information and plant specimens of the region. Here, it is proposed as a 
geological or a biological growth from within the site and not a structure 
placed on it. The title of the studio—Terrain Vague—refers to abandoned 
areas or unproductive spaces, the limits of which remain undefined. 
Professor of Architectural Composition Ignasi de Sola-Morales Rubio defines 
terrain vague as “non-design,” yet being powerful in its ability to theorize on 
the margins of the otherwise ordered world. In that sense, the actions of an 
architect; such as imposing of limits, order, and form; somewhat become 
contradictory to the unstructured nature of such spaces (Rubio 1995, 122).
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Bricolage is a thinking method that occupies a disruptive position 
of using trash and deadness to form beauty. It allows for heterogeneity, 
emphasizing the relationship between forms rather than the autonomy 
of parts. It is a process of superimposition and synthesis. It is a vehicle for 
constructing order through intentional assembly and disruption. Quarries 
are a reflection of the ceaseless exploitation of natural resources using 
violent methods such as dynamiting to the extent that the landscape 
becomes distressed. Abandoned quarry sites form a large part of the 
urban and suburban spaces in Gujarat. Such landscapes offer a renewed 
opportunity to put back the ecological process in order by landscape 
reshaping, which is favorable for the ecosystem, local economy, and 
improvement of people’s living standards. In that definition, post-industrial 
landscape has the potential of making us reflect upon the fluid and porous 
distinction between value and waste. It offers an opportunity to assemble 
new spatial meanings from found objects of abandoned quarries by 
bricolage—piece-by-piece building a whole. Anthropologist Claude Levi-

Figure 1: Bricolage of Abandoned Basalt Quarry at Champaner. Prepared by Chirag 
Meghani. Studio Bricolage. Spring 2019.
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Figure 2: Mapping conditions of hybridity, vacancy, and spatiality. Spring 2019.

Strauss equates “bricolage on the technical plane to mythical reflection 
[which] can reach brilliant unforeseen results on the intellectual plane.” He 
further describes a bricoleur as someone who “works with [their] hands and 
uses devious means compared to those of a craftsman” (Levi-Strauss 1962, 
16-17). Architectural design, thus, becomes the domain of the bricoleur 
who creates a structure by means of environment and materials at hand, 
re-purposing them for uses and in ways beyond what they were originally 
meant for. The studio method—bricolage—acknowledges the abandoned 
quarry as a space that presents a tactile and a layered spatiality. The tactility 
here manifests in the geological composition of the site—majorly basalt. 
The layered spatiality of the site assembles itself in the form of ruination to 
persist alongside its own renewal. Seeking to assemble new spatial forms 
using basalt—and its hybrids as construction elements—into adaptable 
building systems that facilitate the renewal of site becomes a method in 
bricolage. Studio does not limit itself to the basalt found on site but also 
uses basalt hybrids available in the market, which may have been produced 
from basalt quarried elsewhere.
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The first step to Bricolage, here, is Mapping Redundancies. This 
evaluates ways in which an abandoned quarry site rejuvenates itself by 
identifying those conditions of ruination and fracture that have adapted 
themselves to become conditions for renewal and stabilization (Figure 
1). Redundancy, thus, is mapped through hybridity, vacancy, and spatial 
systems formed by fractured basalt. This is done to identify how seemingly 
incongruent materials and conditions start to form symbiotic existences; this 
is done to identify those factors the absence of which have led to landscape 
distress; and this is done to identify how space—in terms of surfaces and 
edges—gets created because of a stone breaking along its line of structural 
weakness (Figure 2). 

The aim of mapping is not to quantify but to define fragility, and, 
thereby, define the terrain vague of the site by illustrating those agencies on-
site that lead to adaptability for survival. The absence or presence of binding 
forces, and evidence of consolidation and sedimentation are mapped. 
Decay in organic matter, fractures in stone, the coexistence of igneous and 
sedimentary rocks, and the presence of emerging vegetation in cracks of the 

 Figure 3: Mapping conditions of vegetal textures, and fragility. Monsoon 2019.
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Figure 4: Basalt study. Monsoon 2019.

cliff are mapped. The directions and orientations of various material forces 
that disintegrate the site, such as water / wind / weight / gravity / topography 
are understood (Figure 3). 

Mapping Redundancies invokes Sara Ahmed’s spatializing of 
corporal objects phenomenologically. If the usability of an object is 
disturbed, then the object is seen for its own sake—meaning, as if devoid of 
its histories (Ahmed 2006, 26). If a site—such as an abandoned quarry—fails 
to do the work for which it was intended, it implies that the site may be 
ready for new usability that will respond to new intentionalities. Because the 
users of the site change significantly over time, that failure resides in people, 
in their distance from history, and hence in their incapability to live the 
original intended action. The recognition of this failure can help in creating 
sympathetic strategies for such terrain vague sites, where the intention can 
be to let go of the past and to enable appreciation of the present for what 
is at hand. Such mappings reveal the post-industrial site as a resource 
offering a precedent of adaptable systems that can be appropriated into 
architectural thinking. They further help to materialize the argument for 
an architectural design intervention, whether through hybrid materials; or 
through locations that acknowledge, engage, or highlight site-vulnerability. 

The second step to Bricolage is Quarry Catalog. Here, the studio 
undertakes basic experiments to create material compositions for a 
structural wall that would allow vegetal growth—using basalt, perlite, and 
cement in varying proportions and conditions. Basalt has an ability to thrive 
microorganisms when in contact with water, acts as a fertilizer in powder 
form, has compressive properties in aggregate form, and tensile properties 
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in fiber or rebar form (Figure 4). Studio explores some of these properties to 
evolve architectural solutions for the herbarium. 

The presence of water, and the specificity and proximity of the 
ground condition of the site is a non-negotiable design factor in the studio. 
Proximity invokes Ahmed’s articulation of the corporal experiences of the 
environment and translates as valorizing the absence of a horizon line.i To 
design with the proximity of the terrain and with the materiality of the hybrid 
is a conscious move—away from the distanced object-oriented, Cartesian 
format of architectural thinking. This feminist valorization subverts the 
privileging of the visual in the dominant architectural discourse; it subverts 
the privileging of the permanence of built form and intends longevity and 
adaptability instead.

The studio has been able to demonstrate—to a certain extent—the 
various possibilities of reading terrain vague as a system of physical 
forces to offer an architectural expression by collating basalt hybrids with 
conditions of the terrain at a micro-level. Such a reading allows the architect 
to break down the site into a series of negotiations with these forces so as 
to accommodate a built form. For example, the fissures in the basalt hill 
caused due to dynamiting lead to a possibility of anchoring as well as 
carving out cave-like spaces. Similarly, a study of water-movement on the 
site allows for devising a possibility of not just water for the herbarium, but 
also a possibility to articulate an experience of water in the interiors (Figure 
5). The possibility of integrating cliffs as an interior wall or a roof that spans 
to emulate the lost section-line of the erstwhile hill is dependent on a close 
reading of the physical and structural properties of the quarried basalt hill. 
This process can be furthered with more sophisticated research facilities—
including collaborations with botanists and scientists. 

With its focus on materialism, the studio takes cognizance of 
pastoral community requirements located in the neighborhood by way of 
locating and integrating the grazing routes, and the effect of grazing on the 
immediate environment. Mapping the presence of fauna—including birds 
and bees—and their habitat pattern on the site has helped in positioning 
and locating a relevant architectural language. The possibility to collaborate 
with ornithologists and environmentalists would further enrich this process. 
The studio has invited environmentalists, ecologists, material experts, and 
landscape architects for interactive sessions. The studio has referred to 
several scientific publications by geologists to understand the way the fragile 
site worked, and how the stone performs under stress. However, inputs from 
botanists and geologists at various stages of the studio could have further 
improved the inquiry, and also distanced the supremacy of a product-
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oriented, form-based design output. 
Adopting this method, the studio has been able to foreground 

a distancing from architecture as an expression of power and imposed 
order—a distancing from the hubris of the genius architect—and instead, 
propose adaptability. The studio, thus, becomes a means to mediate 
conditions that induce several possibilities of sustenance rather than 
prescribe choreographed solutions. Thus, it aims to propose responses that 
challenge “the tradition of progress; the tradition of appropriation of nature 
as resource for production of culture” (Haraway 2016, 7), that has defined 
the agenda of modern architectural profession. In sharing my experience 
of using feminist-ecology methods that help foreground vacancy, hybridity, 
and renewal, I make a case for these—not simply as material terms—but 
as powerful transformative thinking tools that have the potential to change 
how students—and hence future architects—reflect upon and imagine 
spaces and constructions. The studio method is replicable with any material 
and not limited to basalt; it is replicable on distressed sites in the sense 
that it offers a language for the site to be read in its own specificity. To 
reiterate, this method foregrounds the proximity of the tactile terrain while 
acknowledging the absence of the horizon line and hence subverting the 

 Figure 5: Herbarium Design. Proposed by Sadik Agaria. Studio Bricolage. Monsoon 
2019.
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dominance of the visual in architectural discourse. This method in feminist 
ecologies goes beyond an architectural studio and finds relevance in other 
forms of practice. One such example is a site of architectural conservation. 
This method would facilitate the possibility of a historical site to 
acknowledge its vulnerability, and hence designing in such manner that the 
materiality of the past or the historical has the agency to adapt, to change, 
or to perish. To acknowledge the role of perishable materials is feminist, and 
not to aim for permanence or a return to any assumed celebrated, authentic 
moment of origination—which is arguably strongly patrimony-based, and 
hence patriarchal.
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Notes

i In making explicit the inevitability of a body’s situated-ness in space 
and time, Ahmed explains phenomenological concepts of intentionality, 
orientation, spatiality, and inhabitance that point to a significant way 
in which embodied knowledge about a site may be produced. Space 
acquires “direction” through how bodies inhabit it, just as bodies acquire 
direction through how they inhabit space. Direction only makes sense as a 
relationship between body and space (Ahmed, xxiv); thus, space, body, and 
direction are correlated. The body orientates itself by lining itself up with 
the direction of the space it inhabits. Orientation also enables a critique 
of the distinction between absolute space and relative space (i.e., location 
and position). The points of view closest to us enable us to take certain 
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directions, and things that reside on that line of direction become available 
to us. Through choice of a specific line of direction, other things remain or 
become out of reach. Thus, excluding things is also a consequence of us 
having taken certain lines of direction that became available to us.
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Unheard/Less-heard Voices That Shape Design Studios:
A Study Of Women Academic Architects In Kerala

The silent, unheard, less heard, and the loud

Women’s contribution to architecture has been heavily under-
documented across the world. Histories have archived very little “her-
stories” (Arnold 2002, 199). There is a strange invisibility in the canonical 
histories indicating a false notion that “women in architecture have no 
history” (ibid 199). The progress of the architecture profession requires 
acknowledgement of the academy that engages in the production of 
knowledge and development of discourse stressing the need to accept 
the contribution of how and what is being taught in architecture, as a 
quintessential element to steer the future of the architectural profession 
(Lange et al. 2017). Teaching architecture needs a radical reconfiguration. 
Pritzker Prize 2020 was significant in this regard, as it saw the architect 
duo Yvonne Farell and Shelley McNamara, two women awarded for their 
contribution to the industry as well as academia, their experience spanning 
more than 35 years each in architecture. The architects, in their combined 
statement, emphasised the role of academic practice in architecture. 
Teaching, for them is “a parallel reality and is a way of trying to distil our 
experiences and gift it to other generations coming along” (Farell and 
McNamara 2020).  

Unlike in the industry, the contribution of women in the architecture 
academia has further been marginalised and underrepresented, especially 
in countries like India where architecture as a profession developed only 
during the second half of the 20th century. It is rather painful to note that 
literature on women architects in academia even to this day, continues to be 
populated with prominent faces from the west, such as Denise Scott Brown, 
Christine Hawley, Beatrize Colomina, Jane Rendell et al. (Barac 2013), with 
certainly no room as yet built for women architects and academics from 
India to inhabit, let alone a “room of one’s own” (adopted from Virginia 
Woolf’s book with the same title) on their home turf. Madhavi Desai in 
Architecture in India: Women, Students, Culture, and Pedagogy observes that 
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the socio-cultural milieu of the country has certainly interfered with the 
participation and visibility of women in industry and academia (Desai 2014). 
While in the west, women academics have refuted the popular notion that 
the knowledge economy is not safe in the hands of women, by contributing, 
influencing, and reconfiguring the discipline (Barac 2013), a majority of 
their Indian counterparts have played a meek role—unacknowledged and 
inadequately represented by the profession while continuing to make their 
pedagogical contributions to the academia. This study is an attempt to 
go behind the veils of academy and make these unknown voices from the 
country heard. This exercise undertaken is a continuous attempt to overturn 
the second citizenship imposed on women in architectural academia. 
Perceived by the profession as mostly “teachers who never design or build”, 
there is an immediate need to expose this inequity and fallacy. 

In India, dominant patriarchal practices have placed restrictions 
on the role of women in the domains of knowledge such as architecture 
(Desai 2017). Furthermore, they have not been acknowledged to hold or 
contain deeper knowledge of such an industry to carry out the task of 
educating a generation of individuals. Jaimini Mehta (2006) in his essay on 
Architectural Education in India notes: “While the activity of architecture has 
been practised in India for centuries, its education was the responsibility of 
master craftsmen and passed along from one generation to another. The 
evolution of architecture as a profession is a relatively new phenomenon 
demanding a different educational approach and pedagogy;” his 
observation clearly reflects the nature and evolution of the profession in 
India. Amongst indigenous groups, women have always been builders 
who participated in the process of actual creation. In post-independence 
India, in keeping with the larger national socio-cultural ethos, architectural 
production as a profession remained the prerogative of men (Desai 2017). 
Although there are several women who have by-passed this cultural bias in 
the past, many continue to struggle to make a mark for themselves in the 
field (Raja and Nair 2019). Up until the late 1980s, women had established 
themselves in three broad roles in architecture: academic practitioners, 
practising architects with government institutions, and practising architects 
within private organisations. Only a very small percentage established their 
own firm. The late 1990s saw an increase in the participation of women in 
architecture, with more than 65% of students enrolled for the course being 
women (ibid 2019). In the past two decades, there has been an exponential 
growth in the number of architects graduating from schools of architecture 
across the country. It is intriguing to note that tutors in these architecture 
schools (more than 70% of the staff) are mostly women (based on data 
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collected from colleagues). On the one hand, this scenario is encouraging, 
while on the other, these women who engage in architectural education are 
not celebrated architects unlike their industrial counterparts, but remain 
seldom known voices, who mould students towards a responsible future. 
Throughout their career in the academia, often debilitated by patriarchal 
norms, they negotiate with the system and society to build a niche for 
themselves in the profession.

Despite a large number of women in academia, especially in higher 
education across the world, the number of women in effective academic 
leadership positions are limited. Women encountering lower pays, fewer 
promotions, stereotyping of their design skills, and differences that grades 
discriminations have been reported from across the academia, and these 
discriminations remain universal (Stratigakos 2012). They continue to 
struggle to be accepted as equals. The statistics from India brought out by 
Tanusree Sarkar (n.d.) in her paper on Women and Academic Leadership in 
Higher Education is alarming. She notes that: “According to a report based 
on the study conducted by the UNESCO and Commonwealth secretariat 
on Women in Higher Education Management in India, women constitute 
only 7% professorships, 22% associate professorships, 38% assistant 
professorships, and 56% lectureships. At the university level, only 6% have 
women vice-chancellors, 21% have women senior administrators, and 10% 
have women principals in affiliated colleges. Similarly, there are only two 
women VCs out of 42 central universities, and out of 62 institutes of national 
importance including IITs there are only two women directors.” However, 
equating leadership with positions of power or attributing it to specific 
people and personalities may not yield the right perspective. Leadership 
could be defined as “process of influence often aimed at mobilising people 
towards change – for example, in values, attitudes, approaches, behaviours 
and ideologies” (Sinclair 2014, 19). Such a perspective helps to identify 
several leaders amongst academics who have played and continue to play 
critical leadership roles in bringing about a positive change in the academia 
and profession. Their voices may not be loud, but are less heard, and, are 
never silent or silenced. 

The trends have neither been very different for the higher education 
sector, in general, nor for architectural education in particular in the 
state of Kerala. At the time of writing, there are forty colleges offering the 
Bachelor of Architecture programme in Kerala, with an average enrolment 
ratio of male to female students at 35:65 (Raja and Nair 2019). When 
extrapolating from the national figures, there is a significant number of 
women in architectural practice (both academic and industry practice). 
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One is then left to wonder: Who are these women in academia? What do 
all these women do and how have they contributed to the landscape of 
architectural education? Mostly left unacknowledged by the profession 
for their labour in academia, many women academics adorn the roles of 
mentors, clerks, researchers, and thinkers of the academy; they engage in 
disruptive practices within academia as a negotiation of “space” within 
a patriarchal society. Architectural studios act as one of the sites for 
developing and practising effective discourse. The studio is a site where 
leadership is exercised by the academics at the middle and lower levels of 
organisation, who may not have much authority in the formal structure of 
the institution. The study, therefore, focuses on using architectural studios 
as a discursive tool to record their engagement with the academy and thus 
understand their contribution to critical spatial pedagogies. This project 
is envisaged as a repository of women in architecture academia in Kerala 
and their everyday struggles in the academy. These women specifically 
steer design studios and push academic boundaries of architectural design 
education. Inspired by ethnographic methods, the ongoing study (started 
in January 2020, foreseeing completion in January 2021) is a collection 
of stories of women in leadership roles (adopting Sinclar’s definition of 
leadership) from different architecture schools in Kerala. I have had the 
opportunity to know these women for several years in their capacities as my 
teachers, batchmates, juniors, seniors, friends, colleagues, and co-travellers. 
However, for this paper, I have selected only five voices out of the 25 cases 
(at the time of writing this paper) studied, and these are the voices of friends 
and colleagues whom I have known for more than three years. Apart from 
the endless conversations I have had with them, structured interviews 
were conducted to build this archive of voices. This paper was intended 
to be presented in the Gender and Academic Leadership symposium at 
Avani Institute of Design, in the format of three parallel narratives using the 
medium of moving images, verbal narrations, and performances in space. 
However, for the purpose of the restructured symposium and proceedings 
publication, I shall discuss the observations drawing directly on the voices 
of the study participants themselves. The conversations were in a mix of 
English and Malayalam. Translations are mine.

Story 1: Associate Professor with eight years of teaching 
experience

Architectural studios for me are testing grounds for new processes. 
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In my initial studios, products outweighed processes, but as the years 
passed, studios became process- and scholarship-driven. These studios are 
research-driven, and I consciously generate projects that question the norms 
in the architecture profession. I handle Semester II and Semester IX studios 
in which gender is located within the framework of ecology and politics. It is 
a way to engage with the people and place simultaneously. I consider these 
studios as laboratories where students engage in an effective co-learning 
through co-living. These studios also try to break the egocentric approach 
in architectural design to collaborative practices. Thus, the explorations 
of sculptural forms take a step back, and process evolves through student 
engagements. One such studio examined the role of human as a member of 
the ecological network of the city infrastructures. Students were divided into 
peer groups, and their designs were developed through constant dialogue 
between the group members. The responses to the problem brought out 
some of the best collaborative designs amongst them.  Sometimes, to the 
institution, I appear arrogant and unapproachable, I am a tough teacher and 
a mentor, but they (students and colleagues) say they have enjoyed working 
with me. I don’t think being in a leadership position is required to bring 
about a change. Taking leadership roles to extend the horizon of knowledge 
to students, engaging them in architectural discourse, and creating temporal 
disruptions to a rigid system is also an act of leadership. In that sense, I 
use studios as a tool to expand my leadership role, although I am only just 
another Associate Professor in the department.

Story 2: Assistant Professor with three years of teaching experience

As a practising architect, I developed an interest in urban research 
and continue to believe that “Architects are great surveyors.” This belief was 
reinforced in the studios and workshops that I designed. My disruption to 
the existing studio practice has been to translate my experience in industry 
into academia, wherein, studios became collaborative. I helped create 
benchmarking in the institution’s studio culture, thus carefully engaging in 
institution building. It has been my conscious attempt to instill a sense of 
ownership of the studio in the students through a critically designed dialogic 
process. During one session, we sat with the students and asked them to 
exchange their butter sheets. Once exchanged, they could complete their 
friend’s drawings without discussing with others. This generated a lot of 
interest amongst the students, and slowly the project became theirs. I am a 
“crippling perfectionist and a disciplinarian”, but teaching isn’t a job for me. 
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It is about knowing myself a little bit more through a deep engagement with 
others.

Story 3: Assistant Professor with seven years of teaching 
experience 

When I was a student, teachers used to say “Let boys coordinate 
the study, you need to be at the hostel by 6:30.” So, as a teacher, it has 
been my conscious effort to instill a sense of self-worth, dignity, and equal 
rights among the young women in my class. My exposure to the world of 
Multi-National Companies where I started my career as project coordinator, 
has helped me push the boundaries of my female students, and I insist 
vehemently on moving forward. I insist they undertake case studies even 
if the sites are located in remote corners of the country. In studios, I try to 
build perspectives to the design process, I insist on “looking beyond what 
your eyes meet” in the studios, to acknowledge unfamiliar but important 
practices that can shape designs. Being employed in a government college, 
I need to ensure that the process undertaken has an open and egalitarian 
approach. One of the biggest challenges for me is to engage students from 
multiple backgrounds: I have students who cannot afford a meal; there 
are ones who are rich with pocket money; there are members of the tribal 
community and also students who have international exposure. To bring 
all of them under one roof is challenging and studios are such terraces 
for co-habitation. Mutual support and respect for cultural differences are 
consciously attempted during discussions. Caring and handholding are 
enforced while also maintaining clarity about the need to have mutual 
support. There is a conscious effort to make studios spaces for the exchange 
of ideas between individuals from different socio-cultural backgrounds.

Story 4: Associate Professor with seven years  of teaching 
experience

In architecture school, I wasn’t acknowledged as a designer or an 
artist. I did not trust my capabilities until I started my practice. In architecture 
schools, you always carry your tags as your burdens—“the designer”, “the 
artist”, “the philosopher”, “the researcher”, and so on and so forth. So, when 
I became a teacher, I insisted that I shall not tag students and categorise 
them. Beyond the intellectual quality of a studio course work, I use studio 
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as a platform to reach out to the tougher students. I follow a give and take 
policy in the studios: they learn, and through them, I learn. I think one of the 
challenges of leading a studio is to manage the ego of the co-faculty. There 
are many instances in which male faculty members find it very difficult to 
work along with a female lead. Their superiority is often projected through 
the mentorship of their students. This is slightly unsettling for me. Academic 
leadership comes with compassion. Only a compassionate person can use 
the resources of their team wisely. This is often lacking in workplaces in 
general, and studios in particular.

Story 5: Professor and Head of the Department, more than ten years 
of experience

I started teaching after being in industrial practice for more than 16 
years. I never thought I would make a good teacher. But being a mother to 
a child of the same age group as my students and having had my personal 
struggles to comprehend life, I was able to reach out to struggling students 
and touch them. Many could open up with me, especially the ones who 
were tagged under-achievers. I think my contribution has been to bring 
students from the proverbial “backbench” of the classroom forward towards 
building their self-esteem and confidence. In studios, I maintain complete 
transparency while devising studio tactics. My studios emphasise clearly the 
need for good drawings and to deliver work on time. This can be achieved 
only through a 4D (discover, design, develop, and deploy) approach that 
insists on the management of time and delivering output. My background 
in design management helps me devise studio strategies based on 
individual skills. In my studios, there are no good or bad students. I insist on 
handholding, multiple level counselling, being approachable, and spending 
quality time. I am glad my students remember my studios not necessarily 
of the intellectual stimulus it gave them but the confidence they got to 
give their best. I am happy that students love me because they feel I am 
approachable and that I understand them like I understand my child.

Let us listen to the less heard voices

The narratives and conversations recalled here point towards 
different types of leadership roles assumed by academics through 
architectural studio as a means of practice. These women academics 
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are not necessarily in the role of sanctioned power but use educational, 
empowering, and nurturing effects (Sinclair 2014) to create effective changes 
to an existing system and its structures. Using non-prescriptive tactics that 
are rooted in humanitarian values, they challenge the existing notions 
of architectural studios in academies as power hubs that manufacture 
professional egocentric individuals. The machoism of the studios as 
places to produce competitive designs are replaced by values rooted in 
cooperation, mentorship, co-habitation, handholding, and peer-learning, 
thereby consciously steering architectural education towards a pedagogical 
shift. In Lila Athanasiadou’s words, these voices are a form of “feminist 
rethinking of pedagogy… radically reorienting attention from the form of the 
project to the entire, process-based assemblage of educator, student, and 
content.” (Lange et al. 2017, 95).

These approaches to transduction of knowledge are silent ruptures 
and disruptions that emerge from the educator’s personal experiences of 
having been students themselves. Many of them also draw inspirations 
from their mentors, or learnings from industrial practice, and are mostly 
driven by sheer passion for teaching and moulding the future generation 
of architecture professionals. Through this study, I encountered different 
types of academics whose styles of engagements may be broadly classified 
as, but not exclusively into, the jugglers, the determined change-makers, 
and the caregivers. The jugglers brilliantly juggle social and professional 
life with grace. They design studios as platforms that build courage and 
instill the feeling of worthiness amongst students so that they feel confident 
about their future practice. The determined change-makers are mainly 
concerned about the content of education and the design of the path 
undertaken by the students. They distinctively set the studios as their own 
classroom for learning. Then there are the caregivers for whom studios are 
platforms to care, share, and co-live; they approach architectural pedagogy 
with compassion as the core value. These are neither exhaustive nor water-
tight classifications, but a conceptual clustering of different approaches 
undertaken by women in academia bringing a completely different value 
system to architectural education. 

Despite their muted personal struggles and varying degrees of 
privileges in the society, they contribute to academia a positive change 
that is deeply rooted in humanitarian considerations. I felt a strong urge to 
narrate these stories, every story being unique and inspiring. Many of the 
storytellers I encountered practised silently in the industry trying to push 
their limits of knowledge and apply them distinctively in their studios. Every 
conversation I had with these architects have opened several windows of 
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opportunities towards comprehending feminist spatial pedagogies. 
I hope to narrate this study in its intended format in another venue 

where I can engage in a dialogical process with the audience through 
performance.
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Reflections on the Complexities and Contradictions of 
Critical Pedagogy

Who Am I, and Where Am I Coming From?

As the title suggests, my paper is based on reflections and 
ruminations that come from more than 15 years of teaching experience—
both as a full-time faculty member at the Centre for Environment Planning 
and Technology (CEPT) University and as a visiting faculty at several 
other schools of architecture in Gujarat. I teach studios and courses in 
co-production, sustainable design, and spatial practices & spaces of 
commoning. While these themes have naturally led me towards liberatory 
pedagogies, my preference for non-hierarchical teaching practices also stem 
from my internal disposition and my background; I come from a family with 
liberal thought, I am the third generation of teachers, and I am also a girl in a 
family of girls.

What Experiences in Teaching Led Me Here?

As a teacher, I have often experienced the studio as a space of 
inequality: not only on the basis of gender, but also that stemming from 
social class, economic class, caste, and even language or body type. I have 
observed discriminatory behaviour in the social backgrounds of some 
students, amongst students internally, and unfortunately, between students 
and faculty members as well.

I have seen that sometimes girls are socially or culturally more 
burdened than boys—perhaps a historical legacy. I had a girl student whose 
engagement in the studio was severely limited by the fact that she was 
responsible for taking care of her ill father while her mother and brother 
went to work. It made me wonder if a boy, in the exact situation, would 
have had to do the same? Or would the family have made alternative 
arrangements for a caretaker?

Most girls do not enjoy the freedom to choose or change careers, 
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which boys seem to. A male student in my studio left architectural studies 
after nearly two years of education, while I have had female students who 
disinterestedly continue because their parents would not allow them to 
change the career path.

These experiences tie back to concerns of gender inequality within 
architectural practice and the presence of women in professional careers in 
general. While female enrolment in architectural education has been steadily 
increasing, their presence in architectural practice remains minuscule to 
this day. My contestation is that many girls continue to face discrimination 
and inequalities during their years of architectural education, which further 
shrinks their ability and confidence to practise the profession.

These kinds of experiences have led me to ask the difficult questions: 
What is feminist leadership? Can a teacher remove some of these barriers 
from and through learning? Can critical pedagogies help students overcome 
some of these inequalities and help them find confidence in themselves—as 
women, as architects, as individuals? I have found that they do. Maybe with 
varying degrees of success, but they do.

Liberatory Practices That Work

Conforming to the ideals of feminist and critical pedagogies, I have 
seen that the use of dialogue and non-hierarchical teaching methods allow 
disadvantaged women to participate more freely, contribute to their own 
creative prowess and that of the class, enhance critical thinking, and enable 
them to take leadership roles (Freire 1970, 70–80; Shrewsbury 1987, 7). With 
enhanced self-esteem, they engage much better with the class, forming a 
sense of community with mutual respect and trust.

Methods such as debates, role-plays, student presentations, reflexive 
writing, collaborative games, and charettes allow different abilities and skills 
of students to emerge. Students recognise the qualities and strengths of 
others and learn to respect each one for what she is, rather than discriminate 
for what she is not. They approach each other freely to seek help based on 
their abilities, which makes for an interactive and enhanced peer-learning.

Apart from the democratic teaching methods, what I have also 
found very useful in order to enable everyone to participate more freely is 
the idea of mentoring through informal discussions outside of the studio. 
Students, especially women, talk more freely when they are in an informal 
setting. Since some of the factors holding a woman back stem from her 
personal background, a non-studio neutral space encourages her to openly 
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discuss her difficulties. When the multitude of eyes and ears around her 
and the implied hierarchies in a studio disappear, it enables her to shed 
her inhibitions in voicing her concerns. She goes back to the studio more 
confident, and often ready to participate.

Complexities and Contradictions

While critical pedagogies go a long way in bridging the gender gap, 
the efficacy of the normative practices is also often challenged. One realises 
and learns that there are no “absolutes”, … no rules that are cast in stone but 
principles that one tries to adhere to. As teachers, we have to be sensitive 
and alert to each individual’s unique context, their disposition, and their 
potential. There is a need to create a common collective while also retaining 
each one’s individuality, which becomes the source of complexities and 
contradictions in employing critical pedagogies within the studio.

a. Power

One of the greatest challenges in the application of critical pedagogy 
is regarding the notion of power. The idea of power or using power is 
anathema to feminist teachers. They shun power as the basis of inequality 
and discrimination. However, this complete abandonment of control may 
not be helpful, either. If one wants students to arrive at some understanding, 
they’re going to need not only a path to follow but also a push to walk on it. 
In the absence of some form of power, the teacher may have no control over 
where the class ends up, and the students may not be able to appreciate the 
devolution of power at all!

As Patricia Bizzell has pointed out, of the three forms of power 
(namely, coercion, persuasion, and authority), coercion and persuasion 
are not very useful to achieve the liberatory objectives (Bizzell 1991, 56-59). 
Authority, on the other hand, becomes a good tool to nudge students and 
get them to do what is absolutely necessary. But a teacher can exercise 
authority only after she has persuaded students to give it to her. Students 
have to willingly agree to give her the authority because she has convinced 
them that her methods, content, and vision are for their own benefit. This 
authority allows her to put her foot down and make the students obey 
her demands of them. In a participatory design studio that I conducted, 
students were reluctant to map the entire neighbourhood of a low-income 



Avani Institute of Design 167

Urvi Desai

settlement, including their home-based occupations, social institutions, 
and activities of the various residents. However, they agreed to do it as 
they believed in the goals we had set together, and they believed in me 
and the methods I had decided to employ. Having diligently completed the 
required at the end of the semester, the students themselves mentioned 
how important the step had been for them because they interacted with and 
learnt so much more about the residents’ lives and spatial practices during 
that mapping exercise.

What is necessary is to first create that buy-in for the students—you 
have to convince them of your vision, with clearly outlined benefits and 
learning outcomes for them. Students who comprehend this usually 
relinquish any doubts and submit themselves to your authority over their 
academic actions. In fact, I have found that this step brings about a change 
in the mindset with which they participate in the studio. It is as if the mental 
process of handing authority over themselves to you makes them aware and 
invested in their learning; they become more involved and engaged. Then, 
exercise authority.

b. Multiple Identities

Another complexity within critical pedagogies is caused by the 
notion of identity. I am not a single woman. I’m a teacher, but I’m also an 
employee, of a specific caste, a daughter, a wife, a friend, of a specific 
professional community, and so much more; intersectionality is key to my 
identity. So too is the case with every female student. I have experienced 
these multiple identities as a cause of conflicting and hence distressing 
experiences in academia. For example, one is simultaneously at different 
positions with respect to power relations: as a teacher one holds the more 
dominant position, but as an employee one is in the subordinate position. 
One wants students to break the shackles and inequalities of the social, 
cultural, and political systems, but finds that one is herself unable to do 
the same. We find ourselves constantly oscillating between past structures 
that shape our own experiences and the future that we are trying to create 
by resisting and challenging those structures. This can be a frustrating and 
hurtful experience for all involved. In the process, there’s a risk of tilting in 
either direction—either giving in to a situation too easily (or just missing to 
even notice the inequality!) or demanding too aggressively of a student to 
push for change. The challenge as a critical pedagogue is to be able to draw 
the line, to know when to push the student a little more and when to use 
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other means. The challenge is to be able to realise when we are projecting 
our own aspirations and desires onto another—student or colleague or 
friend—without paying due attention to her own multiple identities. Each 
one of us is multiply constituted and experience varying degrees of this 
push and pull, but I’m sure each one of us has felt this tension—this conflict 
between the multiple “I”s.

c. Education

The next two points are more fundamental aspects that affect our 
actions and performance as feminist pedagogues. First is the concept of 
education—for each one of us and for the institution that we teach at. Often, 
these do not align, which can be a source of dilemma for us.

For example, while I, as a critical pedagogue, view education as a 
process that helps each student actualise their potential, some institutions 
I have taught at view it differently, sometimes as a way to “weed out the 
untalented” or as a “personnel office of the economy” as described by Matt 
Reed (2018). Such differing perspectives between teachers and institutions 
create contradictory signals for the students and daily challenges for 
feminist teachers. While our ideas and concomitant methods may be 
aligned to the feminist objectives of empowerment, leadership, and 
community (Shrewsbury 1987, 8), the institution’s policies and processes 
may not allow us to attain these ideals holistically. Flexibility and autonomy 
of teachers within studios may be compromised, depending on the 
extent of our willingness to pursue our ideals and take on the institutional 
apparatus. So, either we develop ways of subverting the system, or we give 
in (or a combination of both), since most institutions do not offer open idea-
exchange platforms for such discourses.

Even if we manage to bring some balance within our teaching 
through pedagogical means, the monitoring and evaluation systems will 
extend their hold and bring us back into the ambit of institutional ideology. 
Evaluation may be aimed at capturing quantitative and measurable features 
as opposed to qualitative, intangible, or differential learning features. I have 
observed this at several colleges, where individual competitive learning is 
privileged over collaborative learning, especially in today’s neoliberal times 
(Brunila 2018, 3–4). Teaching at an institution with a differing perspective on 
education than her own can estrange even the strongest believer of critical 
pedagogy over time.
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d. Leadership

I am sure I am neither the first nor the last woman to ask—What is 
leadership? Is a woman posted at high institutional positions, by default, 
a leader? Is that a guarantee of a more liberal and gender-sensitive 
institutional environment? (Sinclair 2014, 19). Can you lead only from the 
top of the hierarchy? If critical thought questions the relevance and efficacy 
of vertical hierarchy, then certainly, the concept of leadership will have to be 
redefined. 

My contestation is that while the visibility of women at higher 
positions certainly encourages other women to continue their everyday 
battles, it is not the only, or even an appropriate, measure of leadership. If 
we conceptualise professional life as a race to the top, then the person on 
top will naturally be entitled leader, but if we conceptualise professional life 
as commitment and excellence, then leadership will not be a function of 
position within the hierarchy, but of qualities that demonstrate dedication 
and merit in the chosen area of academic pursuit. Such individuals will 
be leaders in transforming the academic arena into a non-discriminatory 
sphere of distinction and mutual respect. As Briskin and Priegert Coulter 
have mentioned, feminism is about social change; it is a politic of 
transformation (1992, 249).

I have had occasion to witness women in influential positions in 
academia not batting an eyelid at discrimination towards other women, 
and not creating more enabling environments where they could have 
been leaders in bringing about a change with long-lasting impacts. On the 
other hand, I have also seen women quietly leading a revolution from the 
bottom and bringing about change one at a time, working directly with 
stressed women, without any visibility or loud noise. In my opinion, that 
is real leadership as a change maker. They lead by example, strive hard to 
ensure excellence in their own academic work, and put in their best efforts 
to liberate students from gender biases. Mentorship (often informal) plays a 
key role in this emancipatory and confidence-building process; we have to 
be willing to step outside the comfort of our conventional roles as teachers 
and researchers and develop new skills to be able to guide students out of 
their gender-based distresses.

Emerging Landscape

With these notions and concepts continually pushing and pulling 
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feminist pedagogues as they plod along their difficult paths, what emerges 
is a new landscape of women in academia—a landscape that bears witness 
to the battles of the past, but also shows signs of the futures in the making.

a. Competition

The earlier struggles of feminists were largely against the domination 
of males and deeply entrenched patriarchal worldviews. It was a world 
where women were collectively competing against men. The spirit was a 
cooperative one—from “within” the collective. Today, with a significantly 
large presence of women in academia, a new scenario is unfolding: one 
where women are adapting to being in positions of power and an expanded 
range of opportunities. It is becoming a world where each woman is 
competing individually against men, but also against more women (Fox 
Keller and Moglen 1987, 494-495). The spirit is shifting to a competitive 
one—from “outside” the collective. The old war is not won fully yet, but new 
battles are springing up; Battles that we are perhaps yet to understand the 
nature of, or learn how to deal with.

This competitiveness, I suspect, has grown from a perception that 
in order to be considered “equal” to a man, the woman has to develop 
qualities of opportunism and curtness; that merit alone won’t get her to the 
top; she also has to do away with the softer, so-called feminine qualities of 
care or compassion because they are seen as weaknesses. In architecture, 
perhaps, this is even stronger since it has traditionally been considered 
a masculine profession. Non-hierarchical or emancipatory pedagogies 
may be helpful for students indeed, but don’t really help one move up 
the architectural ladder. When one’s actions from a feminist pedagogy 
come in conflict with the institution’s viewpoint, it results in a conflict. 
Forms of discrimination or power, otherwise shunned by feminists and 
critical pedagogues, creep in unnoticed. She takes on the very notions and 
dispositions that she had resisted and challenged earlier; the very struggle 
somehow seems to give her a sense of entitlement over those qualities. The 
feminist, inadvertently or otherwise, slowly morphs into being unyielding 
and arrogant—an equal. 

But, is this the only way that man and woman may become equals? 
Does the woman need to shed qualities that are truly liberatory and 
democratic, or can the man develop the necessary qualities? More pertinent 
yet, are professional competition and critical pedagogies incompatible 
ideas?
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b. Not a Singular “Woman”, but Multiple “Womans”

Currently, we can observe at least two parallel streams in academic 
practice—one, a continuation of women oppression in traditional 
patriarchal systems, and second, an emerging one of women domination 
over other (wo)men—in teaching (student-teacher), among peers (teacher-
teacher or student-student), and in administration (teacher-management). 
Conflicts, contestations, and differing perspectives on power, multiple 
selves, education, and leadership have drawn out a more striated and 
nuanced landscape of women in academia. Women as students, teachers, 
and administrators may stand at any intersection of this complex web; 
clearly, there is no singular abstract “woman” to be talked about any 
longer, only multiple “womans” all along the spectrum. Gender studies 
can no longer afford to group women based on biological similarities but 
must differentiate them based on sociological differences, as also argued 
by Talpade-Mohanty (1984, 337-338). The differences, rather than the 
commonalities, play a central role.

Feminist Leadership in Academia

Academic space is becoming more political and competitive than it 
has been thus far and is showing new forms of inequalities that did not exist 
earlier. In this emerging landscape of dominated and dominating (wo)men 
in academic architectural practice, how does one define leadership? To me, 
feminist leadership is about developing sensitivities and sensibilities that 
help remove all barriers to learning (teaching) and research. It is not only 
about creating an enabling environment and equal opportunities for all, 
but also—and, perhaps, more importantly—about creating capabilities for 
all to participate freely and equally—as has been proposed by Amartya Sen 
(2000, 74-76). The idea of enhancing capabilities is with a view to expanding 
agency for all that have experienced or are experiencing gender-based or 
any form of discrimination in the architectural discipline. This can, hence, be 
translated into a range of activities that each feminist academic-practitioner 
can engage in. A feminist leader is one who readily engages in expanding 
agency for others, and, thereby, becomes an active agent of social change.
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“Conferences” and the “Gender” Question 

Contemporary academic pedagogy has welcomed new forms of 
discourse, one of them being the form that a conference takes. Spread over 
a few days, this form of autodidactic learning mechanism results in the 
perpetuation of ideas in a very condensed format. Feminist pedagogy seems 
like a contradiction in terms because feminism refers to an alternative world-
view, whereas pedagogy, in its conventional sense, suggests education for 
entry into the patriarchal system (Martel and Peterat 1988). The form that 
a conference or symposium takes, particularly while handling a nuanced 
topic like gender studies, often falters and ends up perpetuating the same 
differences that it aims to abolish. Conventional forms of conferences 
often end up ghettoizing the small percentage of practicing gender-fluid 
architects by creating cis-gender narratives, where LGBTQ/queer, architects/
non-conforming speakers do not find a place under the bracket of “women”. 
They also create subsidiary brackets of caste and class by fixing high 
entrance fees, which ensures that only a certain class of audience attend 
these conferences, repulsing lower caste representation. Thus, gender 
inclusivity is not the only issue when it comes to conferences. Conferences 
also need to address the questions around ethnicity, class, caste, and 
underrepresented groups, including those underrepresented when it comes 
to age, sexual orientation, socio-economic status, and physical ability. 
This paper, therefore, aims to understand how new forms of discourses, 
such as conferences, can be intersectional and inclusive. Should we be 
concentrating on agitating for reforms that ensure equal representation of all 
genders in practice and in discourse, rather than providing a platform for a 
select few? To evaluate this hypothesis further, this paper builds its evidence 
upon the archive of the timeline from 2000 to 2020 and the discussions that 
surround these conferences in the past two decades. The paper deploys 
this format to draw out the question of representation and understand how 
these conferences collectively construct the need for a broader evolving 
ecology of gender and inclusivity
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Historical Imperatives of Conferences 

There has been a spate of conferences in the past 50 years. The 
format of the conference essentially means a convening of people in order 
to discuss and debate a particular issue. This format has been in practice 
since the first Congress of Vienna, conducted in September 1814, in order 
to establish territorial divisions of Europe at the end of the Napoleonic Wars 
and included an all-men assemblage of all major world powers. The first 
all-women conference, called the Seneca Falls Convention, was organized 
in 1848 to fight for women’s rights instead of territorial advancements. It 
included a series of presentations, discussions, and even an improvised 
comedic performance. This convention endured the first seeds of women’s 
suffrage. The issues of women’s right to vote then became a central issue 
of annual conferences conducted by women and for women, ultimately 
leading to a movement in order to secure their fundamental goals. 

Conferences of Today 

Conferences today, however, have moved away from traditional 
forms to follow various formats and mediums—some may be panel 
presentations, some exhibits, research poster presentations and even virtual 
tours, and various topics of conversations. As an observer and participant in 
conferences, we feel a disjunction between what conferences aspire to do, 
and historically did, and the formats that eventually hinder those aspirations 
in contemporary conferences. Of all the conferences observed so far, the 
paper identified a few key variables through which conferences operate. 
Permutations and combinations of these variables determine a conference 
format today. In keeping with the trends in the convening and coalescing of 
people in order to abet discussions, the paper defines a conference within a 
discussant, presenter, attendee format. Such a format is conducted over a 
short span of time at a particular geographical location and may then have 
various other undertakings such as organizing exhibitions, publications, 
intervening in academia, and so forth. This prompted the study to focus 
on a larger milieu of online webinars, workshops, and longer academic 
fellowships. As architects, we limited the study to architecture and design 
conferences in India. A few prominent architectural conferences in India with 
significant online or published presence were mapped to develop a dataset 
of architectural conferences in the past years and analyze them further. 

The impetus to attend a conference is prevalent even in India, 
particularly academic conferences. Consider the case of diktats set up by 
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Figure 2- Data Set of Architecture Conferences in India

Fig 1-  Variables of Contemporary Conferences

the Council of Architecture (COA), which tells us of the crisis in legitimacy. 
While this paper was being written, in one of the conversations at the 
School of Environment and Architecture (SEA), we gathered that the diktats 
make it obligatory for faculty to attend a minimum number of academic 
conferences and public lectures every semester. On the other hand, for 
younger presenters, it is an opportunity and platform to present their works 
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and get valuable inputs to further their research. For professionals within the 
field, it is helpful to convene and contribute to furthering the discourse in the 
field and also to their respective professional development. The conference 
format has many advantages, but the two setbacks that the paper focused 
on are inclusivity and future imaginaries of these conferences

First, the conference format that handles a nuanced topic like gender 
studies is a step too late and too little in the right direction, considering the 
limitations of long-term reforms within the educational system. Second, 
and following Sharmila Rege, feminist and gender-fluid pedagogy in India 
in recent times should strive to address questions of caste, class, and 
marginalized perspectives, essentially overcoming the androcentrism 
embedded within our society, but our experience of conferences so far has 
led us to believe that this goal is not being met within the current format 
of conducting conferences. In order to analyze this hypothesis, the paper 
studies contemporary conferences and distills the commonalities and 
tendencies that are inherent in the practice of conference-making today. 
In order to understand these two shortcomings of conferences, the study 
employs the methodology of Participant Observer Approach as feminist 
pedagogy and presents a dataset of six conferences that we ourselves 
have engaged in over the last five years—State of Architecture, State of 
Nature, State of Housing, 361°, and Z-Axis. The study analyzes them as per 
the gender ratio, the amount of time each gender speaks on stage, and 
issues of discussion of each gender. This gives an idea about the gender 
representation in conventional non-specialized architecture conferences 
and their consequent formats.

The State of Architecture took place over 76 days in 2016 and saw 26 
men but only seven women sharing the stage. Consequently, this skewed 

Figure 3- discussant, presenter, attendee format
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Figure 4: State of Architecture: percentage of gender representation, percentage of time 
on stage, gender representation, issues raised

gender graph was even evident in the duration of time women and men 
shared the stage. Owing to the lack of clear data, determining the non-binary 
gender representation/transgender experiences was not possible. Further, 
the lack of gender non-confirming speakers demonstrates the lacking 
perspectives outside the gender binary. Issues spoken about by cis-men 
were more varied than the ones spoken by cis-women, which were largely 
about the practice of women in architecture. 

Whereas the State of Nature took place over three days in 2018 and 
saw a roughly equal (49-to-51) percent of cis-gender representation, there 
was again a lack of data on non-binary representation/transgender and 
gender-nonconforming experiences. The women on stage spoke roughly 
one-third of the total time. It was notable, nevertheless, that issues of caste 
and class, as well as livelihoods, emerged within the discussion of the 
conference. 

The State of Housing took place over three days in 2018, with 31 
speakers comprising 74% men and the rest women. While speaking about 



Gender and Academic Leadership in Architecture

Anushka Shahdadpuri, Shreya Kothawale

178

Figure 5: State of Nature: percentage of gender representation, percentage of time on 
stage, gender representation, issues raised

housing issues, women took on the added responsibility to talk about 
gender in practice.

However, 361° is an annual conference. Of the 12 speakers, we 
identified eight men, three women, and one non-binary presenter. 

The Z-Axis that took place in Goa in 2018 had a 72-to-28 men-to-
women ratio. This skewed gender graph evidences the inequalities.

That is not to say that this inequality occurs as deliberate 
manipulations on the part of the organizers and presenters, rather it is a 
reflection of our society and the inherent patriarchy that structures society. 
These further result in these subliminal differences in the amount of time 
women speak compared to men, the amount of time that each gender 
is represented on stage, and even the ratio of women and men asking 
questions in the question-answer sessions. The fact that these conferences 
take place in metropolitan regions also adds a layer of exclusivity to them. 
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Figure 6: State of Housing: percentage of gender representation, percentage of time on 
stage, gender representation, issues raised

Figure 7: 361°: percentage of gender representation, percentage of time on stage, 
gender representation
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Figure 8: Z-Axis: percentage of gender representation, percentage of time on stage, 
gender representation, issues raised

Figure 9: Percentage of gender representation in conferences
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Figure 10: Percentage of time on stage in conference

Figure 11: Ways of conceptualizing Inclusivity
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Women in Design Conferences 

The realization that architectural practice, discourse, and 
consequently, these conferences contribute directly or indirectly to the 
marginalization of women has emanated in the retribution of women-
centered conferences.  A conference format that is led by women, having 
women presenters, and practices brought to the fore is a format that has 
been adopted across the world. In India, the Hecar Foundation organized 
the Women in Design conference for the first time in 2000, followed by the 
Women in Design 2020 (WID 2020), and the WADe (Women-led Development 
in Architecture and Design) awards and conferences were conducted 
annually, celebrating women who had contributed significantly in the field of 
architecture. Such women-driven developments have, of course, been a step 
that has massive implications in how we think about gender and equality 
in the field of architecture. To lead conferences that are by women and 
celebrating women aspires toward the singular goal of abolishing differences 
that arise from the construct of gender by providing an alternative platform 
for the “second sex”, as Simone de Beauvoir (n.d.) says. But does inclusivity 

Figure 12: Alternate ways of conceptualizing Inclusivity
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stop there?
Intersectional feminism implies that within feminist movements, 

historically, and even in the contemporary, there has not been any 
homogeneity in all women’s experiences (Hamrouni, Maillé n.d.). It 
acknowledges that interlocking systems of race, gender, power, and political 
affiliations affect the most marginalized in society. In India, the dynamic is 
even more skewed when it comes to questions of caste and class. As Uma 
Chakravarti (2013) points out in her essay on Conceptualizing Brahmanical 
Patriarchy in Early India: Gender, Caste, Class, and State and as Sharmila 
Rege (1995) points out in her essay of Feminist Pedagogy and Sociology for 
Emancipation in India, the historic societal constructs of caste and class 
have subliminally affected the contemporary discourse on gender studies. 
To further expand on this, the recent movements of LGBTQ activists lead 
us to believe that true inclusivity should also annihilate the constructs 
of binary genders. Further, the paper focuses on certain parameters for 
addressing its critical framework: the gender representation, the caste and 
class representation, the economic viability, the timeline, theoretical and 
academic questions addressed in the conference, and future imaginations 
for the articulation of this knowledge in practice and in academia. 

This study was distilled into three broad categories for analysis: 
questions of accessibility, issues raised within the conferences and formats 
of conduct, and how these determine inclusivity. The paper concentrated on 
the timeline of the past two decades, the period between Women in Design 

Figure 13: Timeline of Women in Design Conferences in the past 2 decades
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2000 and Women in Design 2020, which is when the bulk of Women in Design 
conferences took place in India.

Women in Architecture 2000, the pioneering conference organized 
by the HECAR foundation, took place over three days and invited 32 
women architects from South Asia to present their works in Mumbai and 
had an exhibition and a publication after the conference. We looked at the 
accessibility of the conference through two parameters—the economics of 
direct attendance to the conference and its virtual or media distribution—
determining its indirect outreach. We also determined its exclusivity to 
non-metropolitan regions by the fact that it was conducted on a weekday 
and in an urban location. We further looked at the issues discussed in the 
conference to determine the representation of people who were missed 
out or excluded from the conference. Most discussions centered around 
questions of practice in South Asia, notably also including, to a certain 
extent, the role of gender in sustaining practice. However, issues of LGBTQ 
practices, issues pertaining to construction workers and healthcare, and 
issues of caste, class, and marginalization in architectural practices were 
missing. 

Figure 14: Issues Discussed| Women in Design 2000
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In 2020, the HECAR Foundation organized the WID 2020 conference 
again in Mumbai. It invited 37 women speakers over three days, this time 
from all over the world. Twenty years later, the WID had a far greater 
outreach. Its virtual and media presence ensured that it reached around 
15,000 people, and its direct attendance was around 900 people at the 
Nehru Science Centre, with roughly half of them being students. The steep 
entry charge, however, added a layer of exclusivity and a class barrier to 
the event. The issues discussed within the conference were centered on 
questions of practice, this time with a panel that invited rural construction 
workers and grassroots workers. However, an interview with the organizers 
suggested that personal experiences of the role of gender in practice be kept 
to a minimum. Questions of LGBTQ+ representation, caste, the wage divide, 
and sexual harassment on the basis of gender were discussed minimally. 
We looked at the conduct and format of the conference in three phases: 
immediate, which determines the scope of interaction with the participants 
and attendees; short term, which may mean workshops or exhibitions; and 
long term, which may mean guiding educational or social reforms. The WID 
2020 had a limited interaction time between the attendee and presenters, 
only over the tea break, and a very limited long-term reform strategy, which 

Figure 15: Conduct| Women in Design 2000
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Figure 16: Issues Discussed| Women in Design 2020 plus

Figure 17: Accessibility Women in Design 2020 plus
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Figure 18: Conduct| Women in Design 2020 plus

Figure 19: Issues Discussed| WADE Asia 2019
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Figure 20: Accessibility| WADE Asia 2019

Figure 21: Conduct| WADE Asia 2019
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might have been there, but has not been publicized.
Conducted in 2019 over two days in New Delhi, WADe Asia 2019 

invited 86 speakers and conducted exhibitions and workshops. These 
conferences are to be conducted annually. WADe Asia again had a very steep 
entry fee for attendance. Its location in the NSIC grounds both hinders and 
aids the quest for inclusivity. Again, its digital and social media outreach has 
been immense, thereby making it accessible to a certain class of people. 
It invited men and women to talk about gendered practice; however, we 
saw that these discussions veered towards the commercial realm, with 
limited discussions on LGBTQ/queer/non-confirming experiences, class, 
caste, and issues of marginalization. The format of the conference allowed 
for maximum immediate interaction, with post-proceedings and galas/
celebrations on the day of the conference. However, multiple events 
happened at the same time, which made it difficult to access all events. 
While workshops took place, it also included product placements, and 
again, their long-term aims were limited or perhaps not publicized. All 
the conferences analyzed have faltered in different capacities in ensuring 
maximum inclusivity through their formats, discussions, and future 
imaginaries.

Research Methodology 

When counting the gender of speakers at conferences, we went 
by the gender pronouns provided in a speaker’s conference bio, and we 
cross-checked these with the gender pronouns listed on their professional 
website or social media profiles. We use the umbrella term “non-binary folk” 
for those who have designated their preferred pronouns as “they/them”. 
As with any data set, this one is not perfect though every effort was made 
to obtain accurate data. For the purpose of our research, we only counted 
speaker lineups. We did not include workshops, jury members, or exhibitors 
so that our search could be applied across various types of conferences that 
often differ in activities. Also, workshops are often sponsored, and speaking 
at a conference is perceived as the most prestigious role at an event. The 
selection of conferences presents a broad overview of the landscape, yet 
it is certainly not exhaustive. Rather, it is intended as a sample. Our initial 
ambition was to gather data across different under-represented groups in 
order to produce a fully intersectional survey. Additionally, we calculated 
time on stage, the questions of accessibility, issues raised within the 
conferences, and formats of conduct based on the time slots, location, and 
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schedule mentioned on the posters and Facebook posts/pages of these 
conferences not only to emphasize that it is not simply an inclusive lineup of 
speakers that is vital but also to understand how these determine inclusivity.

Beyond the data 

The paper builds an archive of the timeline from 2000-2020 
and the discussions that surround architectural conferences in the 
past two decades. This allowed us to analyze several factors of gender 
representation, the caste and class representation, the economic viability, 
the theoretical and academic questions addressed in these conferences, 
and future imaginations for the articulation of this knowledge in practice 
and in academia. These findings help us reinforce our hypothesis of not 
only looking at the question of inclusivity in conferences but also the 
impossibility of separating the two.

The next steps for the study include responding to some of the 
questions that remain peripherally addressed or unaddressed in this paper: 
What implications have these conferences already created in the academic 
realm, and to what extent these conferences will help in bringing about 
a long-term reform? What are the coordinates to contextualize privilege 
beyond gender? What new frameworks can be developed to reflect caste, 
ethnicity, and class representation in conferences?

To create a congress or organization of any kind, particularly in 
reforming our skewed gender graph within the architectural profession, is 
a step that will have massive implications. We only posit that this be done 
sensitively and with great care given to ensuring maximum inclusivity. 
Firstly, this can be done by radical measures, by ignoring cis-gender 
constructs altogether, or even by softer, more empathetic measures by 
ensuring that these conferences take place in formats that can be attended 
by all castes, classes, and genders. Secondly, inviting a diverse group of 
presenters beyond the immediate networks can allow the honest and equal 
representation of all castes, classes, genders, ethnicities, and so on. We also 
posit that these conferences attempted to branch out further into academic 
and societal spaces – the core areas where these gender differences are 
perpetuating in the first place. Every year, we see an attempt to transcend 
these constructs of gender, privilege, and profession. To those who attempt 
to do so, we applaud them and their efforts, and we hope that one day these 
conferences do what conferences historically have managed to do – bring 
true reform. 
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 Figure 22: Alternate ways of conceptualizing Inclusivity
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Deepa Mandrekar: A Rebel Undisguised

Madhavi Desai

It is a tradition to visit this house in Mandrem, North Goa, as there is a family Mahalakshmi 
temple inside the main courtyard. It is a beautiful old house with two courtyards and 17 
rooms. Deepa was planning a measured drawing of this place. Perhaps I should fulfil that 
after the COVID-19 crisis is over. The family maintains the house, although nobody lives 
there. The temple is in active worship, and has become well-known in the area, as Devi is 
considered “jagrut”. Photo and caption courtesy of Dinesh Rao.
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Just a few days after the Gender and Academic Leadership in 
Architecture in India research symposium hosted by Avani Institute of Design, 
having submitted an abstract and also having written the first draft of the 
symposium paper in spite of her serious illness, architect Deepa Mandrekar, 
my beloved friend, succumbed to cancer. Her struggle was long and arduous, 
but she gave a robust fight till the very end, leaving behind Siddharth, her son, 
and Dinesh Rao, her partner in life and work for almost 40 years. Deepa was 
from that special first batch of students that my husband Miki Desai taught 
at the then School of Architecture (CEPT University), Ahmedabad in 1981 
after we returned from the US. She was never my student but became a close 
friend, in spite of our age difference, as both of us grew older! 

Daughter of late Dr Rajani Mandrekar and the late architect Shreekant 
Mandrekar (a founding partner in Architects Combined, Mumbai), Deepa 
began a joint practice with Dinesh in 1989 in Bengaluru under the studio name 
Monsoon Design. She also started teaching in 1994. She taught at Bangalore 
Institute of Technology, B.M.S. College of Architecture and CMR University 
College of Architecture. In the end, she was the Professor and Chair of Design 
at Rashtreeya Vidyalaya College of Architecture. 

Deepa was the soul of the modest joint practice. It spanned from 
architecture, landscape, interiors to furniture, furnishing, and fabric design. 
She brought passion, responsibility, and a hardworking ethic to her work, 
and pushed others to do the same. In the colleges she taught in, she was a 
demanding but popular, enthusiastic teacher. Adored by her students, she 
mentored many, especially women, and inspired them to do quality work 
through her own spirit and love for teaching.

Passionate as well as rebellious in life, she was generous to a fault, 
with her concern and support for others. She was gritty, witty, and intelligent 
on the one hand and a warm, vivacious person with an infectious laugh on 
the other. She was a pillar of strength and positivity for her 1981 CEPT batch. 
Deepa possessed abundant energy, as well as a child-like spirit.

Strong in her conviction, Deepa was a frank person who took no shit 
from anybody and could not stand hypocrisy. Her tough demand from others 
was only honesty and integrity. She did not hesitate to challenge power 
structures and authority figures on matters of principle, which I admired 
about her. Her fearless yet impulsive behaviour brought about a whole set 
of challenges, both professionally and personally, causing her great stress 
at times. Deepa faced several health issues in the last couple of years. Her 
bravery amazed me. She kept working and teaching as much as she could 
throughout this period. In fact, I was shocked when she told me that she had 
written the first draft of the paper for the Avani symposium between hospital 
stays. 

Vale



She disliked being labelled “feminist”, insisting only on equal 
opportunity and respect. But to me, she was a committed feminist, who hated 
gender-based roles. I greatly miss her warm hospitality, our professional 
discussions, as well as the confidential personal ones. But most of all, I miss 
her zest for life!

Notes
I am grateful to Dinesh Rao, Shamini Shanker and Deepa’s other 

batchmates from 1981 batch of CEPT University for their inputs.

Vale
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The practice of research and the process of teaching architecture in 
India continue to remain hidden and neglected in the architectural fraternity. 
It is the closet we do not speak about. Everybody knows that to bring up a 
discussion on pedagogy is the hardest thing to do, especially with regard to 
the roles of women and members of other groups who are discriminated 
against. Discrimination against women in architecture takes place at four 
points - when choosing to become an architect, when studying architecture, 
when practicing architecture, and when attempting to reform the content 
of architectural education. Even efforts that were radical for their time, such 
as Bauhaus, fell prey to inherent hierarchies of their societies. The implicit 
(and explicit) social and economic biases that characterize Indian society, 
patriarchy included, have defined the character of the built environment 
in India, and eradication of these biases, therefore, has the potential to 
radically transform it. Doing so, however, requires social change beyond the 
architectural community as, ultimately, the practicing architect is constrained 
by market forces, and broader social changes are necessary to make inclusion 
a value that the market recognizes. In my essay, I draw on my experience of 30 
years as a practitioner and educator, and my time as a student before that, to 
call attention to the structural challenges that women face as practitioners, 
educators, and inhabitants of architecture.

Studios, Structures, and Sarees: 
My Experiences as an Architect and Educator

Deepa Mandrekar  

Abstract
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The research symposium on the topic of Gender and Academic 
Leadership in Architecture in India will examine the engagement of women 
and persons of minoritized genders and sexualities in the construction of 
the academy, architectural knowledge, professional identity, and academic 
practice. We are cognizant of the under-representation of women, non-binary 
genders, trans, and queer persons in the profession, especially in leadership 
positions, and their high attrition rates within the profession. We are interested 
in the structure and culture of the academy, which has one of the greatest and 
earliest impacts on the making of the professional. 

While the academia in India is often viewed as a softer, more flexible, 
almost feminized alternative to practicing professionally for women (who 
have the culturally pre-ordained role of being the primary carer for the 
family), or a possible safe space for gender minorities and queer persons 
(whose bodies and knowledge are otherwise invisibilized or violently erased), 
academic leadership roles have not always been accessible. Additionally, 
opportunities for training in pedagogy, research scholarship, and leadership 
for individuals interested in academic careers are limited. Hence, we do not 
see a lot of Deans, Heads of Departments, and Vice Chancellors who are 
women and/or queer. But in the last decade or so, and against patriarchal 
leadership, we are witnessing a change. On the one hand, a lot more women 
are being appointed as Deans and Heads of Schools in India. And many 
others are leading change through teaching, as directors of research centers, 
and with community-engaged academic work. On the other hand, however, 
the vast majority of these positions are still being held by privileged savarna 
academics and those with access to intergenerational wealth and social 
networks, while many others remain in contingent positions or as temporary 
and part-time hires. Therefore, instead of smugly witnessing the changes in 
Indian higher education, the symposium intends to critically investigate these 
leadership phenomena and our current moment. This question is specifically 
important as more and more women and gender-expansive identities and 
sexualities join the practice of teaching, and as women and minoritized peers 
continue to increase, or make themselves visible in various courses relating 

Gender and Academic Leadership in Architecture in India 
Call for Papers

Madhavi Desai, Anuradha Chatterjee, Kush Patel
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to the built environment in the existing 500 plus institutions that teach 
architectural courses. 

In this symposium, we will examine the following interconnected 
paradoxes. First, a career in academia is seen as a lesser form of labor: it is not 
seen as practice. Successful practitioners are often treated as highly valued 
academics, floating in and out of architectural colleges. It is no surprise 
then that architectural academia is not professionalized. The antiquated 
expression “teaching profession” should really give way to “academic 
practice”, a teaching, pedagogic, research, and governance practice, whereby 
every (intentional/reflective) academic-practitioner will delineate their own 
trajectory through the practice terrain. Second, while women are encouraged 
to enter architectural academia, and queer and gender minority peers 
risk to participate in academic life, not a lot of them find their way to the 
senior leadership positions. Third, despite changes in pay scales over the 
last ten years and greater institutional transparency in career progression 
pathways, academia is still not seen as a financially sustainable career. 
These phenomena may be compounded by the fact that professional design 
practice is upheld as the only indicator of success, because of which there 
are many unintentional or undecided academics who delay the pursuit of the 
leadership track. The symposium speculates whether these paradoxes are, in 
fact, sustained by patriarchal social structures in order to maintain hegemony 
in professional practice and academia. 

The symposium is interested in feminist forms of leadership, and in 
Amanda Sinclair’s words, the way in which “women organizing consistently 
reject hierarchy, put effort into building relationships and empowering others, 
and emphasize collective achievement and responsibility, rather than the 
leadership of individuals” (2014, 26). This gathering is also keen to make visible 
how the axes of caste, class, and disability intersect with gender and sexuality to 
offer alternatives to patriarchal forms of leadership in architectural education. 
So, even though we will be looking for alternatives, often unacknowledged 
structuring of relations, we will not ignore the positions of power sanctified 
by institutional designations. Rather, we will be looking to hear how those 
positions are transformed by people who are appointed in academic roles. 
The symposium will bring recognition to teaching and research as practice; 
highlight and discuss structural changes needed to empower co-faculty and 
students to be in preparation for the next generation of academic leaders; 
and bring focus to the importance of mentoring and continuous pedagogy 
learning and development. 

The ambit of leadership, through thought and action, may focus on 
but not be limited to the following areas: 
1. Feminist Leadership (experiences and challenges of transformative 
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Symposium CFP

administrative roles)
2. Academic Scholarship (histories and theories of gender, sexuality, and 
architectural education)
3. Critical Pedagogies (feminist approaches and frameworks of teaching)
4. Communities and Networks (care networks for intersectional work and 
support)

Abstract Submission

Please submit a 300 word abstract as a word document. Please also 
include: 
1.  Paper title
2.  Names and Designations of Author/s
3.  References if appropriate
4.  A 100 word bio of the Author/s   

We invite 300-word abstracts that are critical, honest, fearless inquiries 
and/or disclosures of your anti-patriarchal experiences in architecture 
academia. Submissions could take the form of a polemical piece, a poem, 
a professional and personal story, or an academic paper and each modality 
of inquiry should be developed as a form of scholarship. Presentations can 
be 20 min papers, or 10 min lighting talks. The evaluation criteria will be 1) 
relevance to the symposium premise; 2) positioning in contemporary, global 
scholarship on the topic; and 3) originality, criticality and integrity of the 
account/story/argument/position.

The abstract should be framed along one or more of these lines:
1. Professional and personal journeys (go beyond a positivist narrative, 
picking out situations, actors, times that were empowering, and reflect 
openly on social/familial limits and how you overcame them)
2. Development of leadership styles (without resorting to known 
characteristics of feminist leadership, reflect on what you see leadership to 
be. Ask whether it depends on designation, or presence, or both?)
3. Role of mentors (unexpected and expected), and mentoring peers and 
students to become academic practitioners
4. Leadership allies (persons involved in critical inquiry and change through 
activism and advocacy)
5. Institutional structures that enable, encourage, and support (reflecting on 
infrastructural limits and organizational and management structures that are 
enabling or limiting)
6. Institutional and regional cultures that either support or provide a 
challenge
7. Intentionality, commitment, and professionalism in pursuing an academic 
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and/or research practice
8. Networking, collaborating as a way forward (reflect on when, why and how 
you have set up professional networks, and to what extent have they been 
useful)
9. Imagining the Future (where do you want to be, what is your limit, how do 
you see this to be the limit)

Introductory Reading List

Baker, Kelly J. 2018. Sexism Ed.: Essays on Gender and Labor in Academia. 
https://bluecrowpublishing.com/team/sexism-ed-essays-on-gender-and-
labor-in-academia/
Barac, Matthew. 2013. “Women in Architectural Academia.” The Architectural 
Review, October 4, 2013. https://www.architectural-review.com/essays/
pedagogy/women-in-architectural-academia/8653889.article
Choquette, Éloise. 2018. “Queering Architecture: (Un)Making Places.” The Site 
Magazine. Accessed October 1, 2019. https://www.thesitemagazine.com/
read/queering-architecture
Desai, Madhavi. 2015. “Architectural Education In India: Women Students, 
Culture And Pedagogy,” Matter, November 2015. https://thinkmatter.
in/2014/11/05/architectural-education-in-india-women-students-culture-
and-pedagogy/
Hong, Sukjong. 2018. “Project tackling gender-restricted bathroom access 
wins AIA Innovation Award.” The Architect’s Newspaper, October 2018. https://
archpaper.com/2018/10/stalled-aia-innovation-award/
Hu, A.L. 2018. Opinion: “You Might Think You Know Me.” Architect Magazine. 
October 2018. https://www.architectmagazine.com/practice/a-l-hu-you-
might-think-you-know-me_o
Rendell, Jane. 2018. “Only Resist: A Feminist Approach To Critical Spatial 
Practice.” Architectural Review, February 2018. https://www.architectural-
review.com/essays/only-resist-a-feminist-approach-to-critical-spatial-
practice/10028246.article/
Stratigakos, Despina. 2012. “Why Architects Need Feminism.” Places: Public 
Scholarship on Architecture, Landscape, Urbanism. September 2012. https://
placesjournal.org/article/why-architects-need-feminism/
Vettese, Troy. 2019. “Sexism in the Academy: Women’s Narrowing Path 
to Tenure.” n+1 Magazine, Issue 34: Head Case, Spring 2019. https://
nplusonemag.com/issue-34/essays/sexism-in-the-academy/

Symposium CFP



Avani Institute of Design 203

Welcome Remarks and Introduction 
Keynote: Madhavi Desai, Women and Architecture in 
India: Negotiating Teaching, Practice and Research
Tea Break 

Anuradha Chatterjee, ‘I am Damned If I Do and Damned 
If I Don’t’: Architecture, Academia, and Gendered 
Homelessness
Monolita Chatterjee, From a Clueless Architect to 
Gender Activist: My Journey into the Rights of the Most 
Marginalised Community
Sonali Dhanpal, Conservative Conservation? Examining 
the Predominance of Women in Architectural 
Conservation Practice and Pedagogy
Discussion
Tea Break

Day 01: Saturday, 21 March 2020

Panel 2: Counternarratives of Program- and Institution-building in 
Architecture

09:30 – 09:45
09:45 – 10:30
 
10:30 – 11:00

Rajshree Rajmohan, Grater Divide: Spatial Narrative from 
the Margins
Anooradha Iyer Siddiqi, Writing, Teaching, Thinking 
Architecture
Reshma Mathew and Jilna, Stories of “Invisibility”: Spatial 
Appropriation in the Premise of Gender 
Discussion
Lunch Break

Panel 1: Gender Narratives and Archival Descriptions in Architectural 
Education 

11:00 – 11:20 
 
11:20 – 11:40 
 
11:40 – 12:00 
 
12:00 – 12:30 
12:30 – 13:30

13:30 – 13:50

13:50 – 14:10

14:10 – 14:30

14:30 – 15:00
15:00 – 15:30
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15:40 – 15:50
 
15:50 – 16:00 
16:00 – 16:10

 
16:10 – 16:20 
16:20 – 17:00 
17:30 

09:30 – 09:50
 
09:50 – 10:10
 
10:10 – 10:30
 
10:30 – 11:00
11:00 – 11:30

11:30 – 11:50
 
11:50 – 12:10

 
12:10 – 12:30
12:30 – 13:30

Deepa Mandrekar, Studios, Structures, and Sarees: My 
Experiences as an Architect and Educator
Nirupama KS, Women and Furniture
Manish Chalana, Navigating the Corridors of Power and 
Privilege in the Academic Environment in the United 
States: Views of a Queer Immigrant of Color (QIC)
Naveen Bagalkot, In Crafting a Space for Queering
Discussion 
Symposium Dinner in Calicut

Annapurna Garimella, Cultivating the Capacity for 
Enquiry
Czaee Malpani, Perhaps, We Have Been Drawing The 
Wrong Lines
Kush Patel, Queer Disclosures, Queer Refusals: Notes on 
Survival Praxis in Architecture Academia
Discussion
Tea Break

Farzana Chohan, Mentoring Phenomena’s Impact on 
Architectural Leadership Journey
Rama Subramanian and Lakshmi Krishnaswamy, An 
Office of Her Own: Architectural Leadership in Post-
Colonial India
Discussion
Lunch Break

Panel 3: Formations of Self in and through Intersectional Feminist 
Pedagogies

Panel 4: Feminist Care Networks for Creative and Scholarly Practices

Day 02: Sunday, 22 March 2020

15:30 – 15:40 Arul Paul, Choosing an Area of Research: A Foray into 
Queer Theory

Lightning Talks 1: Performances of Identity

Symposium Program
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13:50 – 14:00
14:00 – 14:10

14:10 – 14:20

14:20 – 15:00
15:00 – 15:30

13:30 – 13:40
 
13:40 – 13:50

15:30 – 15:40
 
15:40 – 15:50

15:50 – 16:00

16:00 – 16:10

16:10 – 16:20
16:20 – 17:00

17:00 – 18:00

Sonal Mithal, Melding Matter
Soumini Raja, Unheard Voices that Shape Design Studios: 
A Study of Women Academic Architects in Kerala
Urvi Desai, Reflections on the Complexities and 
Contradictions of Critical Pedagogy
Discussion
Tea BreaK

Fathim Rashna Kallingal and Saira James, Journey 
through Deep Voices of Women
Ishita Shah, Curating Creative Education: A Critical Look 
at One’s Own Practices for Feminist Approaches

Gauri Bharat and Jigna Desai, Half a Decade of Academic 
Leadership: The Good, The Bad, The Ugly
Harshalatha and Pooja B, Women in Architecture: 
An Undeniable Path Etched in Defining Sustainable 
Architecture in Contemporary India
Ipshita Karmakar, Megha Dumasya, Shreya Kothavale, 
and Anushka Shahdadpuri, Conferences and the Gender 
Question
Maliha Sultan Chaudhry, Critical Pedagogies and 
Inclusivity
Vidya Ajith Menon, Discovering the Uncharted
Discussion

Roundtable on Feminist Networks and Academic 
Leadership and Closing Remarks

Lightning Talks 2: Approaches to Learning and Teaching

Lightning Talks 3: Questions of the Collective

Roundtable
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Symposium Convenors and Organizing Committee: 
Professor Madhavi Desai, Dr Anuradha Chatterjee, and Dr Kush Patel.

The symposium organizing committee will review submissions and co-lead 
in the development of the proceedings as well.

This conference is generously supported by Avani Institute of Design 
Governing Council and Avani Institute of Design Academic Council

Symposium Committees

CN John, Manager Administration, Avani Institute of Design 
Simi Venugopal, HR/Admin Avani Institute of Design

Symposium Logistics
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Nirupama KS, Student, Avani Institute of Design 
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Vineeth TK, Assistant Professor, Avani Institute of Design

Graphics
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Dr Anooradha Iyer Siddiqi (she/her) was born in Chennai and is an 
Assistant Professor of Architecture at Barnard College, Columbia University. 
She specializes in histories of architecture, modernity, and migration, 
centering African and South Asian questions of historicity and archives, 
heritage politics, and feminist and colonial practices. She is writing two 
book manuscripts, Minnette de Silva and A Modern Architecture of the Past, 
which engages the intellectual and heritage work of one of the first women 
to establish a professional architectural practice and an important cultural 
figure in the history of Ceylon/Sri Lanka, and Architecture of Migration: The 
Dadaab Refugee Camps and Humanitarian Settlement, which analyzes 
the history, visual rhetoric, and spatial politics of the Dadaab refugee 
camps in Northeastern Kenya, as an epistemological vantage point in the 
African and Islamic world. She is the editor of “Architecture as a Form of 
Knowledge” (Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa, and the Middle East, 
2021) and co-editor of the multi-sited collection, “Feminist Architectural 
Histories of Migration” (Architecture Beyond Europe, 2019; Aggregate, 2021; 
Canadian Centre for Architecture, 2021-2022). She directs the Columbia 
University Center for the Study of Social Difference working group, Insurgent 
Domesticities, and serves on the Society of Architectural Historians Board and 
IDEAS Committee. She holds a Ph.D. in the History of Art and Archaeology, a 
Master of Architecture degree, and a professional license, and has practiced 
architecture in Bangalore and New York.

Dr Anuradha Chatterjee is an Indian-born Australian feminist 
academic practitioner in architecture and design based in Australia and India. 
She is Professor and Dean at Faculty of Design, Manipal University in Jaipur, 
and erstwhile Dean Academics at Avani Institute of Design. Dr Chatterjee is the 
author of three books Surface and Deep Histories: Critiques, and Practices in 
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Arul Paul is an architect and educator; he currently serves as an 
Associate Professor at the Nitte Institute of Architecture, Mangalore, where 
his research lies in the intersection between architecture, queer theory, and 
media studies. Arul holds an undergraduate degree in architecture, and a 
master’s degree in History, Theory, Criticism, and Urban Design from CEPT 
University, Ahmedabad. He uses the lens of history and theory to critically 
examine pedagogy as it evolves in response to new advances and challenges, 
and to contribute to academia, research, writing and practice. He is also an 

Arul Paul

 Anushka Shahdadpuri is a graduate from Pillai College of Architecture, 
Navi Mumbai. Anushka is the founder of Amchi, an art-based journal and 
digital-media platform engaging in powerful social narrative. After her 
graduation in 2019, she joined School of Environment and Architecture (SEA) 
Mumbai as a Research Assistant, where she focused on studying the Emerging 
Context for Urbanization and Housing in India. She is currently a Research 
Associate at the Social Design Collaborative, Delhi, where she is working on 
devising an urban game for inclusive urban development and participatory 
planning for Delhi’s Master plan 2041 as a part of the Main Bhi Dilli Campaign.

Anushka Shahdadpuri

Art, Architecture, and Design (Cambridge Scholars Publishing); Built, Unbuilt, 
and Imagined Sydney (Copal Publishing); John Ruskin and the Fabric of 
Architecture (Routledge); and is the Area Editor (Asia), Bloomsbury Global 
Encyclopedia of Women in Architecture 1960-2015 edited by Karen Burns 
and Lori Brown (forthcoming). Dr Chatterjee is Regional Editor ( Asia Pacific), 
Textile: Cloth and Culture; Companion to The Guild of St George; Member of 
Editorial Board for Architecture, Cambridge Scholars Publishing; and Senior 
Research Fellow (Honorary), Centre for Architecture Theory Criticism History 
at the University of Queensland. She has taught at top institutions in Australia, 
China, and India. Dr Chatterjee’s research interests are in architectural theories 
in history, feminist discourses, textile tectonic theories of architecture, 
potentialities of theories, generative processes in design, gender and 
academic leadership, and student learning cultures. She is an International 
Associate Member, American Institute of Architects; Affiliate Level 1 Member, 
Australian Institute of Architects; and Affiliate Member, Royal Institute of 
British Architects. For more information, see: https://anuradhachatterjee.
wixsite.com/architecture
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Czaee Malpani is the Undergraduate Programme Coordinator for the 
B.Des (Interior) pathway and an Associate Professor at the Jindal School of Art 
and Architecture, as well as the Deputy Director for the Jindal Centre for Social 
Design at the O.P Jindal Global University. She holds a dual masters (MArch 
+ MSArch, 2011) from the College of Design, Architecture, Art and Planning 
at the University of Cincinnati. Her work critically examines intersections 
of (modernist) architectural representations and gender. She is currently 
working on understanding the ways in which the representations of Menstrual 
Hygiene Management finds themselves disseminated through mechanisms 
of the State within State-run schools, in light of the “sudden” propagation of 
WASH programs under the Swachh Bharat, Swachh Vidhyalaya agenda.

Czaee Malpani

Deepa Mandrekar was a practicing architect and academic based 
in Bengaluru. She served as a partner at Monsoon Design consultancy 
firm and as the Chair of Design and Professor at the Rashtreeya Vidyalaya 
College of Architecture in Bengaluru. She studied architecture at the CEPT 
University School of Architecture in Ahmedabad and at the ETH Zurich – Swiss 
Federal Institute of Technology. Professor Mandrekar’s design experiences 
encompassed architecture, interior architecture, furniture and textile design, 
and theatre and set designs.  In academia, she engaged with the pedagogy of 
design studios, basic design, and the history and theory of architecture

Deepa Mandrekar

Fathima Jilna (she/her) is the Wellness Coordinator at Avani Institute 
of Design, where she leads with the needs of both students and faculty to 
create a supportive and healthy environment for individual and collective 
learning. She holds a bachelor’s degree in Psychology, English and Sociology 
from Jyoti Nivas College, Bengaluru. Her passion for psychology led her to 
pursue a master’s degree in clinical psychology at Tata Institute of Social 
Sciences, Mumbai. Along with providing overall wellness support, she 
is trained to deliver Cognitive Behavioural Therapy and other evidence-
based therapies to students who may face any emotional, behavioural, and 

Fathima Jilna
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ardent campaigner for social justice and equality, regardless of gender or 
sexual orientation.
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Dr Kush Patel (they/he) serves as an Associate Professor of Architecture 
and Humanities at Avani Institute of Design where their interests are in asking 
questions about architecture, infrastructure, and the city, focusing on issues 
and politics of marginality and participation; social production of space; 
lived community histories and their archiving; digital media and storytelling; 
and formation of expertise across voice and social difference. They have 
taught seminars on place and power, and on “spatial agency” in architecture 
at academic institutions in India and the US, and have developed critical 
pedagogy initiatives in the context of architecture and anti-colonial, queer, 
and feminist digital humanities within and beyond these networks. Prior to 

Kush Patel

Trained as a designer and historian, Ishita Shah (she/her) says 
their practice revolves around the idea of curating for culture (www.
curatingforculture.com). In the current pandemic, Ishita has been conducting 
online engagements on constructing personal archives in order to discuss 
creative possibilities for archiving in India and the Global South. Over the past 
year, Ishita has collaborated with Biome Environmental Solutions, National 
Centre for Biological Sciences and INTACH Bengaluru, and co-curated 
the public engagement platform “Design-ed Dialogues’’ at The Courtyard 
Bengaluru, with an intention to develop a wide range of public interpretation 
projects. Prior to these appointments, Ishita served as an educator and 
a coordinator to the UNESCO Chair in Culture, Habitat and Sustainable 
Development at Srishti Institute of Art, Design & Technology. Ishita was also 
the founding archivist and oral historian at CEPT Archives, and they worked 
with Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA), INSITE Magazine, SPADE India 
Research Cell and Design Innovation and Craft Resource Centre (DICRC). Ishita 
is the 2020 recipient of the Graham Foundation Grant for their research project 
on reimagining the architectural history of 20th Century India by tracing the 
narrative of women practitioners.

Ishita Shah

About the Contributors

adjustment issues. She believes that psychotherapy can help individuals to 
increase self-understanding, improve decision making, solve problems, and 
create paths to live the way they want. Apart from psychology, she is interested 
in exploring colours and all things that are visually appealing. Her master’s 
thesis on “Environmental Quality of Institution and Emotional Regulation of 
Orphans” explores her interest on the impact of environment on enhancing 
human emotions.
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Madhavi Desai is an architect, researcher, writer and a teacher. She 
was an adjunct faculty at CEPT University, Ahmedabad, India (1986-2018). She 
has had Research Fellowships from ICSSR, Delhi, the Aga Khan Program for 
Islamic Architecture, MIT, USA, Sarai, Delhi and the Getty Foundation, USA. She 
is the founding member of the Women Architects Forum. She is the co-author 
of Architecture and Independence, OUP (1997), Architectural Heritage of 
Gujarat, Gujarat Government (2012) and The Bungalow in Twentieth Century 
India, Ashgate (2012). She is the editor of Gender and the Built Environment in 
India, Zubaan (2007) and the author of Traditional Architecture: House Form 
of the Islamic Community of the Bohras in Gujarat, Council of Architecture 
(2007) and Women Architects and Modernism in India, Routledge (2017). Her 
academic interests include gender and architecture, colonial architecture and 
modernism in the Indian context. She has been a member of the nominating 
committee of the Berkeley-Rupp Professorship and Prize at UC Berkeley 
since 2012. She was also a visiting scholar in the department of gender and 
women’s studies at the University of California at Berkeley, USA in 2014.

Madhavi Desai

Monolita Chatterjee (she/they) has designed several award-winning 
resorts and has been involved with numerous heritage and transformation 
projects in and outside Kerala. She is empaneled in the Urban Design team 
for the City Corporation and the ASI, South India. She conducts academic 
workshops and exercises with architectural students, faculty, and professionals 
as well as the general public, corporators, and central and state development 
missions on aspects of inclusion and gender through design. She founded the 
Gender Rights NGO Raising our Voices Foundation in 2013. Monolita is also 
a member of the design faculty at KMEA College of Architecture since 2014, 
where she is involved in the design studio, thesis, and dissertation.

Monolita Chatterjee
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joining Avani Institute of Design, Dr Patel held academic appointments at the 
University of Michigan Hatcher Graduate Library, Institute for the Humanities, 
and Michigan Humanities Collaboratory in Ann Arbor. They received their PhD. 
in Architecture from the Taubman College of Architecture and Urban Planning 
at the University of Michigan, and hold professional degrees with distinction 
in Architecture and Urban Design from South Gujarat University, Surat and 
CEPT University, Ahmedabad, respectively, as well as a Master of Science in 
Architectural Design Studies also from the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor.
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To Rajshree Rajmohan, understanding spatial manifestation and 
human engagements with them is fascinating. A CEPT University graduate, 
Rajshree has been practicing for 20 years. She is currently engaged as a senior 
architect with Chandramohan Associates. In 2015, Rajshree joined the National 
Institute of Design (NID)-Ahmedabad as a visiting faculty. She has coordinated 
“Vayanashala” a reading initiative for the Indian Institute of Architects (IIA), 
as well as “Trivandrum Talkies”, a documentation of the city’s oral histories. 
She also serves as a visiting faculty at the Marian College of Architecture in 
Trivandrum. Rajshree’s work on gendered spaces and architectural pedagogy 
has been published in the Design Detail magazine. She looks forward to 
researching settlement patterns and keen interest in gender studies.

Rajshree Rajmohan

Nirupama K S is a final-year undergraduate architecture student at 
Avani Institute of Design in Calicut, Kerala. She served as the student editor 
of the 2016 publication, unSETTLED, by Avani Institute of Design. Her interests 
include creating illustrations of people, art forms, and culture; blog writing; 
and reading on contemporary Indian culture, politics, and traces of these 
experiences in domestic spaces and various kinds of fiction. She is interested 
in learning the process of thinking through research writing—this particular 
research paper being her third academic writing in the course of her five years 
of architectural education.

Nirupama K S
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Dr Naveen L Bagalkot works at the intersections of Human-Computer 
Interaction design (HCI), participatory design and community-based care. 
Naveen is trained as an architect and industrial designer, and holds a PhD 
in Interaction Design from the IT University of Copenhagen. As a part of the 
DesignBeku collective, he focuses on facilitating collaborative design and 
critical making for and with grass-roots community organisations. As an 
educator at the Srishti Institute of Art, Design & Technology, Bangalore, Naveen 
works towards creating an environment of learning that expands the horizon 
of emerging design practice through a critical and situated engagement with 
technological ideas and real-world complexities. 

Naveen L Bagalkot
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Reshma Mathew is an architect and urban designer with over ten 
years of experience spanning architectural industry practice and academics. 
Her research interests include speculations on ecological urbanism, socio-
political constructs of space and the ensuing urban paradigms. As part of 
her academic practice in the role of Assistant Professor at Avani Institute of 
Design, she explores the conception of design as an architectural language 
informed by socio-cultural imprints of the context and reimagined material 
tectonics. She holds an undergraduate degree from the University School 
of Design, Mysore and master’s degree with distinction in Architectural and 
Urban Design from the University of Edinburgh, UK. Her master’s thesis, “The 
Idol City: A Study of Temporality and Permanence,” explored manifestations 
of Non-Figurative architecture in an urban scape conceived as built 
environments born out of a process of juxtaposition and adaptation with the 
existing fabric.

Reshma Mathew

Shreya is a research assistant on the Repair and Retrofit module at 
the School of Environment and Architecture (SEA), Mumbai. She graduated 
from BRICKS College of Architecture in Pune and has served as an intern at the 
Hundred Hands Studio in Bangalore. Shreya was awarded the third place at 
Youth Innovation Challenge organised by UN Habitat in 2019.

Shreya Kothavale

Dr Sonal Mithal is a conservation architect–artist–academic. She 
has a PhD from the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. At her 
conservation firm, People for Heritage Concern, her work prioritizes archival 
and material research-based practice. She is a co-consultant for restoration 
and adaptive-reuse of the Surat Castle among other structures. Her recent 
series of art installations uses research to illustrate the palimpsestic nature of 
urban history. As a visiting Associate Professor at the Faculty of Architecture, 
CEPT University, she is invested in combining practice with teaching, bringing 
learning from either side to the other. Dr Mithal has also presented her artwork 
at the Venice Biennale 2019.

Sonal Mithal
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Professor Urvi Desai is an architect, an urban scholar, and a partner 
at the firm IORA Studio based in Ahmedabad. She has been teaching at CEPT 
University and other Schools of Architecture for over a decade. Her teaching 
and research interests are located at the intersection of environmental and 
social sustainability, revolving around the study of communities, resource use 
(especially water), and public space. Her work focuses on collective action and 
the urban commons, on co-design and co-production, and research methods. 
In her ongoing research, Professor Desai studies the lakes of Bangalore and 
the community action around them to identify emerging patterns of social 
processes and spatial structures in the collective production of space.

Urvi Desai

Dr Soumini Raja brings a deep interest in complex human–nature 
relationships and their process of co-evolution. She is the founding partner 
and Director of Research at Studio Commune, a collaborative design studio 
in Kerala, India, that engages in meaningful conversation between practice, 
research, and activism. In her academic research, she attempts to see design 
beyond the linear narrative and as an on-going process encompassing 
dialogue and negotiation between society, nature, and built environment. She 
has an undergraduate degree in Architecture from the College of Engineering, 
Trivandrum, and a master’s degree in Urban and Regional Planning from CEPT 
University, Ahmedabad, India. Her doctoral research at CEPT University was 
a socio-spatial investigation of human vulnerabilities to disasters in coastal 
areas. She is currently an Associate Professor at Avani Institute of Design.

Soumini Raja
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Sonali Dhanpal is the inaugural recipient of the Forshaw Scholarship, 
a departmental scholarship awarded to women in architecture, for her 
doctoral research at the Newcastle School of Architecture, Planning & 
Landscape, United Kingdom. Her research explores residential extensions, 
bungalow culture, and the production of everyday spaces in the two capitals 
cities of the princely state of Mysore, and Bangalore between 1881 and 1920. 
Sonali is trained architect with a bachelor’s degree in architecture from the 
DSCE, Bangalore, and a built-heritage conservationist with a master’s degree 
in Conservation Studies (Historic Buildings) from the University of York. Her 
most recent appointment was as a Built Heritage Conservationist at INTACH, 
Bangalore Chapter.

Sonali Dhanpal
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