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Jugaad
Urbanism

India’s great art of making do

BEY MEERA SUBRAMAMNIAN

FOR CLOSE TO A DECADE | worked on
a forty-acre land trust called Aprovecho an
the end of a dirt read in Oregon. We grew
our own [ood, ralsed goats, bulle straw-
bale houses, drank water from a gravity-
fed spring, and were [aithy sure we werne
onto & transfermative way of living based
on voluntary simplicity. It was isolated in
sHne ways, bt our work developing of
ficient, wood-burming cookstoves reached
far out into the world, finding its way to
distant locales in Central America, Affrica,
and even India, where my father was born
and 1 wauld go to visit ewvery e years, To
make 2 rocket stove, in its mast elemental
form, all you needed was two large coffee
cans, a couple small soup cns, and a pair
of tin snips. We would test for efficiency by
Frebering out ounces ol wood until a sim-
miering pound af beans was sofl.

Like hall of hurnanity voday, 1 eft my
mural outpost for the city, but Aproveche
remaing. s name derives from 3 Spanish
word we translated as *I make best wee of.
There ks no real equivalent in the English
language. “To take advantage of ™ is the clos-
st we gringos get, and that phrase has a de-
cidedly negative contetation. What about
thee pood amd creative ways to make do?

My father's people know how to make
do. If necessity is the mother of inven-
tion, then Indians are her midwives, Their

Hindi word is fugead, 3 brilliant adjective
1i1;|.1 Fllis thr 1nm|lh r-:lr I:h{' :Flr'.st h:l]F a:||.-|:|.
saftens in the second until the nmrl].' -
perceptible J. It is a slippery untranslat
able word that means something akin to
regourceful or innovative. makeshift o
jurp-rigged. It's a moun, oo, the name of
the haphazard vehicles that ply India's
rutted roads. Mad Max mobiles pieced to-
gether with a motley collection of boards,
mchine parts, and jeep fragments, pow-
ered by hand-crank englses that likely had
prior lives as irrigation pamips.

Jugaad Urbanizm: Resourceful Strat-
egics for Indian Cities. an exhibition at
the Center for Architecture last spring.
brought a sampling of these innovations
to Mew York City The exhibit focused
on four Indian citics— Delhi, Mumbai,
Ahmedabad, and Pune—and four critical
natural resources— water, eneTgy, trans-
'p-:lﬂali.-e;ln, amd band, The colodul, almaost
playful exhibit offered examples of how
designers, architects, artists, and activists
are responding to a widespread lack of
bazic amenities in India. There was the
Ervaraht, a dbesk ll.l.lpl.:l'inl:l al e rocket
atove, built with the same design prin.
ciples we'd experimented with back in
Oregon. There were hand-powered spin-
ning wheels that generated electricity for
a amall light and transistor radio, elabo-
rate street chandeliers made out of plastic
bottles and LED lights, composting toilets
that separated liquids from solids, amd
solar-powered cycle rickshaws. There were
alse architectural remderings and models
for low-income housing and video instal-
lations of perhaps the world's firstever
Toibet Festival, “The sheer impossibility of
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the Indian city is completely subverted by
i'l'-ﬁ;'-'d--. curator Kanu .-'lug,::tw:ll waid.

In my Frl;‘ql.ll:":lll I:ri]'m to India aver the
years, | have witnessed this “sheer impos-
sibility,” as well as its subversion, | have
been astounded by the hurtling advance
mients | see on each subssquent visit, but
equally astonished by hew mmach every-
thing seems 1o stay exactly the same. Soam
the roadzide chal walls stands on Chen-
nafs shiny new [T Corrider will have wire-
less service, bust there will still be someone
pissing in an open ditch mext to you.

Becases where clae is there to go? India
may be the rising power of the East— the
capital I, alongside Brazil, Russia, and
China. in the ballyhooed BRIC bloc—but
122 million Indian homes have no indoor
toilet. Sixty percent of its population has
no access 1o cean water, (Imagine asking
ten aff your friends Eor a ﬂass of waber and
E:u.d:ing that 1;|u|.15,- four are able 1o ]'u'm'ldrj
Four humdred million Indians have no
electricity, and all are accustamed to daily
power cuts, There are people everyuduere,
pveer 3 billion and counting, a newlorn
hiewling its way inte a world of want each
and every second. Yet sorsehow, for the
mcEl part, it works,

The Jugasd Urbankm show was aboait
hiowe it dgh work better, not endy in South
Agia ba alss here, in our Western world of
abundance, where we dedare a drooght if
we can't wash our cars whenever we want. 18
was about how 1o unearth the kessons pieoed
together with bits of wire and ingenuity to
make & new workl, “The hyperbolic cxpan-
sicn of cities [is] rife with opportunitics for
urban design,” said Agrawal, his eyes intent
behind dark-rimmed glisses even as his

A jugansd vehicle—pssembled entirely from spare parts, water pump engines, and woaden carts. The vehicle displayd ne registration plate,
runs on diesel, and pays no road fax.

soft demeanor reveabsd him as the mild-
mannered, Yaletraimed architect that he is
“Within the mubilayerad urbanism there
are whale complex systems.” He discribed
these systems as urban marphelogies.

In the name of Progress, soame af
these mvorphologies are being disnan-
tled. Resettberment plans might demalizly
a rat-infested shantytown like Mumbai's
infamoes Dharavd, where there & only
ane tollet per few hundred people. but
when the replacement i3 conceete block
structures forty miles from the city cen-
ber, with no jobs and no transporiation,
the “plan” in city planning disappears.
Agrawal described one of these relocation
develppments —which had abundant elec-
tricity but zero water infrastructure —as
a "relentless grid without any idea about
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how Fm;\p'lr live,” He also [rni:ﬂn‘l ot that
places like shams are sometimes the most
productive parts of a city, their scrappy citi-
zens the recyclers and prodiscers of a vast
array of materials and products, “Mumbai
i& e i Dhara,™ he said. “IF you remove
it there will be a huige coomnomis vamam.”

Iz there a way o develop without de-
stroying? This is a question being asked
from Brooklyn to Bangalere. One alterna-
tiwe featured in the exhibition was a project
af SPARC, the Society for the Promotion of
Arca Resource Centres. This Pune-based
organization called on Swedish architects
te create a buibding-by-building in site
rencvation plan that keeps the structure
of the shum—officially called an “infor
mal settlement” —fundamentally  intact
while 1:|Lal::ing it safer and healthier for its

inhabitants with new IJ|,|i||;|'tr.|Fs. .I'u;hpl:-
able design allows for expanding families,
small businesses, amd animal husbandry,
all critical elements of making a jugaad
lifi=style work. Homeowners contribute 16
peroent ol the fai 2 ertlier I:'|:||:I\:|U|5|:| {aﬂl.
labor, ar :ﬂ.l|}|!||'i|!ﬁ, aed the ROVETTRITEnt
in turn provides a 96,500 subsidye OF the
half-dezen projects Featured in the “land®
portbon of the exhibition, this iz the one
that is turming into realite The program
has so far provided new homes for foar
thousand families in Pune while allowing
them o sy inlegrated in their existing
communities. where secial networks can
remain unbroken,

IF's a start, but Pumnc is a city of 4.5 mil-
lion people, Mearly half live in these =in-
formal settlements,” a name that makes
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Wyjayanthi Rao recoll. Rao ks an anthropol-
oy professor at The New School for Social
Research and cedirector of Partners for
Urban Enowledge, Action and Research
(PLIEAR), a Mumbai nonproht and con-
ceptual laboratory for ideas about global-
ization and wrbanization. "What we are
trying to grapple with is the notion of the
informal,” she said, “It is extremcly mis-
leading. One should call it the “actually
existing urbanism’ of India, because the
formal dossn’t really exst” qu.‘lhing.
she was basically saying. is jugaad.

Alexander Beefe, an American journal.
izt who lives on and off in India and has
a blog called “[ugaad,” agrees. He sees
Indians negotiating  every  relationship
they have: with ther resources, with each
otfver, with the state. He expanded on the
word for mee: *1t's aften used with the verb
karmi, to make. Like, make an arramge-
micat. meake a quick fix.® It's all temporary,
and it's all makeshift. He paused, then
stressed, “What it does not mean is to
come up with a brilliant solution to India’s
cnergy problems.”

His point is that Indians make do

The Soleckshaw, a solar-powered, motor-assisted cycle
rickshan, is designad by the Central Mechanical Engineering
Reseanch Institute in Dungapur, West Bengal.
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because they have to make do. 17 social and
econmic systems are functiondng. you
den’t need jugaad, at least not everywhere,
all the time. So the question is, do you ool-
ehrate the improvisational world? “Yes,
Places like Dharavi are coonomically clever,”
K said, "but there's no equity, no envi-
ronmental or labor protections. 1t's not
necessarily 3 world we want to strive for,”

Even Agrawal admits that there is a
“boutique™ element to much of the show,
Elp I"'”'P'“ liz hewd in -ll'ix;lppn'inlrnﬂn.
wi.wll.'illg that the Rovermiment would make
a bigger commitment. *1 visited every proj.
ect in this exhibition, but many of these
effarts are stifled by corruption amd iner
tia." The Indian government “should be
uzing demecracy in a more powerful way,”
Toir 2abd moefully. Likewioe, it renalns to be
seen whether Indias Fast-rizing middle
class iz even considering these issues in
itz rush into a globallzed workd econcmy
and culture.

“Shortage of resources is a global phe-
nemensn,” said Agrawal. "We ke so
msch for granted [in the West]." His hope
for the show is net that India leaps into
an eco-revolution, with
composting  toilets and
solar-powered  lights in
every hame, I:|'|n|:|-1|.*|j| I'm
e b wouldn't |:||_:|in.'! if
that happened. His hope
instead 15 that an exhi-
bition like this, shown
i the developed werld,
encourages designers to
think about leow e puat
their skills to wse and in-
gpires people everywhene
to share limited re-
SOAITCES more graciously,

While I'm gencrally
delighted by the idea of
collaboration and cul-
tural cross-pollination
in everything from de-
sign to diet, 1 somehow
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wanbed to see fewer Western names af-
filiated with the projects in Jugaad Urban-
s And it was disappointing to learn that
thene was still no certain plan fo have the
cahibit shown in India. This is not for lack
of desire on the part of the organizers,
but simply a question of funding, Which
brings us right back to the root of the prob-
lemm: resources, Who has them? Where are
they allocated? What is prioritized? 1f there
i it enouigh interest on the part of India,
in 21l its vasimeess, 1o even suppart 1hee diie.
semination afl these creative responises o
the fundamental izsoe of lack, then how
will these ideas—spinning wheels that
make electricily and thread! smokeless
worsd stoves! —ever gain the widespread
tractbon thiy meed in order to make a sub-
stanitive change?

The efforts of the collectives and de-
gigners and artists and wiopians at work
in the Jugssd Urhanism exhibition might
nit yet be transforming the fundamentally
chaotic structure of India, but they are
undoubtedly improving a vast number of
imdividueal lives. And who knows where
that grassroots work may lead? Cairo re-
mimids us that sometimes, when we least
expect it, something fundamental shifis
and ideas that have herked below the radar
of public life swell up into something un-
Hprr!rd yeel ||:|ng awaited. There i :[w::.-‘x
3 :r:l'i:II]:[I.', an |.1||r]:-:r“:nn1|r.||i, 3 resastance
made up of Margaret Mead's coven of the
commuitied. What fonuiteus component
makes these human bongings for equal-
iy, justice, and a valce take root and turn
b 4 mosement—even a evolution?
Answers are elusive, but hope lies in the
fact that it happens. Something rises from
the ranks, emerging frem thee grounsd like
cicadas after a long sleep. Another word:
dermes, of the people.

Meera Sibramanian is a ULS,-based joernal-
it who writes aboul crltiere, consereahion,
and ke mvironmend _,l‘ur FEWRhEpRErS and
magazines arownd the world,
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