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Sympoietic shores—An interscalar 
architecture for Sri Lanka’s coastal 
futures

Introduction

Coastlines, home to nearly half the world’s population, have long served as dy-
namic zones of human habitation, cultural exchange, and agriculture. Along the 
shores of the planet, stories, cultures, and commodities flow. It is estimated that 
oceans contribute 60 per cent of the total economic value of the biosphere, mak-
ing them crucial to human activity and welfare.1

Shorelines are arenas of creation, transition, destruction, and rebirth—where the 
ever-changing boundary between land and sea presents spiritual and existential 
significance for many cultures. These liminal spaces challenge humanity’s per-
ceived dominion over nature, revealing the forces of Earth’s systems that exist 
beyond human control. The constant ebb and flow of tides and the reshaping of 
the shoreline by storms and rising seas highlight the tension between human 
ambition and the ancient rhythms of the planet and its inhabitants.2

More recently in the planet’s lifetime, coastal towns and ports have served as 
conduits for colonisation, leading to lasting legacies of inequality and vulnera-
bility.3 Today, coastal regions are among the most susceptible to the devastating 
impacts of climate change. Rising sea levels, plastic-choked oceans, coastal ero-
sion, and extreme weather events pose growing risks to coastal communities, 
infrastructure, and ecosystems.

Fig. 1 Autumn Dsouza (2024). Sri 
Lanka coastal actors collage [Digital 
drawing]
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The materials and construction techniques proposed in the architecture are 
grounded in a critical tracing of local skills and wisdom, knowledge that has been 
adapted and transformed in some ways through the colonisation of the land. 
One example is the now defunct oruwa (outrigger canoe), a significant piece of 
Sinhalese maritime ethnotechnology.22 Another material is the invasive water hy-
acinth, originally native to the Amazon basin and introduced to Sri Lanka in 1905 
as an ornamental species.23 The plant quickly became a prevalent invasive spe-
cies in water bodies across the country. In this case, the hyacinth is a “ferality”—a 
species co-opted by local communities. Water hyacinths excel at phytoremedi-
ation and currently function within Hikkaduwa’s existing waste stabilisation 
ponds. The stalks of the plants are woven into various products, ranging from 
interior screens to baskets and clothing, a craft predominantly carried out by 
Sinhalese women.

Traditionally, architecture’s dependence on coral lime extraction has left lasting 
damage on the fringing reefs, which, due to their slow growth, struggle to recov-
er. Recent advancements in coral science, however, have introduced techniques 
to stimulate coral reproduction, including the replication of coral polyps’ sexual 
reproduction vital for sustaining reef genetic diversity and methods for cultivat-
ing mature coral fragments.

Building on local material knowledge and broader scientific innovations, the first 
intervention, The Amphibious Commons, proposes an architectural response to 
regenerate the fringing coral reef along Hikkaduwa’s shoreline through the de-
ployment of mobile floating platforms. These interconnected platforms form a 
hybrid structure that merges architecture and reef ecosystems, advancing a vi-
sion of amphibious architecture tailored to a just ecological regeneration. This 
design approach reframes the “interscalar objects” featured in the mural, repur-
posing their histories into a living architectural fabric that engages directly with 
multispecies lives.

Fig. 6 Autumn Dsouza (2024). 
Zoomed-in coral eye perspective 
section of reef restoration platforms 
[Digital drawing]
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The mobile platforms—floating on oruwa hulls and constructed from tim-
ber, bamboo, and water hyacinth—integrate essential functions for coral reef 
propagation and are anchored by recycled reef balls. These reef balls serve as a 
substrate for coral nubs that have been untangled from fishing nets above the 
water. This intervention aids in regenerating the fringing coral reefs and acts as 
a storm barrier, providing essential protection for the coastline. Additionally, 
the reef restoration assemblages provide spaces for fisherfolk to gather, rest, 
and play. The structures are designed for disassembly and relocation and can be 
detached from the columns once the reef is healthy, then moved along the as-
semblage to new locations. These “sympoietic”24 systems highlight the entangled 
agencies of humans and non-humans that collectively produce and sustain one 
another. The reefs, once destroyed to facilitate architectural construction, are 
now being regenerated through a reparative architectural vision.

Fig. 7 Autumn Dsouza (2024). 
Zoomed-in section of reef  
restoration platforms [Digital 
drawing]

Fig. 8 Autumn Dsouza (2024). 
Perspective of reef restoration 
platforms [Digital drawing]
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The second intervention, The Port Cooperative, addresses intertwined so-
cio-ecological pressures confronting coastal communities, including the 
marginalisation of women, the precarity of traditional fishing practices, and the 
proliferation of plastic pollution. The Hikkaduwa Restoration Task Force25 under-
scores fishing as the second-highest economic driver in the region. Yet, depleting 
fish stocks—exacerbated by the burgeoning tourism industry and pressures from 
industrial fishing—cast a shadow over the future of local fisherfolk.

Stilt fishing, which emerged out of necessity during World War  II when British 
troops escalated demand, epitomises this struggle. Perched atop tall wooden 
poles in shallow coastal waters, fishermen cast lines into the sea, but diminishing 
returns have increasingly steered them towards tourist photography as a source 
of income. This adaptation reveals how local customs are commodified for tour-
ism, leaving communities grappling with shifting livelihoods amid the climate 
crisis. Furthermore, the overlooked role of women in Sri Lanka’s fishing industry 
emerges starkly. Despite their pivotal contributions—spanning fish processing, 
net mending, and essential support for fishing endeavours—women remain mar-
ginalised, their efforts often absent from official records and policy dialogues.

Plastic pollution further compounds these challenges, with ghost nets as visible 
symbols of how human activity damages marine ecosystems. These abandoned 
or discarded fishing nets ensnare marine life, damage coral reefs, break down 
into harmful microplastics, and worsen the ocean plastics crisis. Ironically, ghost 
nets also attract fish, functioning as makeshift fish aggregation devices, and 
many fishing communities have developed informal methods to haul in and re-
cycle this waste—a grassroots response to the broader environmental crisis.

Fig. 9 Autumn Dsouza (2024). 
Zoomed-in section of fisherwoman 
cooperative [Digital drawing]
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Inspired by this research, the project proposes that the existing market space 
along the Hikkaduwa port be reimagined as a fisherwoman cooperative. Here, 
fish and plastic waste would be processed, sorted, and recycled. During the tour-
ist season, workshops would educate visitors about coral reefs and involve them 
in reef protection efforts, such as making reef balls from recycled concrete. In 
the off-season, the space would transform into a training centre for local arti-
sans. This “port‑infrastructure‑architecture” supports the cooperative’s activities 
and buttresses functions like fish drying, hauling, and launching the floating  
restoration platforms.

Fig. 10 Autumn Dsouza (2024). 
Perspective of fisherwoman 
cooperative processing space  
[Digital drawing]

Fig. 11 Autumn Dsouza (2024). 
Perspective of fisherwoman 
cooperative workshop space  
[Digital drawing]
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Conclusion 

While the architectural proposals presented in this paper manifest as spatial in-
terventions, their primary intent is not to prescribe a fixed built solution but to 
provoke re-examination of the systems that govern coastal inhabitation. The pro-
ject treats architecture as a lever to expose, question, and reimagine institutional 
logics that organise these environments.

Sri Lanka’s coastal zones are shaped not only by physical processes but also by 
layered regimes of planning, zoning, land tenure, and environmental govern-
ance, many of which are holdovers from colonial systems. These frameworks 
often marginalise informal economies and coastal dwellers, prioritising eco-
nomic growth through tourism and technocratic infrastructure over long-term 
community resilience.

The speculative proposals engage these realities not by circumventing regu-
lation but by making its limitations visible and proposing counter-logics. For 
instance, rethinking the harbour as a space of ecological co-authorship and com-
munity stewardship implicitly challenges the commodification of coastal access 
and state-sanctioned hierarchies of land use. The architectural forms—porous, 
multi-use, seasonal—are instruments for policy imagination, rehearsing futures 
where zoning might account for seasonal livelihoods, more-than-human agency, 
and decentralised governance. By embedding care into the very structure of the 
port, the architecture gestures towards alternative governance models rooted in 
justice, autonomy, and ecological well-being.

The project contends that architecture can function as a critical mediator—a 
practice capable of surfacing contradictions in current planning paradigms 
and working transversally with law, policy, and activism. By foregrounding 
epistemological pluralism and ontological experimentation, the work extends ar-
chitectural expertise into the political realm, not through mastery of regulation, 
but by actively imagining and enacting alternatives to it.

As Donna Haraway articulates: “One way to live and die well as mortal critters 
in the Chthulucene is to join forces to reconstitute refuges, to make possible 
partial and robust biological-cultural-political-technological recuperation and 
recomposition, which must include mourning irreversible losses.”26 This pro-
ject unveils the intricate entanglements that have shaped—and continue to 
shape—the coastal ecologies and cultures of Sri Lanka. Within this framework, 
the proposed architectures not only make these connections visible but also re-
imagine our intertwined existence, advancing a vision of resilience founded on 
collective care and kinship with the Earth and each other. The design proposals 
foreground plural epistemologies, drawing on indigenous knowledge systems, 
vernacular material cultures, and situated ecological practices. In doing so, they 
position architecture as a site for ontological experimentation. Rooted in shared 
stewardship, the project gestures towards a transformative model for living in 
reciprocity with our environments, acknowledging both the losses we face and 
the enduring potential for regeneration.
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