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Abstract Gender and the politics of space are closely 
interrelated. Like many other sprawling cities, in Dhaka 
slums are the natural consequence of rapid, unplanned 
urbanization and poor economic growth. Due to extreme 
poverty and lower level of education, the female slum 
dwellers face acute gender inequality. The study investigates 
how women facing gender inequality use home based work 
as coping mechanism. The study attempts to identify the 
adaptive micro-scale workspaces and their role in everyday 
life of female slum dwellers. To explore this and related 
issues, the study uses interviews, focus group discussion and 
observation as research tools in Korail slum of Dhaka. Key 
findings of the study are the pattern of spontaneous cultural 
adaptations and female workers' ability to create home based 
workspaces for survival. These will potentially contribute in 
identifying the spontaneous micro-scale space typologies in 
adapted gendered spaces. Establishing this facilitates the 
understanding of their role as coping mechanism against 
gender inequality, which can guide possible future 
intervention and/or external support. 

Keywords Home Based Work, Slum, Gender Inequality, 
Adaptive Micro Scale Spaces, Female Workers 

1. Introduction
The Asia/Near East Region (ANE) contains 60% of the 

world’s slums, which in absolute numbers represents about 
550 million slum dwellers [1]. It is expected that if the 
situation remains same, the number will probably double by 
2030. Categorical terms like a slum, can disguise significant 
cultural and economic distinctions among low-income 
settlements. Variously known as informal or non-formal 

cities, squatter settlements, or shantytowns, these 
communities differ dramatically in size, character, age, and 
level of political and social organization [2]. However, few 
characteristics remain common: separate from urban 
infrastructures such as roads, sewers, transportation, water 
and electricity supply, and storm-water management; having 
severe health, environmental, security problems and lack of 
public facilities such as cultural, economic or recreational 
activities. 

About one third of the population of Bangladesh lives in 
urban areas (Table 1). Dhaka, a megacity of 15.4 million [3] 
people and capital of Bangladesh has a high concentration of 
slums in the greater urban area which encompasses 
approximately 1,530 square km [4]. This is a consequence of 
rapid, unplanned urbanization and poor political and 
economic decisions. For the past two decades, Dhaka has 
been experiencing a rapid population growth much higher 
than the rest of the country (Table 1). Dhaka’s population 
grew exponentially over the past four decades due to gradual 
changes in demographic, economic and social fabric. A more 
specific source is migrants from over populated rural areas; 
often victims of natural calamities, landlessness and poverty. 
Annually, the city draws an estimated 300,000 to 400,000 
mostly poor migrants who provide critical employment for 
the city’s industries and services. Roy and Sarker [5] 
observes: “Although urbanization is often associated with 
increasing national production and high per capita GDP, 
poverty remains a persistent feature of the urban life, both in 
terms of income and living conditions”. The economic 
growth has failed to keep up the same pace mainly due to 
poor political decisions. According to Bangladesh Bureau of 
Statistics (BBS), the yearly per capita income of Bangladesh 
is $1,314 as in 2015 [6]. In 2014, of the 15.4 million people 
of Dhaka city [7], up to 6.9% was living in the slums [8]. 
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Table 1.  Growth of national and urban population (Million) in Bangladesh, 2000-2015, Source: [9] 

Year 
Total National 

Population 
(Million) 

Annual growth rate 
of national 

Population (%) 

Total urban 
Population 
(Million) 

Urban Population as % of total 
Population (level of urbanization) 

Density 
(P/Sq km) 

Migrants 
(net) 

2000 132.38 2.01 31.23 24 1,114 -151,224 

2005 143.14 1.57 36.69 26 1,101 -400,001 

2010 151.13 1.09 42.15 28 1,049 -714,191 

2014 158.51 1.22 47.33 30 994 -456,443 

2015 160.41 1.20 48.72 30 919 -408,112 

 

Slums are the natural consequence of rapid, unplanned 
urbanization and poor economic growth. They are directly 
linked to housing condition of a city, often showing the 
failures of the sector. Housing is widely regarded as an 
essential human need and right, as reflected in its 
incorporation into the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDG). MDG 7, Target D states that, "Achieve, by 2020, a 
significant improvement in the lives of at least 100 million 
slum dwellers" [10]. As most slums are developed illegally, 
the government, NGOs and donors generally do not provide 
basic services such as water, sanitation, electricity, health 
and education in these areas. Also, close to 80 percent of 
slums are located on privately owned land, creating 
considerable institutional challenges in terms of basic service 
provision [11]. There are between 16 to 40 different bodies 
involved in one way or another in urban matters in Dhaka 
with little coordination and planning [11]. As a result, there 
are major gaps in provision of services and infrastructure. 

There are about 100 million home based workers 
worldwide; of them 50 million in South Asia, of whom 80 
percent are women [23]. It has been recognized that space 
and the built environment are constituted by, as well as 
constitutive of gender, in feminist analyses of the city, even 
if the ‘private’ space of the household has tended to be 
somewhat neglected in mainstream theory [11,14]. Space 
and built environment are closely related to local culture and 
gender dynamics in a society. For example, the meaning of a 
private space varies widely across different cultures. This has 
direct implications for female home based workers 
worldwide. 

In developing countries, women lag behind socially, 
economically and politically even though in most cases, 
they are demographically superior in urban areas. This is 
reflected in the widespread gender gap in the acquisition of 
‘human capital’ such as education, and vocational skills and 
training. The problem is more acute among the slum 
dwellers where gender-equitable access to ‘decent’ work 
and living environments is nearly absent. Gendered spaces 
play an important role in balancing this, albeit in a limited 
capacity. 

1.1. Objectives 

The objective of this study is to examine the 
underexplored adaptive micro-scale work environments in 

slums of Dhaka with a focus on how they help in coping 
gender inequality through home based work. In recent years, 
there have been significant economic, social and political 
developments for women that came with rapid urbanization. 
Yet, gender inequality for female slum dwellers remains a 
persistent problem in Dhaka. A possible coping mechanism 
for women is home based work. This study aims to explore 
where, with whom, why and how women work in 
micro-scale work environments in slums of Dhaka. A brief 
background of the socio-spatial context of home based work 
in slums will be presented with a detailed description of the 
space typologies of home-based work environments. 

2. Research Methodology 
The existing studies focus on the need of home based 

work in terms of its capacity for direct livelihood support. 
There has been very little research and documentation on 
how home based work empowers women to cope with 
gender inequality in slums. In addition, there has been little 
research done in adaptive micro-scale work environments as 
a forum for the home based work from an architectural 
perspective. This is particularly critical in slums because of 
two issues: lack of adequate space and gender 
discrimination in terms of ownership of household spaces. 

The study examines gender inequality and coping 
mechanisms adopted by female slum dwellers of Dhaka city 
through home based work. The study focuses on how micro 
scale adaptive home based work environments help in 
coping with gender inequality. After a pilot survey of 
several urban slums, Korail slum of Dhaka was selected as 
the case study area. The area has been developed and 
occupied by more than 18,000 poor households with no 
security of tenure. The areas were selected as it has a high 
concentration of female home-based workers with a strong 
social network and all the other critical components of an 
urban slum in central city. 

Data was collected through a multi-method data collection 
approach consisting observation, photographs, questionnaire 
survey, household case history, informal interview 
supplemented with focus group discussions with female 
home-based workers of Korail. Purposive sampling was used 
for the study; the choice of which household units to include 
and exclude was theoretically-driven (households having 
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active female home based workers). To obtain sufficient data 
that represent the population of Korail, care was taken so that 
the sample was not undersized. Access to the samples was 
not always easy as many female workers were reluctant to 
participate as they were working on encroached spaces. 
Ultimately about 35 households could be accessed. It should 
be noted that, for a qualitative survey, this was probably a 
saturation size as adding new data from a larger sample size 
would not have improved the findings. 

To analyze the data, a qualitative interpretative approach 
was used. A schematic list of the stages in the development 
of grounded theory was modified and used as a guide. The 
aim was to identify adapted spaces and their role as coping 
mechanism in everyday life. Self-employed home-based 
workers as well as sub-contracted home-based workers 
were included. The survey with female home-based workers 
was supplemented by additional interviews with city 
officials, NGO and development workers. 

The steps outlined here were followed reflexively 
according to the nature of the questions and data: 

1. Using the available data to develop categories and 
types. 

2. Defining the category or type by generally stating the 
criteria for later instances of using them. 

3. Using the set of definitions as a guide to explore, 
identify, and explain the issues emerging from the field 
study. 

4. Exploiting the types or categories, being aware of the 
possibility of additional types or categories emerging from 
the repetition of the process. This includes their opposites, 
and more specific and more general instances. 

5. Developing links between types or categories. 
Exploring linkages and relationships among types or 
categories and try to develop matrices that show that 
relationships. 

To make the research ethically sound, the following issues 
were strictly maintained:  

1. Privacy and anonymity or respondents was maintained. 
No identifiable information and facts, especially quotations 
were used. 

2. Each of the respondents participated voluntarily in the 
research.  

3. There was no use of offensive, discriminatory, or other 
unacceptable language in the data collection process using 
questionnaire, household case history, informal interview 
and focus group discussions. 

4. Where possible, the survey participants were asked to 
validate the conclusions made from their data. 

5. Highest level of objectivity was maintained in 
discussions and analyses throughout the research. 

The possible contributions of this study could lead to 

identifying the space typologies that help female slum 
dwellers earn their livelihood and in coping with gender 
inequality. Possible future contributions could include 
future urban expansion where these types of spaces can be 
integrated informally or formally. Data collected from the 
survey is primary. However, the study has the limitation of 
using secondary data to suggest various demographic and 
related trends. To gather data in such a large scale to form 
these trends was beyond the scope of this study. 

3. Gender Disparity in Slums 
Contemporary gender dynamics of cities shows a steady 

demographic process pertinent to women increasingly 
forming the majority of urban populations. Despite some 
narrowing of gender gaps in education in recent decades, 
women constitute approximately two-thirds of 774 million 
adult illiterates worldwide [12]. Amidst this, the complex 
assemblage of gender disparities requires a nuanced 
consideration of women’s disadvantage from a 
multidimensional perspective, which takes into 
consideration the politics of space at different and 
interrelated scales from the household, to the neighborhood, 
to cities at large [13]. 

UN Millennium project (2002 to 2006) states in Target 4 
under Goal 3 (Promote Gender Equality and Empower 
Women): “Eliminate gender disparity in primary and 
secondary education, preferably by 2005, and in all levels of 
education no later than 2015” [14]. There are acute 
inequalities, gender discrimination and lack of women's 
basic rights in slums [15, 16]. The root causes are lack of 
education and knowledge, poverty, ambiguous legal systems 
and lack of application, socio-cultural emphasis on the 
prerogatives of males and their blood relations, etc. In 
general, the greater society (including slums) has male bias 
in terms of inheritance and owning property. In addition, 
there are strong symbolic dimensions surrounding the 
‘forbidden’ and ‘permitted’ use of spaces governed by 
patriarchal power relations and norms [17]. 

Gender gaps remain significant in urban labor markets in 
respect of the occupations in which women and men are 
engaged and on what basis, notably ‘formal’ or ‘informal’, 
part-time or full-time, and so on [18]. As shown in Figure 1, 
the most common gender disparities in slums happen due to 
women’s limited access to stable employment and earnings, 
finance and credit. This discriminatory processes within the 
home and in the labor market to limit the type of 
income-generating options available to women as well as 
leading to a lower value being placed on ‘women’s work’ 
[18]. 
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Figure 1.  Segmentation by sex within informal economy, source: author, adapted from Chen et al [22].

Eviction and/or homelessness are common for female 
slum dwellers; which generally occurs in the event of divorce 
or desertion. Divorcees and widows become especially 
vulnerable; in dire circumstances, they can adapt various 
demeaning and immoral strategies such as prostitution for 
survival. Rehabilitation projects by government or NGOs are 
rather rare and the units are generally allotted to the head of 
household i.e. men. In slums, single women without male 
‘guardians’ are automatically assumed to be of bad character. 
Due to this ill assumption, single women find it difficult to 
get accommodation even in slums. Field study shows that 
women mostly cope with this inequality and earn their place 
in society with home based work. 

4. Home Based Work and Space Usage 
In large cities, urban informal sector constitutes a 

significant part of economy. Informal sector businesses can 
take advantage of personal and domestic assets, such as 
living quarters, vehicles, and furniture which help them 
survive [19-20]. Yasmeen [21] stresses on the importance of 
urban informal sector in developing countries where 
population and demand for jobs, goods and services grows 
too quickly for the formal sector to cope with. It is a survival 
strategy as well, especially in many countries that have no 
effective social safety nets such as pension schemes, 
unemployment insurance, etc. Although men also work 
informally, women tend to fare worse on account of their 
restricted use of space, their lower levels of skills and work 
experience, limited access to start-up capital, and their under- 
or un-paid roles in ‘family enterprises’ [22-23]. 

Female slum dwellers have been using home-based work 

and limited access to credit to achieve sustainable livelihood. 
Charmes [24] defines home based (also known as household 
or unincorporated) enterprises by their legal status and type 
of accounts that distinguishes them from formal corporations. 
Having no separate legal entities, they are independent of the 
household members that own them. They do not have a clear 
distinction between the production and other activities of 
their owners. When there is no or limited scope for formal 
wages HBEs help them survive. 

Space is a fundamental resource in the operation of Home 
based enterprises (HBEs) and is considered a fungible asset, 
which makes the home a valuable place in which to carry out 
economic activities. Parochial spaces adjacent to homesteads 
are crucial for appropriation of productive resources for 
female slum dwellers. ‘Home-based work’ is a specific 
manifestation of female slum dweller’s involvement in the 
household production–reproduction sphere in slums. This 
shows a sharp contrast with the existing studies on 
home-based work, in the South Asian cities, are usually 
confined within ‘separate spheres’ [25]. 

Field study suggests that space usage for home-based 
work is not spatially confined within dwellings. Ghafur [26] 
states, home based income generation takes place within a 
given dwelling and its broader physical context. Various 
related activities such as procuring raw materials, producing, 
marketing and selling products takes place in immediate 
parochial spaces to greater neighborhood. The advantages 
include little overhead cost, availability of household 
resources such as space and utility connections, 
self-sustaining and self-financing developments, the 
opportunity to trade off resources between domestic and 
productive activities, save time and money, as they do not 
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need to travel. In addition, they can make effective use of 
social and human resources such as relatives/friends in 
exchange of small sums of money or benefits in kind; and 
especially it enables women to have productive work even in 
social conditions where their movement and social 
intercourse are restricted (See studies by [27-33]). 
Disadvantages include environmental degradation, 
endangering overstretched municipal services, fire hazards, 
increasing noise pollution and the risk of crime involved 
[31]. 

Rendell [34] observes that spaces are representational – 
they embody complex symbolisms linked to underlying 
values. Home based work has a gender dimension that is 
socially constructed and socially reinforced; it decides who 
uses what space at what time and for what purpose. Home 
based work promotes self-employment opportunities and 
helps to establish a close work-home relationship [35]. The 
space typology where women work (open or enclosed, 
visible to outsiders or not) is defined by gender relations, 
religious and cultural ideologies (see Table 2). Hence, space 
embraces a multitude of intersections and can be defined 
through various power relations. In this respect home based 
work enterprises facilitate the female entrepreneurs to 

release their creative energy and earning potential, 
maintaining privacy, as reflected in the spacy typologies seen 
in the field study. This is often more agreeable with the local 
cultural and religious context. 

Home based workers can be subdivided into two broad 
categories (see Figure 1): self-employed workers and 
sub-contracted workers. Of the two categories, the majority 
are subcontracted workers who work directly or through 
intermediaries, typically on a piece-rate basis. The 
distinction between self-employed and sub-contracted home 
based workers lies mainly in varying levels of 
decision-making power. 

In most slums of Dhaka, home based work cuts across 
different branches of industry (see Table 2) and accounts for 
about one fourth of the urban informal employment. Some of 
these occupations are gender-specific. Female workers are 
mostly involved in cooking, stitching, making bamboo 
products, pottery, broom making while men commonly do 
traditional painting and woodcarving. Some occupations 
involve both women and men, but with each specializing at 
different stages of production (e.g., weaving by male 
workers and then embellishment of Jamdani sari by female 
workers). 

Table 2. Different types of home based work by gender and spacerequired, source: author. 

Type of Home based work Gender Approximate space required (sqft/person) 

Traditional painting Male 15 

Wood carving Male 20 

Hand-stitching (Garment) Female 12 

Handloom/weaving Male 50 

Tailoring/sewing (Garment) Male/Female 12 

Embellishment/ embroidery (Garment) Female 20 

Chumky/Karchupi setting (sequins and jewellery) Female 15 

Cooking Female 20 

Bamboo products Male/Female 25 

Pottery Male/Female 60 

Agarbati-candle making Male/Female 18 

Bidi (local cigarette) rolling Female 15 

Broom making Male/Female 20 
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Figure 2.  Aerial view of Korail slum, Dhaka, source: [36] and author. 

The vast majority of home-based workers of Dhaka are 
women who face greater challenges when they want to start. 
The scope of home based work is greatly limited by 
overcrowding, lack of space, lack of financial assets, etc. 
Those who can overcome these obstacles and actually start 
home based work occupy the bottom links of value chains in 
most cases. They earn as little as they have to pay the 
overhead costs of production such as space, utilities and 
equipment. Some of the common problems faced by women 
are irregular work orders, arbitrary rejection of goods and 
delayed payments [28]. Home-based female workers have 
direct contact with the market and buy their own raw 
material facing competition from larger and more powerful 
formal businesses. They often do not have access to credit 
except at exorbitant rates of interests from local community 
sources. They lack bargaining power and social protection 
and remain largely invisible and voiceless. However, this 
scenario can partially improve if the overhead cost of renting 
a space can be substituted with a spontaneous micro scale 
adapted work environment. 

5. Adaptive Home Based Workspaces 
and Their Role in Coping with 
Gender Inequality 

Korail slum is one of the best examples of “pirate 
urbanism” [2] appearing near an important city center 
(Gulshan) enabled by local political support, bribes, etc. Use 
of the term pirate is apt here as the two phenomena occurred 
simultaneously here. First, the slum developed grabbing 
some of the most expensive land in the city right in front of 
the public eye; second, at later stages it developed by 
landfilling an important water body (GulshanLake) at the 
city center. Typical to the urban slums of the region, Korail 
has been growing with no administrative control, providing 
the dwellers with maximum freedom to build. Over the last 
four decades, spaces have been grabbed from Gulshan Lake, 
a prime water body at the center of an upscale residential area. 
The growth has been steady, gradually transforming the slum 
into a substantial area, blocking an entire part of the lake. In 
Korail, about 70-80% of the land is taken up for housing with 
maximum ground-coverage (Figure 2). The density is high, 
providing some of the cheapest and most affordable minimal 
shelters. 

During the formative days in 1980s, there was no 
infrastructure in Korail. Municipal services were gradually 
added during the next two decades as slum-dwellers 
constituted a sizable urban population. Korail has a vibrant 
community with a wide range of social and communal spaces 
and facilities. This ranges from parochial spaces at the 
doorstep, providing minimal space for social interaction to 
larger community gathering spaces for social activities. 

The dwelling units are small, generally single storied with 
some having a second story. They are multi-functional, 
including spaces where family functions, interactions and 
work overlap to create some of the best optimized living 
spaces. As the slum dwellers occupy their units, the adjacent 
spaces, both towards the lake and in between the units are up 
for micro scale additions. These additions are not done 
overnight, it is a slow and gradual process. After a certain 
period, the spaces become their 'own'. However, they are 
smart enough not to invest too much in these spaces; the 
construction is temporary or semi-permanent in nature, often 
having only roof and minimum enclosure (Figure 3,4, 5 and 
7). 
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Figure 3.  Home based female workers cooking in micro scale adaptive work environments, source: author 

 

Figure 4.  Home based female workers sewing in micro scale adaptive work environments, source: author 

 

Figure 5.  Home based female workers in micro scale adaptive work environments, source: author 

Figure 3 shows three cases where female home based 
workers are involved in cooking and supplying lunch for 
office workers in the city. All three cases are corridor type 
adapted workspaces as shown in Figure 8. In the first two 
cases, the space created for cooking is very primary. The 
female worker shown in the left has encroached a little to the 
corridor beside her home and created partial enclosure 
around her workspace with recycled tin. Comparatively, the 
female worker shown in the middle barely encroached the 
corridor beside her home; rather she created a basic partition 
just to accommodate a burner where she cooks standing. The 
workspace shown in the right is of secondary nature where 
the female worker has spent enough years in the business to 
gain confidence to create a better workspace. Here she 
strategically used the bend of a public corridor where the 
space is relatively wider and has placed five burners to run 
her business at a larger capacity.  

Figure 4 shows three cases where female home based 
workers are involved in various forms of tailoring, sewing, 

embellishment, embroidery, Chumky-Karchupi setting 
(sequins and jewellery) in garments. The workspace of the 
female home based worker shown in the left is of primary 
nature. Here, she recently started her business using an 
extended space beside her home as shown in Figure 8 - 
semi-open veranda type. Due to the tentative nature of her 
business, there is no formal partition in the shop-front, and 
the flat roof is made with recycled tin. Comparatively, the 
two cases shown in the middle and right have better 
partitions and roofs than the first case. The female workers 
here have spent more years in the business and have 
gradually made the encroached spaces their ‘own’. 

The female home based workers work in dwellings that 
are small and crowded with little or no infrastructure, water 
connection, drainage, sanitation, light and ventilation. They 
in turn affect productivity. They are also vulnerable to 
frequent evictions and insecurity of tenure. Spaces are 
overcrowded and require constant reorganization for 
different activities. Amidst these realities, they find an 
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'escape' in the form of micro scale work places, often in the 
form of an extension and alteration of the main house. In 
most cases, the micro scale adaptive spaces were not 
originally part of the household. Serendipitously they 
become a part of the household and in time become 
inseparable corners of home based work. They are invariably 
partial, provisional, and often experimental. However, 
economic conditions greatly influence the decision of 
materials and types of construction. These spaces display 
indigenous creativity of design, spatial and social adaptation. 
It supports the idea that poverty of resources does not have to 
result in poverty of imagination. 

Three basic types of micro-scale adapted work spaces are 
shown in Figure 8 with activity zones highlighted. 
Depending on whether they are open air (corridor type), 
semi-open (veranda type) or composite (courtyard type), 
home based works vary significantly. Open air activities 
such as traditional painting, handloom/weaving, cooking 
requires semi-open or covered spaces while activities such as 
pottery requires both covered and open spaces, i.e. composite 
type. 

Figure 6 shows the transformation stages of home based 
work spaces and their hierarchy from private to public spaces. 
The first stage adaptation takes place in an intimate parochial 
zone. Here the intervention is minimum, investment low and 
activity limited. The second stage adaptation takes place in 
threshold between parochial and public space. Here the 
intervention is moderate, investment medium with a wider 
range of activities. The third stage adaptation encroaches 
public space. Here the intervention is in public space, with 
greater influence, investment and activities. 

Three cluster types and the encroachments that take place 
in stages are shown in Figure 9. The first stage additions 
generally extend or connect the most private part of the 
dwelling with parochial spaces where the public access 
remains unharmed. This stage generally facilitates 
establishment of home based businesses. Once businesses 
start to prosper, more space is required, leading to stage 2 of 
the encroachment. Here spaces that are more public are 
grabbed. As cluster type 1 and 2 shows, stage 2 development 

has significantly narrowed the public access. This is even 
more dire in cluster type 3 where the public access is entirely 
blocked (Figure 9). This type of encroachment happens 
where the dwellers have a greater level of social influence.  

The flexibility to build incrementally within adjacent 
spaces of the dwelling units is closely related to the 
semi-permanent nature of the dwelling units. They are built 
with locally available materials such as new and used 
corrugated iron and tin sheets, timber rafters, country tiles, 
joists and posts, plastic sheets and other recycled materials. 
The extended micro-scale workspaces mostly use recycled 
materials such as used corrugated iron sheets, light bamboo 
fences, etc. 

In struggling economic conditions, home based 
enterprises of Korail help in survival by adding to average 
household income, even though the space they take is 
illegally occupied. They contribute to the general welfare of 
the local neighborhoods through positive activities as oppose 
to anti-social activities. Women's participation in the labor 
force is pivotal for survival of most households. Despite 
scarce resources, women take on productive roles as well as 
engaging in community with micro-scale workspaces as their 
stage. One female home based worker shared, “we were 
struggling with only my husband’s income, after I started 
cooking and supplying lunch from this little space beside my 
home, our economic condition has significantly improved”.  

An additional contribution is the social security of woman 
through economic freedom as they gain a better status in the 
household. A female worker observed, “my position in the 
family has improved after I prepared this space and started 
making bamboo products with the help of my children; now I 
can contribute to the household expenses and my opinion is 
taken seriously”. For women living in slums who otherwise 
would have been unemployed, home based work provides 
not only means of survival but also a much-needed hope. It 
restores the power balance, albeit partially. Even though 
social security is minimum; finance and institutional 
support(often from NGOs) gradually becomes available 
when the home based businesses have some kind of physical 
existence in the micro-scale spaces. 
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Figure 6.  Transformation stages of home based work spaces from private to public, source: author. 

 

Figure 7.  A housing cluster at Korail slum, left - before and right - after addition of micro scale work spaces, source: author 
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Open air (Corridor type) Semi-open (Veranda type) Composite (Courtyard type) 

Figure 8.  Basic typology of micro scale adaptive work environments at Korail slum, source: author 

 Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3 

Clustertype 1 

 

Clustertype 2 

 

Clustertype 3 

 

Figure 9.  Different housing cluster types and developmental stages of micro scale adaptive work environments at Korail slum, source: author 

 



 Civil Engineering and Architecture 5(5): 161-172, 2017 171 
 

The study shows that adapted micro-scale spaces are not 
gender biased, the households require no extra resource and 
there is no conflict between established gender norms and 
emerging needs in the households. This presents a new 
spatial practice where women find their economic and social 
space, keeping the gender dynamics, which, in turn, 
influences and alters social processes as well. In the long run 
this spatial practice and adaptive capacity of individuals 
within a house or a neighborhood enables women to cope 
with gender inequality. 

6.Recommendations 
Female slum dwellers of Korail face difficult and complex 

socioeconomic challenges. The study shows that they have a 
spontaneous ability for cultural adaptations and creating 
home-work environments as survival strategies which can 
guide future interventions. The challenge remains for city 
managers to use this urban phenomenon (micro scale work 
environments) positively, gradually making them a part of 
the system.  

Several NGOs have been working in slums such as Korail. 
The female workers could do better with external support. 
NGO or similar bodies’ role could be to support the female 
workers acting as facilitators to bridge the gaps between the 
overall slum communities and struggling female workers. 
Support can come in the form of small scale improvements 
(aided by local initiatives) which may inspire others and 
more comprehensive upgrades where female workers can 
join micro scale spaces into larger entities where space and 
work can consolidate. This has the potential to influence and 
improve employment infrastructures for female workers in 
slums significantly. However, any support should consider 
the real social, economic and financial challenges and it 
should enable community action.  

Empowering the under-skilled and poorly trained female 
workers is vital. Existing resources (skills, experience, space, 
etc.) may be minimal but these should be strategically used to 
support them through active participation in decision-making. 
This in turn could inspire gradual change in social and 
economic capital. The micro scale work spaces provide a 
strong cue to what approach should be taken by the NGOs or 
government. Then the solution will be place specific and 
appropriate.  

7. Conclusions 
There is a deep rooted gender bias in society in the form of 

social, cultural, economic, legal and political discrimination 
to women. The study shows how provision of physical 
spaces for work helps them cope with the discrimination. 
Considering numerous infrastructural, economic, 
environmental, and social failures of recent urban policies in 
recent years; the possible initiatives from stakeholders (such 
as NGOs, industry, academic and research institutions, 

international organizations, etc.) can contribute in their small 
way as a solution to social and spatial inequalities in slums. 
These adapted home based work spaces create a stage where 
future institutional input, infrastructure development and 
possible stakeholders' support may become possible. There 
is no set of best practices for this and it is open to 
interpretation.  

It would be impractical to think of eradicating settlements 
such as Korail as they are too large and their populous makes 
an important contribution to urban economy; especially since 
sufficient vacant land to relocate them is scarce in Dhaka. 
Leaving the slums where they are may initially seem 
cumbersome and arguably more expensive, but relocation 
has often led to gentrification. Also, developing 
infrastructure has the advantage of leaving the local 
economic and social networks intact, supporting local 
initiatives which could be a possible way forward. A whole 
new vision is required to sustain this existing phenomenon 
(female slum dwellers coping spontaneously) for a more 
humane home-work environment in slums. 
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