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Abstract

This paper employs the analytical framework of Technopolitics to engage in a nuanced exam-
ination of the Hesaraghatta Water Works project, a notable infrastructure initiative in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century colonial Bangalore. In place of ascribing mere scientif-
ic import to this water supply system, our inquiry discerns its pivotal role in the establishment 
of a distinctive technopolitical regime. This transformative regime is notably characterized by 
the realignment of power dynamics inherent to water governance, stringent regulatory over-
sight over urban space and its denizens, and the emergence of previously unexplored facets 
of urban inequalities. By comprehensively mapping the societal and political repercussions of 
the Hesaraghatta project, we argue that it introduced a novel and far-reaching technopolitical 
construct – ‘Urban Water’. This construct, far from being a mere hydrological abstraction, 
significantly reframed collective conceptualizations of water in the urban context and offered 
a fertile terrain for the exercise of intricate political and governmental rationality inherent to 
colonial rule. Our meticulous examination of the Hesaraghatta initiative, situated among sev-
eral concurrent infrastructural endeavors by the colonial government in India’s burgeoning 
cities, elucidates a pivotal ‘technopolitical turn’ characterizing the colonial regime during the 
early twentieth century.
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INTRODUCTION

Urban water often a time serves as a pivotal framework to explain the complex and often con-
tentious politics inherent in the processes of urbanization and colonial state formation1. This 
paper aims to contribute to the scholarly corpus on ‘urban water’ in colonial India by critically 
analyzing the Hesaraghatta Water Works project, a mega waterworks project based in colonial 
Bangalore in the late 19th century, within the context of the colonial state-building project. 
By analyzing the grand infrastructural arrangement of the project and its execution process 
for everyday water services to the growing city, the paper seeks to bring out the political ra-
tionale of the colonial state behind the establishment of this waterworks project, which was 
often veiled within the grandeur of the imperial science, and infrastructural and bureaucratic 
framework of the project. Based on the analysis of the water project and its influence on the 
gradual societal change in the early 20th century Bangalore and its urbanization, the paper 
finally makes an argument over the reconceptualization of ‘urban water’ under colonial rule 
as a distinctive category to exercise governmental power in cities.

Utilizing archival research and data collection, the paper is organized into four sections. The 
first section delves into a brief history of water in Bangalore from pre-colonial to the colonial 
era. The subsequent section deals with the theoretical framework and the Methodology of 
this work. It focuses on the theoretical and conceptual foundations of ‘Technopolitics’ and 
its pertinence to this study. In the next, I discuss the planning and implementation of the 
Hesaraghatta Water Works project in the 1890s, including the development of its networked 
infrastructure to supply water to Bangalore City and the Cantonment. In the fourth section, 
employing the framework of ‘Technopolitics’, the paper scrutinizes the political rationale 
underpinning the project during that period. By relocating the locus of power in water gov-
ernance, introducing new regulatory processes for spaces and population, and engendering 
disparities in resource access, the project not only reveals its political logic but also introduces 
the technopolitical category2 of ‘Urban Water’. This categorization encapsulates water as a 
scarce urban resource, transformed through a new technological infrastructure of water con-
servation and supply, and new patterns of user access with enough rules and regulations by 
the State, that had ultimately converted ‘urban water’ into a site or a tool, among many others, 
where colonial governmental rationality, took root and evolved.

A HISTORY OF WATER IN BANGALORE:  
PRE-COLONIAL WATER IN BANGALORE

Bangalore, the capital of Karnataka, situated on the Deccan Plateau at an elevation ranging 
from 839 to 962 meters above sea level3, has historically grappled with water scarcity, lacking 
a stable nearby water source like river or sea. Therefore, nestling in the greater semi-arid ex-
panse of South India, the region of Bangalore harbored an extensive historical reservoir and 
lake system to combat such difficulties that trace its origins to the 5th and 6th centuries AD 
during the Ganga dynasty4.
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Later, in the era of Raja Kempe Gowda in the 16th century, Bangalore witnessed the estab-
lishment of an indigenously developed engineered reservoir network characterized by earth-
en structures and hydraulic bunds, complemented by a sophisticated network of drains and 
sluices facilitating water distribution to localities. Based on the natural topography of the re-
gion lakes or tanks were created through the regulation of rainwater flow along a topograph-
ic gradient, ensuring that water from higher-level lakes supplied those at lower elevations.5 
Over time, these reservoirs metamorphosed into a comprehensive ‘tank system’, had grown its 
socio-political fabric, became intrinsically intertwined with socio-political nuances, encom-
passing power dynamics, caste relations, and political stratagem, and emerged as both a com-
munal resource and “Symbolic capital”6 reflective of social dynamics, hierarchical standing, 
and societal honor within the served communities7.

Both the topographic distinctiveness of Bangalore and the social-political fabric developed 
around the indigenous ‘tank system’ were of historical importance to guide the colonial proj-
ect of the Hesaraghatta Waterworks, which we will try to unveil as we progress in the paper.

AN INTRODUCTION TO THE HESARAGHATTA WATERWORKS

The efficacy of this Indigenous water network and its governance, although commenced di-
minishing in the late 18th century notably during the reigns of Haider Ali and Tipu Sultan, had 
undergone fundamental interventions after the colonial invasion. With the advent of colonial 
intervention through the British government, the Bangalore region underwent a significant 
spatial transformation, dividing it into two distinct zones: the Cantonment, established in the 
very first decade of the nineteenth century, later transformed into the Civil and Military Sta-
tion in the late nineteenth century, which served as the exclusive residence for Europeans 
and the military initially and later extended to include native elites, and the Old City or Pettah, 
which fell under the governance of the Wodyer Kings of Mysore.8

The genesis of the Hesaraghatta Water Works, later known as the Chamarajendra Water Works, 
can be traced back to its establishment in 1894. Created to supply piped water to the urbaniz-
ing Bangalore, the impetus for this project can be situated within the colonial aspiration for a 
reliable and long-term provision of clean water services, primarily targeting the residents of 
the Civil and Military Station. Historical references, such as the oldest ‘pipeline’ and ‘Pipeline 
Road’ in today’s Bengaluru, reveal that Hesaraghatta water was conveyed to the central city 
area via three pipelines, covering areas that correspond to modern-day Malleswaram in cen-
tral Bengaluru, Yeshwantpur in the northern part, and ultimately extending to the new sprawl 
of Daserahalli. The Hesaraghatta project continued to provide water services for nearly four 
decades before officially going out of function in 1933, succeeded by the new ‘Chamrajasagara 
Dam Scheme’ in 1932.9 The networked infrastructure and technologies integral to this project 
gradually became obsolete with advancements in technology. Nevertheless, as a symbol of 
colonial modernization and ‘imperial science’, the essence and impact of the technical as-
semblages within this project remained crucial to the political reconfiguration and societal 
dynamics of early twentieth-century Bangalore which forms the landscape of our study.
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Fig. 1. Map of Bangalore, on the left, is located in the Pettah or Bangalore city, on the right, is located 
in the Cantonment that became the C & M Station, and the two are seen separated by parkland.

TECHNOPOLITICS: A THEORETICAL- CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

The term ‘Technopolitics’ represents a relatively recent addition to academic discourse, primar-
ily emerging within the domain of Science, Technology, and Society Studies (STS) and related 
fields in the social sciences. The term ‘technopolitics’ was first introduced by Timothy Mitchell 
in his book ‘Rule by Experts (2002)’10. Gabrielle Hecht subsequently refined the concept, focus-
ing specifically on the domain of technology and its capacity to (re)shape society and politics.11 
Drawing from the foundational conceptualizations, ‘technopolitics’ in its most rigorous inter-
pretation serves as a conceptual intervention within an ostensibly technical and innocuous 
technological infrastructure. Its purpose is to unveil the potent process of politicization and the 
underlying political rationality inherent in technology and infrastructure. These dynamics are 
engendered either by colonial authorities or contemporary state-capital alliances.

The invocation of the ‘technopolitics’ framework proves essential in our work as it serves as a 
potent tool to shift the focus on the materiality of technological artifacts and infrastructure, 
recognizing their agencies along with the human ones that make the pervasive presence of 
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the Hesaraghatta Waterworks visible in the growing landscape of Bangalore. Technopolitics 
becomes a crucial framework to bring light to the active agency of the infrastructural arrange-
ments of this waterwork to produce crucial societal change. The technopolitical lens, more 
importantly, offers a critical perspective to question the popular logic of ‘colonial improve-
ment’12, and celebration of imperial science, by focusing on unearthing the covert political 
and governmental rationality underpinning this project. Employing a technopolitical lens 
reveals how the Hesaraghatta case was crucial to dismantling heavily an already established 
power structure associated with Indigenous water governance, a necessary project for the 
colonial government to solidify its rule.

METHODOLOGY

Our chosen methodological approach for this study primarily relies on Archival Research, 
which entails a comprehensive analysis of original archival records to trace the planning and 
implementation history of the Hesaraghatta Water Works. Our focus centers on the data about 
this specific project, encompassing details about the material arrangements, institutional 
functions, and everyday utilization of the infrastructure. The data talks about micro-level gov-
ernance, evolving water usage patterns, shifting practices, and perspectives in everyday life. 
These archival records were primarily sourced from the Karnataka State Archives Department 
in Bengaluru, with a particular emphasis on the Indexes of the Municipality and the Land and 
Revenue Department. The data and records encompassed official government reports, and 
correspondence between government officials associated with the Municipality, the Public 
Works Department, and the Dewan of Mysore. Additionally, there were numerous letters and 
petitions from citizens to government officials. While these archival records predominantly 
represent the voice of the colonial administration, our approach sought to read the colonial 
archive ‘against the grain’.13 Our analysis of the materials was conducted in a manner that 
allowed thematic patterns to emerge organically from the textual content within the records. 
In addition to archival records, we relied on historical maps of the project to gain insights into 
colonial hydraulic plans and to provide further detailed explanations of our work.

HESARAGHATTA WATER WORKS  
AND ITS NETWORKED INFRASTRUCTURE

Following the successful approval of the Hesaraghatta project, the planning and execution of 
this extensive urban infrastructure project unfolded on a grand scale. Utilizing the topograph-
ic nature of Bangalore, the Hesaraghatta Water Works went beyond the direct implementation 
of the ‘Gravitation Scheme’14 to give rise to an entirely new urban water infrastructure amal-
gamating the power of Steam Engine with the existing gravitational model that resulted in a 
grand techno-infrastructural arrangement, encompassed with an expansive catchment area 
of 211.70 square miles, including nearly 183 small and medium-sized tanks.15
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Fig. 2.  The Delivery Channels as designed by the Executive Engineer. The two different types of 
delivery channels had been constructed which were connected to the service reservoirs through aque-
ducts and drains and were properly fenced with modern engineered planning. In the process of mak-
ing the construction, a minimum of 12 acres of land had been taken away from the villagers residing in 
the place. The estimated cost for these delivery channels was Rupees 1,49,790.

To enhance water preservation rates within the reservoirs, the waste weir of the Hesaraghatta 
tank was raised to an impressive 15 feet. Approximately 12 miles of iron main or cast-iron 
pipes were laid to transport water to the city, accompanied by a rectangular masonry pipe. 
According to the PWD report, at the Hesaraghatta tank, a water tower was constructed from 
which water was conveyed through masonry delivery channels measuring 23,826 ft in length 
to the settling reservoirs.

The reservoirs were linked to pumping stations located a short distance from Bangalore city. 
At the pumping station, water was elevated to a standpipe, standing at a height of 42ft, con-
structed atop a nearby hill. From the standpipe, water was conveyed via a cast-iron main, 
24 diameters wide, using gravitational forces, first to filtering cisterns and subsequently to 
service reservoirs. For the purification of the water, three Jewell Filters had also been con-
structed in different parts of the city where the water used to come for treatment and to reach 
finally both the Cantonment and the old city.16

As per the records, the water started to be supplied to the city from 7th August 1896 onwards.17 
The waterworks, with a capacity of 747.7 million cubic feet, had initially been designed for an 
estimated population of 2,50,000 (although as per the Municipality Records, during the 1890s 
Bangalore had a population of approximately 1,50,000). Other material infrastructural compo-
nents associated with this project encompassed earthwork and cistern weirs, among others.18
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Fig. 3. Original map of the Hesaraghatta Waterworks Catchment Area, created by the PWD, Banga-
lore, 1893

RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS:
BUREAUCRATIZATION OF WATER AND INTRODUCING A TECHNOPOLITICAL AUTHORITY

In the aftermath of the implementation of the novel techno-engineered water infrastructure, 
an intricate web of interconnected institutions, technologies, engineered practices, and pol-
icy measures emerged, constituting a functional network for the effective operation of this 
system. The change was primarily evident in the new institutional framework of the Hesara-
ghatta Water Works. The new water infrastructure at Hesaraghatta necessitated advanced sci-
entific knowledge and technical expertise in various domains, including steam engine power, 
pumping machinery, water metering, and more. Maintaining the overall infrastructure, in-
cluding components such as Jewell Filters, service reservoirs, public fountains, and house 
connections, required expert oversight.

With the implementation of this new infrastructure and its associated governance system, the 
traditional sources of authority and power over water, including zamindars, priests, and others 
relying on Indigenous knowledge of water infrastructure and management, found themselves 
inadequate to function in this modern water governance model. Consequently, authority and 
control began to shift into the hands of technically proficient and scientifically adept individu-
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als, such as Civil Engineers responsible for overseeing the entire system, Sanitary Engineers and 
government officials tasked with supervising reservoirs and pipelines, Water Inspectors respon-
sible for monitoring the economic and legal aspects of water usage, and licensed Plumbers au-
thorized by the government to conduct repairs on pipelines and individual house connections.19

This emerging authority initially found its expression and legitimacy under the broad umbrella 
of the colonial Public Works Department (PWD). The colonial PWD represented the epitome 
of the practical exercise of imperial science within the Empire. In 1904, as the Hesaraghatta 
water works continued to develop, the colonial government established a new water depart-
ment called “Water Supply and Stores Division”, an institutionally authorized body responsible 
for overseeing water management in the city of Bangalore.20 Following a decade of successful 
project implementation, the new technopolitical authority established firm control over water 
supply and usage within the city. This authority’s influence was notably reflected in the revised 
water supply regulations for Bangalore in 1911. These regulations introduced measures aimed 
at increasing the monetization of water supply, ensuring economical water usage, authorizing 
services for house connections, and more.21 These rules, among others, signified a substantial 
shift in urban water governance during the early twentieth century in Bangalore, primarily at-
tributed to the new water infrastructure introduced by the Hesaraghatta Water Works project.

The cumulative effect of this institutionalization not only gave rise to a novel colonial Water 
Bureaucracy but also introduced a regime of “technopolitical authority” – a new regime of 
authority amalgamated with imperial science, technological efficacy, and human expertise 
that not only governed the new infrastructure through their professional and technological 
expertise, but also wielded significant influence over governing the population as a whole, as 
part of the broader bureaucratic structure of the colonial state, through the means regulating 
the behavior of the population, changing approach towards the water, producing new laws, 
and even regulating and transforming the crucial spaces associated with everyday water man-
agement in urbanizing Bangalore.

The new regime collectively underscores the displacement of the previous power structure 
concerning pre- colonial water governance. They exemplify the emergence of a new technop-
olitical governance framework centered around modern water infrastructure. The replace-
ment of this power structure had been of significant political importance to the colonial state 
because it had not only dismantled an indigenous water governance framework but in reality, 
displaced a major pillar of the pre-colonial state that used to exist in this region for a long time 
and had been a major stepping stone of the pre-colonial state formation in this region.22 For 
the colonial state, it was a necessary imperative to replace this system with a new one which 
will solidify the colonial state-building project in this place. The Hesaraghatta Water Works 
project was a major stepping stone towards this with far-reaching impacts on urbanizing Ban-
galore and its relation to water. The replacement also embodied a broader political endeavor 
in terms of colonial knowledge production. The transition from the pre- existing water system 
to a new techno-engineered model marginalized in certain ways the indigenous knowledge 
of water engineering embedded within the former water system and governance structures. 
This historical dynamic continues to reverberate in contemporary times, manifesting endur-
ing repercussions in the water and lake governance of the city.
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REGULATION OF SPACES AND POPULATION

The next axis pertained to the regulation of spaces and population, focusing on the discourse 
of everyday water management in colonial Bangalore, which underwent significant transfor-
mations upon the implementation of the new water infrastructure. Estimating the popula-
tion density in the Cantonment and the Old City, and usage patterns in both places, different 
amounts of water had been allocated for everyday use. The Chief Engineer planned the Hes-
araghatta reservoir’s capacity, ensuring a continuous water supply for 2 years and 5 months. 
This duration was considered sufficient, assuming a third consecutive year of drought was 
unlikely to happen there.23

To ensure the judicious use of piped water, the Water Supply department implemented strict 
rules stipulating that Hesaraghatta water should exclusively serve domestic purposes, including 
drinking and household chores. In its efforts to prevent the misuse of water, the department ap-
pointed water inspectors under Section 176(d) of the Municipal Regulation Act VII of 1906.24 To 
oversee these aspects, prosecuting inspectors were employed to enforce regulations on public 
streets.25 Alongside these measures, positions such as Sanitary Inspectors and Engineers played 
roles in promoting spatial regulations intermittently. Crucially, infrastructural elements such as 
pipelines, stand-pipes, taps, and fountains, which served as essential conduits for water supply, 
also became tools for the colonial state to exercise regulation and surveillance in public places.

The rise of the Plague as an epidemic in the late 1890s, immediately after the implementation 
of the new waterwork, further impacted water management severely, controlling its usage 
and introducing new regulations upon urban spaces and the populace. After surviving the 
deadliest wave between 1898 to 1905, the colonial government initiated a new town planning 
project in Bangalore which involved the closure of several tanks that were assumed to be po-
tential disease vectors by the urban planners and the relocation of settlements to newly devel-
oped extensions such as Basavangudi and Malleswaram, thus extending the urban boundaries 
of the city.26 To mitigate the spread of diseases like Plague, Cholera, and Malaria, the water 
supply system in these extensions was significantly restructured, shifting from reliance on lo-
cal tanks to the provision of piped water with household connections. To ensure an adequate 
water supply for the Old City, the Cantonment, and the new Extensions, the water supply de-
partment implemented several measures such as restricting water supply timings to 6:00 a.m. 
to 11:00 a.m. and 4:00 p.m. to 8:30 p.m., and temporarily reducing the free water allowance 
for household connections by 25%.27

Integrating the new waterworks into post-plague town planning contributed significantly to 
redefining the concept of ‘urban water’ in 20th-century Bangalore. It promoted piped water as 
a ‘purer’ form of water to be consumed and sought to reinforce the notion of ‘urban water’ as 
a scarce resource that necessitated meticulous management by the government in everyday 
life, which had also potentially facilitated the establishment of a more effective state appara-
tus for everyday water management in the rapidly urbanizing city.

With the water supply and consumption expansion, state intervention extended to compara-
tively enclosed household spaces, facilitated by infrastructural and technological components 
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like House Connections and Water Meters. The 1896 Regulation for Hesaraghatta Water Works 
supply to Bangalore and Mysore outlined conditions for house connections, specifying that 
house pipes should be always accessible to water supply officers28. Matters concerning rent 
collection and meter accuracy checks further expanded state access to domestic spaces. The 
utilization and accessibility of water meters additionally facilitated the calculation of daily 
and monthly water consumption according to the supply, thereby seeking to shape individual 
and household behavior to align with more frugal water usage practices. Whereas all of these 
rules and regulations, activities appeared as part and parcel of the new water management by 
the colonial government, this ‘rule of expertise’, which became the official representative of 
the colonial state, also introduced a new regime of monitoring and surveillance of the spaces 
that had effectively concealed the flow of power within the material infrastructure and tech-
nologies (like engine power, water meter, pipe connection, etc.) transforming these elements 
into vital agents for the dispersion of power across various positions, both expert and non-ex-
pert (from water inspector to the government authorized plumber who all had certain special 
rights to act on these spaces).

Another influential factor in shaping moral attitudes toward water was its cost. Following an 
initial allocation of free public water access, individuals (who could afford it) were required to 
opt for costly private house connections for access to excess amounts of water. In the realm 
of private connections, the allowance of free water did not exceed 160 gallons per month, 
beyond which households incurred charges for every unit of water consumed. This intricate 
and hierarchical arrangement of water distribution sought to bring significant transformation 
in the collective attitude of the populace (See also Von Schnitzler for other such examples in 
the context of Africa, 2008).

These alterations in daily activities with water and a conscious effort to bring changes in the 
behavioral aspects of the population toward water culminated in regulatory behaviors and the 
institutionalized utilization of water infrastructure in everyday life. Through the material ex-
pression of power embodied in the Hesaraghatta water infrastructure, the political rationality 
of the colonial state took a potential ‘biopolitical turn’. The infrastructural arrangements es-
tablished a dynamic relationship between the state institutions and the population, penetrat-
ing private and public spaces, moral and cognitive behaviors, habits, and individual bodies. 
This ultimately resulted in rendering the population both measurable and regulatable.

INEQUALITIES IN WATER GOVERNANCE

The third critical dimension in the context of the Hesaraghatta project pertained to unequal 
access to water, which added new dimensions to the existing inequalities in the growing ur-
ban space of Bangalore. The unequal access unfolded across two distinct phases: the first 
during the project’s preparation, and the second following its implementation. During the 
construction phase, the colonial government undertook nearly 183 small and medium-sized 
tanks upon which numerous communities and villages depended. To ensure the project’s suc-
cess, at least 33 villages were displaced from their original locations during the years between 
1892 to 1896.29 Consequently, villagers were barred from accessing water resources and lands 
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in these areas for reasons of sanitation and other considerations.30 Additionally, the govern-
ment ceased wet cultivation near existing tank lands to expand the catchment area for the 
waterworks, thereby compelling Ryots (tenant farmers) to vacate these areas 31.

The unequal access to water became more pronounced in the post-implementation phase 
of the project, particularly with the commencement of water supply and services to the 
city—several distinctive features characterized this phenomenon. First and foremost, water 
had been transformed from a common resource into a public good, marked by centralized 
governance by the colonial state and the subsequent monetization process. While a certain 
quantity of water remained publicly accessible at no cost, it proved inadequate in the face of 
growing urban populations and escalating water usage. Consequently, those who could afford 
it opted for private house connections, which became a lucrative source of revenue for the 
colonial state, given increased water taxes, pipe costs, water meters, and other associated 
expenses33. This commercialization of water disproportionately disadvantaged urban house-
holds that could not afford private house connections and primarily relied on public taps and 
fountains.34 While they were not entirely exempt from water taxes, their tax burden was com-
paratively lighter.

Racial considerations also played a significant role in the unequal access to water, especially 
during the project’s initial stages. In the execution phase, different supply levels for natives 
and Europeans were advocated by several Public Works Department (PWD) engineers, citing 
factors such as habits, behaviors, and attitudes towards water, as well as the locals’ customary 
reliance on tank water in their daily lives. This resulted in an initial allocation of 10 gallons 
per day per native individual in the old city and 12.5 gallons per day for an adult in the Canton-
ment, as sanctioned by the Municipality. 35

The infrastructural challenges and technological limitations exacerbated the problem of un-
equal water access, compounded by the growing population density with the urban exten-
sions in Bengaluru in the early 20th century. A substantial increase in urban density through 
the establishment of new extensions as part of town planning and industrial development in 
the early 20th century resulted in rapid population growth, impacting water governance both 
directly and indirectly. The colonial government leased several tanks for industrial purposes 
and drained out some local reservoirs to facilitate new town planning, leading to localized 
disruptions in water access for certain communities. Simultaneously, the city’s expanding 
boundaries and industrial growth demanded an additional 9 million liters per day (MLD) sup-
ply from the Hesaraghatta Waterworks at a later phase which were allocated to industries in 
and around Bangalore to promote industrial development.36 As a result of this dual activity, 
despite multiple rounds of adjustments in water usage and control, and changes in the exist-
ing infrastructure and technologies, the colonial government struggled to avert an early water 
crisis precipitated by the increasing urban density and population.37 On additional occasions, 
scholars such as Christian Broto and Hita Unnikrishnan argued that the construction of the 
pipeline from the Hesaraghatta tank to the city traversed specific localities but denied them 
access to modern water infrastructure. This resulted in these communities feeling alienated 
from the project’s success, leading to a sense of deprivation and discrimination.38
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Fig. 4. Growth of the Industrial Belt in Bangalore District in the 1920s. A reference map to indicate 
the growing urban density and expansion of the urban boundary of Bangalore in the early 20th century.

CONCLUSION 

The discourse of this new water governance guides us on a journey of observing the emer-
gence of a technopolitical regime stemming from ostensibly impartial and innocuous tech-
nological assemblages and networked infrastructures. This development is the result of the 
collective involvement of various individuals, institutions, technological artifacts, geograph-
ical features, civil and political programs, and institutional ideologies which precipitated the 
displacement of established power hierarchies, instigated shifts in civic values and moral con-
duct among the populace, introduced regulatory and surveillance measures in both public 
and private domains, transformed patterns of public water consumption, and reshaped the 
urban landscape. Ultimately, these changes converged to establish a novel technopolitical re-
gime around water governance, keeping ‘urban water’ and its colonial reconceptualization at 
its core.
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The emergent paradigm of water embraced distinctive attributes and contours congruent 
with colonial urbanization and its water governance in the early twentieth century. The colo-
nial reign on water governance (re)conceptualized ‘urban water’ with certain novel character-
istics that had been absent in the previous discourses of urban water in these areas – Initially, 
urban water introduced a technologically adept bureaucratic regime, necessitating institu-
tional procedures and modern technological knowledge for its access and sustenance. The 
service system governing urban water had also been transformed, transitioning away from 
the prevalence of extensive manual labour towards minimizing it through engineered and 
technological amenities. Consequently, the labour associated with urban water governance 
became more formalized and professional.

Urban water became commercialized and domesticated, shifting from being a localized open 
water source to becoming accessible primarily through taps and fountains, thereby conceal-
ing its primary source from public view. Water now flowed silently within pipes, curtailing its 
open-ended distribution, and was monetized as a valuable as well as scarce urban resource.

Urban water also started to be upheld as a “pure” source – a sense of purity that emerged from 
modern chemical analysis, rather than the wholesomeness of water,39 and thereby, became 
emblematic of modernity, and a source of exclusive consumption by the urban populace. 
Thus, urban water also assumed the role of a symbol of civility and progress in the colonies, a 
tag that is always hard to contest in human civilization at any point in time.

This new characterization of water reflected a symbiosis of transformation in the technologi-
cal and infrastructural paradigm as well as a transformation into the social and political fabric 
of water in the early twentieth century. The new geography of urban water could be visible 
through expansive infrastructural networks, wherein the locus of agency and power both po-
tentially shifted to tangible components such as pipes, filtration mechanisms, and water me-
tering apparatuses, as well as towards the purview of professional human expertise.

The myriad transformations wrought by this new arrangement, the micro and macro-level 
changes in the usage and functionalities of water in everyday life coalesced into reframing 
‘urban water’ as a technopolitical category that aimed at reinforcing colonial rule in the cities. 
Imbued with an intricate network of technological artifacts and infrastructural components, 
as well as representing an abstract facet of urban life, ‘urban water’ transcended mere techno-
logical life. The new water with its technological system, material amenities, intensive supply 
line, and the new bureaucratic regime had grown with all potential to extensively intervene 
in the social fabric of the cities, contributing to the project of colonial state-building by gov-
erning the population, reproducing the spaces, and even reproducing the structure of power 
associated with water governance. The process can aptly be conceptualized as a technopolit-
ical venture — creating a locus within the colonial government’s repertoire, through which 
the political and administrative rationality of the colonial state could be introduced, and the 
power of the state could have been exercised in the early twentieth century.

Towards the early twentieth century, the colonial state thus took a ‘technopolitical turn’ 
through initiatives such as urban water spreading across several colonial cities of India 
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through new waterworks, and other such civic infrastructures. The flow of water starts carry-
ing governmental rationality in disguise of networked infrastructure and the hegemonic pres-
ence of scientific rationality governing their operations. The more the water flows, the more 
the system traverses through the landscape, and ‘urban water’ as a technopolitical category 
has strongly been established.

‘Urban Water’ as a technopolitical category continues to persist in contemporary discourse, al-
beit with evolving characteristics and definitions. Its enduring relevance has been a recurring 
theme in academic discourse concerning urban water and its governance within post-inde-
pendent states and cities. The colonial water governance in the early twentieth-century cities 
had been a crucial precursor of technopolitical water management that we witness today in 
ex-colonial cities.
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