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Introduction 
 
Last spring, I had the opportunity to spend three months in Odisha for dance practice, as I am also an 
enthusiast of Odissi dance. This is how I was first introduced to the area and the city of Bhubaneswar. 
Both inside and outside my dance practice I met people, especially women, and while getting to know 
them also tried to understand their life situations. Slowly some of them opened beyond the friendliness 
and hospitality, to tell their personal and sometimes painful stories. 
 
Six years ago, before I started at KTH, I lived in New Delhi for a year, in the hostel of a school of 
Indian classical dance and music. By studying and living together with the Indian girls I learnt from 
them some about Indian culture, and felt that I became part of the group. But every day I was grateful 
for not having been brought up as a woman in India.  
 
Around me, young girls were forced to get married and others forbidden to be with someone they 
loved, most often because of family “honour” and caste. Newly married girls were prohibited by their 
in-laws to pursue academic studies, their professions, or dancing. I witnessed an extreme lack of 
freedom in their lives, burning marks and bruises on their bodies, secret elopements, and parents 
renouncing their daughters. Today all of these girls are married, very few of them to someone of their 
own choice, and some of them are daily enduring the most degrading conditions.  
 
Since then, I have been wondering if I in the role of an architect could ameliorate the life conditions of 
some of these women. This project is my first investigation of this. This project alone will not be able to 
make any actual change to any Indian woman’s life – but maybe it will make someone start thinking 
about other possibilities, what types of change they would like to have, and how it could be reached. 
 
 



 
Context 

 
Odisha and the environment 
 
Odisha (previously transcribed Orissa) is an eastern state in India, with nearly 42 million inhabitants 
(2011). It is bordering to West Bengal to the north-east, Jharkand to the north, Chattisgarh to the west 
and Andhra Pradesh to the south. To the east is the Bay of Bengal. Odisha is rich in minerals and 
coal, full of water and generous jungle, but within India often considered remote and backwards. It is 
one of India’s poorer states, with low levels of education and social welfare, but a strong cultural and 
historical identity.  
 
The geographic position of Odisha leads to threats of cyclones and tsunamis from the Bay of Bengal, 
and in 1999 a big cyclone killed 10,000 people and made 1.67 million people homeless. Since then, 
the government has built one cyclone safe house in each bigger village, for the dwellers to have at 
least somewhere to take shelter in a dangerous situation. 
  
The village houses are mainly made of mud and bamboo, and the thatched roofs have a low roof-base 
and are pitched in a certain angle to prevent them from detaching in the strong wind. Local traditional 
ways of building have led the water from the rains and rivers into ponds in the villages and trenches to 
drain the rice fields around them. The mangrove wetlands along parts of the coast constitute an 
important buffer zone, able to take care of big volumes of rising water and protect from the heavy gale, 
but are today threatened by aquaculture.  
 
 

  



Indian society and women’s situation  
 
India is often pointed out as a fast developing country and up-coming economy. The middle class is 
growing and the living standard is rising – but the gaps between the privileged and the non-privileged 
groups remain. 
 
Poverty has always been widely spread in India and is something that most people are used to accept. 
Apart from economic gaps, the caste system separates groups of people and values them differently. 
Likewise, belonging to different religious congregations and tribal groups is related to unequal treat-
ments. From tradition, the society is also patriarchal and women having a subordinated position. Due 
to cultural historical customs as the caste system, patriarchal traditions, and religious and philosophi-
cal believes in karma and reincarnation, even an almost unbearable life situation is often seen as 
something to abide, regardless to whether it is caused by poverty alone or by human maltreatment.  
 

But there are many examples of politically strong women in India, of whom the most well-known is 
Indira Gandhi, who was elected prime minister in 1966. There is also a generally strong movement 
among Indian women to organise for various political reasons, for example to oppose dam 
construction work. Tribal and low caste women are organising to fight their double oppression, as in 
the banned Krantikari Adivasi Mahila Sangathan (Revolutionary Adivasi Women's Organisation), 
founded in 1927. In recent years the group Gulabi gang has become famous for gathering big groups 
of women, dressed in pink sarees and equipped with bamboo sticks, to pay visits to men mistreating 
their wives, threat them, or simply beat them up. 
 
In Odisha, literacy among men is 76%, whereas women’s literacy is only 51%, and in some tribal 
areas as low as 21% (2011). There are also major differences in literacy between urban and rural 
areas. With the Odisha Girls’ Incentive Programme the state government is trying to encourage 
families to support their daughters’ education after eighth grade, especially among low casts and tribal 
groups, by providing unmarried girls scholarships for education, school uniforms and a to all grade ten 
girls, a bicycle.  
 
Last year’s terrifying incidents within the wider geographical area, i.e. the shooting of young Pakistani 
activist Malala Yousafzai, who miraculously survived and is still fighting for girls’ right to education, and 
the gang rape, torment and killing of a student in a bus in New Delhi, both lead to both Indian and 
worldwide indignation and protests, and reawakened the debate on women’s situation. 



Aim  
 
This project starts as a field study and develops into the designing of a building. The aim is to design a 
building that could contribute to improve the situation for women in Odisha, especially maltreated 
women or women with unsafe domestic conditions.  
 
Together with this, I would like to study the local building techniques and building materials of the 
village areas, and integrate that knowledge into my design. From these studies I want to learn more 
about the traditional, often ecologically sustainable, building solutions and to suggest how these 
techniques can be used in a modern way.  
 
The proposed building should thus be well integrated in the environmental as well as social and 
cultural context – although challenging the patriarchal hierarchies, and incite a change. The building 
should be approachable for women of all groups in the society, regardless of socio-economic status, 
caste and religion, and to a high extent be built with local materials and building methods. 
 
 

Research questions 
 
How can a building improve women’s life situation?  
Can it be visited without leading to stigmatisation?  
How can it be accessible for women of all groups? 
 
How can local building materials and techniques be used in a modern way?  
Can these material and techniques be advanced to resist the storms and cyclones in the area? 
 
Can it be possible for the future users to build the house themselves? 
 
 

Program 
 
The building will be a house for women – a safe harbour, which could offer a basic maternity clinic, 
medical and legal advice, daycare for children, daily activities and courses, support groups, and short 
stay emergency dwelling. 
 
Here, the women could learn how to escape violence and how to help others, get legal support, health 
check-ups, early abortions and medical information. They could also take courses in different themed 
adult education classes, as in learning how to start you own business and become able to support 
yourself, or just how to read and write. This will also be a place to simply meet, while the children are 
taken care of in the integrated kindergarten. 
 
In the kindergarten the children could be left just during a quick doctor’s call or a class, or for the full 
day. This gives a today non-existing possibility for a woman to own her own time, and decide what to 
do with it. Maybe she is full-time working somewhere else. The meeting aspect is also important, being 
out of the house and knowing that there are no men or in-laws around, and being able to speak freely. 
 
 

Site 
 
The site I don’t know yet, apart from it being somewhere in Odisha. It will probably be within the city of 
Bhubaneswar or in its more rural outskirts, rather than in a village environment. When I am there I will 
search for a suitable site, and also consult the local women’s organizations that I am going to meet. 

  



Methods 
 
My work is not only to propose a building, but to try to get an understanding of the overall context, both 
social and environmental, by collecting and sorting stories and facts, analysing the needs and wishes, 
combine it with my own ideas and eventually integrate all this into the design. 
 
Environment and building 
 
The visits to the villages would be to study the existing houses and the traditional material and 
methods that are still being used for the major part of the buildings. This knowledge will mainly be 
gained from analysing existing buildings, and interviewing their builders and dwellers. Ideally, I would 
also get the opportunity to see or even take part in the construction work of a building, or in additions 
or reparations.   
 
Together with this, I will learn about the local climate conditions, what is needed for dealing with humid 
heat and resisting strong wind and heavy rain, and how this has been done historically and how it is 
done today, both in rural and urban areas, and to what extent it is sufficient. From studies, meeting 
practicing architects and the college teachers I will find out how modern building projects in Odisha are 
dealing with these issues, and try to find if there are any examples of modern architecture to any 
extent using mud, thatch and related techniques.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Social intervention 
 
To investigate the situation and the needs of poor or unsafe women, I will meet and interview two non-
governmental organisations, Ruchika and Care India, which are helping women in different ways.  
 
Ruchika’s starting point is the street children, and to give them education outside the schools. 
However, children’s and women’s problems are often entwined, and children living in the streets are 
often a result of their mothers not being capable to take care of them. Helping the mothers prevents 
having to help the children later on, so this is why Ruchika also make a very big difference for 
women’s situation. Care India’s work is more oriented towards empowering women not necessary 
being mistreated, but maybe mainly being poor or belonging to a marginalized group. They help 
women to get education, start their own business and support their families. They also work with 
disaster preparedness and response.  
 
KIIT School of Rural Management continuously runs field work and studies the situations in the 
villages and how it could be improved by education and empowering of its dwellers, often with a focus 
on women and girls. This work I would also like to learn from and take part in. None of these 
organisations would however be the actual client of the project, but learning how they work and what 
they need will give important understanding of the context and situation and major input for the design.  
 
To connect the themes, I am thinking of organising some kind of workshop where these different 
perspectives can meet. Workers of the NGO:s and dwellers of the villages, and maybe also students 
of the KIIT School of Rural Management, would together look for possible solutions, by meeting, 
discussing and hands-on model making. 
 
 
 



 

Reflections 
 
Expectations and the built result 
 
Being a student of architecture, people are often assuming that our drawn projects will actually be 
built. When taking people’s time and asking them for interviews, meetings and workshops, it is 
important to be very clear on this point, so that they don’t feel disappointed in the end, when the 
outcome is not a physical building. The outcome is mainly drawings and ideas – of another, possible 
world. 
 
But when the “client” is someone whose life situation is difficult, the discussions may be awakening 
real hope for a change. In this context, it seems even crueler to make this only into a castle in the air. 
This is how the idea was borne of the house being built by its future users. My intention is not that it 
will be built while I am there, nor even that it necessarily will be built when I have left. The main point is 
that it should feel as it is possible – and also be so. 
 
 
Awareness of post-colonial discourse 
 
Post-colonialism and the subaltern voice is not my field of study, but in the Indian context impossible 
to leave unmentioned. Together with my socio-economic background my European nationality and the 
colour of my skin are unavoidably giving me a different treatment than most Indian women. In a 
cultural sensitive topic as women’s conditions – and thereby the complete organisation of the Indian 
society – it is important to be aware of notions of cultural imperialism and post-colonialism. I need to 
bear in mind that coming from a completely different cultural context one cannot assume that one’s 
own ideas and answers will be the best solution everywhere. At the same time, I should be careful not 
to be completely culture relativist – I need to be humble, but keep believing in changing the world. 



Time plan 
 
Phase I: Preparations 
Reading, developing idea, application writing, looking for contacts. Visa, vaccinations and 
preparations. 
 
December 15-18  
The MFS Preparation course, at Sida Partnership Forum in Härnösand. 
 
December 20 
Handing in of Thesis booklet. 
 
Phase II: Field trip to Odisha 
January 4th to March 3rd 
 
January 

a) Orientation 
Meeting the local supervisor at The Architects and the Department of Architecture at the College of 
Engineering and Technology (CET) in Bhubaneswar.  
 

b) Field study and gathering of information 
Meeting the NGO:s Care India and Ruchika and other relevant organizations. Learning about their 
work, what they do and what they would like to do if they could. Meeting with KIIT University School of 
Rural Management, and if possible take part in their field trips, and study their work. Visiting villages in 
the area and studying the local building methods and materials.  
 

c) Analysis 
Sorting and understanding the collected information and impressions. More reading, sketching and 
testing of design ideas. Choose a site, develop the program and formulate a possible architectural 
proposal.   
 
February  

d) Back to the field 
Returning to the field to find out more or complementing information. Test the proposal and discuss it 
with the academic contacts, the village dwellers and the NGO:s. 
 

e) Summarizing 
Concluding and putting the work together in a comprehensible way, explaining the field study and 
showing the results. Proposing one possible solution to some of the questions, through a first design 
proposal.  
 
Phase III: Returning to Sweden  
March 6-7  
“Mid-crit”. Presentation of the on-going project for external reviewers and fellow students. 
 
Rest of March: Based on the critique and suggestions, advance and develop the project. Improve the 
architectural qualities and details from the first design proposal. 
 
Phase IV: Work 
April and May:  Complete and refine the project. Finish models, diagrams, drawings and images etc, 
finalise and print the report.  
 
May 30  
Diploma project final submission. 
 
Phase V: Finish 
June 2-5  
Presentation of project, assessment by jury and examinator, followed by an open exhibition. 
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