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ABSTRACT

The ‘Fluid Commons’ is a network of speculative interventions designed 

around water in the productive landscapes of the disputed Kashmir valley 

in the northern Himalayas. The project uses the idea of creating the com-

mons as a counter narrative to institutional approaches to natural resource 

management, and the ensuing disruption of centuries-old practices of 

living in this fluvial ecosystem. Situated against the ideas of  “environmental 

care” and “conservation” proposed in the recently drafted masterplan for 

the city of Srinagar, (capital of Jammu and Kashmir) to make it part of a 

growing tourist economy, the project builds on historical accounts of tacit 

knowledge practices and self-organising production systems that underpin 

the region’s socio-economic and cultural landscape. These local knowl-

edge and productive practices serve as anchors for a network of inter-

ventions that act as potential catalysts for recalibrating and re-establishing 

links between people and landscape, culminating in the formation of a new 

autonomous productive network based on ideas of stewardship, mainte-

nance, and care. This project aims to add to current research on issues of 

urbanisation and climate change in the understudied ecological context of 

the Himalayas by looking at the water systems and productive landscapes 

they support. 
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So what is separation’s geography?
Everything is just that mystery,
everything is this roar that deafens:
this stream has branched off from the Indus,
in Little Tibet, just to
find itself where Porus
miles down (there it will join the Jhelum)
lost to the Greeks. It will become,
in Pakistan, the Indus again.
Leaning against the Himalayas
(the mountains here are never
in the distance)

- Agha Shahid Ali

‘By the Waters of the Sind’

Fig 1. Raqib Shaw, ‘The Mild 
Eyed Melancholy of the Lotos 
Eaters’,  2019  
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1. INTRODUCTION

i. Water and territory

The partition of the Indian Subcontinent in 1947 was a traumatic event 

marked by widespread dispossession and dislocation, and its conse-

quences continue to reverberate and affect the region’s development 

today. One of the most important points of contention between the two 

newly formed nations of India and Pakistan after partition was the distribu-

tion and control of territory and resources in the erstwhile princely state of 

Jammu and Kashmir in the northern Himalayas, which held a strategically 

important location in the Indus river basin. To address this issue, the two 

countries, with the intervention of the United Nations, drafted the Indus 

Waters Treaty in 1965 (MEA, 1960). This treaty determined which nation 

would have more control over the Indus waters which flows westward from 

India into Pakistan. The flow of water therefore governed the political fate 

of the valley for decades to come.  The temporary accession of Kashmir in 

1947 not only gave India control over its territory, but also dominion of the 

upper riparian basin and hydropower production capacities of the Indus 

River and all of its tributaries. (Bhan, 2012)

Although the Indus river system supports communities in both India and 

Pakistan, it is the sole river supporting the agricultural sector in Pakistan, 

as more than ninety per cent of its land is dry or semi-arid. Water insecurity 

and management therefore continue to undergird and exacerbate the  
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the conflict in the region, since for Pakistan, relinquishing claim on Kashmir 

would mean giving up control of the Jhelum and Chenab rivers, making 

it dependent on India for water. These tensions between the two nations 

were heightened by an unprecedented series of events in August 2019 

with the revocation of Article 370, a constitutional provision that protected 

native Kashmiri populations’ rights to land and natural resources and pre-

vented intervention by individuals, organisations or other actors including 

the Indian government. Following these events, there have been significant 

changes to the land laws in Jammu and Kashmir, with the control over 

natural resources shifting from the Jammu and Kashmir to the Indian Gov-

ernment, making the real estate market open to national and international 

investors. Furthermore, the construction of the Kishanganga dam in 2017 

and the Ratle hydroelectric power station on the Chenab river have intensi-

fied tensions between the two nations, as both projects seem to violate the 

terms stated by the Indus Water Treaty (Bhan, 2012).

Rising insecurities over water in Pakistan and the subcontinent stem not 

only from India’s growing autonomy over the system, but also due to rapid 

climate change and decreasing glacier capacity. Extended dry spells and 

water scarcity in the lowlands has had a significant impact on agricultural 

production in both India and Pakistan. As India diverts more water to serve 

its national interests, the conflict continues to impact and disrupt the Kash-

mir Valley’s long-standing socio-economic and cultural practices, which 

are supported by, and integral with the water systems that run through it. 

Moreover, the current water-sharing mechanism in the Indus Water Treaty 

does not address the concerns and challenges that the region may experi-

ence due to climate change in the future.
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ii. Environmental Politics 

Conservation policies are frequently employed by governments to reor-

ganise states or regulate resource usage and access. This is frequently 

accomplished by the framing of ‘nature’ and ‘civilisation’ in stark binaries, 

promulgating notions of nature as timeless, and pristine. These construct-

ed imaginaries are more evident in contexts where nature has a significant 

influence on cultural associations, which is especially true for Kashmir. 

Its natural beauty, often referred to as sublime and transcendent, and its 

representation as “paradise on earth” have influenced emerging forms of 

environmentalism in the region in recent years, turning nature into a space 

of “governance, restoration, and nostalgia”. (Bhan, 2012)

This form of control and management of natural 

resources in a region through policies that promote 

commodification and exploitation of natural resources 

in order to incorporate it into the global tourist econ-

omy is what Mona Bhan (Bhan, 2012) and Michael 

Goldman (Goldman, 2001) have referred to as “envi-

ronmental state making” and ‘‘green neoliberalism’’. 

Similar to constructed fantasies of ‘paradise’ which 

project and reproduce nature as unspoiled and pris-

tine, the state’s environmental conservation practices 

tend to be linked to exclusions based on race, class, 

and occupation. These differences are deepened by 

claims and narratives that grant legitimacy to certain 

privileged sections of society while simultaneously 

disenfranchising and delegitimising, or erasing histo-

ries, cultures, and practices that may have shaped 

the terrain. 

Fig 4. Vintage tourism postcard 
depicting an image of Kashmir’s 
pristine landscape. ca. 1950



13

These ideas of environmental care and conservation have become a 

means for the state to strengthen its power over the use and management 

of water and other natural resources in Kashmir over the last three dec-

ades. This has been done either explicitly or covertly through the estab-

lishment of defence posts within the city, or in strategic locations in the 

surrounding hilltops and mountains. (Bhan, Duchinsky, 2020) Practices of 

control and governance though strategies of conservation and sustainabil-

ity measures are becoming increasingly relevant for understanding political 

mechanisms of state-making, especially in conflict zones (Klein, 2016). 

Fig 5.i Sketch of the Kashmir 
Valley from Soleiman’s Seat to 
the Nishat bagh. ca. 1950
Source: Torrens, Travels in 
Ladâk, Tartary, and Kashmir. 
London Saunders, Otley 1862., 
1862.
ii. Aerial view of the Valley from 
Hari Parbat hill, 2018
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Fig 5. Medieval Waterways and 
Bridges in the Valley of Kashmir.
Source: Khan, Zahoor A. 
“The Canals Of Pre-Modern 
Kashmir.” Indian History 
Congress, 1995.
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2. THE AMPHIBIOUS LANDSCAPE

“A great deluge, a divine boat of feminine power ferrying all life on the

eternal waters of deathless eternal Shiva and this boat being rowed by

Narayan in the form of a fish. . .In this story half-human, half-fish Narayan is

the rower. The doer. The action. The story is told in context of Nauband-

hanatirath, a mountain site near Kramasaras which we now know as Kau-

sar nag located in the Pir Panjal Range in the Kulgam District’s Noorabad. 

The site where the divine boat was moored. The story is eerily similar to 

Abrahamic tale of Noah’s Arc and Jonah. Kashmir was born out of water. 

Myths as well geology tells us that much.”

                                                                              Excerpt from the Nilamita Purana

                                                                 (People’s history of Kashmiri Hanji - SearchKashmir, 2022)

Nestled in the northern Himalayas, the origins of 

Srinagar, a city known for its freshwater lakes and 

robust water transport systems, are narrated through 

the story of the great lake  Satisaras drained by the 

saint Kashyap around 250 BC. The name Kashmir, 

is also said to translate to ‘land dessicated by water’ 

( ‘Ka’ - water and ‘Shimeer’ - to dessicate) (JKTDC, 

2019). Larger territorial readings of the land still show 

traces of its history and origins as a lake. Its land-

scape is a palimpsest of fluxes and flows, expansions
Fig 11. Historically, Srinagar 
was known for its water-based 
networks
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and contractions, and the complex network of socio-economic and cul-

tural landscapes formed around its water bodies and wetlands reveal how 

people developed specific ways of working with, and managing these am-

phibious fluid landscapes. Urban growth in the valley, especially in Srina-

gar, was accelerated by political changes in the fifties, and the subsequent 

shift to road-based transportation resulted in frictions between its aqueous 

past and the dreams of a growing urban centre.

Fig 12. i. Ancient Map of 
Srinagar reproduced by Stein 
1860. 
Source: http://www.siraurelstein.
org.uk/themotif2.html

ii. Jehlum riverfront in Srinagar 
Old City, Present Day
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i. Planning Policies - brief history, current status and the new 

masterplan

Srinagar is the largest city and the summer capital of the state of Jammu 

and Kashmir. Located at an elevation of 1,585 m (5,200 ft), it stretches 

over an area of 294 km2 (114 sq. mi).The city has a population of around 

1,200,000 with an average density of 4,000/ km2 . The city developed 

along the foothills of the Hari Parbat hillock, and slowly spread southward 

to the wetlands and areas around the Jehlum river and other canals that 

flew through the plains. It expanded linearly along the right bank of the river 

Jehlum and gradually spread over to the other side. While mostly water 

reliant and recognised for its robust water infrastructure, the increase in 

urban area coupled with a surge in migration from neighbouring villages 

in the 1960s resulted in a dramatic shift from riverine to territorial mobility 

(Khan, 2007). This unprecedented growth was followed by the implemen-

tation of the city’s first masterplan, drafted in 1971. This was the region’s 

first planning document, and despite its focus on the city’s fragile ecologi-

cal landscape and natural resources, it was never fully implemented due to 

ongoing political turmoil. The consequence was unchecked development 

in the floodplain and ecologically sensitive areas on its outskirts. Follow-

ing this attempt at planning, a second master plan was drafted in 2002 

to guide development between 2001 and 2021. The 2002 masterplan 

was replaced by a new document in 2018 (Masterplan 2035), which was 

introduced after the revocation of Article 370, a constitutional provision that 

guaranteed special land rights to Kashmiri natives. The revised plan pro-

poses an eighty-four percent increase in the urban limits of the city, from 

416 square kilometres to approximately 766 square kilometres by 2035 

(SDA, 2019). 
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Fig 14. Timeline of significant 
political events and land-law 
changes vis-a-vis growth of 
Srinagar urban area  (pre-1300 
to present day).



25

The ‘Masterplan 2035’ and related planning policies for Srinagar do not 

acknowledge the intricate geographies of production within the city, which 

are rooted in the region’s inherent nature as a fluid/amphibious landscape. 

By introducing new actors in the region, especially from other regions of 

the subcontinent, and changes to the region’s land ownership laws (such 

as The J&K Development Act, 1970, The J&K Land Revenue Act, 1996, 

The Agrarian Reforms Act, 1976 and The J&K Land Grants Act, 1960), the 

proposed masterplan will not only have significant environmental conse-

quences, but will also directly affect marginalised and vulnerable sections 

of society, particularly the Hanjis (the boatman community living on the 

Dal lake), and the pastoral communities like the Gujjar and Bakarwal, who 

migrate to the highlands in the summer and play a key role in the region’s 

intricate ecology and economy. 
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Fig 15. A copy of the initial 
proposal for the Masterplan 
(2000-2021) drafted in 2002.
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Fig 17. Current Maserplan 
proposal (2015-2035) drafted in 
2019 introduces new zones, a 
significant increase in the urban 
area and restricted/defence zones 
as well as the introduction of a 
new urban corridor along the 
western periphery of the city.
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Fig 18. Image highlighting buffer 
zones, restricted areas, areas 
listed for conservation and the 
special investment corridor as 
indicated in the new masterplan 
(2015-2035).
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ii. Stewardship versus conservation - visions for a sustainable 

Srinagar

Considering the major flooding event of September 2014 as the watershed 

event for the future planning and development of the Kashmir valley, the 

new planning document (Masterplan 2035), lists certain determinants for 

smart and sustainable development, and better quality of life for Srinagar 

City. Although it acknowledges the importance of the complex intercon-

nectivity of wetlands and water bodies in the flood absorption and man-

agement process for the valley, the focus seems to be on their potential for 

tourism and economic development of Srinagar. Drawing on the historical 

accounts of the city ‘as a landscape of gardens in Mughal days’, the Mas-

terplan 2035 delves into how unchecked urbanisation in ecologically

fragile areas has not only compromised the status 

of Srinagar as an important tourist destination in 

South Asia but has affected the resilience of the 

city to withstand flood and other vulnerabilities. 

The rationale for conservation of the Dal lake in 

particular, an important tourist destination in the 

valley, is linked to its history of supporting a num-

ber of human activities, including horticulture, 

commerce, transport, sports and recreation, tour-

ism, and food production. The lake dwellers, or the 

Hanjis as they are locally known, have historically 

been part of the lake ecosystems, and the lake is 

also home to a variety of unique animal and plant 

organisms. 

Fig 19. The shikara (boat as 
a symbol of J&K Tourism 
Department exemplifies the 
entanglement of economies within 
and the promotion of the lake and 
its systems as a tourist destination.
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Hanjis construct semi-permanent residences on floating gardens by weav-

ing water hyacinth and lily roots together into mats, stacking them onto 

each other, and coating them with soil which is then used to grow different 

vegetables throughout the year (Casimir, 2021). Women cultivate these 

floating islands, which have always been important in providing vegetables 

to the entire city of Srinagar, especially during the cold winter months when 

the Srinagar-Jammu highway is closed or during times of crisis, such as 

when the city was placed under curfew due to the ongoing conflict. 

Although the floating gardens are unique feature of the Dal Lake the new 

masterplan (2015-2035), lists their proliferation and the building of houses 

by the Hanjis in the interiors of the lake as a threat to its ecosystem. The 

masterplan proposes regulating cultivated gardens within the lake, clearing 

‘encroachments’, demolishing houses and relocating Hanjis to Rakh-e-Ar-

ath, a marshland in Bemina in the outskirts of Srinagar, eight kilometres 

away from the Dal lake. Along with the relocation of the Hanjis, the Jammu 

and Kashmir government has also imposed sanctions on houseboat repair 

and maintenance, making it difficult for houseboat owners to maintain the 

source of their livelihood, resulting in the Dal lake becoming a graveyard of 

sinking houseboats. As a part of conservation efforts, the 2035 plan also 

proposes an improvement of lakeshore scenery- the aesthetic appearance 

of the lakeshore to be improved by developing parks and gardens in its 

vicinity, and by planting trees along the shore (SDA, 2019).
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iii. Lake Dwellers - the Hanjis

Hanjis have always lived along the margins of Kashmiri society. As tradi-

tional water dwellers, they had lived in Doongas or large houseboats on 

the river Jehlum until the 1960s, cultivating the surrounding low lying terrain 

and marshes. Considered separate from other sections of society, they 

have been constant targets of state policies, disenfranchised and dislocat-

ed from their centuries-old trades throughout history, and are now living on 

the whims and fancies of seasonal environmentalists, bureaucrats, the judi-

ciary, and the Jammu and Kashmir government. During the sixties, a large 

section of Hanjis living on Jehlum were forced to relocate to the outskirts of 

the city as a result of the then government’s attempts to eradicate ‘slums’ 

and clean the river banks. 

While the 2035 masterplan depicts all bodies of water as static, bound 

entities with a five-meter-wide protective buffer zone surrounding them, 

the sustained efforts by the government and tourism authorities to pre-

serve as a clear and pristine water body have largely been ineffective. Dal 

has always been a location of centuries-long entanglement of wet terrain, 

dry ground, floating gardens, and water - a history these conservation 

measures cannot overwrite. However, measures such as these are not 

only displacing Hanjis and other marginalised groups from their source of 

income - they also ignore the actual cause of the lake’s shrinkage: effluents 

from townships in Hyderpora and expanding urbanisation in Nishat around 

the lake, creating sedimentation and eutrophication.  
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Fig 20. Connections between 
the waterways of Srinagar were 
severed by terrestrial growth 
and choking of the surrounding 
low lying areas over time. The 
Map shows the major water 
bodies in the city and Rakh-e-
Arath, the area where the Hanjis 
have been relocated to.
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Fig 21. Hanji Mohallas or 
neighbourhoods determine 
social stratification within the 
lake dweller communities. Most 
of the market gardeners living in 
these mohallas have now been 
relocated to Rakh-e-Arath.

Source: Michael Casimir, ‘ Floating 
Economies’, 2020
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 What the 2035 plan doesn’t acknowledge is that these floating gardens 

and the regular maintenance of the lake’s ecosystems by the Hanjis are 

what is keeping the lake from decomposition. By clearing invasive species 

of plants and turning those into fertiliser/gardens; by bringing up sediment 

from the lake of the bed and actively dredging it, Hanjis are actually acting 

as stewards of the lake ecology, contrary to how they are perceived by the 

Conservation authorities.

Fig 22. Painting depicting the 
Floating Gardens in Dal Lake. 
Source: Urwick, William. ‘Indian 
pictures, drawn with pen and 
pencil’ (1881) 
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Fig 23. Typical arrangement of a 
floating garden

ii. Constructing, Moving and 
Cultivating the floating garden

Source: Michael Casimir, ‘ Floating 
Economies’, 2020
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Fig 24. Entangled Economies 
within the Dal Lake

Source: Michael Casimir, ‘ Floating 
Economies’, 2020
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3. THE FLUID COMMONS

Water’s elusive nature, materiality, and nonlinear temporality are inextricably 

linked to our experiences and the meanings we ascribe to it. Its materi-

ality, fluidity, and dynamics of volume, emergence, depth and processes 

of ‘expansion’, ‘flow’, ‘mixing’, ‘gathering’, ‘evaporation’, ‘turbulence’, 

lends itself to a new kind of politics, in which both human and nonhuman 

elements are imagined, encountered, and produced. This conceptualis-

ation opens up new possibilities of interacting with and designing in the 

contested fluvial landscape of Kashmir, where policies are accelerating and 

instigating change in the kinds of publics formed around water and other 

natural resources.

i. Commoning as a tool/ methodology

The concept of the ‘commons,’ or the process of ‘Commoning,’ (Har-

din,1968; Ostrom,1990) refers to the management of resources shared 

and used by a diverse set of actors. Just as water’s materiality generates 

publics, in the context of Kashmir, water and the various forms in which it 

occurs - solid liquid, subterranean - creates and sustains multiple changing 

publics from the local to the international. Fluid Commons, the project that 

follows, identifies locations/ spaces where these multiple/ varied actors 

come together, or where new relationships around water may be formed 

as points of departure.
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Fig 25. Across each transect in 
the region, locals have developed 
specific tactics of working with the 
landscape.
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Fig 26. The different relationships 
are visible in the varied production 
networks and systems already 
existing within. However, in the 
recent years, centuries-long ways 
of production are under threat/ 
being altered due to climate 
change and unprecedented 
growth in urban area.
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The spaces in the landscape thus identified become loci for political ne-

gotiation, resulting in the emergence of new ways and tactics to organise 

in a city. Using heterogeneity as the principle to encourage new forms of 

alliances and conflicts, the commons for this project is constantly evolving 

from and sustained by the “uncommons” (Cadena, 2020).  By identifying 

and bringing together an (ontologically diverse) “public” coalescing around 

a problem (Bennett, 2009), the proposed network of ‘fluid commons’ is a 

landscape punctuated by productive infrastructure. The politics that these 

am phibious landscapes might generate can be considered a mirror version 

of the politics of altitude and terrain identified by James Scott in the Zomi-

an land scapes in the hilly regions of East Asia (Scott, 2009): an interpreta-

tion of altitude, space and ownership that can help develop an alternative 

approach to the challenges of water and climate change in the Kashmir 

region.

Drawing on these ideas of water politics and the concept of the commons, 

this project  approaches the landscape as a garden, a space of steward-

ship and care, as opposed to one of nature as image, and of landscape 

as an object/commodity devoid of human interaction. The project is also 

interested in disrupting notions of Tradition, and the association of this 

region with ‘gardens of pleasure’ and ‘paradise’, which both obscures and 

threatens its actual history and dynamic life. The network of speculative 

interventions proposed are formed around flows and circulations of not just 

the landscape, but also of the region’s social and cultural processes. In 

connecting current actors and practices, the project introduces new forms 

of ‘common pool resources’ that could foster new, local autonomous hubs 

that in turn could form part of a larger, activated circular economy across 

the region—a self-sustaining community. The introduction of new connec-

tions encourages new practices of politics rooted in divergence, as well as 

new methods of social, cultural, economic, and resource
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production. As new economies evolve through a relocation of trades and 

distribution systems, the multiplicity of interactions and exchanges be-

tween beings and cultural systems previously separated from one another 

results in a sharing dynamic.

Despite being dispersed across the landscape and appearing to be isolat-

ed, the actors and production systems identified are linked in a variety of 

ways by the presence of water in its various forms. This atomisation of the 

network also aids its resistance and resilience by making it difficult to ob-

jectify. This leads to the emergence of new forms of governance, centered 

on the sharing and expansion of knowledge. 
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 ii. The plan of the commons 

Guided by the flow of water from the uplands to the lowlands, the strat-

egies for the commons are based on the requirements in each area. 

Higher up in the mountains where climate change threatens the depletion 

of glacial cover and the flow and quantity of water in the valleys, the inter-

ventions aim at strategies of containment and absorption - to capture the 

snowmelt, reactivate Kols and canals, and recharge the groundwater. In 

the lowlands, especially in the urban areas and flood prone regions of val-

ley , the main strategies for intervention include circulation and transfusion 

of water, moving it away from dense urban areas, while replenishing the 

wetlands and the Wular lake and basin in the north of the valley. 

Based on these strategies, the network of interventions stretches across 

two axes, integrating opposing dynamics of the territory. It is guided by 

water fluxes and flows in the landscape, between the Verinag Spring in 

South Kashmir and Wular Lake all the way to the other end of the valley, 

and by the local - shaped by socio-cultural and socio-economic exchang-

es happening at the scale of the city. The two axes appear to intersect at 

Rakh-e-Arath, the low-lying wetland area where the Hanji community has 

been relocated. This becomes the potential place for the emergence of a 

new form of living and working - a hybrid centre of production which exem-

plifies the new hubs/economies that may emerge within the landscape.
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Fig 27 . The two axes of the 
commons - the territorial, 
guided by the flows of water 
and the local, guided by 
socio-cultural exchang-
es, seem to intersect at 
Rakh-e-Arath, the low-lying 
area in the city outskirts 
where the Hanjis have been 
relocated.

Rakh-e-Arath
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Fig 28.  Strategies for 
intervening in the landscape.
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Fig 29. Landscapes of (Re)
Production
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1. Harvesting snow in the uplands

2. Replenishing Wular Lake and surround-
ing wetlands

3. New communal spaces within floating 
gardens

4. Reviving canals

5. Re-establishing water-links in the city

6. New hybrid typologies in Rakh-e-Arath for 
displaced Hanjis.

7. Revived Kols and mills.

Fig 30. Spaces and strategies for 
intervention across the landscape
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iii. The interventions

Uplands - Containment, Absorption, Diffusion 

1. Harvesting snow - Dams, Artificial Glaciers and Dairy Farming

Starting in the highlands, where glacial streams emerge and flow into the 

Jehlum river, the project proposes an infrastructure that works with cap-

turing and redirecting snowmelt and runoff while also providing a habitable 

space for the pastoral Gujjars and Bakarwals to store the dairy products 

they produce during their summer stay. Constructed with stones obtained 

from nearby, these check dams would be constructed on the northward 

facing slopes to delay melting. The runoff would be controlled by sluice 

gates maintained by these communities, flowing through channels emerg-

ing from these structures where they merge and recharge the ‘Kols’ or the 

traditional gravity-based irrigation channels passing through paddy fields 

and orchards at the foothills. Through these connections, the network en-

gages the pastoral communities in the uplands as well as the zamindar or 

farming communities near the mountain base, encouraging their participa-

tion, communication and maintenance throughout the year. In the summer, 

these infrastructures could become active production hubs, where Gujjar 

and Bakarwal communities could be custodians of the infrastructures and 

the places they inhabit.
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Fig 31. Harvesting and diverting 
snowmelt in the uplands with small 
dams built using locally sourced 
materials.
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2. Replenishing the subterranean reserve - Tanks, Channels and Gardens 

of Leisure

Along the foothills of the surrounding mountains a series of tanks are pro-

posed to harvest rainwater as well as direct excess runoff from the kols. 

Natural springs (nags) and tanks have played a vital role in the socio-cul-

tural landscape of the valley. The proposed tanks and spaces around them 

offer a new public realm on around villages in the area. These spaces could 

accommodate hamams or bathing spaces, ablution facilities, and spaces 

for washing and drinking as opposed to traditional forms of leisure gar-

dens which were exclusionary in nature and where water only served as a 

passive element in the landscape. They would also be distinct from existing 

nags, springs and ponds, which were only used during religious events. By 

making water a commonplace feature of the landscape and making it more 

accessible, these tanks would encourage different ways of interacting with 

water storage, capture and consumption, merging different functions, and 

making their maintenance  a part of people’s daily rituals.
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Fig 32. Tanks and ponds form 
new ways of interacting with 
water in the landscape while also 
recharging groundwater.
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3. From Rice to Flour - Streams, Mills and Watchtowers

Kols from the tanks passing through the fields could also become spaces 

of rest and relaxation for farmers during the warm summer months. The 

excess water from the Kols is either diverted for paddy or utilised to power 

the Aab Gratte or traditional flour mills, which are spread about throughout 

the lush green fields. These mills, which are currently isolated are preferred 

by locals for flour production. The new intervention would transform these 

local, small-scale flour production facilities into spaces of relaxation for 

farmers taking a break to have lunch or afternoon tea while also serving as 

production and distribution hubs within the fields. The flour produced could 

also be used for a little ‘Kandurwaan’ or local bakery in this space, and this 

hub could also serve as local watchtowers and  markers in the landscape 

overlooking the fields.
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Fig 34. The mill and the 
watchtower form new loci within 
vast fields and orchards.
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Lowlands- Circulation, Transfusion

1. Water for the Flower - Saffron Fields and Orchards

From the tanks moving further down from the 

foothills to the south of Srinagar city in 

Pampore, the kols branch into smaller streams

 to the plateaued karewas or the soil on which

 the prized saffron grows. Highly rain 

dependent, recent changes in climate has

 led farmers in the region to convert their 

saffron farms into high-density apple orchards, significantly affecting the 

production of this valuable spice. The new streams and tanks would now 

complement the irrigation of these arid fields, coursing across the uneven 

terrain like capillaries. This in turn would ensure a better yield while also 

maintaining an economy threatened by climate change.

2. Recharging Wet Landscapes -  Aquaculture and Aquaponics

In the low-lying environs of Wular lake, the 

strategy would be to leverage, recharge and 

make water a permanent feature in places 

where it seasonally occurs. These shallow 

ponds could be used for aquaponic gardening 

and fish aquaculture. The berms constructed 

around these ponds could also be used for 

reed cultivation, important for basketweaving and making willow wicker 

furniture while the fish farms supplement the region’s trout farming and 

contribute to the local economy.



55

Fig 35. i. Old kols are reactivated, 
providing more water to the 
parched saffron fields.

ii. New forms of production around 
water help replenish the drying 
Wular lake. 
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3. Between Old and New - Hanjis, Waterways and Floating Economies

Within the city of Srinagar, the interventions range from re-establishing old 

water networks to replenishing surrounding wetlands to reconnect them to 

Dal Lake -- the original space of production for the Hanjis to Rakh-e-Arath, 

the neighbourhood in the city’s outskirts to which they have been relocat-

ed.  Since Rakh-e-Arath is a low-lying flood-prone area adjacent to the 

Hokersar wetland, the strategy involves a multi-step process. This would 

begin with the re-naturalisation of the Doodh Ganga river and flood chan-

nel to improve soil drainage. This would allow Rakh-e-Arath to support a 

new hybrid typology of housing, one that draws on Hanji’s existing systems 

of living and working in Dal Lake. The opening up of the river bank would 

foster new forms of production and cultivation which would serve the city 

by connecting to the large food market or Mandi, in its vicinity. This Mandi 

in Bemina is currently the main wholesale food distribution centre for the 

city. Coupled with the new centre at Rakh-e-Arath, this could foster a hub, 

merging realms of living, working and production along the edge of land 

and water.
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Fig 36. The commons axis 
across the city stretches from 
the Zabarwan mountains to the 
Hokersar wetlands introducing 
new actors and programs.
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Fig 37. New housing for Hanjis 
in Rakh-e-Arath merges living 
and production, forming a bridge 
between the neighbouring Wetland 
and the site.
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Rakh-e-Arath would be linked to the interiors of Dal Lake, the main pro-

ductive area of the floating gardens, by restoring canals that predated the 

city’s shift to road transport. These revived spaces could foster new rela-

tionships to the landscape, and become the main hub of activity away from 

the river, bringing back trade and activity to the city centre, which had suf-

fered on account of the conflict. These canals also serve as alternative links 

for transporting raw materials and finished goods from the craftspeople’s 

residences to the market in the city centre, especially during times of lock-

downs and curfews when traffic movement on the streets is not permitted.

The productive floating gardens of the Dal Lake, could support the emer-

gence of a new form of floating communal/public spaces catering to the 

different groups of Hanjis living and working within the landscape. These 

floating spaces could be made by repurposing disused houseboats, the 

maintenance of which the government and the new masterplan has im-

posed new restrictions. These hubs would cater especially to women, who 

are the main actors tending to the floating gardens as well as the produc-

tion of Waguw or mats made from reeds obtained from the shores of the 

lake. These hubs would offer spaces for exchange, refuge, production, 

learning and sharing, to strengthen existing economies within.  
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Fig 38. Old/disused houseboats 
are repurposed to form new 
spaces fostering knowledge 
sharing and sociality within the 
network of floating gardens in Dal 
Lake.
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Fig 39. Reviving old canals to 
re-establish lost networks between 
production systems in the old city 
and Dal lake.
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The Dal Lake Shore bound by the by the Foreshore and Boulevard road 

would become the space of intersection between these local economies 

and production systems and the tourism belt, comprising of the Nishat, 

Shalimar, Harwan, Cheshmashahi and Pari Mahal Mughal gardens and the 

Dachigam wildlife sanctuary. These gardens, which are maintained by the 

tourism department of the Jammu and Kashmir government, could also 

contribute and supplement the systems of production maintained by the 

Hanjis within the Dal lake as well as other economies related to the float-

ing markets in its interiors. The lake shore, which is currently bound by a 

concrete barrier, would then become porous at certain places, allowing for 

diverse types of interaction, recreation, and other activities.

By reinstating bonds through exchanges, physical, economic and so-

cial, these revitalised water and associated production networks define a 

productive system between the two extremes of the city bringing Hanjis, 

Gujjars and other marginalised communities directly affected by the local 

and national government policies and the 2035 masterplan to the forefront 

as the caretakers and stewards of the landscape.



64

0

0.5 1

2 KM

Dal Lake

Anchar Lake

Old City

Nigeen Lake

Rakh-e-Arath

Hokersar Wetland

Doodh Ganga River

Jehlum

Dachigam Wildlife Sanctuary



65

4. REFLECTIONS

Considering the dearth of prior research on both this issue and, more sig-

nificantly, this region, this thesis has the potential to be expanded further, 

with a greater focus on the architecture of the commons, as well as various 

material practices and circular systems that may arise as a result. 

Fluid commons stemmed from an idea of developing an expanded toolbox 

exploring the idea of ‘agency’ in the built environment by drawing on the 

scales and frameworks of ‘informal’ systems in place in marginal con-

texts. The proposed interventions explore how temporality and futurity can 

become an embedded property of the life of things. The aim was to de-

velop flexible frameworks that can be tweaked according to contexts and 

need, rather than thinking in terms of short-term solutions as promoted by 

current top-down and exclusionary trends in sustainable development. By 

focusing on the idea of the city and its hinterland as a complex ecological 

system with many overlapping networks, and by accounting for the multi-

ple interactions between human and non-human actors (Latour, 2005), this 

research explores ways to coexist throughout time and space, and not just 

across scales of the situated local and the decentered planetary.

The proposed interventions play with notions of hiddenness and infiltration, 

while also making a case for taking up space and becoming known. 
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Fluid commonsl advocates for making work—particularly work considered 

undignified, or work made invisible by various state mechanisms--and 

workers visible as an act of reclaiming the landscape. The proposal aspires 

to construct sites where multiple histories, understandings, and languages 

collide, allowing new meanings to evolve. Drawing on Donna Haraway’s 

notions of “speculative fabulations” (Haraway, 2011) and Zomian ideas of 

“peopling” and productivity (Scott, 2009) this research imagines a nomadic 

type of institutionality that might produce conditions of mutual stake-hold-

ing--of informations and ideas.
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