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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCING THE CASE 

 

Physical quality of public spaces is the first factor to activate the available spaces socially in 

order to make gathering of people possible and then also keeping them in the space. Although 

factors such as access, visual attraction, natural elements and many others are significant, 

creation of social events is more important than physical features in social presence and 

interaction since it can provide participation opportunities in social activities and improve the 

sense of belonging to the place.1 Here comes the interaction of State and its machineries in 

making and unmaking of spaces. Thus creating successful public spaces, using their social 

abilities and improvement of participation opportunities in community depend on the 

recognition of the space, its different features and the global view of planners and policy 

makers.2 

Assam has been bestowed by nature with plenty. This region is attraction for many 

because of its natures’ hidden treasure and the distinctive historical as well as demographic 

composition. Though there has not been much policy oriented intervention of exploring 

potential of the region, this easternmost part has been informally explored by adventurers, 

academicians and researches for its mysticism, historical appeal, natural beauty of rives and 

mountains and the for the natives themselves. 

Guwahati city, the nerve center, of not alone Assam but entire north eastern part of 

India, is the repository of many of such natural and historical treasures. Bahmaputra River 

that gives life to the city is accompanied by many historically and naturally significant water 

bodies like Deepor bil, Dighali Pukhuri are located in Guwahati. The mystic Kamakhya 

temple that been one of the biggest attraction is located in the heart of the city. There are few 

more spiritual abodes like Umananda, Ashwaklanta etc. The Ambari prehistoric site is one of 

the many unknown but significant site located in the city. Apart from these, there are 

institutions established by Acts of government like Assam State Museum, Assam State Zoo 
                                                             
1G. Lennard, (1984), Public Life in Urban Places, Gondolier Council: Venice 
2Vahid Bigdeli Rad and Ibrahim Bin Ngah (2013), Public Spaces and Effective Factors on Social Interactions, 
International Journal of Current Engineering and Technology, Vol 3, No. 1, Online access on 5th August 2019, 
URL 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/344464498_Public_Spaces_and_Effective_Factors_on_Social_Interac
tions 
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and Botanical Garden, Srimanta Sankardev Kalakshetra etc. in order to portray the rich 

heritage and diversity in Assam. 

To this far apart scenario lies a very different Guwahati city with all the hustles of an 

emerging metro of India. The mall culture has been one of the visible changes that the city 

has witnessed in the recent past that provides a different insight into the socio economic 

aspect of public space. 

The proposed project will try to study few selected sites within Guwahati city that 

been highlighted or established for attracting visitors to the state. The sites and the locations 

established under legislative laws would be the focus of analysis since there were specific 

objectives behind their establishment. However one historical site is also selected as it is a 

site of much controversy because of its eco significance, government’s mishandling and 

citizens’ concern. Due to paucity of time and resource detailed field study would be restricted 

to four sites, namely, Assam State Museum, State Zoo and Srimanta Sankardev Kalakshetra 

and Deepor Bil. 

 

Objectives: 

The study has the following objectives to find out- 

 To highlight the importance of the sites selected for the study. These are the 

places of historical importance as well as from the perspective of the public 

policies that are undertaken to build them. 

 The vision behind establishment of these sites will be explored. For this the 

different policy decisions and debates in the legislative bodies will be examined.   

 To study the practical functioning and the present conditions of these sites. The 

idea is to analyze government’s role and interventions in making and unmaking 

of these spaces. The study conducts the field survey with detailed questions and 

also the analysis of the reports that various bodies have published regarding the 

functioning of these places. 

 An analysis into the socio economic aspects of these public spaces. To find out 

the significance of these sites in the community lives. 
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Hypothesis: 

After preliminary study of secondary sources and conducting pilot surveys to the sites under 

study few hypotheses are proposed here: 

 The case studies are very significant sites as they were being envisioned at the time of 

establishment. 

 One of the sites is naturally sensitive and has a balancing effect in the ecosystem of 

the region 

 The government have failed to do justice to these sites 

 The general public are less aware of their importance. 

 

Methodology: 

The study of the proposed is based on qualitative method primarily as well as participatory 

observatory technique will be followed. Both primary and secondary tools will be used; 

books, articles, reports, government documents are studied and filed surveys are conducted. 

The sampling for field survey constitute around 10 respondents from each site and the 

surveyors’ observation as a participator is also taken as a source. 
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CHAPTER 2 

FRAME-WORKING THE CONCEPT OF 

PUBLIC SPACE 

 

 

Public space is a place which is generally open and accessible to people in general. This 

sphere includes all kinds of open space that have some public value, it can range from formal 

sports grounds to open areas within a development and country parks. Such open space 

contribute to the green infrastructure and have great ecological value for urban centers in 

particular by providing health and recreational value. Public spaces also provide an 

opportunity for sharing thoughts and information that result in social network formation. In 

addition public spaces are more than just an experience of a space.3 The result of these 

interactions and experiences among people will be the shared identification, self-esteem, 

communal skill improvement and social participation. 

The perception regarding the role of public parks and spaces in the landscapes vary 

around big cities of the world; according to data on some of major global cities, the highest 

percentage of public green space are in Moscow (54%), Singapore (47%), Sydney (46%), 

Vienna (45.5%), Shenzhen (45%) and Lowest % of public green spaceare in Dubai (2%), 

Istanbul (2.2%), Mumbai (2.5%), Shanghai (2.8%), Taipei (3.6%).4Green spaces such as 

parks and sports fields as well as woods and natural meadows, wetlands or other ecosystems, 

represent a fundamental component of any urban ecosystem. Green spaces also are important 

to mental health. Having access to green spaces can reduce health inequalities, improve well-

being, and aid in treatment of mental illness.5 

                                                             
3M. Hajer and A. Reijndorp ( 2001 ), In Search of New Public Domain: Rotterdam: NAI Publishers. 
4 Dave Lawler The Global Cities with the most and least Green Space, Axios, Published on May 3rd 2018, 
accessed on 10th August 2019 from URL https://www.axios.com/the-cities-with-the-most-green-space-around-
the-world-f92a437f-1de8-41e8-b534-6a9a00aa09d5.html 
5 World Health Organization (2019), “Urban Green Spaces” in Urban Health Initiative, Accessed on 10th August 
2019 from https://www.who.int/sustainable-development/cities/health-risks/urban-green-space/en/ 
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The concept of open public spaces also contribute to the idea of sustainable 

development.6These spaces acted as the ‘commons' of the people; a political, social and 

cultural arena. The term 'public space' is also often misconstrued to mean other things such as 

‘gathering place’, which is an element of the larger concept of social space. Public spaces 

have often been valorized as democratic spaces of congregation and political participation, 

where groups can vocalize their rights.7 

The idea of linking human beings and community with public spaces have different 

connotations. Human's individual need of public spaces and the need includes Mental and 

physiological comfort; calm atmosphere, natural elements, privacy. Social desirability caused 

by interactions is based on sociability aspect of a space which means people and groups' 

social presence and interactions is important to account onbecause many public spaces lacks 

or surpluses in desirability quotient8.  

Sociability and community is an opportunity to feel free of daily routine tenses, 

passing spare time, social interactions and reunion for freedom of speech. Community in 

public spaces is bonded with social interactions9, people absorption, social security and 

encouragement to increase different groups' tolerance10in a space leads to more sociability 

and creation of an active space. 

However many new thinkers have been talking about a historical shift in the 

significance of public spaces.It has been recently argued that the democratic ideal of public 

life through the use of public space has deteriorated. As our cities accelerate towards 

segregation (social, economic, cultural, ethnic), the opportunity for public interaction is on 

the decline. John Chase writes, "The importance of voluntary and obligatory participation in 

civic life has been usurped by the consciousness of the arbitrary nature of assigned cultural 

meanings and by the increasingly important role that consumption of goods and services 

plays in the formation of individual identity. Modern architectural critics have lamented on 

the 'narrative of loss' within the public sphere. That is, modern society has withdrawn from 

public life that used to inform city centres. Political and social needs, and forums for 

expression, can now be accessed from the home. This sentiment is reflected in Michael 

                                                             
6National Planning Policy Framework  Government of UK (2012), Achieving Sustainable Development 
paragraphs 7-9 
7Caves R. W. (2004), Encyclopaedia of City, pp. 545, Routledge  
8 L.H. Loftland  (1989), Social Life in Public Realm: A Review, Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, Vol.17, 
Issue 4, Sage Publication, Accessed on 4th September 2019 from 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/089124189017004004 
9 Richard, Sennette (1974), The Fall of Public Man, New York: WW Norton and Company, p. 215 
10 William Whyte (1980), Social Life of Small Urban Space, Conservation Foundation 
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Sorkin's and Mike Davis' declaration of "the end of public space" and the "destruction of any 

truly democratic urban spaces.11 

Another side of the debate, however, argues that it is people who apply meaning to 

public space, wherever it may be. It has been suggested that the concepts of public, space, 

democracy, and citizenship are being redefined by people through lived experience.12 

Discussion has surfaced around the idea that, historically, public space has been inherently 

contradictory in the way that it has always been exclusive in who has been able to participate. 

This has caused the "counter-publics", as identified by Nancy Fraser13to establish their own 

public spaces to respond to their own concerns. These spaces are in constant flux, and in 

response, its users restructure and reinterpret physical space. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
11 Catherin Slesssor (2014), Editorial View: The End of Public Spaces, https://www.architectural-
review.com/essays/editorial-view-the-end-of-public-space 
12 Margarett Crawford (1995), “Contesting the Public Realm: Struggles over Public Space in Los Angeles”, 
Journal of Architectural Education, Vol. 49, No.1 (September), pp.4-5 
13 Nancy Fraser (1993), “Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the critique of Actually existing 
Democracy,” in Bruce Robbins (ed.), The Phantom Public Sphere, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press 
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CHAPTER 3 

BUILDING A THEORETICAL 

FRAMEWORK 

In the 21st century where more than half the earth’s population is urban, there is a need to 

redefine the notion of public space. As new cities emerge, and older ones grow, it is critical 

that we be thoughtful in planning and designing their futures. Unfortunately, in cities in India, 

this has not been the case. One of the aspects that has been most neglected, is the planning for 

parks and public space. Community is central to the life of Indian society till now. At every 

level of interaction and experience, being in urban India is about being with and amongst 

people.14  

Historically the concept of formal public spaces has been established with the Greek 

‘agora’. Literally meaning assembly place it was an open space defined by linear buildings 

called ‘stoas’. Here people gathered not only for the everyday marketplace but also as a hub 

for the exchange of social, political and artistic developments, a space that fostered the birth 

of democracy. Keeping with this Classical tradition, the British laid out their colonial cities in 

this format.  

It has also been envisaged that the design of public spaces in the future will be 

dynamic, a pop up public space with changing functions. The character of a place will not 

just be defined by the buildings it is bound by, but by its freedom to transform within the 

unbuilt. It is no longer just an area or a horizontal ground plane but a sensorial experience, 

sights and sounds of the city.15 

There has been attempts to theoretically understand the public spaces from different 

perspectives based on the priorities labelled against them.   

The Theory of Place Making: Public spaces have been found to be consistently well used 

when they are “… responsive to needs of users, democratic in their accessibility, and 
                                                             
14  Tanzeel Merchant (2013), Importance of Parks and Public Space, June 3, Accessed on 10th Septmber 2019 
from  http://www.forbesindia.com/blog/economy-policy/the-importance-of-parks-and-public-space/ 
15Jinisha Lodaya, Importance of Public Places in Cities, Architecture and More, Accessed on 10th September 
2019 from http://squareone.blog/importance-of-public-places-in-cities/ 
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meaningful for the larger community and society”. Place-making is a person centred design 

methodology. Place making is the “the art and science of developing public spaces that attract 

people, build community by bringing people together and create local identity.”16 

Theory of Sociality of Public Space: There are many urban scholars who have 

provided theories on the sociality of public space. ‘Sociality’ indicates people’s emotions and 

feelings towards a space and when people feel a sense of inclusion towards a space, they tend 

to use it for a longer time and more frequently. The uniqueness of this approach lies in its 

emphasis on putting people’s needs and aspirations; first in the process of designing and 

improving public spaces. It recognizes that while planners can give a place structure and 

access, it is the community that gives it heart and vibrancy and this approach looks at public 

places for the community with the community.17 

Theory of Public Space for Democracy: In this theory it is argued that democracy 

can be measured by the manner people express themselves in public spaces. Democracy also 

depends on the availability of physical public space, even in an increasingly digital world. It 

is argued that growing proportion of mass communication is facilitated by new technologies, 

there is no denying that for public debate to grow and sustain, still involves real people who 

“can take up, occupy, share and contest physical space”. From this, Parkinson moves to the 

compelling question of why space is needed in a democracy and how this space is “used, how 

it is constructed and how it is controlled.” Undoubtedly, from the perspective of the social 

theory, public space has an important role to play in the shaping of social and political 

imagination. Human beings are social by nature and the psychological impact of public 

places is crucial in deciding the behavioural patterns of citizens and their quality of life. Here 

in these spaces are formed friendships and community bonds, a sense of civic and cultural 

identity; that is otherwise, lacking an experience of a city.18 

                                                             
 
 
 
 
16 Ensiyeh Ghavampour, Theory of Place in Public Space, Accessed on 2nd October 2019 
fromhttp://www.sustasis.net/Ghavampour-Vale-Aguila2.pdf 
 
17 Thejas Jagannath (2018), Theories on Public Spaces: A case Study on Trafalgar Square, January 8, Accessed 
on 2nd October 2019 from https://medium.com/interviews-and-articles-on-art-public-spaces/theories-on-public-
spaces-a-case-study-of-trafalgar-square-
de868550ad71#:~:text=Sociality%20of%20Public%20Space&text='Sociality'%20indicates%20people's%20em
otions%20and,advocate%20for%20sociality%20of%20space. 
 
 
 
18Jean Parkinson, 2012, Democracy and Public Space, OUP-NY 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE FIVE CASE STUDIES 

 

Srimanta Sankardev Kalakshetra 

Presently under the Department of Cultural Affairs of Government of Assam there is a 

Srimanta Sankardev Kalakshetra Society and that operates as the governing authority of this 

premier cultural institution of Assam. 

Honouring the suggestions of the renowned cultural activists of the State, the 

Government of Assam in 1986 decided to set up a complex to serve as a centre of activities in 

the field of dance, drama, music, fine-arts, literature etc. with a view to preserve and promote 

the cultural heritage of the state of Assam. This was the brain child of Dr. Bhabendra Nath 

Saikia who served as its Vice Chairman till 2003.In the same year of its inception, a tentative 

plan for the cultural complex was prepared and later, named as 'Srimanta Sankaradeva 

Kalakshetra' and its foundation was laid on February 2, 1988. 

In the year 1990 the Government of Assam had taken up with the Government of 

India, the matter of placing the project of the Kalakshetra under Clause VI of the “Assam 

Accord 1985”, which says –“Constitutional, legislative and administrative safeguards, as 

may be appropriate, shall be provided to protect, preserve and promote the cultural, social, 

linguistic identity and heritage of the Assamese people.” On 9th November 1998, the then 

honourable President of India, K.R. Narayanan bestowed the Srimanta Sankaradeva 

Kalakshetra to the Nation.19 

The Kalakshetra is divided into several complexes. The Central Museum exhibits the 

articles used by the tribal people of Assam state. The museum also houses several cultural 

objects of the state within it. The open-air theatre can accommodate around 2,000 people at a 

time and hosts cultural programs in its premises. The Sahitya Bhavan is the library in the 

Kalakshetra, which has a huge collection of rare books and manuscripts. It is a repository of 

the literature of the region. Another section of the art complex is the Lalit-Kala Bhavan, it is 

the centre used for exhibitions and workshops on art and culture. There are two auditorium 
                                                                                                                                                                                             
 
 
19 Department of Cultural Affairs, Government of Assam, Srimanta Sankardev Kalakshetra Society, History, 
Accessed on 12th November 2019 from https://kalakshetra.assam.gov.in/about-us/history-4 
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that are leased out for different users temporarily. There is separate children museum and a 

recently built Bhupen Hazarika museum. 

Apart from showcasing the rich culture and heritage of the region, this beautiful open 

space also carries out many flagship visionary projects and replicas for the sustainable 

development of the region. The Rain Water Harvesting Project, Small Dam Replica and 

Renewable Energy Sources Projects can be named. Again the Light and Sound Show that 

was design to showcase the distinct cultural assets of Assam was a commendable plan. 

However all these are non-functional now and as per conversation with the Director it was 

found that there was no valid reasons why these can-not be revamped. On the contrary it has 

been found that the children park named after Bhabendranath Saikia has been leased out to a 

private partner to run with separate ticket system. Similarly the Rang Dhemali Khetra a 

children play area was newly constructed in 2018 also had a different ticket system. This 

particular new endeavour had a disastrous fallout as this had to be shut down due to lack of 

use. If we analyse properly things become clear that when already two children corners were 

available there seems to be any logic in building the third one. The attempt should have been 

to upgrade the conditions of the functioning ones that are in a dilapidated conditions and the 

question of paying for amusement thrice inside the Kalakshetra premise also seemed 

unreasonable.20 

Actually it is hard to find a scientific explanation on these matters from the 

authorities. When daily footfall (as per the official data collected,monthly approximately 30 

thousand people visit which triples in the month of July every year) in Sankardev Kalakshetra 

is quite good (apart from the budgetary allocation it gets annually and the money that it gets 

from the auditorium hiring system), then there should not be any fund crunch. However these 

moves of leasing out public spaces to private players and having multiple ticketing processes 

are actually harming the purpose of the place. 

On top of these the CAG report of 2007-2008 gives an appalling picture of the things 

inside Sankardev Kalakshetra. The comptroller and auditor general of India (CAG) has 

detected serious financial anomalies in the construction of three state-of-art auditoriums at 

Srimanta Sankaradeva Kalakshetra. It has been reported that The Srimanta Sankaradeva 

Kalakshetra Society had awarded the contract for the construction of the auditoriums to 

Larsen and Toubro — an engineering and construction firm at its tendered value of Rupees 

27.98 crores. The CAG found that the Kalakshetra Society had paid Rs 4.2 crore as the 

                                                             
20 Survey conducted on 4th and 5th October 2019 
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“advance loan” to the firm in two instalments in 2003, which was excess of Rs 3.2 crores in 

contravention of the rules.The CAG reported the matter to the state government last year. 

However, there has been no reply on the part of the government, a source said. However this 

was not the lone case in 2011-2012 Indira Gandhi National Centre for Arts provided funds to 

Kalkshetra to organize indigenous folk theatre festival and there was misappropriation of 

funds of more than 1 crore. In this connection the former secretary of the Sankardev 

kalakshetra was arrested in 2018.21 

The survey conducted in the place also consisted of interactions with visitors and 

those gave few interesting insights. Many complained of non-maintenance of the 

surrounding, mainly the ornamental water bodies and the lack of proper visible signboard for 

directions as well as specifying the history as well as vision of this place. Few aged people 

interviewed about non availability of alternative arrangements for those who are unable to 

use staircases or roam around the big compound by foot. So this makes the place less 

accessible for many. Many also pointed out that the plan was grand but implementation of the 

plan lacks pace and willingness.22 

Srimanta Sankardev Kalakshetra is a national institution (as it arose from Assam 

Accord that was signed after Assam Movement) as the aim behind establishing this was to 

display the heritage, history and culture of Assam; so that the world be introduced to them 

and establish and revive the spirit of love for tem amongst the native population. But the 

present nature of its being has lost its grandness of this spirit.  

 

 

Assam State Zoo and Botanical Garden: 

The dictionary definition refers to a zoo as a collection of living animals usually for public display. 

Yet the word is most often used in a context that has no reference to animals whatsoever. Frequently it 

is used to refer to gatherings of people that are disorderly, chaotic and poorly organized. The most 

serious shortcoming that zoos must overcome is their history, which conjures up such an image and 

creates expectations which have long been obsolete. Most will agree that zoos can no longer justify 

themselves on the basis of the amusement function alone, yet neither the attitude of the public nor the 

set-up of most zoos permit them to be the educational institutions that more legitimately justify them. 

The questions like is the body of knowledge about animals growing and advancing because of zoos? 

Does the public learn anything of value from zoos? How does the keeping of this animal in this cage, 

                                                             
21Vigilance and Anti-Corruption books former Secretary of Sankardev Kalakshetra on Corruption Charges, 
Sentinel, 27th September 2018 
22 Survey conducted on 4th and 5th October 2019 
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which at best is a poor representation of its natural environment, have any bearing on the issues of 

wildlife management and preservation?, are less talked about when dealing with study of zoos as 

public spaces.23 

If this is to be taken as the reference point of studying the zoos, then there is tremendous 

scope of relooking at the importance of the space called zoo, both from sociological and 

environmental politics perspective. Then it will be quite interesting to find out the understanding of 

the authority as well as the public towards this space. So let us endeavour into the specificity of the 

State zoo and Botanical Garden of Assam. 
Assam State zoo is located in Hegrabari Reserve Forest which is at the heart of 

Guwahati city. The zoo occupies an area of total 132 hectares and the botanical garden is 

spread across over an area of 82 hectares. The zoo comprises of unique diversity of varied 

flaura and fauna. The zoo was established in the year 1957 and it became operational in 

1958.Popularly known as the green lung of the city, it is not alone a conservation centre, but 

also rescuer of wild animals, a centre for nature awareness and a keeper of responsible nature 

tourism. The zoo has a wide range of animals and birds as well as reptiles to exhibit. There 

are around 600 of them of 84 different species those constitute many endangered and species 

belonging to north east India like golden Langur, Hoolock Gibbon etc. the zoo that houses a 

museum has an exquisite bamboo and cane artefacts, paintings of birds and Ficus leaves, rare 

collection of stuffed specimen of north east endemics, largest mounted specimen of gharilas. 

Apart from this the zoo campus is rich in bio diversity and it has a distinct herbarium 

section.24 

When a field visit was conducted to the Assam state zoo, the authorities and the 

visitors in the zoo was mostly concerned about the number of animals, the new varieties, the 

cleanliness, accessibility inside the zoo etc. The objective and philosophy behind establishing 

such spaces is rarely realised; the visitors are least aware of the animal psychology and 

animal rights perspective is missing. Though it has claimed itself a centre for nature 

awareness there is hardly any visible effort from the authority to create such awareness in the 

zoo premise and if the awareness of the visitors is missing regarding nature then it is 

impractical to expect responsible nature tourism. Therefore it has been observed during the 

field visit that many visitors display unruly and rude behaviour towards the animals that 

vitiates the peaceful natural environment. 

                                                             
23Ludwig, E.G. (1981). People at zoos: A sociological approach. International Journal for the Study of Animal 
Problems, 2(6), 310-316 
24Government of Assam, Environment and Forest department, Assam State Zoo and Botanical Garden 
https://environmentandforest.assam.gov.in/information-services/assam-state-zoo-cum-botanical-garden-0 
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Assam State Museum: 

International Council of Museum in 1955defined museums as ‘permanent organizations in 

the service of society and its development, open to public, which acquires, conserves, 

researches, communicates and exhibits the tangible and intangible heritage of humanity and 

its environment for the purpose of education, study and enjoyment’. Thus museums have 

progressed from being mere spaces where art and science products are displayed and all 

treasures of past are conserved to being informal educational areas and tools for 

communicating the mass culture.25 

Investigating the development of museums from ancient Greece to 20th century shows 

that the museums have progressed from merely exhibiting collections to being the centres for 

observation, learning and questioning. It is possible to link museums and education to 16th 

century Cabinet of Curiosity. As a result of expedition and imperialist approaches of the 

western countries, all living-non-living objects and all natural and artificial things brought 

back to the western countries from the lands of ‘other’ were exhibited in these cabinets.26 

Museums have created a new field called museum pedagogy. They have started to get 

involved with more projects and keep close relationship with the communities to contribute 

to the education, development and culture of the community. In addition they also present 

various documents on culture to create more sensitive individuals towards the community and 

the world; also plays an important role in integration of various groups in a multicultural 

society.27 

Museums are repository of historical commons and they have important role to play 

as collective conscience keepers of particular regions that they represent. They have a major 

role to play in cultivating a sense of belongingness because of the shared history the 

museums showcase.  

What started as a private endeavor in 1940 was later taken over by the state 

government of Assam and developed as an amazing anthology antiques of the prehistoric 

times. The Assam State Museum represents the cultural diversity of the region exhibiting 

weaving patterns, musical instruments, ancient coins, religious sculptures, manuscripts and 

crafts.28 The cultural economy of the institution is significant as it is not only attracting 

                                                             
25Burcu Gunei: Museum concept from past to Present, Procedia- Social and Behavioural Sciences 55 (2012), pp. 
1220-1258 
26 ibid 
27 ibid 
28 Directorate of Museum, Department of Cultural Affairs, Government of Assam, History 
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generations of different socio economic strata but also promoting itself as a cultural 

center.The State museum even houses a reference library. Many other collection 

includesstone and copper plate inscriptions from the 5th century, terracotta pieces and 

costumes with a 12th centurysculpture of 'Surya'. The state museum of Assam consists of 

many archaeological objects includes prehistoric artefactsand fossils, seals and coins, ruined 

and stone, terracotta sculptures, old inscription and manuscripts are veryimportant. The main 

vision of the museum includes 1. Preservation of the antiquities of Assam Create integrity 

among the people of the State. 2. Publish different books about the antiquities, arts objects 

and traditional Culture. 3. To make the national and international medium to promote sense 

of culture of the State. 4. To improve the sense of Museum among the student community 5. 

Collection of antiquities and art objects. 

The socio cultural role that the museum is playing in the region is tremendous, though 

not being popularised much. The kinds of people visiting museums are changing. Regional 

museum visits by people from lower socio-economic groups and minority ethnic groups 

increased by 15.2% and 60% respectively in 2002-04, as informed by the Director in an 

interview by the team. The Assam State Museum in the cultural economy is very important, 

because it sustain in promoting itself as cultural centre in the domestic and regional market 

by fulfilling its demands and expectations of visitors. A very important role museums play is 

the fact that they can become city or regional symbols. Thus the relation between museums 

and cities may become symbiotic. Places like these can inspire people to work in any of these 

fields, and they are also vital for the purposes of research. 

Interaction with the Director, with some other staff and few visitors disclosed that the 

financial assistance to this museum is not even with other museums located in the main 

centres. Again lack of proper recruitment policy and dearth of permanent employees in the 

museum is effecting the working environment in the site. Further visitors revealed that 

although the museum is a treasure of many antiquities that represents the rich and diverse 

heritage of the place, it lacks infrastructure improvements totally. Further few visitors also 

suggested more involvement of public in this place for better understanding of the region. 

They suggested this can start as a project by promoting the schools to make it a practice to 

bring the students to this place to engage in spending quality time here.29 

 

                                                             
29 Field survey conducted on 5th and 6thOctober 2019  
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Many studies and technical reports show that the concept of sustainability offers a range of 

strategies, approaches, and insightful ideas to help museums operate efficiently and 

effectively. The studies address the relationship between sustainability, organisational 

change, leadership, planning, greening initiatives and assessment of museum. 

 

Deepor Bil: 

Development and urbanization are intrinsically linked to our social, economic and political 

growth. However there is always a price associated with growth, in terms of environmental 

impact. So, development must be in relation to our ecosystem, since. It has been well 

established phenomenon now that urbanization has numeroushostile effects on natural 

environment, whether it is habitat or biodiversity loss.30 Wetlands are the provider of 

important ecological services like pollutant removal, flood reduction, groundwater recharge 

and discharge and wildlife habitat.31 

Deepor Beel, the only Ramsar site in Assam is located 10 km south-west of Guwahati, 

covering an area of 41 sq. km. It is one of the largest wetlands of the Brahmaputra valley and 

the only major water basin for Guwahati city. The space was labelled as “Wetlands of 

International Importance” under the Ramsar Convention on wetlands, 1971 and it was 

confirmed as Ramsar site in 2002. The beel was maintained by the State Fisheries 

Department till 2009, after which it was declared as a bird sanctuary and now handled by the 

State Forest Department.32 

Deepor Beel is one of the largest aquatic bird habitats in Assam and home for around 

232 local and migratory bird species, thereby listing itself in Birdlife International’s list of 

Important Bird Areas (IBA). Deepor Beel supports a considerable number of bird species 

recorded in India and it is a hotspot for these wetland bird species when compared with the 

Indian scene.33Deepor beel serves as an important passage as well as explicit source of water 

and food for animals in the adjoining Rani and Garbhanga Reserve forests, specifically for 

the endangered Asiatic Elephants. 

                                                             
30F. Scherner et al., 2013, Coastal Urbanization leads to remarkable seaweed species loss and Community shifts 
along the SW Atlantic, marine Pollution Bulletin 76 (1-2) 
31Tiffany Wright, et al. (2015), "Direct and Indirect Impacts of Urbanization on Wetland Quality", p. i, Accessed 
on 14th November 2019 http://pbadupws.nrc.gov/docs/ML0915/ML091520194.pdf  
32Deepor Beel: A Weeping and Blemishing Ramsar Site Somoyita Sur¹ and Jaydev Mandal, Jalaplavit, Vol.9, No. 
3, October 2019 
33Malabika Kakati Saikia, et al., "Management Perspectives for Avian Population Conservation and Enrichment 
in Deepor Beel Ramsar site, North-east India", p. 429, http://www.mutagens.co.in/jgb/vol.03/2/06.pdf (15 
November, 2015 
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Wetlands are experiencing immense pressures and degraded in most parts of the worldand 

same is the status of Deepor beel. It is now under extreme social, cultural, aesthetic and 

political compressions. The issues related to Deepor Beel include building of permanent 

structures both at industrial and household scale, human encroachment, urban waste 

dumping, inclusion and expansion of the railway lines, illegal earth cutting and quarrying, 

extreme uncontrolled picnicking and many more to list down.34 

A 24-hectare garbage dump yard managed by Municipal board lies at the east side of 

Deepor Beel. This is the main garbage site of Guwahati metropolitan. This led to a direct 

impact on the eco-sensitivity of the region. Since, the garbage-dumping yard is abutting the 

margin of the Beel, there is every possibility of the solid and liquid wastes, leaching into the 

Beel during rainy season, further deteriorating the water quality, reports the Planning 

Commission of India on its Report of Deepor Beel.35 

Satellite imagery of the Beel shows its shrinking boundary by 35% since 1991. Rapid 

expansion of Guwahati city has resulted in massive urbanisation in areas around the Beel. Its 

northern and eastern sides have been massively encroached and occupied by human 

settlements and constructions both in private and public sector. The Planning Commission 

Report, also cited that encroachment of the Beel was evident from the dwelling units and 

cement structures inside the Beel. Surprisingly many of these areas have been granted 

permission by the State Government.36 

Moreover, the Indian Railways have constructed the Assam State's southern railroad 

along the southern boundary and through Deepor Beel in 1990. This has segregated the 

wetland to more than three subsystems. The railroad is hampering in wetland-animal 

(specifically Wild Asiatic Elephants) interactions it has fragmented the Deepor Wetland-Rani 

and Garbhanga Forest ecosystem into two.37 

Again it appears that there is a total lack of information and knowledge regarding the 

ecological sensitivity of the place amongst the common visitors. A visit to the place in 

December 2019, the team found that picnickers litters the place without any consciousness 

                                                             
34 Deepor Beel: A Weeping and Blemishing Ramsar Site Somoyita Sur¹ and Jaydev Mandal, Jalaplavit, Vol.9, 
No. 3, October 2019 
35Planning Commission, Government of India, "Report on Visit to Deepor Beel in Assam: a wetland included 
under National Wetland Conservation and Management Programme of the Ministry of Environment & Forests. 
13-14 August 2008", http://planningcommission.nic.in/reports/E_F/DeeporBeel.pdf 
36Priyanka Gogoi,  Saving Deepor Beel: Assam's Lone Ramsar SiteJournal For Environemntal Law, Research 
And Advocacy, Vol 1, 2016) 
37ibid 
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about the significance of the place. A short interaction with visitors also gave the same 

impression.  

Guwahati Water Bodies (Preservation and Conservation) Bill that was passed by the 

state government in 2008 with the idea of preserving this wetland, minimize the problem of 

water logging in the city and create an eco-friendly atmosphere, however, clearly failed to 

fulfil its objectives and motives.38The biggest deficiency is that the Act does not mention any 

involvement/participation of the locals. There is also too much concentration of power in the 

hands of a few and it was termed as one sided.39 

A campaign was started in 1989 as Save Deepor Beel Campaign by a registeretd 

society called Institute for Scientific and Technological Research under the guidance of Dr. 

Achintya Bezbaruah (Assam Engineering College), Dr. Prasanta Saikia, and Dr. Manideep 

Raj (both from Gauhati University). They extensively wrote to the Governments of Assam 

and India, and a mass media campaign followed. It also moved to the state high court to force 

the government to act. It ultimately led to the Government of India ordering an environmental 

impact assessment for a railroad project. The State (Assam) Government instituted three 

different committees and established a Deepor Beel Management Authority. Apart from 

INSTER, Aaranyak; Early Birds; Deepor Beel Ramsar Site Conservation Community; 

Appropriate Technology Mission of Assam; and Assam Science, Technology, and 

Environment Council are working towards developing an integrated management plan for 

Deepor Beel.40 

 

Shopping Malls: 

The opening of the new shopping malls, which are taking the role of open public spaces are 

reflections of users changing needs and choices.Creating a place for public, political, cultural 

and recreational events, and above all, places of leisure and socialisation, shopping malls 

have become more than a “commercial city,” rather an alternative centre of the city. The 

disappearance of public space and the emergence of pseudo-public3 spaces with 

limitedaccess occur simultaneously with the aggression of commercial culture and emergence 

of cultural spectacle. “The difference between the public and pseudo-public space is that the 

                                                             
38 Deepor Beel: A Weeping and Blemishing Ramsar Site Somoyita Sur¹ and Jaydev Mandal, Jalaplavit, Vol.9, 
No. 3, October 2019 
39 Field surey conducted on 22nd December 2019 
40North Dakota State University, "Save Deepor Beel 
Campaign", https://www.ndsu.edu/pubweb/~bezbarua/em/Documents/Global%20Response%20Request%20Let
ter.pdf 
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pseudo-public space represents a privatised public sphere. The shopping mall is primarily a 

non-place.41 

Shopping malls have lately become one of the basic characteristics of cities. Behaviour and 

interactions of its visitors are defined by the primary purpose of this space –consumption. 

Reproducing the city within its walls, shopping centre states that experience of the city is safer and 

cleaner in the climate-controlled and secure conditions, than on the real streets outside.42The 

disappearance of public space and the emergence of pseudo-public spaces with limited access occur 

simultaneously with the aggression of commercial culture and emergence of cultural spectacle. 

Significant development strategy is the development of shopping centres in the form of public spaces, 

but this creates only an illusion of “openness. Among the first, notion of pseudo-public space was 

introduced by Mike Davis, who explained them as a special kind of public space where the admission 

and behaviour of people are strongly constrained by a strong security system. The designers of malls 

and pseudo-public space attack the crowd by homogenizing it. They set up architectural and semiotic 

barriers to filter out ‘undesirables’. They enclose the mass that remains, directing its circulation with 

behaviourist ferocity 

Since the 1980`s the focus of urban planners in Western Europe and developed countries are 

moved from construction of the new shopping malls to the regeneration and revitalization of the open 

public spaces. During the last decade shopping centres are beginning to dominate the centre of cities 

and suburbs, as a visual sign of putting the production process before the consumer amenities. Victor 

Gruen was the architect of the first shopping mall. He proposed mall as a basic unit of urban planning, 

where the mall becomes a multi-purpose city centre. He identifies shopping as a part of a larger 

network of human activity, arguing that the selling would be better if commercial activities were 

integrated into the cultural and entertaining activities.43 

As part of the study on malls around Guwahati city, two malls were selected according to the 

difference in their set up, mode of functioning and crowd pulling capacity. The Rudraksh mall and the 

Big Bazar of Bhangagarh were the two sites selected and both are one stop centre for the urban crowd. 

The Rudraksh mall is a place which is always marvellously decorated and in a celebratory spirit. It 

has massage chairs, toy trains, a photography wall and basement parking facility which is quite 

spacious, thus giving the mall a rich look. There is also a decent food court with more than 10 stalls. 

The other highlights are – gaming zone, horror house etc. The kid’s play zone is really cool and will 

keep these kids engrossed. It is a premium mall comprising of some of the best names in fashion So it 
                                                             
41Marc Augé (Augé, M. (2008). Non-places: introduction to an anthropology of supermodernity. London, Verso 
42Margaret Crawford. „The World in a Shopping Mall“ u M. Sorkin (Ur.), Variations on a Theme Park: The 
New American City and the End of Public Space(3-30). New York: Hill and Wang, 1992 
43Post-Socialistic Shopping Malls as New Gathering Places: Case Study Belgrade, Marija Cvetković1*, Nikola 

Dinkić2, Aleksandra Djukić1, Jugoslav Joković 48(2), pp. 101-105, 2017 https://doi.org/10.3311/PPar.11754 

Creative Commons Attribution, Periodica Polytechnica Architecture 
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is a total package to attract people not only for shopping but also for other recreational activities with 

dining etc. for all age groups.44 

Big bazzar is an Indian retail chain of hypermarkets, discount departments stores, grocery 

stores. It is one of the oldest and largest hypermarket chains of India , housing about 250 + stores in 

over 120 cities and towns across the country .  This place is always is always bustling and crowded. In 

the survey conducted many participator expressed that Big Bazaar is a single place to cater almost 

everything that is required for a family. Plenty of products ranging from cheap to expensive are 

displayed with a good choice. The collection of products be it grocery items, household requirements, 

clothing, shoes, beauty products, food items, vegetables etc. All are under one roof.It was observed 

that the prices of the goods were reasonable and affordable and that during festivities their offers are 

simply incredible. Wheel chair accessible stairs were available isa good thing was and she was happy 

to notice it.45 

Thus the surveyors observed that the mall culture that is fast spreading in Guwahati is 

becoming sought after space for people to spend their time. The fact that their multi functionality 

attracts people. However the class character of the malls are quite evident in the way they are 

structured and maintained. Therefore they are though public in nature, but these spaces are controlled 

by private choice mechanism of the owners. These are displayed through continuous surveillance, 

restrictions, regulating, checking etc. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
44Field sureyondutedon10th November 2019 

45 Field survey conducted on 4th and 5th November 2019 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

 
Public spaces play a vital role in social and economic life of communities. It is more so in 

case of urban centres. The coexistence of old and new kinds of public spaces in towns and 

cities gives them a unique character. It is the role played by the legal authorities (State) as 

well as the conscious participators (public including the experts) that are crucial for defining 

the character of the public spaces in urban areas. Following are observations that are made by 

the investigators after theoretical and field study of various public spaces in Guwahati city- 
 It is observed that most of the public spaces in Guwahati are important components of 

the urban social life. But the contribution they are making towards socialization of the 

urban space and the ecological significance of their existence is hardly being noticed 

by the collective conscience of the community and the State. There has been ad-hoc 

efforts of developing the spaces, but without a holistic acknowledgement of the role 

they play in the community life there cannot be any successful intervention in 

building them as public spaces in true sense. In fact the present nature of events and 

intervention are actually unmaking them as public spaces. 

In the following points the findings in the specifics sites of case study will be 

discussed-   

 

 Assam state zoo came up without much legislative preparedness as it was an 

arrangement to keep few animals that were in display at 64th Congress session in 

1957. What started with mere exhibition of animals later on expanded to a 

rehabilitation and conservation center. The outreach program like animal adoption are 

there but not very well popularized. There is also scope for conducting awareness 

program, audio visual shows etc. every day for the visitors to make people conscious 

of human animal relationship, which are missing at present. This is important because 

the visitors’ behavior towards the animals are sometime worrisome.  The 

establishment of the botanical garden in 1982 inside the premise signifies the effort of 
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enumerating and collecting the important plant species of this part of the country in 

one place and also making the place the green lung of the city. 

 The Sankardev Kalakshetra, apart from showcasing the rich culture and heritage of 

the region, this beautiful open space also carries out many flagship visionary projects 

and replicas for the sustainable development of the region. However all these are non-

functional now and as per conversation with the Director it was found that there was 

no valid reasons why these can-not be revamped. On the contrary it has been found 

that the children park named after Bhabendranath Saikia has been leased out to a 

private partner to run with separate ticket system. Srimanta Sankardev Kalakshetra is 

a national institution (as it arose from Assam Accord that was signed after Assam 

Movement) as the aim behind establishing this was to display the heritage, history and 

culture of Assam; so that the world be introduced to them and establish and revive the 

spirit of love for tem amongst the native population. But the present nature of its 

being has lost its grandness of this spirit.  

 Museums are repository of historical commons and they have important role to play 

as collective conscience keepers of particular regions that they represent. They have a 

major role to play in cultivating a sense of belongingness because of the shared 

history the museums showcase. What started as a private endeavor in 1940 was later 

taken over by the state government of Assam and developed as an amazing anthology 

antiques of the prehistoric times. The Assam State Museum represents the cultural 

diversity of the region exhibiting weaving patterns, musical instruments, ancient 

coins, religious sculptures, manuscripts and crafts. The cultural economy of the 

institution is significant as it is not only attracting generations of different socio 

economic strata but also promoting itself as a cultural center. However talking with 

the director and visitors in the museum revealed that there are problems of unequal 

funding to the museum as compared to other states in India, there has been no 

permanent staff recruitment since 90s and lack of proper up gradation in terms of 

maintenance.  

 In the case study on Deepor beel it has been found that this is a space of profound 

ecological significance as it function as the only Ramsar site, a major attraction for 

migratory birds, a livelihood destination for many and a recreational space for the 

community at large. However it has been observed that there is total absence of 

governmental intervention in protection of this important site and also there is 
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absolute dearth of peoples’ sanity towards the same. It has been in use as a site of 

official garbage dumping, settlement in and around the wetland has been on full swing 

with all permission and to mention about the unregulated settlements. The degradation 

of Deepor Beel has primarily been the result of a lack of comprehensive or 

coordinated government control.  

 

Overall discussion on the topic and the filed surveys conducted reveal that there is dearth 

of consciousness amongst the public and the consciousnessbuilding effort on the part of 

State is missing for which the public sites within Guwahati city are suffering and are not 

being able to deliver the potential they hold.  
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ANNEXURE I 

 

Table on Field Survey Team and the Sites covered 

 

SITES NAME OF STUDENTS DATES 

Srimanta Sankardev 

Kalakshetra 

Puja Chetia, Shraboni 

Choudhury, Niyor Hazarika 

4th and 5th November 2019 

Assam State Museum Ruchieka Dutt Sohtun, 

Samreen Laskar, Dolly 

Sarma 

4th and 5th November 2019 

Assam State Zoo and 

Botanical Garden 

Niyor Hazarika, Sharboni 

Choudhury, Kajal Kalita 

4th and 5th November 2019 

Deepor Beel Kajal Kalita, Puja Chetia, 

Priya Dutta, Supriya Das 

22nd December 2019 

Rudrksh mall and Big Bazar Priya Dutta, Supriya Das, 

Alisha Rahman 

10th November 2019 
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ANNEXURE II 

SRIMANTA SANKARDEV KALAKSHETRA 

 

 

 
 

 



25 
 

DEEPOR BEEL 
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ASSAM STATE ZOO AND BOTANICAL GARDEN 
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ASSAM STATE MUSEUM 
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RUDRAKSH MALL AND BIG BAZAR 
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ANNEXURE III 

Questionnaires 

 

Srimanta Sankardev Kalakshetra 

Q.  Can you tell us the importance of this site? 

Q. Is the site maintained well? 

Q. How do you feel to come to this place? 

Q. Is the government serious about developing the site? 

Q. Give your view about public awareness of the place?  

 

Assam State Zoo and Botanical Garden 

Q. What according to you is the purpose of this place? 

Q. Are you satisfied with the place? Elaborate. 

Q. Are you aware of the botanical garden here? 

Q. Have you been sensitised about the conservation or any other matter inside the zoo 

premise? 

 

Assam State Museum 

Q. What do you think the purpose of Museum? 

Q. What do you think about the condition of this museum? 

Q. Are there efficient effort by the State for making the place more suitable? 

 

Deepor Beel 

Q. Are you aware of the importance of the site? 

Q. Is the State acting responsibly in protecting and preserving it? 

Q. How far the common public responsible towards it? 

 

Malls 

Q. How do you assess the malls in urban spaces? 

Q. Are they exclusionary in spirit? 

Q. Are they making urban life more consumerist? 

 

 


