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ABSTRACT 

This research examines the interconnectedness of urban infrastructure, the built environment and 

gendered socio-cultural norms in women’s vulnerability to male violence and differentiated 

accessibility in public spaces of Kolkata. By bringing together Black feminist intersectionality 

theoretical framework and post-colonial Indian feminist urban scholarship, it seeks to understand 

how gender intersects with other forms of identity and power to determine accessibility to urban 

public spaces, safety within those spaces, and what factors shape women’s accessibility to public 

spaces. Furthermore, by examining if and how men’s use and perceptions of space differ from 

that of women’s in Kolkata, this research provides a nuanced understanding of how structural 

power relations are embedded in urban space. Finally, by examining the experiences of a broader 

range of voices of marginalized groups from the global South to global North centric urban 

scholarship, this research seeks to understand how access to urban space affects people’s 

accessibility and their resulting decision-making related to education, jobs or socializing. In 

doing so, the objective is to shed light how the interconnection of urban infrastructure, the built 

environment and gendered socio-cultural norms have hampered women’s accessibility in public 

spaces and use of city resources, and therefore their right to the city in order that the “urban” can 

be reclaimed for and by women and marginalized groups, both in terms of access to public 

spaces and in urban knowledge production.  

     This dissertation demonstrates that differentiated accessibility of women and other 

marginalized groups and violence against women in public spaces is caused by multiple factors 

of flawed urban infrastructure and built environment, experiences of harassment, patriarchal 

socio-cultural norms and values. In doing so, it argues that accessibility and safety issues can 

never be generalized based on a particular category like gender, but need to be considered in 
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terms of intersecting multiple social identities and the specific power relations embedded in a 

place. The research exposes how particular power hierarchies are maintained in city spaces by 

reiterating women’s vulnerability to violence through gendered socio-cultural norms, deficient 

built environment and urban infrastructure. Simultaneously, power hierarchies are also 

maintained by creating and perpetuating images of the marginalized men as the dangerous 

Others; thereby producing an overall climate of fear and limiting accessibility of marginalized 

groups, mostly women. 

     Therefore, this dissertation is significant in several scholarly ways, by a) bringing together 

several scholarly conversations including feminist urban geography, planning and global South 

feminist urban theorizing while examining different factors that impact women’s accessibility 

and safety to public spaces; b) adding a global South perspective of marginalized experiences of 

women and men to urban geography scholarship with a postcolonial lens which mostly focused 

on Anglo-American experiences; c) incorporating perspectives and experiences of men to 

feminist geography scholarship therefore proving a greater understanding of power relations over 

space and the need to go beyond gender to analyze causes of differentiated accessibility and 

safety;  d)integrating Black feminists’ Intersectionality as a theoretical framework in feminist 

geography modes of inquiry and to Indian feminist urban scholarship thereby explaining the 

contextuality of urban experiences which cannot be generalized as per any group; and e) 

reconceptualizing our understanding of violence against women, accessibility in urban public 

spaces and safe cities by examining women’s experiences in public spaces and the negotiations 

they make while accessing a perceived safe city such as Kolkata.	
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CHAPTER 1 

 INTRODUCTION 

This research examines the interconnectedness of urban infrastructure, the built environment and 

gendered socio-cultural norms in women’s vulnerability to male violence and differentiated 

accessibility in public spaces of Kolkata. By bringing together Black feminist intersectionality 

theoretical framework and post-colonial Indian feminist urban scholarship, it seeks to understand 

how gender intersects with other forms of identity and power to determine accessibility to urban 

public spaces, safety within those spaces, and what factors shape women’s accessibility to public 

spaces. Furthermore, by examining if and how men’s use and perceptions of space differ from 

that of women’s in Kolkata, this research provides a more nuanced understanding of how 

structural power relations are embedded in urban space. Finally, by examining the experiences of 

a broader range of voices of marginalized groups from the global South to global North centric 

urban scholarship, this research seeks to understand how access to urban space affects people’s 

accessibility and their resulting decision-making related to education, jobs or socializing. In 

doing so, the objective is to shed light how the interconnection of urban infrastructure, the built 

environment and gendered socio-cultural norms have hampered women’s accessibility in public 

spaces and use of city resources, and therefore their right to the city in order that the “urban” can 

be reclaimed for and by women and marginalized groups, both in terms of access to public 

spaces and in urban knowledge production.  
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Specifically, the research explores the following questions in Kolkata:  

RQ 1: How does urban infrastructure and built environment limit or enhance accessibility of 

women and men in city spaces?  

RQ2: How do women and men experience public spaces of the city? Do multiple social identities 

(gender, class, religion, physical ability, marital status, age and other community-based identities) 

affect the daily access to public spaces? 

RQ3: How does the variation in accessibility, affect the daily lives of women and men and their 

use of city resources and related decision-making?  

RQ4: What makes spaces safe or unsafe? How does safety differ for women and men of different 

groups in Kolkata?  

     This dissertation demonstrates that differentiated accessibility of women and other 

marginalized groups and violence against women in public spaces is caused by multiple factors 

of flawed urban infrastructure and built environment, experiences of harassment, patriarchal 

socio-cultural norms and values. In doing so, it argues that accessibility and safety issues can 

never be generalized based on a particular category like gender, but need to be considered in 

terms of intersecting multiple social identities and the specific power relations embedded in a 

place. Moreover, the study establishes that it is important to go beyond fear of crime while 

talking about accessibility and safety issues in public spaces, and acknowledge a broader sense 

of discomfort variable as per specific power dynamics in particular places that determine the 

nature of accessibility of different people. The research exposes how particular power hierarchies 

are maintained in city spaces by reiterating women’s vulnerability to violence through gendered 

socio-cultural norms, deficient built environment and urban infrastructure. Simultaneously, 

power hierarchies are also maintained by creating and perpetuating images of the marginalized 
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men as the dangerous Others; thereby producing an overall climate of fear and limiting 

accessibility of marginalized groups, mostly women.  

     The findings of this study reframe our overall understanding of accessibility, violence against 

women and what we mean by safe cities, from the experiences of women and men in the global 

South, in following ways. First, by examining various factors that impact access to public spaces 

while also acknowledging a sense of discomfort along with fear of crime, this study pushes 

towards a broader meaning of accessibility, which is variable as per specific power dynamics in 

particular places for different people. Second, by identifying forms of symbolic violence 

concealed within everyday socio-cultural norms and practices, such as women having to justify 

the purpose of going out based on time and place, or normalization of the everyday harassment 

which they encounter in public spaces, the research connects the central nature of symbolic 

violence to actual violence against women and unequal gender power relations over space; thus, 

broadening the concept of violence against women. And lastly, by highlighting the everyday 

problems which women encounter accessing urban spaces in a perceived safe city such as 

Kolkata, this research advocates for reconsidering what constitutes a safe city and for whom. In 

doing so, the dissertation envisions reclaiming the ‘urban’ for women and marginalized groups, 

both in terms of public spaces and centering the experiences of such marginalized groups from 

the global South as well as global North at the heart of urban theory knowledge production. 
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Background 

  “Do we roam in streets at midnight as we got Independence at midnight? It 
would have been better if the girl did not travel by a private bus at that time.”1 

      “Stay at Home! Women Should Be Just Housewives and Husbands should be 
the Breadwinners.” 2 - Indian Male Politicians  

      The above quotes are from male Indian politicians in response to the heinous and well-

publicized case of a 23-year old woman, who was brutally gang raped and tortured in a private 

moving bus on December 16, 2012 in Delhi. She was on her way back home after watching a 

movie with a male friend on the night when the violent attack occurred. The response from many 

male politicians, and much of society, was to question why the woman was out with a man at 

night3. Because Indian law makes naming rape victims without their consent as punishable 

offense, she was named Nirbhaya which means fearless, given her courageousness on her death 

bed after the brutality she faced4. The incident drew the attention of the whole country as well as 

the rest of the world, resulting in amendments to laws related to harassment and violence against 

women and dedicating specific government budget lines for women’s safety in Indian public 

spaces.  

     Another brutal gang rape had taken place in Kolkata just a few months earlier in February 

2012, where a woman named Suzette Jordan was raped in a car after she came out of a pub at 

																																																								
1 ‘Women shouldn't roam the streets at night just because we got independence at midnight'’ (2012, Dec 24), News 
18. 
 
2 RSS chief Mohan Bhagwat at it again, says women should be just housewives and husbands should be the 
breadwinners (2013, January 6), India Today. 
 
3 It is only acceptable for a woman to be outside at night, when she is with a man who is related to her (for eg. 
Father, brother or husband) 
 
4 Her name, Jyoti Singh Pandey was disclosed few days after. 
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night in the Park Street area of Kolkata5. The incident drew extraordinary media attention in the 

city and also caused political tensions between the ruling political party and its opposition. The 

Chief Minister of West Bengal initially dismissed the case referring to it as a cooked-up story by 

the opponents to defame her government. Distinguished lawyer and activist, Flavia Agnes wrote 

an article entitled “Why India loves Nirbhaya, hates Suzette,” where she noted that the more 

gruesome the rape is, the greater the love for victims, and that society hates those who survive to 

narrate such painful tales of violence. In both cases, distinctions were drawn between good and 

bad women. The former died defending her honor while the later lived to fight and refused to be 

dishonored for something that was done to her (Agnes, 2015). Both of their characters and 

personal lives were questioned and analyzed by the media and the society, but Nirbhaya’s story 

struck a chord with the masses and she was viewed as India’s daughter. She was a middle-class, 

upper caste, Hindu woman, and therefore was seen as representative of all Indian women 

(Shandilya, 2015). Her rape was gruesome, and she died because of it; therefore, she was 

idolized as she did not exist anymore (Agnes, 2015). Suzette on the other hand was a Christian, 

single mother, who liked going to clubs at night and survived to narrate her painful tale of 

violence. Waiving her right to anonymity, Suzette refused to be reduced to the ‘Park Street rape 

victim’ and give into the violence she faced. She was vocal about her experience and challenged 

every stereotype of a rape victim, which did not sit well with much of Indian society (Iyer, 

2015). Her life choices and practices were questioned and she was highlighted as the ‘other,’ a 

model not to be followed by other Indian women.  

   The context and contradictions raised by these incidents of horrific violence against women 

drive this research; they represent painful and torturous stories of violence against women in city 

																																																								
5 Suzette Jordan refused to be associated with any pseudonyms.	
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spaces. The fact that comparisons are being drawn in itself is disturbing, but so is the underlying 

agonizing truth about Indian society; women face different forms of violence in public spaces 

and the society first questions what the victim did that lead to such a violence instead of looking 

at it the other way around. Both Jyoti Singh Pandey (Nirbhaya) and Suzette Jordan were 

questioned about their presence in public spaces at night just like all women, but there were also 

additional layers of scrutiny that highlight identity politics and discrimination against 

marginalized groups and regulates who would be framed as the good and bad woman in the 

story.  

        A study conducted by ASSOCHAM Social Development Foundation in the metropolitan 

cities of India after Nirbhaya’s rape, revealed that 92 percent of working women felt insecure 

while they are out in public space6. The study also documented that one in three women has 

either left their workplaces soon after sunset or has quit their jobs to avoid the potential of male 

violence. In response to the dominant patriarchal views and due to rising violence, women in 

India, as in many other countries, have developed what Law (1999) calls “self-precautionary 

measures” (p 570) to access public spaces safely, thus limiting their mobility and affecting their 

decision making about jobs and possibly accessing other city resources and opportunities such as 

education, civic engagement, political participation or socializing.  

     Given this context, the research seeks to understand how gender intersects with other forms of 

identity and power to determine accessibility to urban public spaces, safety within those spaces 

and what factors shape women’s accessibility to public spaces, given the threat of male violence. 

Moreover, it also attempts to understand if and how men’s use and perceptions of space differ 

from that of women. In doing so, the objective is to shed light on the broader socio-cultural 

																																																								
6 The Associated Chambers of Commerce and Industry in India 
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gendered norms that have hampered women’s accessibility in public spaces and use of city 

resources, and therefore their “rights to the city” 7. 

 

Why Kolkata? 

       This research examines the experiences of accessibility and safety of women and men of 

different groups in Kolkata, which is considered to be one of the safest cities in India. While the 

usual focus of the studies conducted is either on Delhi given the extreme number of violence 

against women in public spaces (Viswanath and Mehrotra, 2007; Sharma 2015; Grover, 2016; 

Adur and Jha, 2018; UN Women, 2013) or Mumbai known for its active nightscape and the 

implications on women’s presence in public spaces (Phadke, 2005, 2007, 2010, 2012; Ranade, 

2007; Khan, 2007; Phadke et al. 2011), few studies have examined the experiences of women in 

Kolkata (Paul, 2011; Sur, 2014). By exploring the everyday experiences of women and the 

negotiations they make while accessing the public spaces in a perceived safe city, such as 

Kolkata, this study pushes us to reconsider what is a safe city and for whom? 

      Kolkata Metropolitan area is the urban agglomeration of the city of Kolkata and is the third 

most populous metropolitan area in India with a total population of the 14,035,959 (14.1 million 

approximately) as per Census of 20118. The female population is 6,784,051, while the male 

population is 7,251,908 with 78% Hindu, 20% Muslim and 0.9% Christian population and 1.1% 

others9. The female workforce participation rate is around 16% and male participation rate is 

																																																								
7 The concept of “right to the city” refers to Lefebvre’s argument that people who live in cities have the right to use 
its urban spaces and participate in related decision-making (Lefebvre, 1991a, 1991b). 
8 It consists of 4 municipal corporations (urban districts/counties with more than one million population having their 
local governing body) and 5 municipalities (areas with population less than million). 
 
9 Jain, Sikh and Parsi. 
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56% as compared to the national average of 25.5% for female and 53.2% for male participation 

rate10 11.  The city is experiencing a transition as more women are joining the workforce due to 

the recent development of the information technology sectors in planned townships of Newtown 

(Rajarhat) and Saltlake which currently hosts several multinational corporations, but still has a 

significantly lower proportion of working women as compared to urban areas like Bangalore and 

Coimbatore12. Such a number indicates that women are not joining the workforce to their full 

potential deserving further examination. 

     The National Crime Records Bureau (2016) considers Kolkata to be a safe city. Out of 19 

metropolitan cities with more than 2 million population, Kolkata was ranked 17 while Delhi was 

ranked 1 and Coimbatore ranked as 19. In reported rape case of 38, 947 in India, Delhi had 1996 

incidents, Kolkata 15 and Coimbatore 0. In India, a woman experience harassment every 51 

minutes in the public spaces (Bhattacharya, 2013b, 2016). 

Table 1.1. Incidence of Harassments, Assaults and Rape of Delhi, Kolkata and Coimbatore 

Cities Reported 
Rape Cases 

Assault on 
women 

Insult to 
Modesty of 
women (Sec 

509) IPC 

Total cases 
of Crime 
against 
women 

Rank (Out 
of 19 

metropolitan 
cities > 

2million 
pop) 

Delhi  1996 3746 783 13777 1 

Kolkata 15 348 243 1658 17 

Coimbatore 0 19 0 61 19 

 
Source: National Crime Records Bureau, Crime in India, 2016 

																																																								
10  Delhi (10.6%) has the lowest female work participation while Bangalore (25%) has the highest proportion of 
working women among urban areas in India. 
 
11 Such numbers do not fully reflect the actual work participation rate due to the existence of informal economy. 
 
12 Saltlake is an older township than Rajarhat/Newtown. Sector Five in Saltlake is considered the first IT hub in 
Kolkata, which flourished 2000 onwards and Rajarhat is the second IT Sector that started developing 2008 onwards.  
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    Such incidents represent reported cases while many cases go unreported due to the associated 

stigma regarding sexual violence.13 Following the incident of Suzette Jordan, Kolkata has 

repeatedly failed to create a safe environment for its residents as evidenced by a chain of gang 

rapes including a sixteen-year-old girl in the northern fringes of the city, a nineteen-year-old 

medical attendant in 2013, a twenty-one-year-old housekeeping staff in 2014, a twenty-five-year 

old-immigrant in June 2016, as well as the  kidnapping, rape and murder of a twelve-year-old 

homeless girl by two Ola cab drivers in September, 201614. The above-mentioned study by 

ASSOCHAM also found that 82 percent of working women in Kolkata feel insecure while 

travelling in public spaces for their day and night shift jobs. 

    However, the National Crime Bureau of India marked Kolkata as one of the safest cities given 

the reported number of cases. Considering such numbers, women then should be able to access 

the city spaces freely in Kolkata (Paul, 2011). If so, as one of the biggest metropolitan areas, why 

are women from the city not joining the workforce as per full potential? And are there fewer 

numbers of crimes compared to other cities in India because women in Kolkata were and are 

already skillfully negotiating their access to the city spaces? Moreover, is extreme violence like 

rape a true indicator of safety? The purpose of doing this study in Kolkata was fueled by many 

such interrelated queries. Through this dissertation, I highlight the inherent problem of viewing 

safety and the state of women’s accessibility and their everyday experiences in a city which is 

considered ‘safe’.  In doing so, my study builds upon an extensive body of global North and 

South feminist urban scholarship and feminist studies which I will briefly discuss in the next 

section. 

																																																								
13 “India: More than 34,000 cases of reported rape in 2015”. Aljazeera, 2016, August 31.  
 
14 Ola is similar to Uber and operates in some of the metropolitan cities in India. 
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Feminist Urban Scholarship in Global North and South 

    In this section, my aim is to situate my research in a broader discussion of how feminist 

scholars from the global North and South have engaged in discussions of gendered access to 

urban public spaces, and to put them in conversation, to better understand the experiences of 

women and men in Kolkata. Global North feminist scholars have long argued about the gendered 

nature of cities and its impacts on women’s daily lives (McDowell, 1983; Mackenzie, 1984; 

England, 1991). Such scholarship has mainly focused on a) the difference in women’s and men’s 

access to public spaces (McDowell, 1993; Schenker 1996; Boyer, 1998; Ryan, 2001), b) how 

urban design and urban planning contributes to women’s relative lack of access to public spaces 

(Wilson, 1991;  Greed, 1992; Beall, 1996, 1997), c) how women’s fear of male violence restricts 

their access to public spaces (Valentine, 1989, 1992; Pain, 1991, 1997a, 2001; Koskela, 1997, 

1999), and d) the impact of differential access to public space on women’s economic 

opportunities and their rights as citizens (Pred and Palm, 1978; Pickup, 1984, 1985; Tivers, 

1985; Pratt and Hanson 199; Hanson and Pratt, 1995; Kwan, 1999a, 2000; Law, 1999; Moser, 

2012; Whitzman, 2013). While global North scholars have analyzed how gender intersects with 

other forms of power and inequality such as race (Young, 1999a; Anderson, 1991) or sexuality 

(Namaste, 1996; Doan, 2007, 2010), most have failed to develop a holistic study that 

encompasses these interrelated factors (Moser, 2012; Whitzman 2013; Shaw, et al. 2013 and 

Sweet & Ortiz Escalante, 2014).  Furthermore, they have not integrated the perspectives of 

people living in the global South (Shaw, et al. 2013; Sweet & Ortiz Escalante, 2010; Ortiz 

Escalante & Sweet, 2013). In a similar manner, Indian feminist scholars have examined the 

gendered nature of Indian cities but have failed to analyze the multiple and intersecting factors 
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affecting women’s accessibility to urban public spaces15. Finally, most do not examine how 

gender intersects with other forms of social identities like religion, class, caste in determining 

accessibility to public spaces (Phadke, 2005, 2007, 2012).  

      This research aims to build on both bodies of scholarship and reconceptualize our 

understanding of gender, space and women’s accessibility to urban public spaces by a) 

integrating global South perspectives, thereby broadening feminist theories of urban space, b) 

incorporating the experiences of men, and people of various religions, classes, ages, physical 

abilities and other communities, hence allowing a better explanation of how gender intersects 

with other forms of inequality in urban spaces, and c) examining different factors that affect safe 

accessibility to Indian public spaces in relation to multiple social identities, thus presenting a 

more holistic study in Indian scholarship16.  In the remaining part of this section, I will briefly 

highlight the works of feminist urban scholars from global North, followed by the Indian 

scholarship and my aims of bridging the gap between two bodies of scholarships. 

Feminist Urban Scholarship in the Global North 

      During the 1990s, one of the main foci of urban studies has been the development of critical 

perspectives on material and representational dimensions of urban public space, and their 

implications for social identities and citizenship. From such a perspective, public space has been 

understood in terms of impositions, negotiations and contestations over which groups comprise 

the public that has access to these spaces, for what purposes these spaces are used, and what 

visions of society urban public space embraces, enforces, produces and promotes (Bondi and 

																																																								
15 The studies usually focus on particular factors like planning (Khosla, 2009) or fear of crime affecting women’s 
negotiation of public spaces (Vishwanath & Mehrotra 2007; Paul 2011). 
 
16 By holistic study I mean, the study examines the role of multiple social identities, gendered nature of public 
spaces, faulty urban planning and women's fear of crime and experience of safe and unsafe spaces and how such 
factors lead to differentiated accessibility. 
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Rose, 2003, p 235). Feminist scholars have contributed to such an understanding of public spaces 

by studying its politics of representation and segregation (gendering, sexing and racializing of 

public spaces). Scholars have reflected on the gendering of urban public spaces and the struggles 

of particular groups of women in western cities (Schenker, 1996; Boyer, 1998; Ryan, 2001) and 

ways, gendered and racialized identities function to constrain participation in public spheres 

(Young, 1999a; Anderson, 1991; Ruddick, 1996). Namaste argued that the public space is 

intimately linked to culturally sanctioned gender identities that has profound implications for 

people who live outside normative sex-gender relations and any perceived transgressions of such 

normative relations trigger ‘gender bashing’ or gay bashing (1996, p 238). Doan (2007, 2010) 

noted that urban public spaces pose particular challenge for transgendered people, where they 

confront a ‘tyranny of gendered space’ in public restrooms. Therefore, all such studies indicated 

the segregated nature of public revealing the underlying broader societal attitudes. This research 

seeks to examine the segregated nature of public spaces in the context of Kolkata and highlight 

the urban experiences of women and other marginalized groups in terms of religion, class, 

physical ability and other forms of identity. While examining the varied accessibility of different 

groups, the aim is to expose the role of underlying social values and norms leading to the 

segregated nature of city. 

      The societal attitudes and norms not only affect the nature of public spaces, but also affect 

the planning of cities. Feminist planners have pointed out that historically gender stereotyping 

has profoundly affected urban planning (Wilson, 1991; Beall, 1996, 1997; Fainstein and Servon, 

2005; Greed and Reeves, 2005).  Fainstein and Servon (2005) argued that urban and suburban 

spaces support stereotypically male activities, and planning methodologies reflect a male-

dominated society. Beall (1996) demonstrated that women experience and use urban 
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environment differently than men and their priorities are different in terms of services and 

infrastructure. Thus, many feminist scholars have reflected on the infrastructural problems that 

reinforce gender inequalities (Ardener, 1981; Hayden, 1981 a; Matrix, 1984; Sandercock, 1998; 

Spain, 2014). This dissertation examines how different forms of built environment and urban 

infrastructure of Kolkata limits or enhances the accessibility of women and men in city spaces. 

Along with gendered nature of public spaces and built environment, another major factor that 

restricts women’s accessibility to public spaces is their fear of male violence. 

      A recent body of feminist geography scholarship emerged since 1990s, that explored the 

interconnectedness of women’s fear of crime and their restricted use of public spaces (Valentine, 

1989, 1992; Pain, 1991, 1997a, 2001; Koskela, 1997, 1999). Though studies have reflected that 

women have greater chances of facing assaults at their own home, they embody a greater fear 

while traversing public spaces. Valentine (1992) argued that the ideology of the family and the 

gender division of space create an implicit awareness that women are not safe in public spaces 

and need the protection of one man from all men within a family unit. Mehta and Bondi in their 

study conducted in Edinburgh, found that women embody discourses that construct them, as 

‘women’, as vulnerable and physically powerless, particularly in the face of male violence, and 

as the object of aggressive male sexuality (1999, p 77). Bondi noted that it is through the 

discourse women are constructed as victims, a construction that many women internalize and 

reproduce about themselves (2007, p 133). 

            The nature of an urban environment plays an important role in determining women’s fear, 

and hence their access to public spaces. In her research in Reading, Valentine (1989) found large 

open spaces and closed spaces with limited exits, as common type of places where most women 

anticipate risk. Such a fear is exacerbated by bad lighting and poorly designed landscapes. While 
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Valentine found a common pattern of perceived dangerous places among women, Koskela and 

Pain (2000) in their comparative study of Helsinki and Edinburgh found wide contrasts of 

environments feared. Therefore, they argued that it is the social nature of different places that 

invoke fear among women. Pain (1997 a) noted that temporality as well as spatiality is an 

important factor in women’s fear. Some places which are perceived as safe during the day turns 

unsafe at night, limiting women’s access timings to the public spaces. 

        Thus, there are constellation of factors and experiences that lead to social construction of 

fear among women, restricting their access to public spaces. Pain (1991) pointed, as women are 

most concerned about sexual crimes, they are more likely to make adaptations to lifestyle and 

behavior. These often involve, for example, self-imposed restrictions such as staying indoors at 

night, not walking alone and avoiding certain parts of town which have implications for personal 

freedom and decrease general quality of life (Gordon at al. 1980; War, 1985 as noted in Pain 

1991, p 416). Hall (1985) in her study consisting of forty women, found that their social life was 

significantly affected by their fear and twenty percent of participants, felt that fear of crime 

restricted their job opportunities. All such studies highlighted ways women negotiate and restrict 

their access to public spaces on a daily basis. This dissertation examines how the fear of male 

violence impacts women’s accessibility to public spaces and their life opportunities. To do so it 

examines different groups’ perceptions of safe and unsafe spaces in Kolkata and how safety 

varies as per groups. 

     In general, there has been an overall acknowledgement of the fact that concerns of safety 

among women affect their everyday mobility and access to urban public spaces, thereby 

restricting their person freedom, life opportunities and rights of full citizenship (Law, 1999; 

Moser, 2012; Whitzman, 2013). Women in Cities International (2010) defined women’s safety 



	 15	

as involving strategies, practices and policies with the goal of reducing gender-based violence 

and women’s fear on insecurity of violence (as noted in Moser, 2012 p. 438). Thus, feminist 

scholars and planners came up with varied strategies for inclusive planning and safer cities for 

women (Moser, 1989, 2012; Whitzman, 2007, 2013; Ortiz Escalante and Sweet, 2013; Sweet and 

Ortiz Escalante, 2010, 2015; Shaw, et al. 2013, Ortiz Escalante and Gutiérrez Valdivia, 2015).  

          For safer cities, Sweet and Ortiz Escalante (2010) suggested the possibility of safety audits 

as an important strategy; while for more inclusive planning practices, Ortiz Escalante and 

Gutiérrez Valdivia (2015) suggested use of collective and bottom-up participatory processes 

based on women’s everyday lives. Such planning techniques, they argued, would make women’s 

experience and their daily activities and needs, more visible. Addressing a similar theme on 

inclusive planning practices, Sweet and Ortiz Escalante proposed using visceral methodologies 

(body-map storytelling and shared sensory spatial experiences) in planning practices. They 

argued that using bodies as spaces where planners feel and collect information about gender 

violence and fear of violence has the potential of ‘diluting the false public-private divide’ within 

some planning practice as well as strengthening and complementing the existing tools for 

increasing women’s safety in homes, communities, towns and cities (2014, p. 1828). 

          While these scholars proposed ways of making cities safer for women and planning 

inclusive of women and their experiences, scholars such as Whitzman (2008), Shaw et al, (2013) 

and Moser (2012) preferred ‘mainstreaming gender issues’ into safer cities research and policy, 

viewing a city as a ‘complete social unit’ (Moser, 2012 p 439). Moser emphasized the need to 

shift from a specific focus on women’s security to one that incorporates the safety and security of 

all women and men. Such a framework, she argued, provides the opportunity to focus on the 

interrelated nature of different types of violence, and different associated social actors, who may 
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be male or female, and either perpetrators or victims (2012, p. 442). Similarly, this dissertation 

examines the experiences of women and men of different groups in Kolkata to understand the 

causes of increasing violence against women in city spaces. 

      Shaw et al. (2013) argued that women’s lack of safety is a serious obstacle in achieving 

gender equality and that gender equality, women’s safety and right to the city are all deeply 

interconnected. The notion of ‘right to the city’ was developed by Lefebvre (1991a, b), who 

envisioned a radical restructuring of social, political and economic relations, both in the city and 

beyond (Purcell, 2002). For Lefebvre, the right to the city is based on inhabitance, that those who 

inhabit the city have a right to the city. He formulated the right to the city in terms of two main 

rights - the right to appropriate urban space and right to participation. The right of inhabitants to 

‘full and complete use’ of urban space in their everyday live is the right to live in, play in, work 

in, represent, characterize and occupy urban space in a particular city. The right to participation 

is the right of inhabitants to take a central role in decision- making processes surrounding the 

production of urban space at any scale, be it the state, capital, or any other “actor” which 

partakes in the production of urban space (Purcell, 2003 as quoted in Fenster, 2006 p. 42).  

      Contrary to Lefebvre, Fenster (2005, 2006) envisioned a more inclusive and realistic idea of 

the right to the city from a feminist geographic perspective. She argued that Lefebvre’s 

conception of right to the city overlooked the patriarchal power relations and thus, failed to 

produce a practical standpoint. Fenster highlighted particular exclusions that women face in their 

everyday lives while accessing city spaces including fear, social norms and the misrepresentation 

of women and people of color in urban planning and governance. This dissertation aims to shed 

light on such exclusions that women and other marginalized groups face while accessing the 

public spaces of Kolkata and the impact it has on their life opportunities. Based on the notions of 
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right to the city by Lefebvre and Fenster, the research frames accessibility to urban spaces and its 

impact on life opportunities of people, in terms of rights of full citizenship and social justice. 

      Overall, while most of the feminist scholarship in the global North has examined different 

factors limiting women’s use of urban spaces, and a few have examined how gender intersects 

with other forms of multiple identities (mostly race), far fewer have analyzed the 

interconnectedness of several factors leading to restricted use of urban public space, or have 

compared women’s experiences to that of men, and/or have examined experiences of women, 

outside of the global North. The studies discussed above, highlight the experiences of western 

women that cannot be generalized for all women across the world. By ignoring the experiences 

of women and marginalized groups in global South, urban theories and scholarship are partial at 

best. Postcolonial urban scholars have critiqued such urban scholarship for generalizing urban 

theories based on western cities (Robinson, 2002; Parnell & Robinson, 2006; Roy, 2011; 

Sheppard et al. 2013). This research examines women’s and other marginalized groups’ unequal 

access to urban public spaces from a global South perspective, and in doing so, brings the urban 

experiences of marginalized groups from Kolkata to evaluate and engage with Anglo-American 

centric urban scholarship, in order to develop urban theory that is relevant for marginalized 

people in both the global South and North. In the following section, I examine how Indian 

scholarship has addressed the urban experiences of women and the gendered nature of Indian 

cities and how my work aims to bridge the gap between global South and North scholarship.  

Global South / Indian Feminist Urban Scholarship 

       Indian feminist scholars have increasingly examined the gendered nature of Indian cities 

(Phadke, 2005, 2007, 2010, 2012; Ranade 2007; Phadke et al, 2011; Vishwanath & Mehrotra, 

2007; Patel, 2010; Paul, 2011; Bhattacharya, 2013b, 2015, 2016).  In so doing, they have 
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demonstrated how women restrict themselves or ‘negotiate’ their access to public spaces in 

anticipation of crime. Vishwanath & Mehrota (2007) drawing on the safety audits conducted by 

Jagori (August 2005- July 2006) in Delhi, argued that women’s access to public space is 

‘severely hampered’ by the high rates of violence against women and noted how infrastructural 

issues play a role into politics of safety. Therefore, Khosla (2009) demonstrated the urgent need 

of incorporating specific needs of women in Indian planning and called for inclusion of women 

in Indian policy system. While both explained gendered access to city spaces due to faulty 

planning and policies perspectives, they missed connecting the discussions to larger and 

historical structures of inequality. 

    Phadke (2005, 2007, 2012) adopted a broader approach while addressing the gendered nature 

of public spaces in Mumbai. She not only reflected upon the infrastructural problems in city 

spaces, but also attended to how the deep structural problems of the society contribute to creating 

a gendered city. She demonstrated how class, caste, religious identities, age and marital status 

shaped women’s access to public spaces in Mumbai. For example, she showed how class is an 

important factor in the ‘rhetoric of safety’ that intersects with other forms of social identities to 

create distinct notions about ‘respectable woman’ who is middle, class, upper caste, heterosexual 

married or would-be married Hindu woman and the ‘vagrant male’ who is usually from lower 

caste, often unemployed or a migrant outsider (Phadke. 2012, p. 41). In another study, she 

highlighted how single women in Mumbai, who live away from their families, had to negotiate 

with suspicious landlords and neighbors in terms of whom they met and when they returned from 
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work (Phadke, 2007 a). Through all such studies Phadke’s goal was to highlight a broader 

structural problem that leads to gendered access in city spaces. 

   This recognition of the broader structural problem in gendered violence and access to city 

spaces was further explored by Paul (2011) and Bhattacharya (2013 a, b, 2015, 2016). 

Bhattacharya (2015, 2016) examined how sociocultural and patriarchal norms existent in 

everyday lives allow sexual assault against Indian women to persist. Paul (2011) investigated the 

extent to which crime affect’s women’s negotiation of public spaces in Kolkata. She argued that 

the gendered access to public space is a manifestation of socially produced fear that is 

constituted by the way space is perceived and imagined. Paul demonstrated that social 

production of fear is enough to limit women’s mobility in a relative safe city like Kolkata. Gupta 

(2012) argued that there is no direct relationship of feelings of safety with actual safety in a 

place. In doing so all these scholars hinted at the problematic social attitudes lying at the core of 

safety and accessibility issues.  

        The aim of this dissertation is to build on the works of Phadke, Bhattacharya and Paul who 

highlighted the deep-rooted socio- cultural norms as the core problem of differentiated 

accessibility and safety. In doing so, I complicate these ideas by applying intersectionality as a 

research framework with the central notion that oppression of any particular group cannot be 

generalized. Most scholars do not examine how gender intersects with other forms of identity 

and power such as religion, class, age, marital status, physical ability and community-based 

identities nor do they compare women’s experiences to that of men. Further there is limited 
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engagement with holistic studies that could analyze different factors which limit or support 

women’s mobility and the appropriation of urban spaces (Phadke, 2012; Bhattacharya, 2016).  

    Through this research, my aim is to analyze the role of multiple social identities in 

determining access to public spaces in Kolkata. In doing so, I attempt to build upon the 

‘intersectionality scholarship of US feminists of color, particularly Black feminists, who examine 

how multiple social identities and categories like gender, race, class and sexuality intersect with 

each other to intensify structural inequalities in the daily lives of black women (Crenshaw, 1989, 

1991, 1998; hooks, 1984; Lorde, 1984; Collins, 1990, 2002). Very little scholarship in India has 

examined how gender, class, religion and caste intersect with each other to oppress women and 

other marginalized groups (Anne et. al. 2013; Pio, Syed and Haq, 2013). Through this study I 

aim to examine how gender interests with other forms of identity and power such as class, 

religion, physical ability, marital status, age and community-based identities to determine 

accessibility and safety to Indian urban public spaces from an intersectional framework. 

     After reviewing both the Indian and global North scholarship, it is clear that most of the 

studies have addressed the gendered nature of urban space from particular perspectives of 

unequal power relations, problematic infrastructure, built environment or fear of violence. The 

aim of this dissertation is to examine different causes of differentiated accessibility and safety by 

focusing on the role of built environment, urban infrastructure and everyday social norms while 

also considering multiple social identities and the structural power hierarches embedded in 

places, thereby providing a more complete understanding of the causes of socio-spatial 

inequalities. By linking feminist planning and feminist urban studies scholarship from global 

South and North, this research aims to develop a better explanation of differentiated accessibility 

to urban spaces by reflecting on the structural power relations determining the nature of built 
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environment and urban infrastructure, which together play a role in impacting the nature of 

accessibility; an approach that is missing in most feminist urban scholarship.  

       This research also integrates the experiences of women and men of different social identities 

like class, religion, physical ability, marital status, age and other community-based identity 

groups (such as caste and regional identity) to provide a deeper understanding of the topic and 

reflect on ways, social identities intersect with nature of place to determine accessibility and 

safety. Feminist scholars have largely focused on only women and their experiences while 

talking about accessibility and safety issues, thereby failing to fully reflect on the complicated 

power structures embedded in spaces. By adding experiences and perceptions of men of varied 

groups, this analysis will offer a greater understanding of unequal power relations over space and 

add a unique insight to feminist geography scholarship. 

     Thus this research a) brings together several bodies of urban feminist geography and planning 

scholarship from global North and South to develop a deeper understanding of intersecting 

factors leading to gendered access to urban public spaces, b) builds on global South scholarship 

and engage with global North feminist scholarship of urban space by adding the experiences of 

marginalized groups from Kolkata to formulate new understanding of urban experiences that are 

broader in scope, and  c) integrates an intersectionality approach to feminist geographic 

scholarship and Indian urban scholarship to demonstrate that urban experiences cannot be 

generalized as per groups, which will provide further opportunities to strengthen the intellectual 

expanses of both global North and South scholarship regarding gendered cities and the 

complicated relationships (historical, temporal, spatial, social, economic, and political) that 

influence access and safety.  The research questions are examined from a Postcolonial feminist 
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and Black intersectional perspective. In the next section, I briefly discuss post-colonial feminist 

studies, followed by the need of applying intersectionality as a theoretical framework. 

 

Inspecting Lens: Post-colonial Feminism 

      Post-colonial feminism emerged in the 1990s as a critique to such generalizing tendencies of 

western feminism scholarship. They critiqued western feminist scholarship for obliterating the 

experiences of third world women or misrepresenting their colonially oppressed position 

(Mohanty, 1986, 1988, 2003; Suleri, 1992; Narayan, 1998, 2002).  Several scholars have 

particularly critiqued the essentialization of third world women as sufferers in the western 

feminist scholarship (Mohanty, 1986; Ong, 1988; Trinh, 1989). Mohanty (1986) in her famous 

work ‘Under Western Eyes’ critiqued Western feminist scholarship for generalizing ‘third world 

woman’ in one singular frame and undermining their historical and geographic specificity. She 

argued that, western scholars have not only generalized the personal diverse narratives and 

experience of those women but also have segregated them as the ‘other’, ‘average third world 

women’. She further critiqued the binary portrayals of third women as ‘poor, uneducated, 

tradition-bound, domestic, family oriented, victimized’ in comparison to western women ‘as 

educated, as modern, as having control over their own bodies and sexualities, and the freedom to 

make their own decisions’ (p.56). Therefore, post-colonial feminist scholars critiqued the 

tendency of western feminist scholars to generalize third world women and emphasized on the 

need to focus on personal narratives and diverse experiences of women. By using a post-colonial 

lens, this dissertation highlights the multiple experiences of women and men in terms of their 

other social identities in Kolkata and disrupts the Eurocentric tendencies of essentializing 

women’s experiences in urban theories. While the aim of this research is to avoid 
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essentializations, I would like to clarify the difference of cultural essentialism and strategic 

essentialism. and how I intend to contribute towards improving Indian women’s and other 

marginalized groups’ accessibility based on the experiences of people in Kolkata. 

Cultural Essentialism and Strategic essentialism (From victims to agents): In agreement with the 

above-mentioned scholars, Narayan (1988) pointed out the essentialist generalizations of western 

and non-western culture, where western women signified ‘liberty and equality’ as compared to 

third world women who represented ‘oppression, marginalization and under-privilege’. Narayan 

argued that the essentialist notion of culture represented ‘culture as not only “givens” but 

“unchanging given”’ (1988, p. 94). She reflected upon the cultural practices of ‘Sati’ in India and 

‘Female Genital Mutilation’ in African countries and argued that all Indian and African women 

do not represent cases of domestic violence and female genital mutilation. To avoid such cultural 

essentialisms, she insisted feminists focus on the historical processes in the development of all 

cultures. Narayan noted, ‘the development of a feminist perspective that is committed to anti-

essentialism both about "women" and about "cultures" is an urgent and important task for a 

postcolonial feminist perspective. Such a perspective must distinguish and extricate feminist 

projects of attending to differences among women from problematically essentialist colonial and 

postcolonial understandings of "cultural differences" between Western culture and its "Others"’ 

(1998, p. 104). 

    While cultural essentialism involves in victimizing the ‘other’ and is an enforced notion, 

strategic essentialism on the other hand, makes the ‘other’ as agents of change. Spivak (1990) 

defined strategic essentialism as ‘the ways in which subordinate or marginalized social groups 

may temporarily put aside local differences in order to forge a sense of collective identity though 
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which they band together in political movements (Dourish, 2008). Such essentialism is a matter 

of choice, where with the recognition of difference the aim is to achieve a shared goal.  

       Drawing from Spivak’s idea, feminist scholars have suggested that women could 

strategically overcome their differences for political solidarity (Bordo, 1990; Mohanty, 1999, 

2003). Such overcoming of differences does not entail obliteration of them, rather accepting 

them while working for a common political cause. Raising common concerns of feminist 

scholarship on decolonization, anti-racism and anti-capitalism, Mohanty (2003) called for 

feminist practice across these borders. She argued that such an approach would not only 

acknowledge the presence of ‘fault lines, conflicts, differences, fear and containment that a 

border represents” (Mohanty, 2003, p.2) but also work toward bringing in change and social 

justice across such ‘fault lines.’ In my research, which focuses on experiences of women from 

Kolkata, my broader aim is to contribute towards the discourses of safe accessibility for all 

groups of Indian women. In doing so, my intentions are not to dismiss the cultural difference 

among Indian women, but still represent them as ‘Indian’ for a larger political agenda of safe 

accessibility of all women and marginalized people in Indian urban spaces. Such a focus on 

locating and linking struggles of women for a broader purpose has been recently taken up by 

transnational feminist geographers which I will briefly reflect on to discuss the broader 

applicability of this research. 

Transnational Feminist Geography – ‘Ground, locate and link empirical realities’: In recent 

years, there has been an emergent body of feminist geography scholarships that have focused on 

such transnational feminist politics discussed by postcolonial feminist scholars above (Grewal & 

Kaplan, 1994; Hyndman, 1998; Katz, 1994, 2001; Gibson et al. 2001; Nagar, 2002; Nagar et al. 

2002; Pratt & Yeoh, 2003). The feminist politics of location has been a central part of such 
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research where the focus has been to ‘ground, locate, map and link empirical realities’ (Mountz 

& Hyndman 2006, p 458).  Engaging actively in the discourse of ‘local’ and ‘global’, such 

scholars have worked scale in order to rework the global through their ‘grounded, feminist 

approach [which] starts from the lives of a variety of people with diverse relationships to 

globalization’ (Nagar et al, 2002 as noted in Mountz & Hyndman 2006, p 447).  Thus, there has 

been a two-fold aim of such research - to focus on the specificity of place and context while 

examining different women’s daily lives and in doing so, to build common connections of 

women’s struggles across places (Grewal & Kaplan, 1994; Hyndman, 1998; Katz, 2001; Nagar, 

2002; Pratt & Yeoh, 2003).  

    I approach this research from a similar postcolonial and transnational feminist perspective 

where my aim is to contribute to broader discussions about women’s and other marginalized 

groups’ right to city across the globe. Studies on women’s accessibility and safety have been 

centered on Anglo-American experiences and this dissertation aims to disrupt such a pattern and 

connect the struggles of women and marginalized groups across the world by providing a global 

South insight. In doing so, it acknowledges the difference in struggles of women based on their 

location and historical context, but also provide a deeper insight of how systems of power work 

together to marginalize particular groups in different parts of the world. In the next section, I 

discuss the importance of applying intersectionality as a theoretical framework to understand the 

varied urban experiences of accessibility and safety of different groups. 
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Intersectionality as a Theoretical Framework 

      Intersectionality as a theoretical concept was developed in 1980s by Black feminist scholars 

as a critique of white feminism, where they argued that black women’s oppression was very 

different from that of white women and universalizing women’s experiences neglected such 

varied forms of oppressions. They examined how multiple social identities and categories like 

gender, race, class and sexuality intersect with each other to intensify structural inequalities in 

the daily lives of black women (Crenshaw, 1989, 1991, 1998; hooks, 1984; Lorde, 1984; Collins, 

1990, 2002).  Such daily struggles of black women in a white supremacist, capitalist and 

patriarchal society was referred to as ‘interlocking nature of oppression’ by Collins (1990) and 

termed as ‘intersectionality’ by Crenshaw (1989).  

        To fully understand the operation of varied forms of oppression that impacted black women, 

Collins used the concepts of ‘intersectionality’ and ‘matrix of domination’. She referred to 

intersectionality as specific forms of overlapping oppressions and the ‘matrix of domination’, as 

to how such oppressions are organized and maintained (2002, p 24).  In other words, to fully 

understand the causes and impact of oppression, a deeper understanding of production and 

maintenance of power hierarchies is needed. Therefore, a key advantage of intersectionality is 

that it helps analyzing oppression and privileges at the same time by focusing on specific 

contexts and highlighting how one can be simultaneously, an oppressor and the oppressed 

(Collins, 1998; Davis, 2009; Valentine, 2007; Watson and Scraton, 2012; Rodó-de-Zárate, 

2015).   Therefore, by focusing on the contradictory nature of power such a concept avoids 

generalization of oppression of categories, and contends that they are always relational, where 

the overlapping structures modify and constitute each other (Rodó-de-Zárate, 2015). 
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      While feminist geographers and planners have considered the role of multiple social 

identities (mostly race and gender) impacting accessibility and safety, by failing to apply an 

intersectional approach to their studies, their work has largely resulted in insufficient 

explanations about the broader context of accessibility to urban spaces (Valentine, 2007; Rodó-

de-Zárate, 2015). Valentine (2007) was the first feminist geographer to note the absence of 

explicit use of ‘intersectionality’ as a theoretical concept in feminist geography. Highlighting the 

need for feminist geographers to engage with the theoretical concept, she noted that such an 

approach “offers an important potential tool for feminist geography to understand the intimate 

connections between the production of space and systematic productions of power” (p 19). 

Examining the intersections of multiple social identities with power relations embedded in a 

space, while considering the contradictory nature of such power relations enable a more accurate 

account of people’s access and safety in urban spaces, which this research demonstrates. 

       Even though intersectionality as a theoretical approach is considerably a well-researched 

topic in Global North feminist scholarship, it is limited in the global South literature17. Very little 

scholarship in India has examined how different form of social identities such as gender, class, 

religion, physical ability and other community- based identities intersect with each other to 

determine the everyday experiences of women and other marginalized groups (Pio, Syed and 

Haq, 2013; Dey and Orton, 2016; Dey, 2019). Phadke (2005, 2012) have examined the 

experiences of different groups and how they mutually influence each other in shaping 

differentiated accessibility and safety, but she has not applied intersectionality as a concept per 

se; thereby failing to provide a full explanation of ways power hierarchies are produced and 

																																																								
17	Intersectionality as a theoretical approach is well researched in feminist studies and not in feminist urban studies 
in global North.	
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maintained in city spaces18. To address such a gap and fully understand the intersection of 

multiple aspects of power with gender in shaping the differentiated accessibility and safety 

issues, this study incorporates US based Black feminist theoretical approach of intersectionality 

to Indian feminist urban scholarship. By inspecting the everyday experiences and perceptions of 

women and men of Kolkata from an intersectional approach, this study aims to provide a more 

nuanced understanding of structural power relations embedded in Indian urban spaces, which has 

been missing in Indian feminist urban scholarship. In the following section, I briefly discuss the 

findings of the study. 

 

Overview of Research Findings 

    This research examined the ways women and men of different groups experience public 

spaces of Kolkata. It analyzed the role of different forms of built environment and urban 

infrastructure, multiple social identities and socio-cultural norms determining accessibility and 

safety of different groups in city spaces. The research found that different forms of built 

environment and urban infrastructure such as transportation, public toilets, surveillance, lighting 

and sidewalks are designed for able bodied, upper class men, therefore limiting the accessibility 

of women and other marginalized groups in city spaces. In doing so, the research not only 

reflected on ways different forms of infrastructure and built environment together play a role in 

impacting safe accessibility of particular groups, but also found how particular forms of power 

structures are maintained and reproduced through the built environment and urban infrastructure 

in city spaces. Further, the study found that multiple social identities such as gender, class, 

																																																								
18		Scholars such as Paul (2011), Bhattacharya (2013, 2015, 2016) also acknowledged the role of different axes of 
identity like religion and class along with gender impacting accessibility and safety but has not examined the 
overlapping multiple social identities and the associated power relations.	
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religion, age, marital status and other forms of community-based identities play a significant role 

in impacting everyday experiences of accessibility and safety in the city spaces. The participants 

shared different factors that impacted their accessibility to specific places in the city, where a 

distinct relationship between the intersecting nature of their multiple social identities and the 

power hierarchies embedded in a place was found. Such differentiated accessibility and safety 

had important implications on life opportunities of women and other marginalized groups. The 

female participants shared how they negotiate and strategize more than men to go to workplaces 

which was evident in forms of complicated journeys and more travelling time and expenses to 

ensure safety. Further, the place, timing and nature of leisure activities were found to be highly 

gendered and classed, due to the gendered socio-cultural norms dictating women’s accessibility 

to public spaces. 

   Therefore, this research uncovered that the structural power relations in urban spaces are 

maintained through flawed built-environments and urban infrastructure, everyday gendered 

socio-cultural values, and an overall climate of fear. Such phenomena severely limit women’s 

access to public space but also have serious effects for other marginalized groups and their right 

to the city. The research demonstrated how the essentialized images of marginalized men 

(Muslim, poor, Dalit, Hindi-speaking/immigrant) as threats are used to impact their own 

accessibility to certain spaces while at the same time denying women’s access due to their 

vulnerability to such threats. Further it was found that apart from fear of violence, a sense of 

discomfort played a central role in impacting the nature of accessibility of women and men of 

different groups. Thus, the study concluded that the gendered socio-cultural norms and 

prejudices against particular groups embedded in everyday practices, form the root of socio-
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spatial inequalities and are acts of symbolic violence, which always antecede or accompany 

violence against women in public spaces. 

 

Significance of the Research 

      This research is significant in terms of its contribution to feminist urban geography and 

global North and South feminist scholarship on women’s accessibility and safety in urban public 

spaces by addressing following gaps. While urban scholars from global North and South have 

examined the gendered nature of urban spaces and the associated exclusionary politics, in doing 

so, most of them have analyzed such spatial inequality from particular perspectives of unequal 

power relations, problematic built environments or fear of violence separately. Feminist urban 

scholars from the global North have analyzed how gender intersects with other forms of power 

and inequality such as race, sexuality or physical ability but most of them have failed to integrate 

other interrelated factors including a problematic built environment, socio-cultural values and 

fear of crime leading to the exclusionary nature of urban spaces. Moreover, they have also 

missed considering the experiences of people living in the global South. Indian feminist scholars 

have examined the gendered nature of Indian cities but in a similar manner, have failed to 

provide a complete study that analyzes different factors affecting women’s accessibility to urban 

public spaces. Furthermore, most do not examine how gender intersects with other forms of 

social identities like religion, class, caste in determining accessibility to public spaces. Most 

importantly, neither of these bodies of scholarship consider experiences of men and examine the 

inaccessibility and safety issues through the lens of intersectionality, therefore missing a more 

complete explanation of the specificity of power structures and why urban experiences of 

particular groups cannot be generalized. 
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     This dissertation examines different causes of differentiated accessibility and safety by 

focusing on the role of built environment, urban infrastructure and everyday social norms while 

also considering multiple social identities and the structural power hierarches embedded in 

places, thereby providing a more complete overview of the causes of socio-spatial inequalities. 

By linking feminist planning and feminist urban studies scholarship, this research provides a 

better explanation of differentiated accessibility to urban spaces by reflecting on the structural 

power relations determining the nature of built environment and urban infrastructure, which 

together play a role in impacting the nature of accessibility. Moreover, by examining experiences 

of women and men in Kolkata, this research adds the experiences of a broader range of 

marginalized groups from global South to the global North centric urban scholarship. This 

research centers the experiences of not only women but other marginalized groups from a global 

South perspective in the urban knowledge production system to build connections between urban 

scholarship in the global South and North. In doing so the study also disrupts the Eurocentric 

tendencies of essentializing global South women’s and men’s images and experiences. 

      Further, by adding experiences and perceptions of men, this dissertation provides unique 

insights to feminist geography by offering a greater understanding of unequal power relations 

over space and challenging the rigid notions of gender associated with accessibility to urban 

spaces. By highlighting the differential experiences of men from various religions and classes, 

the study demonstrates the significance of going beyond gender to identify multiple forms of 

identities which intersect with the particularities of place impacting accessibility and safety of 

women and men.  

    This dissertation highlights the contextuality of urban experiences relating to accessibility and 

safety, which is only possible by integrating Black feminist’s intersectionality research 
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framework into feminist modes of inquiry. While feminist geographers and planners have 

considered the role of multiple social identities (mostly race and gender) impacting accessibility 

and safety, largely their work has resulted in insufficient explanations about the broader context 

of accessibility to urban spaces.  Examining the intersections of multiple social identities with 

power relations embedded in a space, while considering the contradictory nature of such power 

relations enabled a more accurate account of people’s access and safety in urban spaces. Further 

by examining the experiences of women and men of Kolkata from an intersectional approach, 

this study provides a more nuanced understanding of structural power relations embedded in 

Indian urban spaces, which has been missing in Indian feminist urban scholarship. 

      Therefore this research is significant in several scholarly ways by a) bringing together several 

scholarly conversations including feminist urban geography, planning and global South feminist 

urban theorizing while examining different factors that impact women’s accessibility and safety 

to public spaces; b) adding a global South perspective of marginalized experiences of women 

and men to urban geography scholarship with a postcolonial lens which mostly focused on 

Anglo-American experiences; c) incorporating perspectives and experiences of men to feminist 

geography scholarship therefore proving a greater understanding of power relations over space 

and the need to go beyond gender to analyze causes of differentiated accessibility and safety;  

d)integrating Black feminists’ Intersectionality as a theoretical framework in feminist geography 

modes of inquiry and to Indian feminist urban scholarship thereby explaining the contextuality of 

urban experiences which cannot be generalized as per any group; and e) reconceptualizing our 

understanding of violence against women, accessibility in urban public spaces and safe cities by 

examining women’s experiences and the negotiations they make while accessing a perceived 

safe city such as Kolkata. 
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Roadmap of the Dissertation 

The remaining chapters in this dissertation discuss the following. Chapter two describes the 

research methodology of the study consisting of methods of data collection and analysis that led 

to the findings. I also discuss how intended methods planned for the research did not work out in 

the field, therefore calling for the re-consideration of research methods as per the location and 

the context of the field. Further I highlight the role of researcher impacting the research process 

by discussing my positionality, reflexivity, doing fieldwork in home and the power relations in 

the field. I conclude the chapter by questioning what it means to do ethical research, opening up 

broader discussions of decentering dominant global North research practices.  

In Chapter three and four present the empirical contributions of the research.  In chapter 

three, I discuss how urban infrastructure and built environment overlaps with social identities 

such as gender, class and physical ability to impact accessibility. In doing so I highlight the role 

of structural power relations embedded in space maintained through ill-designed built 

environment and urban infrastructure, resulting in differentiated accessibility and safety of 

women and other marginalized groups in terms of physical ability and class. Chapter four 

deepens such an analysis of structural inequalities over space through an examination of how 

gender intersects with other forms of power such as religion, class, marital status, age, physical 

ability and community-based identities to determine accessibility and safety in city spaces. I 

highlight the experiences of women and men in public spaces of Kolkata and ways differentiated 

accessibility and safety has impact on life opportunities of people. 

      In chapter five, I discuss what constitutes safe and unsafe spaces based on the empirical 

findings from previous two chapters. I call for an intersectional and spatial approach of 

understanding fear that impacts accessibility and argue that privileged groups maintain their 
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hegemony over spaces by creating an overall climate of fear. I argue that such differentiated 

accessibility and safety are enforced through gendered socio-cultural norms and prejudices 

against particular groups, which are everyday acts of symbolic violence and form the crux of 

socio-spatial inequalities. In these three chapters, my intention is to show the multifaceted nature 

of differentiated accessibility which is determined by contextual power relations embedded in 

specific places.  

In the final chapter, I discuss ways forward to mitigate differentiated accessibility and 

safety in urban public spaces and argue that it hampers right to full citizenship. I conclude by 

discussing how the ‘urban’ can be reclaimed for women and marginalized groups, both in terms 

of public spaces and centering the experiences of such marginalized groups from the global 

South and North at the heart of urban theory knowledge production. 
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CHAPTER 2 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

      This dissertation explores how gender intersects with other forms of identity and power such 

as class, religion, physical ability, marital status, age and other community-based identities to 

determine accessibility to urban public spaces of Kolkata, India.  The goal of the study is to 

analyze the interconnectedness of different socio-cultural gendered norms, urban infrastructure 

and their relationship to women’s vulnerability to sexual violence and differentiated accessibility 

in urban spaces. This chapter describes the research methodology which focuses on the way this 

research was conducted19. The first part of the chapter describes the methods I used as well as 

techniques for data management and analysis used in this research.  The second part of the 

chapter considers the research methods that were originally proposed and the struggles I faced in 

the field. In doing so the aim is to highlight the contextuality of the research methods, which 

varies per the context of the field and timing of the research conducted. The final section of this 

chapter reflects upon the role of researcher in the research process. Specifically, it focuses on my 

experiences of conducting fieldwork in my hometown, my positionality as privileged insider or 

outsider in the field, the impact it had on interviews (framework of interviewing), the power 

relations between the researched-researcher and also the self of the researcher, followed by a 

discussion on what is ethical research. This research challenges the conventional (global North) 

ideas about how to conduct research in terms of methods and ethics. By improvising research 

methods and ethics in the field based on the context of place, everyday lives of people in global 

																																																								
19Research Methodology is the theory of how research is done or should proceed and research method is the 
technique of data collection (Harding 1987, p. 3) 
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South and the political moment when research was conducted, this dissertation highlights the 

contextuality of research methods and the difference between institutionally defined ethics in 

global North versus research ethics in the field in global South. 

The research was conducted to answer the following research questions:  

• RQ 1: How does urban infrastructure and built environment limit or enhance accessibility 

of women and men in city spaces? 	

• RQ2: How do women and men experience public spaces of the city? Do multiple social 

identities (gender, class, religion, physical ability, marital status, age and other community-

based identities) affect the daily access to public spaces?	

• RQ3: How does the variation in accessibility, affect the daily lives of women and men and 

their use of city resources and related decision-making? 	

• RQ4: What makes spaces safe or unsafe? How does safety differ for women and men of 

different groups in Kolkata? 	
 

     Thus, to explore the experiences of safety and accessibility among various groups of people, 

the study included 68 women and men, aged 18 years and above, from different religions, socio-

economic backgrounds, marital status and physical ability. Table 2.1 gives a brief overview of 

the total number of participants by gender, religion and physical ability20. 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
20 These three were the common identity categories in all methods. The rest of the social identity groups varied as 
per the method and the required participants which will be demonstrated in the later part of this chapter (section 
five).  
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Table 2.1. Participants in the research by categories of gender, religion and physical ability 
 

 
Type of Interviews 

 
Gender 

 
Religion 

 
Differently 

Abled 
 
 

 
Women 

 
Men 

 
Hindu 

 
Muslim 

 
Christian 

 
 

 
Key Informants 

(18) 

 
9 

 
9 

 
16 

 
1 

 
1 

 
1 

In-Depth 
interviewees (30) 

 
15 

 
15 

 
18 

 
6 

 
6 

 
1 

Focus group 
participants (20) 

18 2 18 2 - 4 

Total = 68 42 26 42 9 7 6 
 

All 68 participants were residents of Kolkata and were identified through varied sampling 

techniques including my personal contacts21. The participants were initially contacted through 

phone calls or emails. Below, I describe the methods of data collection and analysis of this 

research. 

 

Research Methods 

          I used qualitative research methods including key informant interviewing, in-depth 

interviewing and focus group discussions for this dissertation. Strauss and Korbin defined 

qualitative research as “any type of research that produces findings not arrived by statistical 

procedures or other means of quantification” (1990, p10-11), where a rich or “thick” description 

of the topic is involved (Geertz, 1994; Chrisler & McCreary, 2010). Such research involves the 

studied use and collection of a variety of empirical data – case study; personal experience; 

																																																								
21 Sampling techniques varied as per research methods which is explained in next section. 
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introspections; life story; interviews; cultural texts and productions; observational, historical, 

interactional and visual texts – that describe routine and problematic moments and meanings in 

individuals’ lives (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005 p 3).  In doing so, qualitative research, not only leads 

to greater understanding of shared meanings of people’s everyday lives and realities (Limb & 

Dwyer, 2001), but also often reflects upon the underlying power structures that determine 

unequal experiences (Valentine, 1993; Mullings, 2000).  

       With the shift in feminist epistemologies where women’s lived experiences formed the 

prime source of knowledge, scholars started using research methods that includes dialogical 

processes between the researcher and the researched, for example in-depth interviewing (Mc 

Dermott, 2004; De Vault, 2004; Seidman, 2006), focus groups (Kitzinger, 1994; Longhurst, 

2003), oral history (Sangster, 1994; Gluck & Patai, 2016) and story–telling (Sandercock, 2003) 

22. hooks defined dialogue as the ‘talk between two subjects, not the speech of subject and object. 

It is a humanizing speech, one that challenges and resists domination’ (1989, p 131). With the 

aim of highlighting voice of the researched, my research methods involved different forms of 

qualitative interviewing, which heavily relied on dialogical exchange. Interviewing in this way is 

usually done via semi-structured and open ended in nature. In a semi-structured interview, the 

researcher has an interview guide but the mode of questioning is usually flexible, where 

maintaining the order of questions is not important (Dunn, 2005; Hesse-Biber, 2007).  I used key 

informant interviewing, in-depth interviewing and focus group discussions which were all semi-

structured and mostly open ended in nature. 

																																																								
22	As opposed to the positivist epistemological claims of value free research, where the knower distances oneself from 
the subject to discover the objective truth; the changing feminist epistemologies (standpoint and postmodern) engaged 
in multiplicity of standpoints, where women’s lived experiences formed the prime source of knowledge. With scholars 
claiming how women’s lives have remained silent in the knowledge production system (Narayan 1988, Spivak 1988, 
Nielsen 1990), the aim shifted from finding the objective truth to exploring the diverse experiences of women in terms 
of race, class, sexuality and ethnicity.	
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Setting up the field: I arrived in Kolkata at end of June 2016, experiencing mixed emotions about 

entering my own hometown as a researcher for the first time. Over the course of first two 

months, I spent time identifying possible participants through the support of some of the contacts 

that I have developed over the years in Kolkata. A major avenue opened up when I was able to 

connect to one of the key officials in State Women Commission, where I was invited to attend 

the National Policy for Women meeting. During that meeting, I came across several possible key 

informants of the research, who connected me to some other potential key informants, in-depth 

interview participants and focus group participants. Once I identified an initial set of participants, 

I applied a snowball sampling technique, where I asked my participants if they were willing to 

connect me to people matching my research requirements (identity groups) for different forms of 

interviews23. I contacted participants over telephone and email to inform them about my 

research, build rapport and to set up interviews. While identifying the possible participants, I also 

completed ten pilot in-depth interviews to test my questionnaire. After a slow start, I was able to 

line up several interviews by end of August. 

Key Informant Interviews 

     I conducted interviews with 18 key informants to gain an in-depth understanding of their 

thoughts and perceptions about the nature of safety in Kolkata and accessibility to public spaces 

for different groups of people in Kolkata. Key informants, as a result of their personal skills, or 

position within the society, are able to provide more information and a deeper insight into what 

is going on around them (Marshall, 1996, p 92). Key informants were selected through 

purposeful and snowball sampling. Purposeful sampling involves selection of participants who 

																																																								
23 Snowball sampling is a recruitment technique where participants connect the researcher to other potential 
participants who can be insightful for the research (Patton 1990; Emmel 2013). 
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are knowledgeable about or experienced with a phenomenon of interest (Cresswell et al. 2011; 

Palinkas, et al. 2015, p 534). Therefore, I included human rights activists, professionals from 

non-profit organizations, governmental organizations and academicians who are knowledgeable 

about Kolkata. They were also recruited through snowball sampling where key informants 

agreed to connect me with other potential key informants who are knowledgeable about the city 

dynamics as well (Patton 2002; Palinkas, et al. 2015). Table 2.2 contains information about the 

key informants who were interviewed. 

Table 2.2. Key Informant Interviewees 
 
Key Informants24 Gender Religion Role25 
Chanda Das  
  

Female Hindu Government official - holds 
key position in State Women 
Commission 

Nandita Banerjee Female Hindu Government official - holds 
key position in State Women 
Commission 

Ashok Saha  Male Hindu Government official - holds 
key position in State Legal 
Service of West Bengal 

Rudra Chatterjee Male Hindu Government official - 
Planning and Architecture- 
Holds key position in General 
Planning Kolkata 
Metropolitan Development 
Authority 

Dr. Sudhir Das Male Hindu Human Right Activist and 
Educator 

Dr. Priya Choudhuri Female Hindu Educators 
Dr Anindita Ghosh Female Hindu Educators 
Proff. Ranjit Roy Male  Hindu Professor 
Dr. Soumojit Pal Male Hindu Planner and Professor 
Subrata Roy Male Hindu Architect  

																																																								
24 Pseudonyms are used to protect the identity of all my participants. 
 
25 Either the specific role in an organization or the organization itself is mentioned to protect the identity of the 
participants. For Government officials, I have mentioned the organization they are associated with and for others 
key informants, their professional role/position is mentioned.	
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Key Informants Gender Religion Role 
Shahid	Anwar	 Male Muslim Activist focusing on minority 

rights and Researcher in non-
profit organization  

Franklin Pinto Male Christian Director of non-profit 
organization focusing on 
minorities. 

Paroma Chatterjee  
 

Female Hindu Social worker for the rights 
of sex workers and their 
children 

Moumita Naskar Female Hindu Social worker in an anti-
trafficking NGO. 

Koel Roy Female  Hindu Founder and director of non-
profit organization focusing 
on economic empowerment 
of differently abled women 
 

Barnita Das Female  Hindu Director of non-profit 
organization working with 
children and Educator. 

Sugopa Chatterjee Female  Hindu Human Rights Lawyer and 
Director of non-profit 
organization focusing on 
women 

Surajit Bose Male Hindu Political Journalist (covered 
major cases on violence 
against women in West 
Bengal) 

 

      Key Informants were interviewed with an open-ended, semi structured interview guide to 

collect the following information: a) the nature of safety in Kolkata and the factors that led to the 

recent increase in reported cases of violence against women, b) the nature of  accessibility to 

urban spaces for various groups of people, c) the effects of varied accessibility to urban spaces 

on the  use of city resources (for example employment and education opportunities, political 

participation), d) the role of the government and other organizations to address the problem of 

varied accessibility, and e) the possible solutions to overcome the problem of unequal 

accessibility to city spaces. Table 2.3 contains some of the common questions asked: 



	 42	

Table 2.3. Key Informant Interview Guide 

1. With so many years of your experience in the city, how would you describe the 

nature of accessibility to public spaces of the city? Do you think the city is 

equally accessible for all groups of people (gender, age, class, caste, religion, 

marital status)? Please explain your answer. 

2. Kolkata has been in news for the rising number of crimes against women in 

public spaces, particularly after Suzette Jordan’s tragic incident in 2012. Do you 

think Kolkata has always been unsafe for women, or is it a recent development? 

3. What are the problematic areas of the city according to you? Why do you label 

them as unsafe or problematic? 

4. What factors do you think are responsible for the increasing number of crimes 

against women in public spaces? 

5. How would you describe the political and social changes in the city? Has that 

affected people’s accessibility to public spaces and use of city resources? 

6. Do you think that the rising number of crimes is affecting the life opportunities 

(for example, employment, education, civic and political engagement or leisure 

activities) of its residents, particularly women?  

7. Have the city authorities (government) or any organization, taken any initiative 

to make the city safer or address the problem? If so, who/whom and how? 

8. What ways, if any, do you think the city can be made safer and accessible to all 

groups of people? 

 

The open-ended and semi-structured nature of the interviews helped the key informants to 

express their thoughts in a free-flowing manner. As an interviewer, I tried to focus on their 

particular expertise (for example, planning, association with the government or social work 

experiences) and asked follow-up questions accordingly, to gain different perspectives about the 
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nature of safety in Kolkata over the years. The interviews lasted from about 60 minutes to 135 

minutes.  

Intensive In-depth Interviews  

    I conducted 30 in-depth interviews with residents of Kolkata from varying groups, where my 

goal was to focus on the life experiences of the participants and understand their perceptions 

about safety and accessibility to city spaces. As Seidman noted, “At the root of in-depth 

interviewing is an interest in understanding the lived experience of other people and the meaning 

they make of that experience” (2013, p.9). Such interviews are issue-oriented, where a researcher 

can explore a particular topic and gain focused information on the issue from respondents 

(Hesse-Biber, 2007, p.118). 

     The 30 participants (15 women and 15 men) were recruited through the support of key 

informants, their affiliated organizations, other participants or through my contacts. They were 

selected through snowball and stratified purposeful sampling (Patton, 2002; Palinkas, et al. 2015) 

in order to include opinions of varying age groups (18-65), class, caste and religions residing in 

different parts of the city. Patton noted, “The purpose of a stratified purposeful sample is to 

capture major variations rather than to identify a common core, although the latter may also 

emerge in the analysis (2002, p.240). The tables below show the demographics of the 

participants. 

Table 2.4. Religion as per number of women and men 
 
Gender Hindu Muslim Christians 
Women 10 3 2 
Men 8 3 4 
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Table 2.5. Class as per number of women and men 
 
Gender Upper-Middle/Upper 

Class 
Middle Underprivileged 

Women 5 6 4 
Men 5 8 2 

 
Table 2.6. Age as per number of women and men 
 
Gender Young (18-30) Middle Aged (31-50) Upper Aged (51& 

above) 
Women 10 3 2 
Men 5 8 2 

 
Table 2.7. Caste as per number of women and men 
 
Gender Brahmin (Upper 

caste) 
General Dalits Not Applicable  

Women 2 (out of 10 Hindus) 5(out of 10 
Hindus) 

1(out of 
10 
Hindus) 

7 (5- other religion, 
2 didn’t want to 
disclose) 

Men 1 (out of 8 Hindus) 6(out of 8 
Hindus) 

1(out of 8 
Hindus) 

7 (other religion) 

 
Table 2.8. Working Status as per number of women and men 
 
Gender Employed Student Not Working 
Women 12 1 226 
Men 13 2  0 

 
Table 2.9. Marital Status as per number of women and men 
 
Gender Single Married Not with partner 

anymore  
Women 5 8 2 (1widowed and 1 

separated) 
Men 4 11 0 

 
 
 
 

																																																								
26	Both identified as home-maker. 
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Table 2.10. Physical Ability as per women and men27 
 
Gender Abled Differently abled 
Women 14 1 
Men 15 0 

 

    The interviews were semi-structured in nature and had mostly open-ended questions, where 

participants had the space to share their experiences and thoughts freely. The open-ended 

questions were to collect the following information: a) nature of accessing public spaces and 

factors that enhance/restrict mobility, b) experiences of urban public spaces in terms of mobility 

and safety concerns, c) safe and unsafe spaces in Kolkata, d) use of city spaces and resources, e) 

strategies to access city spaces, f) perceptions about different groups in relation to safety, and g) 

suggestions about making the city more accessible and safer. An integral tool that I used in this 

type of interviewing was ‘probing’, where a researcher gains more information by asking 

questions that probe, in a neutral way, for more information or understanding (Hesse-Biber, 2007 

p.126).  Below are some of the excerpts from in-depth interviews where in three cases, I 

employed the technique of probing for different purposes but with the ultimate aim of gaining a 

deeper perspective of the issue. 

a) Asking question to gain more information - In an interview with Virat Kundu, a 37-year-

old IT manager, I questioned him so as to gain more information from his statement 

about problems in Kolkata. 

R.B What do you think about footpaths for example? 

V.K lots of places do not have footpaths and it is problematic to walk mostly 
because it is occupied by vendors. Again, where will they go? So, we try to 

																																																								
27	Because of low representation of differently abled people within in-depth participants, I included  a focus group 
with four differently abled participants. Refer to the Focus group section. 
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adjust and we are habituated...and there are things of much more problem in 
this city. 

R. B you also mentioned that there are some other serious problems, what do 
you mean by that? 

V.K See for cities like Calcutta and Bombay they have a huge inflow of people 
everyday, think about train crowds...8 am in the morning there is huge influx 
of people and every place has its own capacity. Everything is centralized to 
Calcutta, all the main offices are in Calcutta. The main markets are here so till 
the time you decentralize these functions, the problem will never go away. 
Burrabazaar, Bagri market, New market, all these places are centered and 
everyone is coming here. So, these things should be moved to other places. 
(Virat Kundu, aged 37, male) 

 

b) Asking questions to understand the subtle associations with particular topic – In an 

interview with Riya Pal (aged 28, female) a software engineer, who talked about the 

correlation of dressing with safety, I kept on probing to understand her underlying 

association of dressing with safety strategies. 

R.P Actually transportation is very important, what I am wearing and the 
relation with transportation is very important, if I have a car I can wear 
anything. Nut If I am on a bus and am wearing a tank top then ten people will 
stare at you, which can make you feel uncomfortable. Also some people likes 
that and some also does not like the attention. Destination is also very 
important, where you are going? 

R.B What are you thinking in terms of decently dressing, can you give me an 
example- what would you wear while travelling by bus? 

R.P Something which you can manage…That day a woman wore a transparent 
top and became the center of attraction in the bus at ten in the morning…if as 
women we could not stop looking at her, then it is normal for men to stare…it 
is not that she was looking bad and I don’t know where she was going. 

R.B So, when you are mentioning the decent dressing what would you wear in 
the bus? 

R.P Ummmmmm  decent and casual, like jeans and top, not a short top. I 
mostly wear Kurtis…but destination is an important factor…you cannot wear a 
crop top to office. And mode of transportation is important. Yesterday I wore 
saree and took my own car. I cannot manage that in public transportation. 
(Riya Pal, aged 28, female) 
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c) Asking question for clarification which also meant bringing out the underlying beliefs 

about the unequal social norms – In an interview with Md.Ali, a 47 year old male Life 

Insurance agent,  I kept on questioning him to unpack his statement and bring out the 

hidden beliefs that led to the statement. 

R.B Right., and how do you feel about the crimes against women? 

M.A See, women work night shifts. Lots of things depend on culture. There are 
some women who are vulgar. Their body language, the drivers get a wrong 
sign. They get the wrong idea. 

R.B What type of vulgarity are you talking about? 

M.A See the culture. I am not talking about Bengali culture. I am talking about 
Indian culture, it is bit shy, where women are traditional, if the dresses are not 
proper, then that sends out an invitation. Men are conservative minded, the 
cultural values are different. (Md. Ali, aged 47, male) 

       I also collected the following information through close ended questions: a) basic 

demographic information (name, age, sex, religion, caste if applicable, marital status), b) 

residential history (duration and stay in Kolkata, reasons and plans), and c) transportation (main 

mode of transportation to access city spaces, access to private cars if applicable). The interviews 

were conducted in Bengali or Hindi and sometimes English, as per the comfort of the 

interviewees28. The interviews varied from 45 minutes to 130 minutes. 

Focus Groups 

     I conducted five focus groups, each with four participants29. In focus groups, a small group of 

people gather to discuss a specific topic based on their experiences and views (Kitzinger, 1994; 

Cameron, 2005). For such interviews, usually a homogenous sample is chosen to facilitate 

																																																								
28 I am fluent in all three languages. 
 
29 I am grateful to my key informants for suggesting the focus group method and taking the initiative to arrange 
participants from their non-governmental organizations. Two of my five focus groups were arranged by key 
informants. Rest three groups were arranged by my in-depth participants.	
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meaningful conversations (Patton, 2002; Suri, 2011; Palinkas, et al. 2015). For each group, I 

chose common central characteristics to identify my participants. They were a) differently abled, 

underprivileged women (similar physical disability, class and gender but mixed religion), b) 

Hindu women (similar religion and gender but mixed age, class and working status), c) young 

aged, middle class working women from same workplace (similar age, class, gender and 

workplace but varying religion), d) young, college going Hindu women (similar age, religion, 

gender and students but varying class), and e) young underprivileged students associated with 

same non-profit organization (similar age, class, organization but different gender). 

Table 2.11. Demographics of 5 Focus groups with 20 Participants 
 
GROUPS Age Gender Religion Class Economic 

/Education 
Status 

Physical 
Ability 

FOCUS 
GROUP 1  

20-40 All 
Women 

2 Hindu 
2 
Muslim 

Underprivileged 
class 

Working  Differently 
Abled 

FOCUS 
GROUP 2  

18-22 2Women 
2 men 

All 
Hindu 

Underprivileged 
class 

Students Abled 

FOCUS 
GROUP 3  

20-21 All 
Women 

All 
Hindu 

Middle to upper 
class 

Students Abled 

FOCUS 
GROUP 4  

23-25 All 
Women 

3 Hindu 
1 
Muslim 

Middle class Working  Abled 

FOCUS 
GROUP 5  

40-60 All 
Women 

All 
Hindu 

Middle to upper 
class 

2 Working 
2 
Homemaker 

Abled 

 

While attempting to identify some core characteristics to ensure that the participants are 

comfortable enough to express their opinions freely, I also tried to locate some form of identity 

differences among the participants to see if there exists any difference in experiences and 

opinions during a conversation. The interviews were semi-structured and open ended in nature 

and lasted from 68 to 113 minutes.  Table 2.12 contains some of the common questions asked: 
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Table 2.12. Focus group Interview Guide 
 
1.What transportation do you use or how do you travel in various public spaces of the city? 

How often do you go out? (work, other responsibilities and/or leisure) 

 2. What are the first things that come to your mind if I ask you to comment on the problems 

and/or advantages of Kolkata, urban infrastructure (like public transportation, lighting, public 

toilets, police patrolling, other things) – Explain 

3. Are there any safety concerns when you go out? Do you adopt particular strategies to access 

particular parts of the city? 

4. What is safe space according to you? What elements in the city spaces make you feel safe and 

unsafe? 

5. Which places come to your mind if I ask about unsafe neighborhood (area you don’t like 

/avoid going)? Why? 

 

      Cameron (2005) noted that interaction between the focus groups members is key and a single 

remark can trigger a series of comments. One remark can either encourage participants to share 

similar experiences or express differences in opinion. The difference in views can lead the 

participants to clarify their stances or rethink their opinion while creating openings for the 

researcher to gain an in-depth understanding of the topic (Kitzinger, 1994). This ‘synergistic’ 

effect of focus groups can generate far more information than other research methods. (Cameron, 

2005, p 117). For example, in the focus group discussion with young adults of women and men 

(aged 18-22), one of the female participants named Sangeeta Bairagi (S.B – aged 18, female) 

shared her experience of being stared at and touched by men in the train. This immediately 

sparked a conversation when male participants Mohojit Sahani (M.S – aged 20, male) and Sumit 

Das (S.D – aged 22, male) questioned her about the intentionality behind such stares. Below is 

the excerpt where both the groups discussed about sexual harassment in public spaces from 

gendered perspectives.  
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S.B (female) I would like to share an experience, where I was late and got up 
on general compartment. All men kept on staring at me, some sang and then I 
thought that I would get down in the next station to change compartments. A 
man pushed me intentionally. 

M.S (male) How do you know that was intentional? 

S.D (male) supports him -yeah right! 

Silence 

R.B As they were saying this before, maybe women can sense? 

P.S and S.B (female) yes I can. 

P.S (female) Yes we can sense good touch and bad touch. 

R.B what do you both think? Please feel free to express what you feel. 

S.D (male) Sometimes I do not get up on a bus with too many women. 

R.B Why so? 

S.D (male) My safety is first. I do not want to get into any problem. 

S.B (female) there are so many routes where men wait for women, who pass 
by and stare at them... 

M.S (male) Is staring bad? 

S.B (female) We can always sense when the staring is bad. 

S.D (male) That can be of age. 

P.S and S.B (female) both argues - we can differentiate between a good and 
bad stare, when the stare is fixed on particular locations of our body then we 
can feel it! 

R.B  S.D. what were you saying about age? 

S.D (male) I am saying a boy who is 18 years old will stare at women. 

S.B (female) why will he stare? Because women are on the road, men have to 
stare? Imagine if you are walking and women are catcalling. 

R.B Say what sort of staring makes you feel uncomfortable? We are all just 
talking here, so feel free to express your thoughts. 

S.B (female)For example if someone looks into your eyes, that is not weird, 
but they stare at your breast. 
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S.D (male) But why will the man stare? It is because of age! Young men will 
stare 

S.B (female) There is nothing of age. I can say that aged men also stare. 

S.D (male)Then that is not okay! 

Everyone stares at each other - silence30 

R.B  S.B, I think you were talking earlier that it is not because of the age, it is 
about staring in general and the way one stares at? (Interrupted by S.D) 

S.D (male) Also sometimes they stare because they like someone. Someone 
who is 18 years old can stare. 

R.B Okay ladies will you feel comfortable if someone of your age stares at 
you? 

S.B (female) If they stare at me in a weird way, I will never feel comfortable. 

R.B irrespective of age?  

S.B and M.B (female) yes! 

R.B okay let’s think a bit more about this staring thing….S.D you mentioned 
about your girlfriend and when you are together, you talked about strategies of 
switching sides on the bus or road. Why and when do you do so? 

S.D (male) Yes, I have felt that. 

R.B When so? As a man when do you say so? 

S.D (male)When we feel unsafe. 

R.B Yes, So, see that stare can make you feel unsafe. Right? and they were 
saying the stare can make women uncomfortable, irrespective of age. Right P.S 
and S.D? 

P.S and S.B (female) yes, yes! 

(Sangeeta Bairagi –SB, aged 18, female; Priya Sahani – PS, aged 18, female; Sumit Das – S.D 

aged 22, male; Mohojit Sahani –M.S aged 20 male) 

 
 

																																																								
30 I wrote detailed field notes in which I noted the expressions. Refer to end of this section for details on field notes. 
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    The conversation above highlights few important things about focus group method. First, as 

mentioned before, this discussion led to a broader dialogue that would not have been possible 

through other methods in the given time (Longhurst, 2003). In this case, both groups differed 

about what constitutes harassment in the public spaces, and the arguments put forward by the 

female participants Sangeeta and Priya, made Mohojit and Sumit the male participants, rethink 

their viewpoint. This discussion created the opening for a conversation that needs to happen with 

all groups of people about women’s daily experiences of harassment in the public spaces. 

Therefore, secondly, this method turned out to be informative for the participants about daily life 

harassment in public spaces. Third, as seen in the conversation above, in moments of 

awkwardness and silences, I spoke up to clarify a statement or asked questions to continue the 

discussion. Thus, a significant role is played by the facilitator in the focus group discussions 

(Cameron, 2005). Overall, focus group discussions turned out to be an extremely helpful method 

for me to gain deeper insights about the topic and understand certain complicated dynamics 

between various groups of people. 

      I took field notes during and after all the interviews to document non-verbal cues of 

participants, statements they shared after I had turned off the recorder and my thoughts about the 

interviews. Such field notes helped with having contextual information, thus providing richer 

context for data analysis (Patton, 2002; Creswell, 2013; Phillippi and Lauderdale, 2018) 

 

Data Management and Analysis 

Translation and Transcription of Interviews 

    All 53 interviewees were audio recorded with the permission of the interviewees. After 

returning from the fieldwork, I personally translated all the interviews from Bengali and Hindi 

and transcribed them in English. I used a transcription foot pedal and the software named 
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Express Scribe for the transcriptions and this process took almost one and half years. 

Transcription is a representational and interpretive process where researchers make significant 

choices during the transcriptions (Green et al. 1997; Mischlet, 1991; Kvale 1996; Davidson, 

2009 p. 39). I made the choice of transcribing all interviews in its full-time length because of my 

postcolonial feminist ethical commitments, where the voice of the researched is of utmost 

importance. In this, I seek no completeness in the process, as researchers like Kvale (1996) have 

argued that completeness can never be achieved, thus acknowledging that my transcriptions were 

still selective. Scholars have argued that selectiveness in the process should not be seen as a 

limitation but a practical and theoretical necessity (Duranti, 1997; Cook, 1990; Davison, 2009, p 

38). 

      Transcriptions that encompass translations from one language to another present an 

especially complex and challenging situation (Davidson, 2009 p 38). I paid particular attention to 

translate and transcribe what my participants said in a particular context. Therefore, in some 

instances I had to choose the cultural context or the standpoint from which the participants were 

speaking and accordingly transcribe them in English, rather than merely translating words from 

Bengali and Hindi to English. Also, I was careful to use the punctuations wherever it was 

necessary to not affect the intent or the context (Mclellan et al. 2003). Additionally, I also had 

detailed notes of the interviews, where I documented noticeable expressions like silences, laughs, 

excitements, as they are equally important to represent the context and views (Poland and 

Pederson, 1998). As Buscoltz noted “because transcription is an act of interpretation and 

representation, it is also an act of power” (2000, p 1463) and throughout the process, I was fully 

aware of my power and privilege as a researcher and acknowledge that my transcriptions were 

still subjective in nature.  
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Coding 

         I used qualitative data analysis software named ‘Dedoose’ for the purpose of coding the 

interview transcripts into respective themes. Coding is “the assigning of interpretive tags to text 

(or other materials) based on categories or themes that are relevant to research” and its purpose is 

to evaluate and organize data to understand meanings in the text (Cope, 2003, p445 as cited in 

Kwan & Ding, 2008, p 454).  I had a list of approximately 50 codes that evolved while I read and 

re-read each interview in Dedoose. During the initial round of coding I had 1204 excerpts from 

the 53 interviews. The number of excerpts highlighted ranged from a minimum of 7 excerpts to a 

maximum of 51 excerpts within each of the 53 interviews. Each excerpt usually had multiple 

codes which proved to be beneficial while analyzing findings. Some of the most used codes were 

Calcutta, perceptions, ideas about safe and unsafe spaces, public transportation, harassment, 

strategies, time, gender, rape/violence, mentality and community/cultural values. While I began 

coding the interviews with 30 codes initially, the other 20 evolved as I went through the 

interviews. For example, codes like ‘resistance’ and ‘sense of community/adda’ came up at much 

later stage and I had to recode most of the interviews to assign the new codes31. Below are the 

two screenshots of an interview with highlighted excerpts and assigned codes. Figure2. 1 reflects 

how each excerpt was color coded (which was assigned by the software by the code weightage) 

where they had multiple codes. 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
31 Adda is a Bengali word which indicates hanging out with people while sipping tea and discussing about varied 
topics like politics, sports or current events. 
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Figure 2.1. Color coding of selected excerpt in the Interview 
 

 

Figure 2.2 is of a highlighted excerpt from the interview with Indrani Sen, a 26-year-old social 

worker. Here she is sharing her experiences and thoughts about leisure activities and accessibility 

and compared that to her male friends or while being with them. In doing so, she reflected upon 

the politics of time, gendered accessibilities, ideas about safe and unsafe, community/cultural 

values and posed a broader question about rights as residents of the city.  Therefore, the excerpt 

had eight codes assigned to it (right side). 
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Figure 2.2. Multiple coding of single excerpt from an interview 
 

 

 

Data Analysis 

       As I completed rounds of coding for all the interviews, I went over all the excerpts assigned 

under each code. Some of the excerpts were available under several codes. As seen from the 

earlier example, I categorized Indrani’s particular excerpt under multiple codes of time, leisure 

spaces, gender, ideas about safe and unsafe, community/cultural values and what are our rights? 

Thus, going over common excerpts and studying the assigned code helped me figure out the 

emerging patterns. Some of the main codes (parent code) and their child codes that helped me 

towards the findings were: 
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Table 2.13. Important codes for results of the study 
 
Parent Code (main code) Child codes (subsets of the main code) 
Identity • Age 

• Class  
• Gender 
• Differently abled 
• Religion/Community 

Infrastructure • Footpaths/sidewalks 
• Lighting  
• Police 
• Public transportation 
• Public toilets 
• Urban Design  

Public Spaces • Neighborhoods 
• Leisure Spaces 
• Reasons to go out 

Safe and Unsafe Spaces  
Experiences Perceptions 
Community/cultural Values • Mentality 

• Sense of community/adda 
Strategies • Decision-making 

• Men’s strategies 
Rape/Violence • Crimes 

• Harassments 
Time  

Way forward/solutions  

Resistance  

Life opportunities  

What are our rights?  

 

The above-mentioned codes helped to establish common patterns and themes from the 

interviews. In the findings chapters, I chose quotes from the data that represented range of 

sentiments and experiences found in the interviews. Due to the length of the dissertation I was 
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limited in the extent to which I was able to include more data points, however a broad 

representation of the data is included below in chapters three, four and five.  

While in this section I described the research processes of data collection to analysis, in reality, 

the study results are also shaped by the methodological struggles in the field and the role of 

researcher in the research process that needs equal attention in discussions of knowledge 

production process. Therefore, in the next two sections I am going to highlight the 

methodological struggles I encountered in the field and ways, my role as a researcher influenced 

such a process, therefore the study results. 

 

Methodological Struggles in the Field – Contextuality of Methods 

Key to my struggles in the field was the importance of being flexible in the field. Specifically, 

how the intended research methods of the dissertation did not work out in the field due my 

failure to consider the everyday practices and nature of the people researched, as well the timing 

of the fieldwork. Here, my aim is to highlight the contextuality of research methods and the need 

to consider research methods keeping in mind the nature of the place and participants researched 

while keeping open opportunities for contingencies in the field. 

Intended Research Methods 

     Feminist geographers have conducted local and international studies to examine women’s 

daily lives and struggles in different parts of the world (e.g. Grewal & Kaplan, 1994; Hyndman 

1998; Katz, 1994, 2001; Gibson et al. 2001; Nagar 2002; Nagar et al. 2002; Pratt & Yeoh, 2003). 

The main aim of such research has been to build upon feminist, anti-capitalist and anti-racist 

modes of inquiry. With a similar epistemological commitment, my project was designed to 
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include the voice of diverse groups of people by using varied methods of data collection like 

interviewing and visual methods. 

       The intended methods of data collection were key informant interviewing (Marshall, 1996), 

in-depth interviewing (Reinharz, 1992), sketch mapping (Cieri, 2003; Dennis, 2006; Kwan, 

2008; Pain et al. 2006; Wridt, 2010; Boschman & Cubbon, 2013; Curtis, 2013) where 

participants would be asked to mark safe and unsafe neighborhoods on a Kolkata base map, and 

photovoice method (Wang, 1999; Hergenrather, et al. 2009; Nykiforuk, et al. 2011)32.  

Photovoice is a qualitative research methodology founded on the principles of feminist theory, 

constructivism, and documentary photography. It provides participants an opportunity to take 

photographs that address a salient community concern and present them in group discussion that 

empowers them to reflect on personal and community strengths, create critical dialogue, share 

knowledge about personal and community issues, and develop and host a forum for the 

presentation of their lived experiences and priorities through self-identified images, language, 

and context (Hergenrather, et al. 2009, p. 687). Using the visual methods as means of data 

collection had the twofold purpose of creating a rich visual representation of the spatial 

experiences and perceptions of my participants and also to reflect upon the ways various power 

relations that structure their daily lives. 

The Research Moment and the Methods 

    Having read feminist scholarship, I was already aware that several things in the field can go 

unplanned and it was important to be open in the field (Hondagneu-Sotelo,1988; England, 1994; 

Valentine, 2001; Chacko, 2004; Billo and Hiemstra, 2013). There are three situations that 

required me to adjust my research plan including participants discomfort with maps, religious 

																																																								
32 The methods of key informant interviewing and in-depth interviewing will be discussed later in this chapter.	
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holidays, and abrupt economic change (demonetization) introduced by central (federal) 

government.  

     The intended visual methods did not work out the way I had originally planned, which 

indicated that methods are contextual and need to be developed in a way that is cognizant of the 

everyday practices of people from that particular place and the time period when the research is 

conducted33. I planned to distribute base maps of Kolkata to my in-depth interview participants 

for sketch mapping. I intended to ask them to mark their residences, workplaces or schools, areas 

they use for miscellaneous purposes (for example markets), places for leisure activities, preferred 

routes during day and night, areas with poor urban infrastructure (street lightning, public toilets, 

transportation services), unsafe neighborhood (if variable during day and night) and safe 

neighborhoods with different colored pens, each color representing a particular theme34. Scholars 

have used sketch mapping as a technique to understand people’s perception and locational 

experiences (Cieri, 2003; Dennis, 2006; Kwan, 2008; Pain et al. 2006; Wridt, 2010; Curtis, 2012; 

Boschman & Cubbon, 2014). Boschmann & Cubbon noted, “sketch maps as used in the QGIS 

tradition are cartographically accurate (not free-form) representations of individual and group 

spatial experiences, serving as supplemental data and commonly integrated with GIS for 

analysis. They are alternative forms of data that create cartographies of individual spatial 

narratives that can represent the diversity and complexity of peoples’ lived experiences” (2014, 

p. 239). Through the marking of the base maps, my aim was to locate the commonalities and 

differences in the perceptions of different groups of people. 

																																																								
33	Apart from the consideration of how a particular method can lead to maximum data collection for the research 
(suitability of the method as per research questions). 
	
34	Spaces can be perceived as unsafe by women, if they are too crowded (during the day) or not crowded at all 
(during night), both increases chance of sexual harassments or crime.	
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   However, as I arrived in Kolkata figuring out such base maps turned out to be a daunting task. 

The process of finding base maps was extremely tedious and complicated. To figure out the base 

maps of Kolkata I had to take regular trips to Geological Survey of India and the Regional 

planning office and soon found it was hard to find maps delineating the region of Kolkata. There 

were no defined ways to determine which areas came under Kolkata. Realizing the city of 

Kolkata was too small, I had to expand my study area to Kolkata metropolitan area. After 

consulting with planners and other key informants, I decided to include all areas that use the 

postal pin code of Kolkata. Therefore, my participants were the residents who used Kolkata pin 

code for their address. Moreover, it was also difficult to find maps with proper scales and I had 

to buy several large maps, which I then rescaled to smaller ones for the purpose of my research. 

    Even after I spent the initial two months of fieldwork to gain access to such maps, the method 

of sketch mapping did not work out as I had expected. During some of the initial in-depth 

interviews, I asked my participants to look at the map and mark the places as per questions. As I 

took out the maps for them to mark, I noticed that they became uneasy or expressed signs of 

discomfort. A common statement was “Maps are scary. I can just mention the name of the 

neighborhoods, I do not need the map for that!”35. While this was becoming an increasingly 

frustrating process for me, it was one of my internalized actions being a Calcuttan, that helped 

me understand why the method was not working with my diverse group of participants. As I 

travelled to different parts of the city for the interviews, almost every time my driver and I had to 

stop near local tea shops to ask for directions. Rather than using maps or GPS, Calcuttans mostly 

rely on people on the streets or local informal stores for directions, which confirms their aversion 

towards maps. It is only recently with the entrance of Uber and other ride sharing apps that some 

																																																								
35	From field notes taken during pilot interviews. 
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people use maps to track their own path as a safety strategy, which is linked to class and age 

characteristics. Therefore, after the first few interviews, I decided to not proceed with the method 

based on my understanding quotidian practices in Kolkata regarding map use grounded on the 

feelings expressed during my initial interviews. I needed to adjust my methods based on new 

information produced during the initial stage of my research process36. 

      Timing also played an important variable in my ability to conduct research as planned.  In 

addition to challenges with map-marking and doing photo-voice, the method also needed to be 

modified because of the particular research moment when the in-depth interviews were 

conducted. Political-economic geographers have emphasized the importance of time, its 

intersection with politics and the impact it has on the researching elites (Ward and Jones, 1999; 

Visser, 2000). Feminist geographers have also highlighted such consideration of fieldwork 

timings and context in the research process (Moss, 1995; Sultana, 2007).  

      While setting up the field, I conducted key informant interviews mostly from the end of 

August through September and then conducted the in-depth interviews from October to 

December. This time period of October to December turned out to be an extremely difficult time 

to conduct interviews for two reasons. The month of October is the celebratory month for 

Hindus, mostly Bengalis who live in Kolkata. October is filled with major religious occasions37. 

Most of the days were holidays during the month, making it difficult for me to schedule 

																																																								
36 The in-depth interviewing took place from October to December 2017 where the context of time played also an 
important role in such decision-making. This will be explained in detail in the upcoming section.	
	
37 The month varies as per the lunar calendar, every year and the celebrations are held in the month of September 
and /or October. The major celebration is for Durga Puja where the state declares a five to seven-day holiday, 
followed by one or two-day celebrations throughout the month for Lakshmi Puja, Bhai dhuj and Kali puja and 
Diwali. 
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interviews with the participants38. I was aware that most of the interviews would probably be 

scheduled for November and December and as anticipated, I managed to get only three 

interviews in the whole month of October and had to wait for rest of the interview for next few 

months. 

    Additionally, the timing of the fieldwork and its intersection with politics, played a significant 

role in my research process when the Government of India suddenly announced demonetization 

of 500 and 1000 rupee notes, which are two of the largest valued currency, on the night of 8th 

November 2016. With no prior warning, the Prime Minister of India came on air at 8pm and 

made a national announcement of demonetization being effective at midnight. As a result, all 

citizens had to wait in lines for hours every day outside banks to submit all of their cash (old 

notes) in exchange of new notes39.  

     Keeping in mind India is a cash-based economy where use of cards is very much limited to 

upper class residents. Invalidating two of the highest currency values, which formed 85% of the 

cash, was a huge blow to the people, leading to an immediate cash crisis. While the aim was to 

target the shadow economy and extract all the black money that was circulating in the economy, 

the immediate impact was felt by all groups of people across the nation. Due to this crisis, most 

of my participants either rescheduled the timing and/or places of interviews or arrived 

significantly late for the interviews. Being equally confused by the whole situation, I was 

grateful that participants still agreed to be a part of my research process. While the initial plan 

																																																								
38 All such rituals are usually idol based, where roads in every neighborhood are blocked to build ‘Pandals’ 
(fabricated structures) for over a month, each displaying a particular theme decided by the localities. And people of 
diverse backgrounds (even different religions) participate in such Pandal and Idol viewing in different parts of the 
city. Hence, I could not set up interviews with participants of other religion as well. Moreover, during this time it is 
extremely difficult to navigate the city with almost every major road being blocked for the celebrations. 
 
39  While everyone had to submit all old notes of 500 and 1000, they could only draw a stipulated amount of money 
per week pre-decided by the government.	
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was to ask them to take pictures when they are moving around in the city and send them to me or 

asking them if I could accompany them to take some pictures for my photovoice method, 

ethically I could not proceed with such a plan. Apart from the interview, I could not ask them to 

dedicate any more time to my research by taking pictures, when they could use the same time 

waiting outsides bank or an ATM to withdraw or deposit cash. Therefore, I decided to give up 

the photovoice method and took pictures of neighborhoods they mentioned during the 

interviews. 

      Demonetization was a clear example of how politics and the research moment worked 

together to affect my research method and the process. Highlighting this intersection of research 

timing with politics and its impact on research process, Ward and Jones (1999) proposed the idea 

of ‘political –temporal contingency.’ They argued that “by exploring the dialectical interaction 

between the researcher and researched, accessibility and positionality are shaped by the mode of 

entry, indicative of a political-temporal contingency of the research: namely the politically time-

specific entry made by the researcher into the research field” (1999, p 309).  In this case the 

timing of conducting the fieldwork in the latter half of 2016 had significant influence on the 

feasibility of the methods. Thus, I ended up giving up my visual methods and added focus group 

interviewing instead. 

 

Role of Researcher in the Research Process 

     While analyzing the data, I also actively considered my role in the research process. In the 

final section of this chapter, I discuss my fieldwork experiences in my hometown and reflect on 

my positionality as privileged insider or outsider in the field, the impact it had on interviews 



	 65	

(framework of interviewing), the power relations involved, followed by a discussion on ethical 

research and decentering dominant research methodologies of urban studies. 

Doing Fieldwork in Home 

       Doing fieldwork in Kolkata which has been my home for 25 years turned out to be an 

extremely thought-provoking experience. Navigating the same city spaces for the purpose of 

collecting data for my research made me realize that my relationship with the city was not clearly 

definable anymore. Feminist geographers have previously grappled with such blurry distinctions 

of ‘field’ and ‘home’ (Gilbert, 1994; Sultana, 2007). Because of my association with the city, I 

could build on my personal contacts to proceed with the research, which was an advantage. 

While setting up the interviews and finding participants were hard keeping in mind the context of 

research moment, completing my fieldwork in the given time would have been far more difficult 

if the place and general attitude of the people were not familiar40. Moreover, staying with my 

parents had its own set of advantages and challenges, but mostly advantages 41. It meant a 

familiar and safe place to comeback to, after an intense day at the field. It also meant that I did 

not have to worry about food or other daily life necessities, giving me more time to focus on 

work. The field became much more accessible because of my upper-class privileges and 

presence of family. For example, my family was concerned about my own safety to they made 

sure that I had access to our car and our driver for my fieldwork. During the last two months, I 

travelled from North to South Kolkata for back to back interviews in the same day, something 

																																																								
40 See section four of this chapter for more details. 
 
41 In Indian context, it is usually uncommon that children and parents will stay in separate places, while being in the 
same city (seen as a sign of disrespect and lack of love and bonding). My parents had already assumed that I would 
stay with them when I informed about my possibility of fieldwork in Kolkata and made necessary arrangements like 
setting up my room, etc. 
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which would not have been possible without a car and driver42. After one of the initial interviews 

with a key informant turned out to be extremely intense experience for me, my mother being 

concerned of my well-being, tried to accompany me for the interviews in remote or distant 

locations, or if the interviews were being held late in the evening43. Moreover, during the 

demonetization period, I personally did not have to go and stand outside the banks to draw 

money, except for few times. Had it not been my hometown, doing fieldwork during the 

demonetization period would have been an extremely complicated undertaking. 

      Being with family also meant that there was particular family decorum I had to abide by, like 

informing my parents which location I was going to or my expected time of return in daily life. 

After living by myself for several years, informing my parents of my every move, was a difficult 

adjustment to make. Also, being an elder child in an Indian family meant taking care of certain 

family responsibilities, while balancing my fieldwork44.  Maintaining such a balance became 

quite arduous by the time I entered the final phase of the field45. 

 

 

 

																																																								
42 It takes approximately one to one and half hours, to travel from North to South Kolkata (one side), subjected to 
traffic. 
 
43 The interview was with one of the male participants, which began at 7:30pm and continued till 10 at night. He 
expressed some extreme opinions about ‘rape’ and ‘rape survivors’ (doubting the intentions of rape survivors and 
describing the brutality of the rapes that happened), which made me very uncomfortable during the interview. 
Things became more uncomfortable, when he expressed his interest of being my Facebook friend and that he could 
drop me home after the interview, even though I mentioned I had a car. 
	
44 One of my closest uncles (aged 38) was diagnosed with third stage cancer and I had to take him to hospital during 
emergencies. The whole family was in shock and I felt that I needed to step up, due to my existing guilt of never 
being there for my family (as I stayed in US). Unfortunately, he passed away three days before I left the field. 
 
45 I once had to cancel a focus group (which took a lot of effort to arrange in the first place) due to an emergency 
with my uncle. I am grateful to the participants and the director of the NGO who was understanding enough and 
rescheduled the interview.	
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My Positionality in the Field – Insider/Privileged Insider/Outsider? 

     Being a feminist researcher, I was already aware of my fluid positionality of being an insider, 

privileged insider and outsider while doing research in Kolkata (Mullings, 1999; Sultana, 2007; 

Mohammad, 2001; Merriam et al. 2001). Nagar, et al. (2002), defined positionality as to how a 

researcher’s social identities are perceived by study participants, which in-turn shapes the 

research process. Therefore, such positionality is determined by where one stands in relation to 

‘the other’, which is always shifting (Merriam et al. 2001, p 411). My positionality of being a 28-

year-old Hindu, Bengali upper-class woman, studying in a North American University who did 

her fieldwork in her own hometown, played a significant role during the whole research process, 

from setting up the interviews to the interviewing, translating, transcribing and writing stages of 

the dissertation. While there were some shared commonalities of nationality, ethnicity and 

languages spoken, I was aware that I was not an insider to the city anymore. I was either a 

privileged insider (because of my educational and class privileges, and most importantly due to 

the romanticized idea of one residing in United States) or maybe even an outsider (as I was not 

residing in Kolkata anymore)46.  

      Scholars have long debated the associated advantages and disadvantages of being an insider 

or outsider in the research process, which has usually been viewed as a binary. While insiders 

have the advantages of studying a familiar group due to shared commonalities, thus being able to 

gain deeper insights about the researched topic (Collins, 1990), they are often viewed as biased 

in their own research process. Outsiders, on the other hand, might have difficulty gaining access 

																																																								
46 Some of the key informants connected me to other possible participants often saying ‘I want you to connect you to 
someone who is interested in interviewing you for her research. She is “amader meye” (our daughter) doing her 
research in USA.’ Bengalis often use terms like our daughters/sons to implicate that the person is from their 
community/city. 
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to the field due to lack of familiarity, but can gain more information due to their ‘impartial 

status’ (Cunningham-Sabot, 1999), who are often viewed as non-threatening and objective in the 

research process (Herod, 1999). However, such binaries are never fixed and the positionality can 

shift with time and place (Moss, 1995; Mullings, 1999). In my case, I saw the shifting nature of 

my positionality sometimes even during the same interview. For example, my interview with key 

informant, Moumita Naskar, (a 39-year-old social worker in an anti-trafficking NGO) began on a 

bit harsh note where she informed me on her preferred choices of answering my questions, even 

before I could mention the interview ethical standards47. From her reluctance, I could read that I 

was being perceived as an outsider, a researcher from United States who was there to just extract 

information. As the interview went on, we also engaged in discussions on double standards of 

the society and the systemic issues in relation to Kolkata, and I felt that I was slowly 

transgressing to being an insider/privileged insider. By the time we ended the interview, 

Moumita wished me luck for my research and said, “we will bring in change, one day!” 48. I 

immediately knew the “we” meant that I was not an outsider to extract information anymore, 

rather it was about our shared dreams of achieving justice and rights for women as insiders to the 

city. 

Representing Self 

     The idea of positionality becomes much more complicated when the researcher consciously 

chooses to emphasize one’s own particular aspect of identity and positionality, to develop 

rapport with the participants and gain more information about the researched topic (Moss, 1995; 

																																																								
47	The participants had the right to not answer any questions they did not want to, and that their names would be 
replaced with pseudonyms. 
 
48 From my field notes. 
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Mullings, 1999; Herod, 1999). Selective self-representation of the researcher can have significant 

impact in the whole research process, from being granted the interviews to the type of 

information that is being given during the interviews 49. In the initial months when I was trying to 

set up the field, I picked up on how my contacts and key informants highlighted certain aspects 

of my positionality like ‘researcher from US’, ‘daughter from Calcutta’, ‘bright scholar’ or even 

my educational training in Anglo/Christian schools, while connecting me to possible 

participants. Based on such observations and my partial insider’s knowledge, I often highlighted 

particular aspects of my identity to gain access to interviews or develop rapport with my 

participants. For example, with key informant interviews with high-ranking government 

officials, I always dressed formally and highlighted my educational achievements (institutions 

where I studied in India) and that I am a Doctoral Candidate from US, to justify the importance 

of the interview and why I deserved their valued time5051. In doing so, I consciously chose to 

represent myself more of an outsider (my association with US) than an insider. On the other 

hand, for my interviews with NGO workers or socio-economically underprivileged participants, I 

wore Indian attire (kurtis/Indian long tops and leggings, often with long earrings, called 

‘jhumkas’) to represent myself as a woman from the city and develop a sense of familiarity and 

comfortability during the interviews. It was much later in the fieldwork stage, when I realized 

my conscious and unconscious ways of using dress as a tool to represent certain aspects of my 

																																																								
49 Mullings (1999) while talking about getting access to the interviews noted how the researchers get a ‘brief window 
of opportunity’ (p 339) to convince a possible participant about the value of such interview and why it would be 
worthwhile to be involved. During that brief period, self-representation of the researcher can be an influential factor 
in getting access to the interviews. 
	
50 Based on my knowledge of the dynamics of the city, I was already aware that managing an interview with West 
Bengal Government officials is extremely difficult where the waiting period might vary for several months.  
	
51I do not mean to indicate that the time of my other participants were not valuable. The aim here is to reflect on the 
politics associated with each interview. 
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positionality in different interviews. Apart from dressing, I also highlighted my particular 

personal associations (hence certain aspects of positionality) with different groups of participants 

to build rapport with them. For example, in my interviews with Christian participants, I made 

sure to mention my 14 years of schooling in Anglo and Christian Schools, while with my 

Muslim participants, I informed them of my everyday traveling to Muslim neighborhoods, due to 

the locations of my school, hence the familiarity with the areas, culture and daily life practices52. 

Therefore, self-representation can be an important tool during the interview process which can 

impact the kind of information that is gained. 

Framework of Interviewing – ‘Who interviews Whom, about What and Where’ and its 

Impact on the Research 

    ‘Who interviews, whom about what and where’ significantly impacts the research process 

(Pini, 2005). Interviewing is a dynamic process during which many factors work together to 

impact the discussion that takes place, like the multiple social identities of the researched-

researcher, the topic under investigation and the place (and context) where the interview takes 

places. In this section, I describe the importance of the ‘framework of interviewing’, where all 

the factors are considered to understand their impact on the research. Herold (1993) noted that 

researchers who use interviewing as their research method needs to be aware of the social 

relations within which the interviews are conducted, as such relations play a significant role in 

shaping the research process. The multiple social identities of the researched-researcher and 

ways it intersects, plays an active role in shaping the interviewing process. Scholars have 

																																																								
52 My schools were all located in Muslim neighborhoods of Kolkata, which are usually perceived as unsafe by the 
residents of the city (For more information, see the next two chapters). My Muslim participants were usually 
shocked to know that a Bengali girl went to areas like Jora Girja or Chadni Chowk (both Muslim neighborhoods and 
are seen as male dominated areas in the city), in her daily life.  Some of them often ended up complimenting my 
parents	(“Seems like you come from a good family”) for such a decision of sending their child to areas which carry 
certain negative stereotypes.  
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discussed how identities of interviewer and interviewee such as sex, race, class or age have 

impacted their meetings (Turner and Martin, 1984; McDowell, 1998; Skelton, 2001; Pini, 2005; 

Manderson, et al. 2006). In my case being a young, Hindu, female upper-class researcher played 

out differently during interviews with various groups of people (mostly with men) while talking 

about sexual violence, accessibility issues in public spaces and role of identity in creating safe 

and unsafe spaces.  

‘Who interviews whom’ – In order to get a deeper insight of the structural issues leading to 

differentiated accessibility and increasing violence against women in urban public spaces, I 

believed that it was also important to understand what men thought of such issues apart from 

women, hence the decision to interview men along with women. Gender and interviewing have 

been a widely discussed topic among feminist scholars where the female researchers have shared 

their issues of power, positionality and access to information while interviewing male 

participants (Lee, 1997; Winchester, 1996; McDowell, 1998; Pini, 2005). In my case, 

interviewing men about the reasons of increasing violence against women in public spaces and 

issues of unequal accessibility turned out to be methodologically challenging. Because violence 

against women meant men were involved (and to be blamed), it involved a sense of losing 

power. Hence there were common tendencies to either blame women for their lifestyle choices or 

blame men of other groups (for example Muslim men, or socio-economically underprivileged or 

younger men) to maintain the righteous ideas of masculinity. Below is an excerpt from the 

interview with Surajit Bose, a 34-year-old Hindu man expressing his views about different 

groups and their presence in public spaces53. 

																																																								
53	For analysis of the context refer to chapter 5, where I discuss the urban exclusionary politics citing this quote. 
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For Hindu men, if they want to have a puja (act of worship) in public spaces they 
need permission from police. You have to give money to the police. This is the 
case for Hindus. For Muslim, nobody will dare to ask money from them54. Today 
if I say this, people will think I am RSS, BJP and I will be marked communal55. 

For women, I do not have a problem with them. It depends completely on your 
own will. Today a woman is wearing hot pants (shorts) and make up and she goes 
to her office. There, she is surrounded by a sophisticated crowd. they are well 
educated but when you go out of the building or when you are going to darker 
streets… See probably, the woman is very progressive, educated who is 
comfortable with a woman and a man. Now, if she is wearing short dresses and 
drinking beer on the road, that is not outrageous to her modesty. But, those men 
on the opposite side of the street, the vendors and that crowd, who are not literate 
and do not have the exposure, you cannot expect sophistication from them. You 
cannot control them. 

What I am trying to say is…If I am a woman and I am definitely progressive. I 
would still remember, that everything has a “STHAN– KAL-PATRO” (Place – 
Timr – People). If I am a woman, I will not wear such clothes and roam in 
Burrabazaar56. There is a distinction. (Surajit Bose, Key Informant, journalist, 
Hindu, male) 

 
The above quote exposes two important aspects about ‘who is interviewing whom about what’ 

that I want to highlight. First, the participant expressed views against Muslims, socio-

economically underprivileged people (which he also assumed had a low chance of literacy) 

because he sought comfortability through our commonality of religion and upper-class status, 

which was noticeable among many of my Hindu and middle/ upper class participants (men and 

																																																								
54	Here he discusses the need for Hindus to ask for permission when they would build ‘Pandals’ (fabricated 
structures) for idol worships on streets in every neighborhood which can last from one week to two months based on 
the festival and compares it to the Muslims occupying certain side of the streets for their prayers Friday afternoon. 
	
55	RSS stands for Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangha, which is a right-wing, Hindu nationalist volunteer organization 
and is often referred as the parent organization of BJP or Bharatiya Janata Party, the ruling party of India. Here, 
Surajit fears that because he is expressing his thoughts against Muslim, he would be considered as a supported or 
RSS and BJP, hence a Hindu extremist. 
	
56 Burrabazar is the central business district of Kolkata. All the major businesses are located in this area and is 
highly male dominated neighborhood. This neighborhood being the hub of retailers and wholesalers means there is a 
significant inflow of daily labors (mostly men of lower and middle socio-economic status) creating the perception 
that the place is unsafe for women. 
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women). Surprisingly, the Christian participants sought the commonality of us (the researched 

and researcher) not being Muslims, for which they could express their ideas of safety in relation 

to religious identity (Muslim neighborhoods being unsafe).  Hence the multiple identities of the 

researched-researcher talking about safety and accessibility in relation to identity, played a 

significant role shaping the discussion, even though such comfortability of my participants were 

directly proportional to my epistemological uncomfortability.  And second, the participant also 

mentioned dressing and drinking for women in public spaces while highlighting his 

progressiveness. In this case he (and many others) tried to create the common space of us being 

progressive while emphasizing on maintaining the sensibility of what to wear, when and where 

for the purpose of safety’ which subtly indicated women are to be blamed for their harassment57. 

Because a woman was interviewing men about issues on accessibility or violence against women 

in public spaces, it was challenging for both the parties involved which probably affected the 

information gained. For the male participants, they had to choose words carefully (most of the 

time) while blaming women because a woman was sitting right there and for me, it just became 

increasingly difficult to hear such things repeatedly.  

    Moreover, it was also tough to ask men about their experiences in public spaces or what safety 

meant to them. As traditional notions of masculinity often define men being as protectors, strong 

and unafraid, talking about fears or threats in public spaces with a woman were met with 

resistance58. In such instances, hegemonic masculinity of the male participants became more 

visible (Schwalbe and Wolkomir, 2001; Pini, 2005) where they often mentioned “What will 

																																																								
57 It was assumed that I am progressive (modern) due to my doctoral training in a North American university. 
 
58 For details on traditional ideas of masculinity, see Connell (1987,1995) and hegemonic masculinity, see Connell& 
Messerschmidt, (2005) 
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happen to me?” or just denying that there are any spaces which can make them feel unsafe. 

Facing such situations, I had to use techniques of probing or reframe my question by asking what 

spaces they would avoid while with a female companion or with family59. Had it been a male 

interviewer, chances were that he would have received more honest responses from men on this 

issue, which is my speculation. On the other hand, female participants were much more 

comfortable expressing their opinions as they were talking to a woman (often with some other 

overlapping identities) and there was a belief that it was our shared daily life experiences. 

Therefore ‘Who interviews whom about what’ can be an influential factor in the interview 

process. 

‘Who interviews whom about what and where’ – An additional dimension which must be 

considered is the location of the interview (McDowell, 1998; Elwood and Martin, 2000). Elwood 

and Martin argued that the interview site produces “micro-geographies” of spatial relations and 

meaning, where multiple scales of social relations intersect in the research interview which can 

be insightful for the research (2000, p 649). The location where the interview is being held is 

relational to the comfortability of the participants, the dynamics between the researched and 

researcher and ultimately the discussion that takes place. Therefore, my participants mostly 

decided the location of the interviews and as a researcher, the negotiations (if any) associated 

with women and men about such locations were different in nature. With both the groups, I 

emphasized choosing any public spaces to meet or wherever they would feel comfortable, 

therefore, I travelled to cafes (based on their choices) nearest to their home or workplaces.  For 

women, I knew home could be a space with the presence of aged family members or men, which 

could have restricted their willingness to share their daily life experiences or harassment in the 

																																																								
59 I noted a common trait during pilot interviews and some initial interviews with male participants where they 
mentioned avoiding certain places while with female companions. 
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public spaces60. Therefore, I interviewed women in their offices or their choice of cafes or 

parks61. With men, I did not even suggest home as a possible interview location due to my own 

safety concerns. As Lee (1997) noted, interviewing men in their home or private offices can be 

potentially unsafe and female interviewers must exercise some level of caution for their own 

safety first. Therefore, I interviewed most men in their choice of cafes (except for few male key 

informants whom I interviewed in their office) where my mother would sit in another table 

(much before the participant would arrive) or wait in the car outside62. Overall such choices 

about the location of interviews can be reflective of socio-spatial relations and associated 

politics, and hence can be informative to the research. 

 

Power Relations in the Research Process 

      As a postcolonial feminist scholar who focuses on the voices of the researched (who have 

been historically oppressed, in this case women), ethically I grappled with my power as a 

researcher throughout the research process. I was aware that even though my aim was to 

highlight the voices of my participants, as a researcher, I had significant power in every stage of 

this research from choosing the topic, choosing the participants, interviewing, translating and 

transcribing such interviews, interpreting the information to finally writing about it.  On the other 

hand, the participants had the power to choose the location and timing of the interview and most 

importantly, what information to disclose that would determine the path of this research63.  

																																																								
60 Most of the young female participants while talking about daily life harassment in public spaces mentioned that 
their parents are not aware of such experiences, as they might restrict the participants’ accessibility. 
 
61 I interviewed one of my female participants at home. She was eight months pregnant then. 
 
62 If the location was distant or during late evenings. 
 
63 Therefore, I made it a point to travel to any locations, at any time when my participants wanted to give the 
interview. 
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Overall, I still knew that I had substantial power due to my higher educational training (in the 

global North), upper class status and religion and therefore was extremely conscious to create a 

dynamic where participants felt that they had agency and were respected64. Such recognition 

often meant sharing my personal experiences to build rapport and most importantly, more 

empathetic listening and less questioning and countering during some intense phases of the 

interview65. 

    The power relations between the researcher and researched becomes much more complicated 

when there are diverse group of participants and not all are in the same disadvantaged position as 

the other. With my shifting positionalities as per the participant and the interview context, I 

significantly grappled with issues of power with some of my male participants which often 

intersected with them being upper class, Hindu or middle/upper aged (hence knowledgeable and 

experienced) and me being young (hence naïve) Doctoral student. Scholars have noted how the 

sexist languages and behavior can place men in position of power during the interviews with 

female researchers (Gurney 1985; Winchester 1996), something which I experienced firsthand 

during the interviews with many male participants. For example, in an interview with Surajit 

Bose, a 34-year-old journalist while talking about Suzette Jordan’s rape case, my transcription 

and field notes read:   

 

 

																																																								
 
64 In India, being respectful to others is of utmost importance.  
 
65 The practice of listening is extremely important in in-depth interviews for the researchers to pick up verbal and 
non-verbal cues (Devault, 2004). However, in this case it meant not stopping or diverting the participant from a 
discussion, which at some point was intense for me or became unrelated to the research. Some often mentioned 
“Please stop me if I am going off track or if you do not have much time.” 
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What is Rape? Is there a need of penetration for the assault to turn into rape? – 
Now you seem to be a sensible person to me. You tell me- how can four men 
penetrate into a woman in a Sedan car, when all of them are sitting in the car?66 
Now, you are interviewing me and we end the meeting nicely. But what 
happens if I go outside and make some scratches and marks around my neck 
and complain to the police, that you have sexually harassed me? And here you 
are, unaware of the whole thing! What would you do then? These cases are like 
that! you never know what is the truth! All narratives are versions of people! 
(Surajit Bose, Key Informant, Journalist, male) 

My field notes read – “I was highly uncomfortable – my body expressions, sitting postures 

changed frequently during the interview, while hearing such things. I viscerally felt 

uncomfortable and ideologically, it was worse! I also had tears in my eyes, but somehow 

controlled myself”. 

     While this was an extreme example, there were instances of similar doubts and views among 

others that were articulated in a toned-down manner. In such cases of uncomfortable discussions 

where extreme views about women or marginalized groups were involved, I mostly kept quite (at 

some point) or sometimes even probed them to express their views clearly, struggling internally 

about issues of power6768. The fact that I even grappled with issues of power as a researcher 

during the interviews, made me often question my own epistemological commitments (am I 

committed enough?). Such power struggles also left me unsettled (hence often powerless) due to 

my inability to answer a series of questions to myself - why was I just deeply disheartened when 

women expressed problematic views while I wrestled with power issues when men said similar 

things? Was it simply us (women) v/s them (men)? Moreover, was it right for me to keep quiet 

																																																								
66	Here Mr. Bose is expressing doubts about the way Suzette was raped in a moving car by four men. 
 
67 After presenting alternate situations/questions to them. For example, if they said, a woman is responsible for 
facing sexual harassment because of the way she dresses, then I would mention the rape case of a 14-year-old 
homeless girl who was sleeping in the sidewalk and was picked up in a car, raped and murdered. In such cases the 
blame would shift from women to other groups of men (religion and/or class).  Also, because I went to them to 
understand their viewpoints for my research, therefore I needed them, rather than them needing me. 
 
68 To gain more information.	
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when something so wrong was being said? Therefore, did I blatantly choose my research needs 

over personal ideological commitments? The questions exposed the fraught nature of power 

tensions which might exist not only between the researched and researcher but also within one’s 

self.  

Reflexivity of the Researcher 

     An important aspect of this research has been my engagement in the reflexive process, where 

I have critically examined my role throughout the process and ways it intersected with social, 

cultural and political factors that influenced this research process. Hertz (1996) defined 

reflexivity as in-depth self-reflection to fully examine the political dimensions of fieldwork and 

knowledge construction. England (1994) argued that ‘reflexivity’ needs to be used throughout 

the research process of deciding the topic, reaching out to and working within the particular 

field69. The increasing number of crimes against women and my personal commitment towards 

the city due to my long association of twenty-five years, played an influential role in choosing 

the topic. Moreover, over the years, there have been several times when I as a young woman 

have been either harassed in public spaces or negotiated and strategized my accessibility to be 

safe in the city spaces, which ensured my personal stake in this research. As discussed in the 

above sections, I actively reviewed my role during the interviews, translation, transcription and 

writing stages of this research. In addition, I also paid particular attention to the representation of 

this research (and therefore, my role in it) in front of the global North academia to avoid cultural 

																																																								
69 However, in doing so it is important for researcher to consider ways in which their identities intersect with the 
‘institutional, geopolitical and material aspect of their positionality’ (Nagar 2002, p. 182). Thus, Nagar & Greiger 
(2000) argued that much of theoretical work on the concepts of reflexivity, positionality and identity has led to an 
impasse with respect to feminist research involving fieldwork (Nagar 2002, p 180), where the researchers are more 
concerned about their ‘political correctness’ and identity politics than to engage in transformative politics (Staeheli 
& Nagar 2002). 
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essentialisms that all Indian women are oppressed and are victims of violence or that all Indian 

men are oppressors and perpetrators707172.  

 

What is ethical research? Ethical for whom? 

    My proposed research received a green signal from the Institutional Review Board of the 

University, where Dr. Melissa Gilbert (my advisor) and I had to submit a detailed description of 

the research methods, the intended interview questions in different languages (English, Bengali, 

Hindi) and plans to ensure safety of the participants73. I followed certain standard ethical 

measures in the research process like a) informing participants about their right to stop the 

interview anytime they want or the right to not answer any questions that made them feel 

uncomfortable and obtaining their oral consen,t and b) ensuring the anonymity of the participants 

by choosing pseudonyms for them during the transcription process. For key informants, I 

maintained their anonymity by a) either highlighting their work position and not naming the 

organization (for non-governmental workers and others), or b) mentioning the governmental 

organization but not naming their exact position/role (all were high ranked government officials). 

The common purpose of going through such an institutional review was to assure that the 

research will not under any condition, affect the security of the participants and that their consent 

																																																								
70	While I am truly concerned about the increasing violence against women and their differentiated accessibility in 
public spaces, but at the same time I struggle with the fact that my work can reinforce certain prejudices about India 
or global South. 
	
71	Narayan (1988) pointed out the essentialist generalizations of western and non-western culture, where western 
women signified ‘liberty and equality’ as compared to third world women who represented ‘oppression, 
marginalization and under-privilege’. Narayan argued that the essentialist notion of culture represented ‘culture as 
not only “givens” but “unchanging given”.’ (p 94) 
	
72	While all global North women are liberated and can fully enjoy their rights. 
	
73	I also had to resubmit the IRB application while in field, once I decided to add focus groups as a new method. 
Focus groups were conducted in the last month of the field, once the IRB approved it.	
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is maintained during the process; in short, the research had to be institutionally ethical. However, 

such ethics are determined considering the global North context or viewing the ‘field’ as a 

constant, often failing to gauge the unpredictable nature of the field (and the associated notion of 

ethics) or the context of global South, which I will discuss in this section. 

      Over the years, feminist ethical discussions have centered on the reflexivity of the researcher 

(self-analysis of the researcher and its influence on the research process), the power relationship 

between the researcher and the researched (to ensure the researched are treated as agents of their 

knowledge) and the responsibility towards the researched (accountability of the researcher) 

(Stanley, 1990; Stanley & Wise, 1983, 1990; Jaggar, 1994, 1998; Wolf ,1996 to name few 

among many). Building upon such feminist ethical commitments, my aim was to be accountable 

to the participants, ensure their safety and well-being and uphold their agency in the process 

while also critically analyzing my role in it74. Moreover, drawing from Black feminist 

epistemologies, ethics of care was integral to this research. Collins (2002) asserted that three 

interrelated components of ethics of caring should be included in the research process, i.e., 

emphasis on individual’s uniqueness, appropriateness of emotions in the dialogues and capacity 

for empathy.  

         Doing the fieldwork during the demonetization period, which was a crisis period for the 

participants (as discussed earlier in the chapter) I had to redesign parts of my methodology based 

on my personal research ethics. As Sultana (2007) noted, based on the research moment and field 

situations, ethics need to be negotiated. There can be scenarios in the field (mainly in global 

South) which can go beyond the institutional ethical guidelines of global North IRBs, and as 

																																																								
74	Since the questions were designed to capture the daily lived experiences of women and involved talking about 
harassment or uncomfortable experiences in public spaces, the discussions became very sensitive and every attempt 
was taken to make them feel comfortable talking about it (particularly women). 
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researchers we need to be reevaluate our ethical guidelines and choose the needs and well-being 

of our participants over answering our research questions. While the institutional ethics prepares 

researchers to think about foreseeable risks and ways to prevent putting participants into danger, 

such guidelines often fail to grasp the broader meaning of ethics and the concept of well-being in 

general. In my case, my participants were not under any direct threat or danger (hence in terms 

of institutional ethics, it would have been okay to proceed as per the proposed plan), but based 

on my own ethics of caring, I reevaluated my methods, interview timings and places as a 

response to the crisis75. My participants often spent the initial hour talking about their struggles 

or frustration due to demonetization, changed meeting times and places at the very last minute 

and I felt that the most important research ethics then, was being empathetic and flexible. 

Moreover, while obtaining oral consent during the initial phase of my fieldwork, I also noticed 

how some of the participants (mostly from underprivileged socio-economic background) were 

baffled when I was reading out the various ethics76. It felt like I was trying to cover my grounds 

and the approach seemed inhumane77. As a strategy, I learned the points I needed to mention and 

informed them of their rights (without reading it directly) before the interviews began. Hence 

being ethical in this case was more about being moral, humane and being aware of the powers I 

had as a researcher from global North. Therefore, as researchers, we need to think deeper about 

what constitutes as ethical research that goes beyond institutional rules, which I tried to 

demonstrate in this section. 

																																																								
75 The proposed methods were to ask participants to take pictures of safe and unsafe spaces (photovoice method), 
hence demanding more time from them than I felt was reasonable. 
 
76  I was mentioning the ethics in the language of the participants in Bengali, Hindi or English. 
 
77 The institutional review board prepares researchers to hand over contact information during the consent process, 
where in case of any further questions or violations, the study participants can reach out to the IRB or the primary 
investigator (usually the advisor). In my case I felt, even if I violated any ethics, some of the participants who were 
from underprivileged communities did not have the means to reach out to the IRB committee or my advisor in USA.	
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Future Research Directions 

     Even though the research is significant in terms of its scholarly contributions, but there are 

also scopes for future research. First, this research did not include the LGBTQ community78. The 

study viewed gender in binary terms and also did not consider sexuality. Incorporating more 

expansive gender and sexuality identities would have offered a more in-depth examination of the 

complicated power relations that deserves serious attention for future research. Moreover, while 

including seven sets of social identities lead to an extensive data set, it is impossible to fully 

represent the everyday experience of research participants. My subjectivity as a researcher 

played a significant role in determining which participants were chosen and which experiences 

were highlighted, therefore this dissertation still represents a partial and subjective account of 

everyday struggles for safety and accessibility.  

    Lastly, applying intersectionality as a theoretical framework in this study needs some 

clarifications. First, intersectionality as a concept was developed by US Black feminist scholars 

to highlight the multiple oppressions faced by Black women in US and women of African 

descent across the globe, where race forms a central category of inquiry. By applying a similar 

approach in this research without race as an examining category, my intention is not to draw any 

attention away from racial oppression existing in contemporary times. Rather it is to highlight 

how “intersecting oppressions do not stop at U.S borders” (Collins, 2002, p 231) and ways it 

impacts everyday lives of women from another part of the globe with histories of colonization. 

Second, given the widespread applicability of intersectionality in feminist studies, scholars like 

Davis (2008) have noted intersectionality has merely become a theoretical buzzword, separated 

																																																								
78 LGBTQ is an umbrella term to represent a community as a whole; it is an abbreviation of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 
Transgender, and Queer. 
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from its original visions of counterhegemonic and transformative knowledge production, 

activism, pedagogy, and non-oppressive coalitions (Bilge, 2013, p 405).  One of the main aims of 

taking up this research is to contribute towards building meaningful transnational solidarity 

among women of color who face accessibility and safety issues in their everyday lives across the 

globe, as well as decolonize the field of urban scholarship. As Banerjee and Ghosh argued: 

Intersectionality makes possible a political praxis of coalition-building by 
disorienting habits of essentialism, categorical purity and segregation in 
constituting movements. By providing an exposition of how marginalization is 
framed as a product of one’s location at specific points of intersection between 
identifications, intersectionality provides an outlook on the search for common 
interest (Banerjee and Ghosh, 2018, p 8). 

 

Concluding thoughts about Research Methodology 

In this chapter, I described the whole research process, from the point it was originally proposed 

to the writing stages of this dissertation. I discussed how some of the intended methods did not 

work out and the ways I had to adjust my research methodology as per the field context and 

timing of the research. Therefore, I argued for the need of choosing research methods not just to 

answer the research questions, but also considering the context of place or the everyday practices 

of people researched while keeping an open mind for the timing of the fieldwork. I demonstrated 

the importance of the research moment and the impact it has on overall research process through 

instances of demonetization and religious holidays, based on which I had to improvise my 

research methods in the field. 

    I also discussed how my role as a researcher influenced the research process. I talked about 

my positionality of being a global North researcher doing fieldwork in my hometown in Kolkata, 

which had important implications on the research. I also argued that framework of interviewing, 

‘who interviews whom about what and where’ impacts the nature of empirical data collection. 
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Moreover, I reflected upon the fraught nature of power relations which can exist not only 

between the researched and the researcher but also within one’s self as a researcher, influencing 

the study.  Finally, I concluded with discussions on what ethical research means in the context of 

global South and North. 

        Therefore, this chapter highlighted the dynamic nature of the field and the openness 

required to conduct fieldwork. As Billo and Hiemstra noted, field is “not a static, self-contained 

place, but a morphing intersection of different – and now linked-realities” (2013, p.324). Over 

the years, feminist geographers have actively engaged in discussions of messiness in the field 

and the need to be flexible, while also drawing attention to the considerations of positionality, 

reflexivity and power relations in the research process. Adding to such scholarship, the study 

highlighted the contextuality of research methods and the difference between institutionally 

defined ethics (global North) versus research ethics in the field (global South). By improvising 

research methods and ethics in the field based on the context of place, time and everyday lives of 

people in global South, the research challenged the conventional (global North) ideas of ways to 

conduct research in terms of methods and ethics. Moreover, by prioritizing ethics of care towards 

participants over maximizing data collection in the field, this research integrated Black feminist 

and post-colonial feminist research ethics and practices in the Anglo-American centric urban 

theory knowledge production process, which is an integral step towards decolonizing the field of 

urban theories. Therefore, by decentering the dominant research practices, this dissertation calls 

for a more inclusive knowledge production process and research practice across borders. 
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CHAPTER 3 

GENDERED URBAN INFRASTRUCTURE, BUILT ENVIRONMENT AND 

ACCESSIBILITY TO CITY SPACES 

Introduction 

      Social relations have a spatial context and are undergirded by relations of power. 

There is a correlation between power and space - what gets built, where, how and for whom. 

Thus, cities are literally concrete manifestations of ideas on how society was, is and how it 

should be (Beall, 1997). Feminist scholars have claimed that the spatial structure of the city and 

women’s limited use of urban public spaces is a spatial expression of patriarchy (Valentine, 

1989; England, 1991; Pain, 1991).  England aptly summed up such an argument, 

The gender roles take at any time are fossilized into the concrete appearance of 
space. Hence the location of residential areas, work-places, transportation 
networks, and the overall layout of cities in general reflect a patriarchal capitalist 
society’s expectations of what types of activities take place where, when, and by 
whom. In turn, the city supports and perpetuates the belief about gender that 
generated it. Thus, society is involved at the deepest level in determining the very 
nature and form of the city and, as such, cities contain important visual symbols 
of social attitudes (England, 1991, p. 136). 

    Feminist scholars, mostly geographers and planners, have widely focused on the gendered 

nature of built environment and how it impacts women’s accessibility and safety (Valentine, 

1989; England, 1991; Pain, 1991; Wilson, 1991; Beall, 1996, 1997; Greed, 2003; Fainstein and 

Servon, 2005; Sweet and Ortiz Escalante, 2010; Whitzman, 2013).  However, no studies have 

focused holistically on how different forms of urban infrastructure and built environment 

together impact accessibility to city spaces while considering multiple forms of intersecting 
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social identities like gender, physical ability and class79. In this chapter, I argue that the systemic 

biases towards gender, physical ability and class needs to be considered while analyzing the role 

of built environment and urban infrastructure impacting accessibility and safety. My aim in this 

chapter is to contribute to feminist geography scholarship by documenting the biased nature of 

urban infrastructure and the built environment in Kolkata, which encourages the mobility of able 

bodied, upper class men, thereby reproducing gendered and other forms of social inequalities in 

space. I further claim that such limitations in the built environment and urban infrastructure deny 

women’s and other marginalized groups’ right to access city spaces and therefore, should be 

analyzed from a social justice framework. 

      This chapter consists of three sections. In the first section, I will briefly review how 

interdisciplinary scholarship (mostly feminist geography and planning) have engaged with 

particular forms of built environment, urban infrastructure and their impact on women’s 

accessibility.  In the second section, I will present my findings and demonstrate how Kolkata’s 

urban infrastructure such as the transportation system and forms of surveillance as well as parts 

of the built environment such as public toilets, lighting, and the design of such environments 

affect women’s and other marginalized group’s accessibility to public spaces, in terms of class 

and physical ability.  In the third section, I will consider some of positive infrastructural 

suggestions made by the participants that could enhance the accessibility of different groups of 

people to various spaces within the city. I will conclude the chapter by contextualizing my 

findings of differentiated accessibility related to the built environment and urban infrastructure in 

a social justice framework. 

																																																								
79	Only the safety audits conducted by scholars in Canada, Australia and India have explored the effects of different 
urban infrastructure and built environment on women’s safety and accessibility. But such audits have focused only 
on women and did not consider other forms of identity.		
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     Before delving deeper into the discussion, I would like to reflect on the definitions of some 

important concepts that will be discussed in this chapter including infrastructure, mobility and 

accessibility. 

Infrastructure: Larkin defined infrastructure as “built networks that facilitate the flow of goods, 

people, or ideas and allow for their exchange over space” (2013, p. 328), Graham and Marvin 

(2002) viewed infrastructure as built networks like roads, tunnels, railways, public transits, 

waterways and telecommunication cables that spread over space to meet the society’s need for 

connectivity and exchange. Moreover, infrastructure plays a central role in determining how an 

individual experiences space and provides framework through which such encounters take 

meanings (Dourish and Bell, 2007). In this chapter, I examine two forms of urban infrastructure, 

urban transportation and forms of surveillance that impact accessibility of different groups. 

Mobility refers to the movement of people and goods and is usually measured as the number of 

trips per day per person (person-trips), but can also include person-miles, ton-miles, average trip 

speeds, and cost per person- or ton-mile. It builds on builds on the analysis of efficiency and 

flow (levels of service) and looks at how one traverses the city on foot, utilizes transit, 

ridesharing and cycling options (Kunieda and Gauthier, 2007 p. 7). 

Accessibility is the ease with which people can travel and the ability to reach desired goods, 

services, or activities. It is usually measured by using generalized costs in time, money, and 

comfort. It considers mobility, building on how people utilize transport services to incorporate 

how they access these different services, including land use strategies and activities (Kunieda 

and Gauthier, 2007 p. 7). Further, Martens (2016), clarified the terms person accessibility and 

place accessibility. Person accessibility indicates a person has accessibility (or not) to certain set 

of locations, whereas, place accessibility is an attribute of an (activity) location: a location is 
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accessible or inaccessible for a certain set of people or from a certain set of locations (p 11). The 

level of accessibility experienced by a person is determined by the spatial distribution of 

activities, availability of transportation system and person’s ability to overcome spatial 

separation, where the ability is shaped by resources available (p 150). Most importantly, scholars 

have noted that accessibility should be the ultimate goal for transport systems (Vasconcellos, 

2001; Litman, 2003; Kunieda and Gauthier, 2007). In this this dissertation, I reflect on the 

accessibility of people to city spaces where the aim is to make city spaces easily reachable and 

safe for different groups of people. Specifically, in this chapter, I consider not only the role of 

urban transportation but also different forms of the built environment that determine 

accessibility. In doing so, the ultimate goal is to mitigate the unequal power relations within the 

city spaces. 

 

Urban Infrastructure, Women’s Mobility and Accessibility 

    The urban built environment and infrastructure play a major role in determining mobility and 

accessibility of different groups of people. Feminist scholars have studied various forms of 

infrastructure and built environment that impact women’s mobility and accessibility. In doing so 

they have focused on particular forms of infrastructure, mostly the relation of transportation with 

women’s mobility and safety, or lighting, police surveillance and other aspects of urban design 

that impact accessibility.  

Politics of Built Environment and Urban Infrastructure 

     Feminist scholars have pointed out that historically gender stereotyping has profoundly 

affected urban planning (Wilson, 1991; Beall, 1996, 1997; Fainstein and Servon, 2005). 

Fainstein and Servon (2005) argued that urban and suburban spaces support stereotypically male 
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activities, and planning methodologies reflect a male-dominated society. Beall (1996) 

demonstrated that women experience and use urban environment differently than men and their 

priorities are different in terms of services and infrastructure. The gender differences have 

implications for all aspects of spatial planning and the design of the built environment (Greed 

and Reeves, 2005), from the interior design of housing (Roberts, 1991) to the planning of cities 

(Darke et al. 2000), where scholars have argued that it is often women who suffer the most from 

the faulty built environment that is developed with little reference to their needs (Greed, 2005; as 

noted in Burgess, 2008, p 114). Several feminist scholars have reflected on different forms of 

biased built environment and infrastructure that reinforce gender inequalities in urban spaces 

(Ardener 1981; Hayden, 1981 a; Matrix, 1984; Sandercock, 1998; Spain, 2014).  Desai (2007) 

argued that socio-cultural values shape different forms of built environment and dictate the 

access to space and that is deeply tied to status and power. Therefore, women’s exclusion from 

and confinement within particular spaces are control mechanisms that can be viewed as modes of 

domination (p 2).  

     Recently studies have emerged on the gendered nature of infrastructure and how women and 

other marginalized communities (mostly in terms of race and class) have least access to critical 

infrastructure services, giving rise to highly differentiated life opportunities (Graham and 

Marvin, 2001; Jaglin, 2002; Lucas, 2004; Hanson, 2010; Siemiatycki, Enright and Valverde 

2019). Siemiatycki, Enright and Valverde (2019) argued that masculinity is deeply embedded in 

the core of the urban infrastructure sector which often intersects with Eurocentric and colonial 

planning practices. Therefore, such forms of built networks reflect the power relations embedded 

in the place where the infrastructure is planned and built (Graham and Marvin 2002; McFarlane 

and Rutherford 2008; Siemiatycki, Enright and Valverde, 2019).  
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     This research expands such an understanding of viewing the problems associated with urban 

infrastructure and built environment as reflective of deeply entrenched power hierarchies in a 

place, in terms of intersecting social identities such as gender, class and physical ability. Thus, it 

not only reflects on ways forms of infrastructure and built environment impacts accessibility of 

different groups, but in doing so provides a critical explanation of such problems in terms of the 

structural power relations determining it; a perspective that is missing in most studies. In rest of 

the section, I discuss how scholars have engaged with each forms of urban infrastructure and the 

built environment, and ways this research builds on such scholarship. Among different forms of 

infrastructure, several scholars have focused on the gendered nature of urban transportation. 

Transportation 

     Transportation is one of the widely discussed topic within urban infrastructure that impacts 

accessibility of different groups of people, mostly women. Scholars have focused on varied 

issues related to transportation, among which three major themes emerged - a) travel choices and 

work trip behaviors, b) constraints women face due to transportation, and c) sexual harassment 

women face while using public transportation (Dunckel-Graglia, 2013, 2016; Phadke, 2012) and 

tying such discussion to overall women’s safety and rights (Whitzman, 2013; Levy, 2013). 

       Scholars have mostly discussed the gendered nature of work trips, travel behaviors and 

choices. For example, a considerable number of works have established that gender-

differentiated roles related to familial maintenance activities place a greater burden on women 

relative to men, which significantly affects trip purpose, distance and travel behavior of women 

(Erickson, 1977; Hanson and Hanson, 1981; Fagnani, 1983; Fox 1983; Uteng and Creswell, 

2008). Further, studies have reflected that men are more likely to have access to a car than a 

woman (Hanson and Hanson 1980; Pucher, et al. 1981; Fox 1983). Thus, women are more 
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dependent on slower, less flexible public transportation (Dix et al. 1983; Fagnani,1983; Hanson 

and Johnston, 1985; Rutherford and Wekerle, 1988; Wekerle, 1981 as noted in England 1991, p. 

139).  

    All of the studies have tended to focus on daily difficulties that women come across while 

traversing public spaces for either work or domestic responsibilities. In doing so, they have 

reinforced the fact that women access public spaces only when they have a justified purpose like 

jobs or domestic chores, undermining the potential of leisure trips for women; a critique 

addressed by Law (1999). She claimed that the mainstream emphasis on women’s journey to 

work or trips made for household and care-giving responsibilities have completely 

overshadowed the trips for pleasure and leisure. Thus, she proposed an alternative approach of 

‘cultural and social mobility’ where the term ‘transport’ was replaced by ‘daily mobility’  to 

indicate a larger project (p. 568). 

       While feminist geographers analyzed the work travel behaviors and commuting times in 

terms of gender, race and class (Mc Lafferty and Preston, 1991; England, 1993, Hanson and 

Pratt, 1995; Gilbert, 1998); the common theme that ran through the gender and transport 

literature among planners is the constraints women face in their daily mobilities due to 

transportation (Levy, 1991, 1992; Moser, 1989; Vasconcellos, 2001). Law (1999) in reviewing 

the feminist scholarship on gender and transportation argued that such scholarship has focused 

on a relatively limited range of themes like gendered travel behavior addressed by feminist 

geographers or infrastructural faults of transportation systems addressed by planners, closing the 

possibility of other types of research.  

        Apart from the discussion on infrastructural faults associated with transportation system and 

the difficulties women face due to that, feminist scholars have also focused on the sexual 
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harassment women face in the public transportation that impacts women’s accessibility to the 

city (Schulz and Gilbert, 2000; Loukaitou-Sideris, 2008; Phadke, 2007, 2012; Whitzman, 2013; 

Dunckel-Graglia, 2013, 2016). Scholars have reflected upon women’s fear of using public 

transportation due to fear of harassment and violence, for which a common strategy has been to 

adjust their travel behavior (Loukaitou-Sideris, 2008; Schulz and Gilbert, 2000; Dunckel-Graglia 

2013). Dunckel- Graglia (2013) in her three-year study in Mexico City while reporting such 

women’s fear and modified travel behavior, proposed for increasing women only transportation 

services to reduce gendered inequalities. Whitzman (2013) noted, women’s mobility in public 

spaces, their safety and right to the city are all inextricable linked and women’s lack of safety is a 

serious obstacle in achieving gender equality. 

      Further, scholars have pointed out that gendered inequality related to accessibility is 

embedded in transportation systems (Valentine, 1992; Whizman, 2013; Levy, 2013). Moreover, 

Levy argued that by acknowledging the social position of the transport users on the basis of 

gender and other intersecting social relations while viewing transport in the context of 

interrelationship between socially constructed gender relations and socially constructed 

environments, help towards identifying the “deep distributional” issues in urban transport and 

urban transport planning (2013, p 52). This research takes Levi’s argument as the starting point 

of looking into the problems of urban transportation from the context of social position of users 

and ways it intersects with the power relations embedded in transportation system to impact 

accessibility for women, socio-economically underprivileged and differently abled people. In 

short, it aims at identifying the ‘deep distributional issues’ in the urban transportation system of 

Kolkata while discussing accessibility issues associated with transportation. 
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Public Toilets 

       Scholars have reflected on unequal access to toilets for women (Edwards and Mckie, 1997; 

Phadke, 2007), differently abled people (Kitchin and Law 2001) and the politics of unequal 

urban sanitation access for socio-economically underprivileged people (McFarlane, 2008; Desai, 

et al. 2015). Greed (2003) was one of the first planners to highlight the need of addressing public 

toilets in urban design issues Phadke (2007, 2010) highlighted the inequality of public toilets for 

women as compared to men in Mumbai. In a study conducted in two stations in Mumbai, 

Andheri and Bandra, Phadke (2010) found that “In Andheri, for men, there were four possible 

toilets they could use in different locations, for women only one. Many women interviewed at 

Andheri station did not know where the toilets were located. In Another station Bandra, the 

notice said – ‘Men’s toilets: 2, Women’s toilets: 2, Men’s urinals: 24’.” (Phadke, 2010, p. 10).  

     Anthony and Dufresne (2007) highlighted not only the gendered nature of public restrooms 

but also reflected upon the discrimination in terms of class, race, physical ability and sexual 

orientation. They argued that such unequal access and discrimination has severe health and 

safety concerns and therefore to make cities more livable such planning concerns must be 

addressed. Kitchin and Law (2001) reflecting on the inadequate number and overall poor design 

of public toilets in Ireland argued that such public toilets are sites of exclusion for differently 

abled people limiting their daily spatial behavior and should be viewed as civil rights issue.  In 

general, all the scholars highlighted the problematic nature of public toilets as a major limitation 

of the built environment and its design that severely impacts the right to participation and access 

to urban spaces for women, differently abled, urban poor and other marginalized groups. This 

research adds to such literature by framing accessibility problems associated with public toilets 



	 94	

in terms of deep rooted power structures that determine the design and placement of public 

toilets as a tactic to dictate accessibility of women, urban poor and differently abled people.  

Lighting 

     People often tend to correlate less lighting with crime and several scholars have studied the 

effects of lighting on fear of crime (Atkins at al., 1991; Painter, 1991, 1996; Clarke, 2008; Welsh 

and Farrington, 2008). Clarke noted, 

 In most people’s minds, there is a simple and direct relationship between lighting 
and crime: better lighting will deter offenders who benefit from the cover of 
darkness. Improved lighting means that offenders are more likely to be seen by 
someone who might intervene, call the police, or recognize the offender. Even if 
this does not happen, some offenders who fear that it might would be deterred from 
crime (Clarke 2008, p. 5).  

     Feminist scholars have argued that street lighting is strongly related with women’s sense of 

safety (Koskela and Pain, 2000; Vishwanath and Mehrotra, 2007; Phadke 2012). In research 

conducted in 2004 and 2005 in Mumbai, Phadke (2012) noted that several women mentioned 

their strategies of getting off at an earlier or later station which they felt were better lit at night. 

Koskela and Pain (2000) based on a study conducted in Edinburgh noted that 56 percent of 

female survey participants had higher anxiety about sexual attacks in poorly lit areas. Therefore, 

street lighting plays an important role in perceptions of safety impacting accessibility to 

particular places at night. This research examines the association of lighting with safety and 

accessibility as well as reflect on the gap between needs of users and the actual design and 

purpose of such lighting. 
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Forms of Surveillance 

     Surveillance has been one of the important topics while discussing the urban since 1990s, 

mostly by the L.A School (Davis, 1992; Dear and Flusty, 1998; Fyfe, 1995; Fyfe and Bannister 

1998).  While assessing the role of surveillance to create safer cities, two major themes that have 

been widely discussed by urban scholars including surveillance and its effects on crime and the 

exclusionary nature of such surveillance.  

      With an increasing focus on crime in cities, several studies have focused on the effects of 

surveillance on crime (Flusty,1994; Fyfe and Bannister, 1996; Welsh and Farrington, 2002, 

2006, 2009). While Welsh and Farrington (2002, 2009) found that video surveillance is effective 

in reducing crimes in UK than in other countries, or is more effective in particular places like car 

parks; many studies have shown that such forms of surveillance have only temporary effects on 

crime in cities and might lead to crime displacement (Flusty, 1994; Fyfe and Bannister, 1996; 

Koskela 2002). Thus, there is no definite correlation of surveillance and reduced crime, and a 

combination of factors like other forms of urban infrastructure, social and cultural context of a 

place, mostly in the form of public support of surveillance plays a significant role (Welsh and 

Farrington, 2009). 

     The notion of surveillance upholds visibility, control and normalization, where the aim is to 

produce purity (Douglas, 1966; Koskela, 2000) by enforcing the norms that often leads to 

exclusion or unequal experiences of different groups in the cities. A clear example of such 

exclusion is surveillance in shopping malls where the ‘undesirables’ are denied entry or are 

policed more (Sibley, 1995; Judd, 1995). Feminist scholars have particularly reflected on the 

gendered nature of such surveillance where usually men are behind the camera and women are 

the ones being watched (Wajcman ,1991; Brown, 1998; Koskela, 2000, 2006). Such surveillance 
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therefore impacts the way one perceives and accesses the city. In other words, surveillance plays 

a central role in production of urban spaces by impacting the exercising of power, that in turn 

affects the emotional experiences of people in the city (Koskela, 2000, 2002). 

      In terms of the role of police and women’s sense of safety, Indian feminist scholars like 

Vishwanath and Mehrotra (2007) found that public places in Delhi with higher police presence 

and security had higher presence of women at night. Phadke (2007) complicated such an 

understanding by reflecting on the politics of policing where a distinction is made between the 

‘respectable’ and ‘unrespectable’ (commercial sex workers) women and the regulation of 

women’s presence in public spaces. This notion ties back to the needs of production of purity 

and maintenance of control by surveillance as discussed earlier. This research examines the 

association of surveillance with perceptions of safety as well as reflects on the politics of such 

policing tied to particular identities such as gender, class and religion. In doing so it reflects on 

policing as a way to maintain structural power relations in city spaces. 

    To summarize, all the studies have demonstrated how particular forms of urban infrastructure 

or built environment impact accessibility and safety mostly for women. In doing so they have 

missed considering all forms of such built environment and infrastructure that together plays a 

role in impacting accessibility and safety. Further, most studies do not examine the structural 

power relations encoded in such built environment and urban infrastructure that leads to the 

faults in the first place, nor do they apply an intersectional framework to analyze the urban built 

environment and infrastructural issues. This research considers the role of all forms of built 

environment and urban infrastructure that together play a role in determining accessibility. In 

doing so, it examines such faults from an intersectional framework considering gender, class and 
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physical ability and reflect on the structural power relations embedded in the built environment 

as the source of its faults. 

       In the next section I will discuss how different forms of urban infrastructure and built 

environment of Kolkata impacts accessibility of women in city spaces and while doing so, I also 

highlight how other forms of social identities like class and physical ability ties into the equation. 

The aim is to expose the gendered, abled and classed nature of urban infrastructure and the built 

environment reproducing unequal relations of power in city spaces. 

 

Findings 
	
In this section I will demonstrate how various forms of urban infrastructure such as 

transportation and policing, and built environment such as public toilets, lighting, sidewalks and 

urban design impacts accessibility of women, socio-economically underprivileged and 

differently abled people hinting at unequal power dynamics embedded in city spaces. 

Urban Transportation 
 

     Urban transportation systems play a major role in determining accessibility to public spaces in 

Kolkata. There was an overall acknowledgement among respondents that Kolkata has lots of 

transportation options ranging from metro, state-owned and privately-owned buses, trams, trains, 

auto-rickshaws (or autos), ferries, yellow taxis (metered) to ride sharing apps like Ola and 

Uber80. However, buses still form the major mode of public transportation in terms of connecting 

different parts of the city since other modes like the metro and trains serve only particular areas 

																																																								
80	Auto rickshaw is a three-wheeled small vehicle and a common form of urban transportation in India. The usual 
capacity is three people (at back) plus the driver (in front), but most drivers try to sit three people in the back and 
three in front, often leading to harassment faced by women. 
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of the city81. Forty-five out of fifty participants (in-depth and focus group participants) 

mentioned their dependence on the public transportation system in their daily lives82.  Thirty-five 

participants mentioned their reliance on buses to travel to different parts of the city, alongside the 

metro and autos, and the remaining fifteen participants (9 women and 6 men) mentioned their 

complete avoidance of buses. While men cited lack of comfort and unpredictability as main 

reasons for avoiding the use of buses, women highlighted experiences of harassment in 

overcrowded buses. Overall, participants expressed their concerns regarding three major issues, 

namely unpredictability and unavailability, harassment faced while commuting, and traveling 

costs, all of which have particular connotations with gender, class and/or physical ability as 

discussed below83. 

   Unpredictability and unavailability - First, all respondents mentioned their frustration 

regarding the unpredictability of bus timings which often leads to buses being overcrowded 

during peak hours84. Daily users of buses mentioned that often the waiting time varies from 

twenty to thirty minutes and such unpredictability mostly impacts women of socio-economically 

underprivileged background who are dependent on bus for the desired destination and associated 

traveling expense85. Mahwash Shahzi noted: 

																																																								
81	Kolkata has an underground metro system connecting North-South corridors. Currently an over ground or 
elevated metro system is being built to connect East-West corridors. The Kolkata Railways has two main systems of 
operation including the Suburban rails, which connects suburban regions to Kolkata and the Circular railways, 
which covers the city of Kolkata. The railways form an important part of connecting the corridors. 
 
82	Two male participants use their motorbikes to travel. Three participants (2 male and 1 female) mentioned they 
always use ride sharing apps like Uber and try to avoid public transportation as much as possible. 
 
83	Another issue that was pointed out by participants was the design of transportation and metro stations which I will 
discuss in the urban design part of this section.		
	
84 Peak hours are usually the conventional office hours 10 am to 6pm. 
 
85	Buses are the most affordable option within all forms of public transportation.	
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Depending on the route, I use bus or auto. But bus is problematic…you have to 
wait a lot for the bus, it is not at all good. I really get angry when I have to wait 
for the bus. But I can do nothing if bus is the best option for the route…You have 
to wait half an hour, even one hour sometimes. (Mahwash Shahzi, aged 42, 
female) 

 
     Like Mahwash, such unpredictability highly impacts women because men from similar 

backgrounds noted that they would use cycle or motorbike rather than completely depend on a 

bus if the distance is not too long86. Participants whose workplaces and schools (10 out of 30) 

were in the metro route mentioned that they avoid taking the bus in the morning and prefer using 

the metro to save time due to unpredictability and traffic87. In a focus group discussion with 

women and men aged 18-20 years from underprivileged backgrounds, the participants noted: 

S.D If I have time then bus and if I am in rush then I prefer metro, 

R.B okay, do based on time, how about others? 

P.S and S.B bus… 

S.B I don’t like to travel by bus but still have to use it… 

R.B Why so? 

S.B because for my college route, I have to take two autos, if I don’t use bus…the 
bus is direct… 

S.D I never get the bus on time, there is no particular timing! 

M.S Yes, the buses are late and then there is traffic. 

(Sangeeta Bairagi –SB, aged 18, female; Priya Sahani – PS, aged 18, female; Sumit Das – S.D 

aged 22, male; Mohojit Sahani –M.S aged 20 male) 

 
																																																								
86	Use of cycles and motorbikes is highly gendered in Kolkata. In last few years, women have started using scooter 
or scooty but it is not as dominant as in cities of Mumbai, Bangalore and Delhi. Moreover, socio-economically 
underprivileged women cannot afford to buy such vehicles. In such families, if anyone has access to cycles or 
motorbikes, it would be the men. 
 
87	The frequency of the metro varies from six to fifteen minutes. The first metro runs at 6:45 am and the last metro at 
9:55 pm. 
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      Female participants from middle to upper class backgrounds mentioned that if the waiting 

time for a bus is too long, they would choose to take two buses or autos to save time88. Such an 

option usually comes with a higher transportation cost, hence it is class based. On the other hand, 

male participants from similar backgrounds noted that they would use Uber or taxis to their 

workplaces in the morning, citing time as the major reason and would opt for public 

transportation on their way back to home in the evening. Therefore, there are two major issues to 

note. First, women are more dependent on public transportation for daily accessibility than men 

and second, women from socio-economically underprivileged backgrounds suffer the most due 

to such unpredictability and tends to walk more than any other group. 

   Apart from unpredictability, the unavailability of public transportation at night is another major 

issue noted by participants. Most facilities like buses, autos, taxis and metro cease after 10pm 

which impacts people’s accessibility at night. Three participants (2 male and 1 female) who 

works either late at night or do night shifts highlighted this problem. Jit Naskar (aged 27, male) 

who works at the hotel industry mostly covering night shifts, mentioned that he had to buy a 

motorbike to stop relying on transportation at night, while Bina Chakroborty (aged 54, female) 

who is a caregiver noted that if her shifts end late, she usually spends the night at the nursing 

home due to the unavailability of transportation. Virat Kundu (aged 37, male) who works as a 

tech support in a hospital and often returns late at night, described the night transportation in 

Kolkata. He said:  

During morning, there are too many buses, taxis, ola cabs, everything is there...but 
at night, the frequency reduces, you might even have to travel at the back of a 
truck. You will not get anything, you might have to just walk. The first thing is 
auto service will stop. Plus taxis will not go anywhere…Because Ultadanga-
Laketown is a prime route and it is very close, if I get any bus, then I can cover a 

																																																								
88	People switch transportations to cover the same route to save time instead of waiting for a particular 
transportation, which also acts as a safety strategy for women. 
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partial distance, I can still walk after that, it is walkable. At night, you do not have 
any choice, how much money is required, it does not matter as long as you can 
find something. (Virat Kundu, aged 37, male) 

 
During the conversation, Virat noted that the ratio of men to women at night is around “30:1” 

and while men can still walk to get to places, such a scenario is not feasible for women given 

extreme security threats89. 

     Also in terms of limited service, the ladies train usually runs only twice a day causing 

difficulties as indicated by three female key informants90. Chanda Das, a key informant and a 

member of State Women’s Commission noted: 

Ladies train timings are so weird. The woman who just brought me the file, stays 
in Barasat and she does not get ladies train. Why? It is because of the timing, so 
those ladies train are not serving any purpose. Women are getting out, but how 
will they travel? Nobody is thinking about that! so the infrastructure is being built 
without thinking! (Chanda Das, Key Informant, Member of State Women’s 
Commission) 

	
  Ms. Das rightly points out the problem with such services. Limiting a train service to twice a 

day implies that women only go out at certain points and indicates the lack of inclusion, safe 

mobility and accessibility in transportation decision-making. 

Harassment – Given the unpredictability of public transportations, a distinct problem that 

emerged among the female participants was the overcrowded nature of different modes of public 

transportation and the associated harassment. Sexual harassment on overcrowded buses, metros 

and trains like groping and butt pinching is rampant which impacts the nature of their 

accessibility. 

																																																								
89	Men noted threat of theft but for women there is the added layer of complication due to sexual threats. 
	
90	Ladies train or women-only trains were introduced in 2009 for growing number of working women in 
metropolitan cities of Kolkata, Mumbai, Delhi and Chennai. Such services are often referred as ‘Ladies Specials’. 
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Figure 3.1. Overcrowded state-owned bus 
 

 
 
Source: Photograph taken by the researcher during fieldwork, 2016 
 

Figure 3.2. Overcrowded private-owned bus  
 

 
 
 Source: Photograph taken by the researcher during fieldwork, 2016 
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     All female participants noted that they have been sexually harassed on public transportation 

more than once. While the fear of sexual harassment increases with larger crowds during the day, 

the situation reverses at night. At night, women prefer being in a bus with a crowd rather than 

being in an empty one, mostly as a strategy to counter the fear resulting from the Nirbhaya rape 

case in 201291. With such fear, women strategize for their own safety resulting in a more 

complicated journey, which is often dependent on class privileges. For example, in one of the 

focus group discussions with female graduate students, when asked about their experiences while 

traveling by a bus at night, they noted: 

D.G You know, if you are in a bus and will go till the last stoppage, sometimes 
they switch off most of the lights at night, but they should not do that. (Debpriya 
Ghosh, aged 20, female) 

B.H Sometimes I feel so uncomfortable that I get down with Debpriya. I don’t go 
till my stop. Being alone makes me feel very uncomfortable and then I take an 
auto and cover rest of the path. (Bidisha Howladar, aged 21, female) 

Bidisha’s strategy of switching transportation modes to be safe indicates a higher traveling 

expense, which is class based. While women discussed their fear and experiences of sexual 

harassment in public transportation, upper class men noted that they avoid overcrowded buses 

and metros to avoid such allegations of harassment. One of the male participants who mostly 

uses ride sharing apps noted: 

Now days things are bit vice versa, laws are in place for sexual harassment and 
there is a group of women who are taking advantage of this. If a man is standing 
in the bus and by chance touches a woman, then the woman would turn the thing 
into a different issue, so few people try to avoid overcrowded transport. I avoid it 
as when I am going out, I am in a different mindset. I know, I have to do this, this 
and this task. (Anindya Basu, aged 33, male) 

 

																																																								
91	This is not to indicate that women were not scared before. Nirbhaya’s incident instilled a greater sense of fear.	
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 Apart from Anindya, five other men shared a similar view that they are extremely conscious to 

not touch women by mistake in crowded bus or metros, and blamed women for such extremity 

instead of the perpetrators. By doing so they completely undermined the legitimacy of the 

harassment women face every day, indicating a deep-rooted structural problem that will be dealt 

in chapter five. 

Cost- Due to the unpredictability of transportation, its overcrowded nature and the associated 

harassments, safe mobility and accessibility often comes at a higher cost for women. It was noted 

that women from middle and upper classes had higher expenses than men of similar groups. Two 

distinct patterns emerged while tracking such expenses. First, women complicate their journey 

for safety purposes as I have been demonstrating. For example, Riya Pal, a software engineer 

noted: 

Usually I have to change four times. I feel partially I am responsible for this. I do 
not prefer bus, rather than 2 bus I prefer changing 3 autos and then there is office 
bus from Haldiram, but to get there I have to take 3 autos. I still prefer this over 
crowded bus, particularly during the office hours, you know there are different 
kind of public in the bus {pause}some will push you, some will touch you, they 
will try to make you feel uncomfortable. So, I avoid bus for my own safety (Riya 
Pal, aged 28, female)   

Like Riya many women mentioned their strategy of switching transportation modes and the 

associated feeling of guilt for increasing their traveling expenses. Women are often taught to 

believe that safety is their own responsibility and different people adopt varied strategies to be 

safe. Second, women who use transportation apps like Ola and Uber had also higher traveling 

cost than male users using similar modes due to their ride choices to maintain their safety. Most 

middle and upper-class respondents aged between 18-40 believed that transportation apps like 

Ola and Uber increased their mobility, while other respondents linked its correlation with recent 

rising crimes in the city. Female respondents who use such services mentioned being extra 
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conscious in the cars and always strategizing about their safety, where an important strategy was 

not opting for the ride sharing option in Uber, to avoid being with unknown men in the car, even 

though it meant defraying higher traveling cost. Male respondents on the other hand, preferred 

the sharing option to decrease their travel cost, thus hinting at a highly gendered usage and 

expenses incurred for particular infrastructural facilities. 	

      To summarize, opting for higher travelling cost in the form of using transportation apps or 

switching transportation modes to maintain safety while accessing the city spaces is highly 

gendered and classed in nature. For women who cannot afford the extra fare, switching 

transportation for personal safety is not an option and most women end up negotiating their 

safety in the crowded buses and metros92. Therefore, the urban transportation of Kolkata which 

plays one of the most important roles in determining accessibility for different groups of people, 

implies an unequal distribution of power relations in such spaces. Ms. Chanda Das, a key 

informant and a member of the State Women commission noted: 

Transport should be made available to all. Transport is for everyone. It should not 
be for a special class…I have to take Ola or Uber, otherwise I cannot reach a 
specific place. It is very class based. Transport should be for all. It should be 
available at night. I want to add, safe transport for all! (Chanda Das, Key 
Informant, member of State Women’s commission) 

Forms of surveillance 

    The presence of police in public spaces prevents the occurrence of crime and most participants 

noted that they tend to feel safer while accessing the city spaces. Respondents noted that there 

has been a surge of police help points and forms of surveillance all over the city, but are not 

enough. Almost all participants pointed out two things about the police system in Kolkata. First, 

																																																								
92	Similarly, for differently abled people using multiple modes to save time or for safety purposes is highly unlikely 
given the faulty design of most transportation modes, which I will demonstrate in the later part of this chapter.	
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even though there is a surge of help points and police kiosks, such kiosks are mostly empty, 

particularly at night when it is most needed.  

Figure 3.3 and 3.4. Empty police Kiosks in Central (left) and South (right) Kolkata during 
afternoon 
 

  

Source: Photographs taken by researcher, 2016 

      Second, participants, mostly women mentioned their hesitance about asking for help in cases 

of emergency for fear of being harassed by the police. Further, they also expressed their doubts 

about perpetrators getting away due to political connections, reflecting an overall sense of 

distrust in the justice system. In a focus group discussion with a group of female software 

engineers, two participants while talking about Kolkata police noted: 

M.D You can get no help from the police. Booths are always empty, there is nobody in the 
booths…Moreover, political parties, police, they all work together! (Moumita Deb, aged 
23, female) 
 
H.B All are corrupted. The political parties have huge influence on police and women just 
suffer. (Hiya Bano, aged 24, female) 
  

Like Moumita and Hiya, all female respondents felt the police system is currently not equipped 

to help women and noted the urgent need of gender-based sensitizing during the training phases, 

which I will discuss in the later part of the chapter. In last few years, cctv surveillance cameras 

have been installed in different part of the city but participants noted that they are not enough. 
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All participants correlated the presence of surveillance cameras with safety and noted such 

cameras should be increased to reduce crimes in the city. Only two participants, both aged 

younger than twenty-five noted how such cameras can be invasive and might be used to monitor 

young people.  

      Overall, while most men talked about cctv cameras as a way to monitor and to prevent 

crimes, women mostly cited the need of such cameras as a form of proof in case they face any 

sexual harassment in public spaces. For example, one of the female participants, Sonam Khatoon 

noted: “We need camera, video cameras. Because if something happens women do not have 

proof. So, we need cameras all over.” Such a statement highlights the everyday fear with which 

women access city spaces, where they not only strategize to be safe but also prepare themselves 

to cope with the aftermath, if it happens. 

   Most importantly, there also lies a deeper politics of surveillance visible in forms of policing 

particular groups in public spaces, such as socio-economically underprivileged men and Muslim 

men (at all times) or women who traverses public spaces at night. Key informant, social worker 

Paromita Chaterjee shared her experience of being stopped by police at two in the night, where 

she was demanded to verify her identity because she was alone with a group of male social 

workers in a car93. Paromita’s experience reiterates Phadke’s (2007) argument about respectable 

and unrespectable women and the regulation of women’s presence in public spaces. Similarly, 

key informant Shahid Anwar, who conducts research on the rights of minority groups noted the 

disproportionate policing of Muslim and poor men in public spaces who are always seen as 

threats in public spaces, a discussion that I will take up in the next two chapters. Therefore, 

																																																								
93	Paromita along with her male colleagues were out in city spaces to examine safety issues of urban homeless 
women at night as a part of a project. She also shared how the Director of the organization did not want Paromita to 
be out that late with her male colleagues in the first place, and that she had to fight for being included in the 
administration of the late-night survey.		
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surveillance forms an important aspect of urban infrastructure to maintain and reproduce 

structural power relations embedded in city spaces and correlating police with sense of safety is 

variable as per the social identities. 

Public toilets 
	

     The public toilet facilities in Kolkata, like other Indian cities, reinforces the fact that its built 

environment is designed specifically for able bodied men94. While men’s urinals are present in 

almost all the city parts, women have only access to Sulabh Complex Public toilets, which are 

‘pay and use basis’ toilets for women and men operating for certain hours a day. Therefore, 

while men have the option of using the urinals for free or even defecate in public spaces, women 

only have the option of using such toilets, open 8am to 9 pm and located in particular places of 

the city, indicating when and where women can access city spaces. Moreover, being able to pay 

to access public toilets is class based, and is not much of an option for socio-economically 

underprivileged people, mostly urban homeless women, every time they want to access such 

facilities95. 

     Many female respondents noted that the number of such pay and use toilets have increased in 

recent years but are not properly maintained for which they refrain using such facilities. In one of 

the focus group conversations with graduate students, they noted:  

B.H there have been situations where I urgently needed to go and there was no 
option. (Bidisha Howladar, aged 21, female) 

D.G interrupted -I just don’t go because it is dirty. Hygiene is very important! 
(Debpriya Ghosh, aged 20, female) 

																																																								
94	Three types of public toilets exist, namely, men’s urinal, men’s toilet and women’s toilet. Scholars like Phadke 
(2010), Patel (2010) and Ray and Rathore (2017) have discussed the gendered nature of public toilets in cities of 
Mumbai, Bangalore and Bhopal respectively. 
 
95 This was one of the key points discussed by key informants associated with non-profit organization who worked 
with urban homeless women or violence survivors, while talking about public toilet system in the city. 
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S.S once I was returning from college and there was no option to use toilets. I had 
to go to the Lake mall and use the toilet, it was very far. (Sohini Sarkar, aged 21, 
female) 

Citing similar sanitary reasons, seven respondents (4 male and 3 female) with children, 

mentioned about their complete avoidance of such facilities, while also pointing out the faulty 

design of such the toilets, which are not equipped for childcare, except in shopping malls96. 

     On a similar note of the design issues of toilets, all five differently abled female respondents 

mentioned that the public toilets are not designed for them where the toilets are mostly Indian 

style (hence anyone with leg disability has problem accessing it) and the bathroom counters are 

too small (anyone with wheelchairs cannot fit in such a small space). Therefore, they can never 

access such facilities while they are out in city spaces, except shopping malls, which again is 

classed based. Koel Roy, a differently abled, key informant, who runs an organization for 

differently abled women noted:   

When we go out, we might need to go to toilets. In the Sulabh complex, there are 
no disabled friendly toilets, first. Secondly, all toilets have those five steps in 
front, therefore most of the times toilets are inaccessible. (Koel Roy, Key 
Informant, Director and Founder of a non-profit organization focusing on 
differently abled women)  

Public toilets are one of the distinct forms of built environment that reflects the biased nature of 

urban planning. Being told who can relieve oneself, when and where while in public spaces 

reflect how particular forms power structures are maintained and reproduced through planning in 

city spaces. 

 

																																																								
96 All of these seven respondents belong from socio-economically privileged backgrounds. 
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Lighting 

There was an overall acknowledgement among all participants about the increased lighting in the 

streets of Kolkata in recent years, where all correlated lighting with safety. The state government 

of West Bengal carried out a major project of lighting the city with ‘triphala’ (trident) lights as a 

part of the Kolkata beautification project. However, around thirty out of fifty participants 

complained about the unequal distribution of lights in many streets and inner lanes. They talked 

about how such lights were so closely spaced to each other on main roads and that it was wastage 

of energy and resources. One of the male participants, Shahzeb Ali said “I feel it is waste of 

energy. I don’t know why they did those spiraling lights in the bridges. It is our money and it is 

being wasted and could have used for something purposeful.” He also provided pictures to 

support his statement. 

Figure 3.5. Signs of over lit streets. The light pole is covered with spiraled lights for  

beautification 

 

Source: Photograph taken by participant, Shahzeb Ali, 2016 
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     Almost all participants noted that while main roads are over lit, inner lanes that branch out 

from the main road still lack lights. Participants particularly mentioned the residential areas 

lacking lights, like areas of Rajarhat (Akankha area) and Salt Lake, both of which are planned 

extensions of Kolkata. Due to the lack of lighting in the inner lanes throughout the city, female 

respondents mentioned their strategy of either traveling before it gets too dark or asking a male 

companion (father, husband, brother or friend) to meet or accompany them near such lanes late 

at night, to the preferred destinations. The noted that asking to do so, is more of an obligation 

which severely impacted their accessibility. Thus, participants expressed that the purpose of the 

lighting was only for beautification and not to address the safety and accessibility needs for 

women and differently abled people. 

Sidewalks 
	
    All participants mentioned their extreme frustrations with the sidewalks in Kolkata regarding 

the availability of minimum spaces which they can actually use. Koel Roy, a differently abled 

key informant, noted how all sidewalks are inaccessible to the differently abled or old people. 

She noted: 

 In recent times, we are seeing that all beautification lights are being built in the 
middle of the footpath. Now, that takes up the space of footpath and then trees are 
planted and small gardens are created in such spaces, leaving minimum space for 
one person to just pass. Then I cannot walk on footpath. Now you are someone 
whose both legs and both hands are working, touchwood {pause} so you still can 
somehow pass in that area. Now someone like me, who wears caliper or who is 
using two crutches, needs a bit more extra space. Or a person visually impaired 
who has a blind stick. None of these people can use such footpaths, even old 
people who uses sticks to walk, it is problematic for them. Hence footpath is not 
walkable and it is impossible to walk on the road with the cars… To go to VIP 
from here, I have to walk on the footpath once and then get down on the road. 
There are lights, garden on the footpaths, even temples and nobody objects! (Koel 
Roy, Key Informant, Director and Founder of a non-profit organization focusing 
on differently abled women) 
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   The beautification project by the current West Bengal government has also led to planting of 

tress and lights being built on the sidewalks taking up significant spaces. Therefore, sidewalks 

are extremely difficult to access for differently abled and aged people. Additionally, buses 

owned by private entities are often parked so close to the sidewalks, that they block the spaces of 

sidewalks.  As Snehasish Kumar a male participant, noted: 

 You cannot use them! Either the vendor will be there or the buses will be parked 
so close to the sidewalk that you cannot use them. They will not park in the bus 
stand, they will park it in the side of the roads. (Snehasish Kumar, aged 33, male) 

While all groups of participants noted the problems with sidewalks and their practice of walking 

on the streets most of the times, differently abled participants noted how the blocked sidewalks 

severely impacts their mobility. Apart from Ms. Roy, two other participants mentioned the 

temples on sidewalks which also takes up significant space on sidewalks.  

Figure 3.6. Sidewalk in Central Kolkata occupied by a temple. The only accessible space is the 

narrow space available on the left of the temple 

 

Source: Photograph provided by participant Arup Mandal, 2016 
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      Further a very classed politics related to sidewalks is the occupying of such spaces by 

vendors (therefore mostly lower-income groups), slum dwellers and urban homeless people 

which takes up a lot of the space in sidewalks which was pointed by most of the participants 

(middle and higher-income groups) and their associated frustrations with it. Only few 

empathized with the vendors and lack of spaces for them to sell various products and critiqued 

the government’s failure to offer them spaces. Interestingly apart from three participants, none of 

them cited the temples occupying such spaces as a problem, hinting the unequal power 

distribution in terms of class and religion, something that I will discuss in chapter five. 

Figure 3.7 and 3.8. Urban slum dwellers in sidewalk spaces (left) and a tea stall taking up a 

sidewalk space (right). 

 

Source: Photographs taken by the researcher, 2016 

  In addition to accessibility issues, women noted that the crowded sidewalks like the picture 

above with a tea stall often lead to sexual harassment due to its gendered nature, hence a 

common strategy for them is to switch sidewalks based on availability.  
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Urban design 
 
a) Design of transportation- An important issue that emerged while talking about the buses, 

were the functioning and design of the overall urban transportation system. All the differently 

abled respondents mentioned their long-term frustration with the bus services, where the 

buses did not stop at the assigned places, followed by their difficulty getting up on the bus 

due to elevated steps of the bus, and the lack of proper holding or support options in the 

bus97. 

Figure 3.9 and 3.10. Elevated nature of bus steps in state owned bus (left) and private owned 

bus (right)  

     

Source: Photographs taken by the researcher, 2016 

 

 

																																																								
97	All the differently abled respondents had different forms of leg disabilities.	
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Some of the recent AC buses that have been introduced in the city have ramps to help elderly and 

differently abled people to get up on the bus, but the fare of such buses is more than double, 

making it inaccessible for lower income differently abled city residents98. Key informant Koel 

Roy, while explaining the transportation problems for differently abled people, noted: 

K.R Transportation is very much eye washed..bus, trains…there are two seats for 
handicapped people..I cannot get up on the bus…so what will I do with those 
seats…a person like me who wears one caliper..If I can get up on the bus after 
fighting..then I can survive without that seat..but the person who needs it..visually 
impaired or…a person using crutch..bilateral…wearing caliper and crutch..I am 
excluding wheelchair…for such a woman and a man…getting up on the bus is 
impossible..getting up on tram, train is impossible..then where will they go? how 
will they go? Everytime you cannot hire a taxi to go for everything…Taxi is not 
actually disabled friendly..the only thing is it will wait for you..if you need ten 
minutes it will wait for you ten minutes…but you cannot get up and seat. (Koel 
Roy, Key Informant, Director and Founder of a non-profit organization focusing 
on differently abled women) 

Therefore, the design of the public transportation is not at all different abled friendly, which 

becomes more inaccessible with its overcrowded nature. Further, female respondents expressed 

their unhappiness over being allotted one or two ladies compartments in a ten- twelve 

compartment train. To avoid being sexually harassed, all women prefer getting up on the ladies’ 

compartment, often resulting in overcrowding and hindered accessibility.   

b) Design of places – Related to faulty design, all six differently abled respondents mentioned 

their inability to access Kolkata’s one of the efficient modes of transportation, the metro 

system. Due to the several stairs which one has to use to get to the station and the platform, 

the respondents mentioned that they completely avoid using metros. Ms. Koel Roy, pointed 

out such architectural and design issues while talking about accessibility issues. She noted: 

 

 

																																																								
98	The fare varies with distance and ranges from double to four times the average bus fare.	
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Public buildings, most offices usually have stairs in front of them. Only big public 
buildings, nowadays have elevators. But they are so small that it is difficult to get in with 
a wheelchair. It is very doubtful.aaaaaa... to reach to the elevator, you have to cross ten 
steps and you can’t do it.. Basically, that elevator is useless to me! Also…markets….it is 
so compact, there is no space for maneuvering. There is no design. If a person with 
wheelchair, living independently or wants to live independently, for that person it is 
impossible to access.They have to find someone who will help with marketing, courts. All 
very inaccessible…aaa…police station, inaccessible, if we consider any building structure, 
all of them. Also, sulabh toilets. (Koel Roy, Key Informant, Director and Founder of a non-
profit organization focusing on differently abled women) 
 

As Ms. Roy mentioned, almost all of the buildings and stations have an initial set of stairs before 

it can be accessed, hence are inaccessible to the differently abled or aged people. 

c) Design of the neighborhoods (residential and work segregation)- Two key informants who 

were planners identified the segregation of residential and work neighborhoods as one of the 

key reasons for increasing crimes in the city, particularly violence against women. In an 

attempt to explain the vulnerability of women to male violence, Dr. Rudra Chatterjee, one of 

the key informants and a planner holding a key position at Kolkata Metropolitan 

Development Authority, pointed out how women are unsafe in the planned extensions of the 

city, namely, Salt Lake and Rajarhat areas due to segregated land use and lack of social 

interaction within community members. While explaining the characteristics of the two 

neighborhoods, he noted: 

The social interaction is very less in these areas. Different people are coming in, 
they are residing in flats/apartments and there is not much social interaction. In 
our areas if someone walks at night, then the person knows that in case of 
emergency, the person can rely on neighbors. If they shout, neighbors will come 
out to help. While as in Newtown, the situation is different. Even I have a flat in 
Saltlake but I don’t want to stay there. Because I feel I am not safe in my 
neighborhood. I can go back at ten pm and still socialize with people (adda) which 
is missing in Newtown because of the new community.  

Secondly, if you look at Rajarhat, there are different zones – commercial area, 
residential area. In that case, even if there is some security in residential area, 
that’s missing from commercial areas. They get deserted after a certain point of 
time, security is therefore problematic. For residential areas, there will be always 
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some people on the street – people are walking, or socializing (adda) or some 
shops are open. Hence it is never empty. But if you go to Salt-lake –it is 
completely empty after 10pm. Now I feel for security, presence of some people is 
important, for example, when my daughters return by train at 9:30pm in the night, 
there are some regular commuters, therefore there is some security. (Dr. Rudra 
Chatterjee, Key Informant, Planner, a key member of Kolkata Metropolitan 
Development Authority) 

 
Both the neighborhoods were also marked unsafe by all female participants and some noted that 

they had to turn down job opportunities in these areas due to safety concerns, which will be 

discussed in the next chapter. 

      In this section, I have presented data confirming how different forms of urban infrastructure 

(transportation and surveillance) and built environment (public toilets, lighting, sidewalks and 

design of built environment) intersects with gender, class and physical ability to determine 

accessibility. It is important to note that these varied forms of infrastructure and built 

environment, all of which are aspects of urban planning, together play a role in impacting the 

accessibility of women and other marginalized groups, that further influences their life 

opportunities and violates their rights as urban citizens. To address the problems of urban 

planning which are inextricably linked to structural power relations, there is an urgent need to 

view such limitations from the lens of a violation of the right to access city spaces. If city spaces 

are inaccessible at night due to safety concerns for women or due to cost-based factors for socio-

economically underprivileged people, or if most areas and facilities of the city are inaccessible to 

differently abled people, then such issues need to be reframed from a mere limitation of planning 

and built environment to serious violations and injustice. To do so, we need to acknowledge the 

uneven distribution of power determining such the planning process and the built environment, 

which creates social and spatial inequalities. In other words, we need to consider the structural 

power hierarchies embedded in a space while talking about accessibility issues. In the upcoming 
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section, I discuss some of the solutions provided by participants which they believed would 

enhance their access to city spaces.   A key idea that connects all of the proposed solutions is the 

acknowledgement of the intersection of multiple social identities as shaping one’s experiences of 

urban infrastructure and built environment, and therefore their access to urban spaces.  

 

Positive Infrastructure to Enhance Accessibility 
 
    Along with highlighting the problems of urban infrastructure and built environment that 

impact accessibility and safety, participants also shared their visions of addressing such 

problems. Four important solutions to address the core issues were a) to acknowledge that 

different users have different needs, b) to increase services, c) to involve community members in 

planning decision-making processes, and d) to gender sensitize police and other urban 

infrastructure service providers.  

Different Users, Different Needs 

    The infrastructure and built environment of urban areas needs to be developed with the 

acknowledgement that different urban users have varied needs. For example, Dr. Soumojit Pal, a 

male key informant, noted:  

S.P “I think first all groups should be defined, issues of different groups are 
different. First thing is to take barrier free measures. Barrier free measures means 
lots of things -road crossings, flyovers. An abled person can use that. If the person 
is differently abled, then how will the person cross with the flyover? Then you 
have to keep an elevator. These are specifically engineering solutions. Bus should 
be designed in a way where everyone can get up on the bus. To have ramps or 
anything which can lower the height. Then, barrier free issue in toilets. For 
differently abled people, the design standards are different. One that can be 
accessed with a wheelchair. (Dr. Soumotjit Pal, Key Informant, planner) 

Dr. Pal’s statement resonated with many participants who shared how some of the major road 

intersections in Kolkata, for example, the Ultadanga crossing, has flyovers to cross the road 
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accessible only via stairs, hence mostly inaccessible for different abled or old people. Similarly, 

participants noted that the designs of different built environments like public buildings, public 

toilets and urban infrastructure like transportation need to be updated based on such varied needs 

of different users, or in other words need to be inclusive in nature. Architects have focused on 

universal design and inclusive design to achieve accessibility for different groups of people 

(Holmes, 2018). While universal design, a term coined by Robert Mace in 1980, is the design of 

environment to be usable by all people, inclusive design pays attention to the diverse needs of 

different groups of people (Holmes, 2018)99. 

 
Increased Infrastructural Services 

     A key concern that emerged throughout was the overcrowded nature of public transportation, 

indicating fewer infrastructural services available as compared to the number of users. As 

discussed before, women often shared their experiences of sexual harassment in crowded public 

transportation and stations. Therefore, Mr. Subrata Roy, an architect by training and a key 

informant discussed the concept of ‘footfall’ which is the number of people in a particular place 

at given point of time as a problem to be addressed by the design of transportation and the 

stations. With increasing population, Mr. Roy noted that the infrastructure (in terms of more 

services) and the design needs to be updated, as abuse of women is very much common in 

crowded places. 

     Female participants emphasized increasing accessible toilets for women and children and 

more ladies’ compartments in metros and trains.  They particularly stressed the need of 

increasing female police at night patrols and help points. These three suggestions were noted by 

																																																								
99	 Imrie (2011) argued that universal design is reductive in nature providing only a partial understanding of the 
relationship of disability and design, and therefore it might limit overcoming differentiated accessibility. 
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most female participants, highlighting that accessible toilets, more transportation options and 

presence of female police on streets can enhance their accessibility to public spaces. 

      Moreover, participants desired safe and accessible transportation for all.  After a certain point 

of time at night, particular locations (e.g. Rajarhat) can only be reached via Ola or Uber, making 

accessibility class and gender restricted. Therefore, it was suggested to provide increased 

transportation option in these areas with enhanced availability in the early morning and late at 

night. Increasing or maintaining transportation options at night was one of the most popular 

suggestions to which Dr. Rudra Chatterjee, (planner, Kolkata Metropolitan Development 

Authority) noted that keeping a whole transportation corridor alive for the night is not at all cost 

efficient and only the state government can step up and provide such transportation services at 

night. 

Involvement of Community Members in Planning Decision-making 

      Some of the key informants noted that it is of utmost importance to consider the experiences 

of different groups of people while framing urban planning and policies, particularly women. 

Mrs. Paroma Chatterjee a key informant and social worker for the rights of sex workers and their 

children said, “For urban planning it is must, that the community needs to be 

involved…participation, representation and involvement.” 

     It has been a common point of discussion within the planning community in recent years to 

address the gap between planning decisions and the actual needs of users through engagement of 

the community in the decision-making process. For example, from an inclusive planning 

perspective, Ortiz Escalante and Gutiérrez Valdivia (2015) mentioned the use of collective and 

bottom-up participatory planning techniques based on women’s everyday experiences. A clear 

instance of the gap between planning and the needs of users was visible in the mass installation 
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of ‘Triphala’ (tri-stand) lights in streets of Kolkata. While the objective of such lighting was to 

make streets safer, apart from the aesthetics goals of beautifying the city, female participants 

complained that the lights were only present in main streets and noted how poorly-lit inner lanes 

still affected their accessibility and safety. Such a problem could have been addressed had their 

voices been involved in the decision-making process. 

Gender Sensitization 

Participants acknowledged that along with changes needed to the design of the built 

environment, a broader change in the societal attitudes is required to make public spaces safe and 

accessible for women. Most female participants noted the urgent need of gender sensitization of 

the police and other urban infrastructure service providers. Mrs. Paroma Chatterjee, a key 

informant and a social worker at a community-based organization noted: 

Number one is gender sensitization, particularly police. I am irritated with their biased 
attitude. I also feel gender sensitization should be done among policy members as well. 
Also, there should be women police along with men police in the booths. (Paroma 
Chatterjee, Key Informant, social worker	for rights of sex workers and their children)  
 

 Indrani Sen, 26-year-old researcher at a mental health organization, further pointed to the need 

of such sensitization at every level and for all service providers. 

Awareness sounds very vague I know, but then I have seen effective awareness being 
implemented at every level. Schools should be the starting point. Very comprehensive, 
well-versed effective awareness at every sections…Kids, adults, women men, social 
service providers, police, bus drivers and conductors, doctors, nurse. Everybody…it’s 
about implementation. So that and effective, punitive measures. (Indrani Sen, aged 26, 
female) 
 

     To address all such biases, as both the participants noted, it is important that gender 

sensitization happens at every level. The limitations of design and planning is deep rooted in the 

gendered socio-cultural norms and the associated power dynamics which needs to be addressed, 

to actualize built environment changes, an issue I explore further in the next chapter. 
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Conclusion: Viewing Differentiated Accessibility in a Social Justice Framework 
 
      In this chapter, I have examined how different forms of built environment and urban 

infrastructure impact the accessibility of women and other marginalized groups in terms of class 

and physical ability, thereby reproducing gendered and other forms of social inequalities in 

space. The participants shared how limited services of public transportation, limited and low- 

quality policing, lack of lighting, limited public toilets, and the faulty design of many aspects of 

infrastructure and the built environment particularly for differently abled people affects their 

safety and accessibility to city spaces. Through such empirical findings, I have demonstrated 

how particular forms of power structures are maintained and reproduced through the built 

environment and urban infrastructure in city spaces. Changing such power inequalities embedded 

in the built environment and urban infrastructure, requires framing women and marginalized 

people’s access to urban space in terms of a fundamental right to the city.  

      Thus, the chapter made important contributions to the literature as follows. First, this 

research examines the role of different forms of built environment and urban infrastructure, that 

together plays a role in impacting accessibility, which is missing in most feminist urban 

scholarship. To more completely understand how the city is infrastructurally designed to exclude 

particular groups, it is important to assess the role of all forms of built environment that impacts 

the accessibility.  Second, the research also examines how social identities like gender, class and 

physical ability intersect with the urban built environment and infrastructure to determine 

accessibility and safety of particular groups. Therefore, it examines the planning issues from an 

intersectional lens, which is missing in most feminist planning scholarship. Lastly, in doing so, it 

provides a more critical understanding of underlying causes of faulty built environment and 
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urban infrastructure impacting accessibility, through analyzing structural power relations that 

determine such forms of built environment.  

     Feminist scholars have argued that women’s constrained mobility due to access issues and 

due to real or perceived violence is a form of gender inequality embedded in the built 

environment (Valentine, 1992; Wade, 2009; Dunckel-Graglia, 2013), which needs to be seen as 

violation of rights (Whitzman, 2013). Whitzman (2013) noted that safe mobility should be 

viewed in terms of economic development and a rights issue, where until women and men of 

different groups can access the urban environment without any risk, the right to mobility (hence 

their right to the city) would remain incomplete.  To address the infrastructure and built 

environment issues, it is essential to understand the different social position of urban users, their 

varied needs along with the acknowledgement of the structural inequalities. And in doing so, it is 

imperative that such unequal access to urban spaces is viewed as violation of basic rights to the 

city and therefore, as social injustice. I would conclude the chapter with an important statement 

made by one of the key informants, Ms. Koel Roy, who succinctly summed up the core 

arguments. She noted:  

The accessibility issue is a very big mind block. Everyone thinks that it needs extra cost. 
But if your planning is proper then there is no need of extra cost, rather you create such an 
environment which is helpful for everyone. Those arrangements that are needed for 
disabled people, usually is also needed for old people. You need elevators for both these 
groups. Everyone needs clear footpaths. What you do for accessibility for people with 
disabilities, helps everyone and is hundred percent safe…if the transportation is accessible, 
then it is accessible for everybody. For safety, if you take safety measures specific to the 
needs of some disabilities, it equally benefits one who do not have any disability as such. 
The system has to be ready or equipped to serve the need of people, every category of 
people… Instead we are creating a system where only young, rich, men and non-disabled 
people will be able to access. Then everybody is marginalized - people with disability, 
women, children, old people or anyone with temporary illness or pregnant women. 
Therefore, you are excluding actually a large number or major part of the population... So, 
at the end it’s all about the rights and it is about respecting people’s rights! (Koel Roy, Key 
Informant, Director and Founder of a non-profit organization focusing on differently abled 
women) 
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CHAPTER 4 

UNDERSTANDING ACCESSIBILITY AND SAFETY FROM EVERYDAY EXPERIENCES, 

PERCEPTIONS AND SOCIO-CULTURAL NORMS 

Introduction 

        In the previous chapter, I demonstrated the relationship of the urban built environment and 

infrastructure to the differentiated accessibility of various groups of people, mostly women. I 

demonstrated ways the urban infrastructure and built environment have been designed for abled 

bodied, upper class men, hindering the accessibility of other groups of people and reinforcing 

gendered and other forms of power hierarchies in city spaces. In doing so, I argued for the need 

of acknowledging systemic biases that impact such planning and design issues. In this and the 

next chapter, my aim is to document and analyze the structural power relations that form the 

foundation of differentiated accessibility and safety for varied groups of people in city spaces. 

While faulty urban infrastructure and the built environment provides a reasonable explanation for 

spatial inequalities in the form of differentiated accessibility or women’s vulnerability to male 

violence in public spaces, we need to acknowledge how gender intersects with other forms of 

power to reproduce such inequalities in the first place. In this chapter, I explore the perceptions 

and everyday experiences of women and men of different religious, class, marital status, age, 

physical ability and other community-based identities (like caste, regional identity) to understand 

how such identities impact accessibility and perceptions of safety. I further demonstrate the 

effects of such differentiated accessibility on the everyday life opportunities and the related 

decision-making for people, mostly women. My goal in this chapter is to highlight how gender 
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intersects with other forms of power and inequality to shape urban experiences of accessibility 

and safety in public spaces. 

   This chapter consists of four sections. In the first section, I will briefly discuss how feminist 

geographers have engaged with the multiplicity of social identities while discussing the urban 

and the importance of integrating intersectionality as a framework to understand such 

difference100. In the second and third section of the chapter, I present empirical findings that 

demonstrate the ways each axes of identity play a significant role in determining accessibility 

and perceptions of safe and unsafe spaces. More specifically in the second section, I present 

findings related to everyday experiences and perceptions of safe and unsafe spaces of women 

and men. In the following section, I consider varied forms of power like class, religion, age, 

marital status, other community-based identities and physical ability that intersects with gender 

to influence accessibility and safety. In the third section, I reflect upon the impact of such 

differentiated accessibility on everyday lives, particularly in terms of life opportunities and 

related decision-making.  I highlight the negotiations women make in their daily lives, given 

such restricted accessibility. I conclude with the need to acknowledge the biased social norms 

and values that forms the crux of such social and spatial inequalities. 

 

The Urban and Difference 

     Since 1980s, urban scholars, particularly feminist geographers, viewed the urban in terms of 

multiplicity and heterogeneity, and focused on how the urban space and different social relations 

mutually constitute and shape each other (Bondi, 1993b; McDowell, 1993b; Pratt and Hanson, 

1994; Massey, 1997; Gilbert, 1997; Gibson, 1998; Pratt, 1998; Fincher & Jacobs, 1998).  They 

																																																								
100	See ‘intersectionality as research framework’ in chapter one for a more detailed discussion of the theoretical 
framework.  
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have shown how the urban spaces are experienced differently by diverse groups of people, 

particularly women (Mc Dowell, 1983; Pickup, 1984, 1985; Tivers, 1985; Bowlby et al. 1989; 

Hanson and Pratt, 1995), and that urban spaces are not designed to accommodate anyone whose 

identity is any different from white, heterosexual, bourgeoisie male.  There is a large body of 

research that has demonstrated a) the gendered nature of city (England, 1991; Little, et al. 1988; 

Garber and Turner, 1995; Mirrane and Young, 2000); b) the racialized character of urban space 

(Wilson, 1987, 1991; Wacquant, 1997; Anderson, 1998;  Kobayashi and Peake, 2000); c) the 

heterosexualized nature of urban space (Valentine, 1993; Knopp, 1994, 1995; Lauria and Knopp, 

1985; Namaste, 1996); and d) the marginalization of transgendered people (Doan, 2007, 2010) 

and differently abled people (Chouinard and Grant, 1995). 

     In doing so, feminist geographers have further argued that power relations play an integral 

role in creating the diverse structures of inequality (such as sexism, racism, heterosexism) that 

work in close collaboration with each other to marginalize different groups of people in the 

urban space (Knopp, 1994; Ruddick, 1996; Gilbert, 1997). Thus, various scholars have reflected 

upon how different structures of inequality intersect with each other, shaping the daily urban 

experience of different groups of people (McLafferty & Preston, 1991; Preston et al. 1993; 

Kobayashi and Peake, 1994; Knopp, 1994; Peake, 1995, 1997; Gilbert, 1997; Scraton & Watson, 

1998; Tyner, 2002).  

      In this chapter, I explore the diverse experiences of accessibility to public spaces in Kolkata 

and analyze the role of power relations in creating such spatial and social inequalities. My aim is 

to add a global south perspective to the literature and to integrate intersectionality as a 

framework to understand the specificity of power relations crisscrossing with urban phenomenon 

that lead to such varied experiences. Building on intersectional feminist theory, I will 
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demonstrate that power structures are specific to places and context, hence experiences cannot be 

generalized (Collins, 1998; Davis, 2009; Valentine 2007; Watson and Scraton, 2013; Rodó-de-

Zárate, 2015). One’s particular multiple social identities might intersect with a specific place that 

can determine one’s accessibility and safety in city spaces. In doing so, the aim is to avoid 

generalization of oppression of particular categories and highlight the contradictory nature of 

power. In this chapter, I argue that the examination of intersecting nature of multiple categories 

of identity which is inextricably linked to power systems, provides a strong explanation of 

differentiated accessibility and increasing sexual violence in city spaces. I present the 

experiences of different groups in public spaces of Kolkata, first in terms of gender, followed by 

other axes of identity in the next section. 

Identity, Accessibility and Perceptions of Safety 

In the upcoming two sections, I present the findings of experiences and perceptions of different 

social groups while accessing city spaces. The aim is to highlight how particular forms of 

identity play a significant role in determining accessibility and safety while considering the 

intersecting nature of other identities. In this section, I specifically focus on gender, accessibility 

and perceptions of safety, followed by a section exploring the relationship of other multiple 

identities (class, religion, age, marital status, physical ability and community-based identities) 

and accessibility to public spaces of Kolkata. In doing so, my goal is to reveal the role of socio-

cultural gendered norms that dictates women’s and other marginalized groups’ access to city 

spaces.  
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Gender and Accessibility 

     Phadke noted, “In an everyday sense, women’s access to public space is informed by layered 

understandings of location, context, appropriateness and temporality” (2012, p. 57). A similar 

analysis was expressed by one of the key informants while discussing women’s presence in public 

spaces. She noted:  

P.C “For women going out in public spaces, lots of intersections work...I feel 
being married is one thing, if I am young and unmarried then it is another thing. 
If I wear Saree or salwar, then it is one thing. If I wear skirt, then it is different. 
What is my caste? what is my religion? where do I reside? how do I look 
appearance wise? Am I of higher class or middle class? And if by any means, I 
am a sex worker then it is out of discussion!” (Paroma Chatterjee, Key 
Informant, social worker for the rights of sex workers and their children) 

    This excerpt truly captures how women’s everyday accessibility lies at the intersections of 

several factors such as their multiple social identities, the purpose of going out, nature of place, 

the timing of accessibility, their everyday experiences, perceptions and fears. All of my female 

participants noted that their presence in public spaces is dependent on such factors. In a similar 

discussion of gendered accessibility, another key informant talked about men’s access to city 

spaces. She said:  

“For men, it is everything…A man can walk and access city spaces, they do not 
have any problems anywhere.  Those who are affluent or well to do, they will 
access with cars or they will have costly two wheelers. They have that power. 
Those who do not have that, they still can access places with bus or walk or use 
cycles without having to worry about safety. However, they want, they have it 
100 out of 100 percent. Men are never asked why are they out, it can be 1 pm or 
1 in the night…” (Nandita Banerjee, Key Informant, member of the State 
Women’s Commission). 

    Clearly both the key informants are describing the gendered power relations that determine 

accessibility. To demonstrate how gendered power relations determine accessibility, I will 

discuss the role the purpose of going out, the nature of place and the timing of accessibility, all of 
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which are further influenced by experiences of being harassed in city spaces. In doing so, my aim 

is to reveal the role of gendered socio-cultural norms embedded in everyday lives that impacts 

accessibility, which gets more complicated with multiple social identities. 

Why Are You Going Out? (Purpose)      

     Almost all of my female and male participants (forty-six out of fifty, from in-depth interviews 

and focus groups) mentioned that they always go out with a specific purpose in mind, for 

example work, education, household chores or for socialization purposes, where they usually 

keep their family members informed101. But the female participants mentioned their need to 

justify accessing city spaces and believed that it was not same for men. In a focus group 

discussion with graduate students, one specifically compared her situation with her boyfriend’s 

and noted: 

There should be a reason, why are you going out? My boyfriend can go out 
anytime, sometimes he is asked when he will return. but nothing else.. (Debpriya 
Ghosh, female, aged 20) 

I have also seen some boys facing restrictions, rare cases though (Sohini Sarkar, 
female, aged 21) 

Yes, but as women, we do not get the same freedom, there are always so many 
questions (Debpriya Ghosh, female, aged 20) 

     Here Debpriya tries to highlight the gendered nature of accessibility, where men do not need 

to give any reasons of being outside, while women need to justify leaving home. In a discussion 

of struggles of justifying going out in public spaces to her family, a female participant who is a 

cinematographer by profession noted: 

																																																								
101		One female and three male participants mentioned they go out sometimes just to smoke or unwind and felt no 
need to give any particular reasons to go out. All four of them belong to the young age group and this will be 
discussed more in the section on age and accessibility, later in this chapter.	
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I will tell you, from an early stage, after school, I always wanted to go to college 
which is far. My field is very creative which needs exploring. It was quite a 
journey from Ultadanga to Jadavpur and after few days, I stopped saying where 
I was going. It was a fight everyday -where is she going? Why is she going out 
on a Sunday or Saturday? Why is she returning late? I used to return late at 10:30 
or 11. And it is not that I am doing things which I am not supposed to! 
Sometimes I was just sitting somewhere alone..aaa…sitting in the park alone 
(Keya Mukherjee, female, aged 27) 

      Keya succinctly captures the viewpoints of all my female participants about their access to 

city spaces. Like Keya, all of them have to justify their reasons to leave home, particularly on the 

weekends. It is usual that the reason to access city spaces is validated by the purpose of work, 

nature of destination and the timing of access as public spaces are still largely considered as male 

domain. As Ruddick noted “city space has been gendered in a way that tends to exclude women 

from public realm, or to include them only in highly scripted and delimited roles.” (1996, p.135). 

In such ‘scripted’ roles, “just sitting in the park alone” is never a valid reason for a woman to go 

out in the public spaces. Women always have to “perform purpose” (Phadke, 2012) to access the 

city spaces because “a purposeless presence in the largely male public domain is fraught with the 

risk of being labeled as improper or illegitimate” (Paul, 2011 p. 425). All thirty-three female 

participants from in-depth interviews and focus groups noted that they access city spaces for 

education, work, household chores, and selective leisure activities. However, the need to justify 

such actions varied as per one’s social positions like age, marital status and class, which will be 

discussed in the later part of this chapter.  

 Can I Go Out? (Seeking Permission) 

      The structural power relations are reproduced in everyday practices where women need to 

seek permission or inform about their whereabouts while engaging in any activities other than 

work. One of the young male participants, Soham Pal (aged 20), when asked what he says before 

stepping out said, “I just say I will be back. I never mention the reason.” While most participants 
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(male and female) mentioned that they inform their family members, seventeen out of nineteen 

young female participants mentioned that time and place for leisure activities plays a key role for 

either seeking permission or informing family members about their plans, particularly if it is in 

the evening or night.  

     Seeking permission or informing about plans is highly relational with gender and also socio-

economic backgrounds, education/working and/or marital status102. All young aged, middle 

class, single female students mentioned that they need to seek approval for evening and night 

plans and in cases where they know they might not get the permission, they often resort to lying. 

In a focus group, graduate students (Debpriya Ghosh, Bidisha Howladar and Sohini Sarkar – all 

Hindu, aged 21, female) who live with their families talked about going to a night club once. 

They noted: 

D.G We went to night club once. We went at 9:30 pm and came back at 2-am 
from Park street.) 

R.B okay, so did you mention this to your family?  

(From notes- All smiled) and said ‘No’ 

R.B okay, So what did you say?  

D.G we mentioned we are staying at each other’s place 

D.G I have lied often 

R.B okay, so when do you lie? 

S.S and B.H (together) when we know parents can say no.. 

B.H it is mostly time and place. Based on the news, they won’t be comfortable 
with me being in Park street at 12 in the night. 

S.S And recently all the news has been associated with Park street. 

																																																								
102	Only one young male participant mentioned that he needed to seek permission for post 11-pm plans citing family 
discipline as the reason, while acknowledging that such rules were much stricter for his elder sister.	
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      This discussion brings up few important things about ways society limits women’s 

accessibility via gendered norms that need to be detangled. First, in this case, Debpriya 

and others were given permission to be outside their home at night, because they 

mentioned they will be at their friend’s place, or in other words, another private space. 

Second, young women are always strategizing their leisure plans in different ways, 

either by negotiating time or place or lying about their actual plans. Third, while 

Kolkata is considered a safe city by the Crime Bureau, one or two reports of violence is 

enough to curtail the rights and freedom of thousands of women (either self or family 

imposed). After the highly publicized rape of Suzette Jordan in 2012, being a woman in 

Park street at night is considered unacceptable for most of families, hence young 

women are negotiating their leisure plans associated with the place or being outside at 

night. Lastly, as Bidisha noted above, time and place play a significant role as to 

whether women are allowed to be in a certain place at night by their families.  

Nature of Place  

        Apart from negotiating about places through permission, female participants noted that the 

nature of place plays a significant role in determining their accessibility and safety. Familiarity 

and the associated knowledge of a place was underscored by all female participants while talking 

about accessibility and safety. Almost all female participants mentioned that they feel safe in 

their own localities, mostly because of their social network or knowledge about roads and other 

urban infrastructure, indicating all women consciously or subconsciously calculate ways to save 

themselves if faced with any danger. Therefore, women’s sense of security is dependent on ties 

with the community and neighborhood and a sense of belonging (Vaiou and Lykogianni, 2006). 

Among the participants, there was a clear division of perceptions about North and South Kolkata 
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by the respective residents about the opposite places, irrespective of gender. North Kolkata 

residents mentioned they would avoid particular South Kolkata areas after dark while South 

Kolkata residents pointed out that they would generally feel unsafe to travel in North Kolkata 

places. Indrani Sen, a female South Kolkata resident noted: 

You know there are certain sections. For North Calcutta, they have a more 
conventional attitude towards gender issues while South Calcutta is much more 
liberal. So you are seen as more easily available103. For lighting, whenever I 
think about North, it is narrow lanes, old building, less street lights. I would be 
confused. So, if I am walking from Manicktala towards the north, I don’t feel 
safe. (Indrani Sen, aged 26, female) 

While Soham Pal, a North Calcutta male resident noted:  

S.P Also I am more comfortable in the old streets, in North Calcutta while I 
don’t feel safe enough in South Calcutta streets. 

R.B Why so? 

S.P Empty streets. The crowd is sophisticated. While in North, people are 
engaging in adda (hangout sessions). So, there are people on streets. The ‘Para 
culture’ (neighborhood culture) is missing in the South. (Soham Pal, aged 20, 
male) 

 
   The above quotes highlight a few important aspects of assessment regarding access. Perception 

about safe and accessible spaces are associated with familiarity and comfortability. Residents 

from North or South Kolkata mentioned their doubts and perceptions of the opposite Kolkata 

because of their unfamiliarity. Moreover, the understanding of sense of safety varied among 

women and men. Women identified being unsafe as being lost and the associated threats of 

sexual harassment, robbery or kidnapping. On the other hand, men equated feeling out of place 

(in this case Soham being a middle-class man, upper class is a threat) with notions of safety, 

combined with other threats of robbery or being beaten up. A possible explanation for relating 

																																																								
103	She meant sexually available in North Kolkata because of her Western dressing.	
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being out of place with sense of safety might be explained in terms of the internalized ideas of 

masculinity and the need to dominate; therefore, anywhere men of particular groups are 

outnumbered by other groups (in terms of class, religion) makes men feel uncomfortable, which 

they read as unsafe, something which I will take up in the next chapter. On the contrary, women 

experience such feelings of being out of place all the time in their everyday lives while accessing 

public spaces, due to societal obstacles and barriers within the built environment, and have 

internalized the obstructions which forces them to negotiate such feelings and strategize their 

accessibilities accordingly. 

       Soham’s quote above also resonates with the feelings of many participants, regarding the 

sense of community defining the nature of place. Such a sense of community (the para or 

neighborhood culture) is visible in the form of locals gathering for ‘adda’ (hangout) sessions in 

the evening outside their houses, thus making it safe for people, particularly women, to traverse 

public spaces at night.  Such eyes on the street plays an important part in creating a sense of 

security which is missing in South Kolkata. In the South, neighbors often do not even interact 

with each other making residential areas perceived as unsafe, therefore inaccessible after certain 

hours of the day. Shahid Anwar, a male key informant, reflected on such sense of community, 

safety and spatiality: 

There is a different old identity that has a very interesting characteristic here. 
Central Calcutta, North and South. For example, in Old Calcutta (North), the 
houses are closely spaced to each other and there is a ‘rock’ (sitting area) 
outside every house, it is very different in South Calcutta. It’s missing there! 
The ‘para culture’ is in North and also a bit in Central Calcutta, so there is this 
communication within each other. For safe spaces that is necessary, where 
people will respond to each other. In South Calcutta for example, in New 
Alipore if something happens, nobody will come to rescue. Therefore, there is 
different characteristics as per spatiality. The distinct spatial element remains. 
On the contrary, in the Muslim areas, if someone needs help, people will jump 
to help out each other. I am not sure if this is class specific or not. But I have 
seen if one person asks for help, ten people will come forward to help. In South 
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Calcutta, people will never come out of their houses. Thus, they will never 
know if something is happening on the streets or not.” (Shahid Anwar, key 
informant, minority rights activist and researcher) 

 
    Many older participants particularly pointed out the overall declining nature of sense of 

community in the ‘para’ or neighborhoods in Kolkata leading to more crimes happening against 

women in public spaces. While the general perception is that the presence of locals in the 

neighborhood public spaces at night ensures safety, young women on the other hand, also 

mentioned about their catcalling experiences by groups of local men. 

       Therefore, the presence of people on the streets is a very tricky concept; while the presence 

of people ensures some sort of safety or idea of safety for all, in reality, it is also dependent as to 

who is present and if all groups of people feel safe in such presence, highlighting the specificity 

of the context that go beyond gender and race. Two young female participants also mentioned 

how absence of men on streets just meant lesser chances of being attacked or harassed. For 

example, Shreya Sarkar (aged 19, female) noted “Also if there is no people, you can feel safe, 

because there is no one to attack you. But in Shyambazaar or Baguihati, there is only men 

present, just men and men.”  Thus, the presence of only men or masculine spaces often make 

women uncomfortable due to the probability of catcalling or other forms of harassment.  It is to 

be noted that women feel uncomfortable due to chances of harassment and not because another 

group’s dominant presence, as contrary to men who feel uncomfortable because of their lack of 

dominance (control). As mentioned before, women have learned to negotiate such spaces by 

strategizing in their everyday lives. For example, while talking about crowded sidewalks, female 

participants often switch sidewalks due to presence of large groups of men near tea stalls to 

avoid harassment.  
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Time – “When Will You Return?” 

       Along with the nature of place, time plays a central role in women’s accessibility. Women 

are questioned when they go out at night or during non-conventional work hours because timing, 

place and purpose ties in with the notions of respectability (Phadke 2012) and women who are 

out in night are usually viewed as “loose, bold and mysterious” (Patel, 2010 p 4), therefore, the 

common question all women need to answer before they go out is ‘when will they get back’.  

Riya Pal, one of the female participants noted: 

R.P If I go out at 9pm, of course it is questionable, but it is not questionable 
during the day. A major question is ‘when will you return?’ (pauses) I have to 
mention the reason when it is evening. If I go out with my husband at night, then 
nobody questions. 

R.B And how about, when you were in Hyderabad? 

R.P you can say then they didn’t know…in fact, I partied for new year. I have 
gone out at nights. If I say here that I want to go out at 31st night, I don’t think the 
decision will be welcomed. (Riya Pal, aged 28, female) 

This comparison with other cities resonated with many other female participants as well. For 

example, another female participant, Keya noted: 

When women go out at night in Calcutta, that is a questionable thing. Either 
you family will lock you out or the police will stop you and ask you ‘why are 
you here? I have not faced this in Mumbai. I have also been in Chennai. If you 
talk about metropolitan cities…I could walk till 9:30 or 10 in the streets, I 
travelled all over Chennai alone, their bus service is really nice. In fact, I 
reached Chennai at 3:30 in the morning when I saw many female students with 
flowers in their hair were outside their home to attend morning classes. I 
highly doubt that this can happen in Calcutta (Keya Mukherjee, aged 28, 
female) 

While other metropolitan cities, particularly Mumbai have an active nightlife, Kolkata on the 

other hand does not. Virat Kundu, (aged 37) a male participant who works late at night 

sometimes, noted “In Calcutta, there is a huge difference between before and after ten. A place 

which is very known before ten, will become unknown after ten, so time is an important thing.” 
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     Hence, spaces which are perceived as safe during the day are considered as unsafe at night. 

Pain (1997 a) noted that temporality as well as spatiality is an important factor in women’s fear, 

which ultimately limits women’s access to the public spaces after dark. Women adopt varied 

strategies of changing routes as per time or just end up not going out at night, because of the fear. 

When asked about accessing the city at night, male respondents noted that they are more 

conscious than usual but do not feel different. Anindya Basu, a male participant, noted 

R.B  How important is the factor of time when you consider going out? Does 
time affect your accessibility to public spaces of city? 

A.B no not at all. At times, I go out with friends at 12 or 12:30 in the night. 

R.B okay. So, do you feel different when you are going out late at night? 

A.B Very honestly no not at all. I do not feel different! (Anindya Basu, aged 

34, male) 

 Anindya’s response above indicates the gendered nature of timing and accessibility. His reaction 

of not feeling different might also be explained by internalized ideas of masculinity, where men 

cannot be scared or feel unsafe. Only after asking further questions did all four upper-class male 

participants share that they never take public transportation at night, and nine male participants 

mentioned that they always consider the nature of place at night while they are out with female 

companions. 

Perception v/s reality – all time is unsafe - Scholars have widely discussed this notion of 

spatiality and temporality about how a space perceived as safe turns to unsafe at night (Pain, 

1997; Patel, 2010). The general belief is women are unsafe at night hence they should retreat 

from public spaces once it is dark. In reality, however, women are unsafe in public spaces at 

other times as well. For example, many female participants noted their experiences of sexual 
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harassment during the day time. Tanya Basu, a female participant, shared a very difficult 

experience. 

T.B I still remember when I used to study in Xaviers. It was before Holi, you 
know the Pre-holi celebrations. We were in Park Circus, there was three of us 
walking. Suddenly, a car stopped, then a man smeared my friend’s chest with 
paint and then went away. (pauses) We could not react. We stood there and 
were so vulnerable and shocked, that we did not know how to react! 

R.B oh, which time was this? 

T.B Around 3-4pm. Exactly in Park Circus stoppage. People were looking at 
us. The traffic police kept on staring. 

R.B Oh my god. 

T.B It was in 2004, we were so shocked that we did not even note down the car 
number or go across the road and tell the police about it. We were just taken 
aback. You know we always don’t go out to fight. We were enjoying, we had a 
very good day. This incident shocked us and three of us went to her place. We 
all took a bath and what to say…We just hugged each other and started crying, 
we could not tell her parents. They would be worried (pauses) and, you know, 
this makes me think of the issue when they say that a woman has to go report 
and take a test within 24 hours after being raped. But nobody thinks about the 
trauma associated with rape or assault. How can a person be ready to talk about 
it that soon? (Tanya Basu, aged 31, female) 

    In the case above, what Tanya described happens to women in different forms in their 

everyday lives. Women face various forms of harassment in the public spaces irrespective of 

time that significantly impacts their experiences of accessibility. Such everyday experiences of 

harassment also add to their sense of fear which in turn impacts women’s access to public 

spaces. 

Experiences of Being Harassed 

        All of the female participants mentioned that they have been harassed in public spaces at 

some point of time. For example, Alisha Khan, a graduate student and lecturer, noted: 

 



	 139	

Once I felt I was about to be raped. It was in Salt Lake area during my 
graduate school (masters) and I was waiting for a bus. oh god! it was a 
very quiet area and a taxi driver came and stopped. He was flashing and 
actually started masturbating. I was so scared, he passed pathetic 
comment and I started walking on the opposite direction. I got up on the 
first bus I saw. (Alisha Khan, aged 30, female) 

     Participants of various ages talked about their experiences of facing some sort of sexual 

harassment on the street. Debjani Bose (aged 58), a high school English teacher in South 

Kolkata, shared her varied experiences of sexual harassment in Kolkata public spaces over time.  

She talked about being followed and harassed in the empty afternoon streets of Kolkata in 1973-

74 when she first arrived in the city, to being “accosted” in the streets of Southern Avenue in 

1990 while accompanying her son to his art classes, and having her “butt pinched” while grocery 

shopping in the ‘bazaar’(market) in 2018. According to Debjani and other upper-aged female 

participants, sexual harassment in the street of Kolkata have always existed, but the frequency 

and the nature of such harassment probably became more intense in current times. Debjani 

shared: 

D.B In 1973 or 74 when I first came to Calcutta, I remember I had to travel by 
tram (trolley) to school…There was this man, who used to follow me…If I 
didn’t a get a seat and I would stand, then he would come and stand behind me 
and try to hold the hand bar on top of my hand. And when you are young, you 
are kind of uptight, so, aaaaa. I didn’t know how to speak up. Because it was 
so shameful. And I kept moving away. So, after I got off the tram, I had to 
walk for around 10 minutes. He would follow me. If I walked fast, he walked 
fast. …I had to keep on checking out what he was trying to do. It was usually 
during the afternoon, this was like 1973 or 74, so roads could be really 
deserted then...and I used to be really worried, if I would reach home safe. 
There have been times when I have just waited at the crossing, so that you 
know, I can shake him off. (Debjani Bose, aged 58, female) 

					Debjani’s quote highlights many important things that needs to be unpacked. First, the 

harassment existed as early as in 1973 which means it has a long history in Kolkata, something 

which all participants believed. Second, girls and younger women are the most targeted group 

mostly because they are unaware of the possibilities of sexual harassment on the street and 
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chances are they would be ashamed or scared to speak up, therefore gender intersects with age 

which I will take up in the next section. Riya Pal, Anita Som (both aged 28) and many others 

shared how they were ashamed to speak up when they were young, same as what Debjani 

pointed out as being “uptight”. Third for women, there is this added dimension of harassment 

targeting their female bodies, which creates this whole sense of discomfort and hinders the 

nature of accessibility. As she pointed out, many of my female respondents mentioned their 

strategies of waiting in a seemingly secured area or walk extra blocks to ‘shake off’ a harasser, 

which also meant an increased time and stress to travel. Moreover, all female participants 

concurred that they have been groped at some point in a crowded location or transport. Such 

sexual harassment and experiences of being “quoted a price” when in public spaces, indicate that 

women are always considered sexually available when they are out in the city spaces. As Paroma 

Chatterjee, a social worker and a key informant, questioned: 

How many women can just go and hang out in the tea stalls? They cannot! How 
many women can go and hang out by the street side? If you do that in Hazra 
crossing, people will start quoting price to you…This is our everyday reality, we 
face these things!  (Paroma Chatterjee, Key Informant, social worker for the rights 
of sex workers and their children) 

     Paroma rightly pointed out the ‘everyday reality’ of women, where the reason for them to be 

in public spaces is limited and anything they do apart from few acceptable reasons hint towards 

their sexual availability and lead to sexual harassment and violence in the public spaces. These 

experiences demonstrate biased social norms regarding gendered power relations and access to 

public spaces. 

Revealing the Gendered Socio-Cultural Norms Dictating Accessibility 

       Thus far, I highlighted how women’s presence in public spaces is highly scrutinized and is 

dictated by everyday gendered socio-cultural norms and values. I did so by demonstrating how 
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structural power relations are maintained through such everyday values where women need to 

justify and calculate their access to city spaces based on norms. In addition to these layers of 

justifications and calculations, I also want to highlight the sexist traditional views that hold 

women in a space of subordination to men by virtue of their existence only in relation to men 

which forms the core basis of the socio-spatial inequalities (Krishnan et al. 2010, 2012; 

Bhattacharya, 2015).  

     Swapnil Das, one of the older male participants noted that the problem of violence against 

women in public spaces exist because women have lost their cultural values, resulting in men 

devaluing them. He said: 

Another thing is women are the category of mothers that should be recognized. 
Women have three stages - girl child, then woman and mother. Men should 
recognize that and women should also understand that men are brothers and 
fathers. People have to select friends properly or else these problems will exist. 
The things that are happening in colleges, this is pulling our country down. 
You know women in gents’ hostel or women spending the weekend or evening 
to have fun, where they are drinking alcohol. So tell me, should these women 
be there? They will go as friends and then these problems happen. (Swapnil 
Das, aged 63, male) 

     Swapnil’s comment highlights a common way society views a woman, whose identity is 

mostly narrowed down to being a mother, daughter or a sister in relation to men, rather than just 

being an individual. In order to gain respectability, women always need to dress, speak, and 

behave appropriately, or in other words, uphold the patriarchal cultural values without 

challenging them in any way. With such strong belief systems about the role of women in 

society, women always carry the burden of being appropriate while accessing public spaces, due 

to the conventional perceptions of public arena being a man’s domain. Thus, the need of 

continuously justifying their presence in public spaces and attain respectability in the form of 

‘proper’ - dressing, choice of companions, location, time and even their activities. The socio-
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cultural norms are therefore profoundly patriarchal, through the enforcement of which, the 

society tries to domesticate and subjugate women. Such values are so deep-rooted that often 

women practice them without even disputing the ideas (Bhattacharya 2009, 2013b, 2015; 

Krishnan et al. 2010, 2012)104.   Thus, the need to justify, negotiate and strategize their access to 

city spaces where the central idea is, women’s safety is solely their responsibility which impacts 

their overall nature of accessibility.  

    In the next section, I demonstrate how gender intersects with other forms of identity to impact 

accessibility and safety. In doing so, I apply intersectionality as a framework to understand the 

varied experiences of different groups of people. 

Other Forms of Identity and Accessibility 

Class 

     Class was an important factor in determining accessibility and notions of safety in public 

spaces. While talking about class and safe accessibility to city spaces there were two aspects that 

emerged. First, class and the associated perceptions of safety and second, the role of class in 

impacting accessibility and negotiating safety for women. 

     All participants from the middle class to affluent categories, mentioned their discomfort in the 

presence of “lower-class men” and both women and men (21 out of 30 in-depth participants) 

noted that they avoid slum areas while walking in the city spaces. Only two female participants, 

Keya (aged 28) and Indrani (aged 26) tried to unpack their statement, recognizing their privilege 

and that they sounded ‘elitist’. Both of them noted a probable reason for the correlation of threat 

with socio-economically underprivileged men was due to lack of exposure and education, while 

other participants simply referred men from lower such backgrounds as ‘illiterates’ and 

																																																								
104	This will be further discussed in the symbolic violence section of the next chapter.	
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‘uncivilized.’ However, some female participants also identified upper-class men as a threat and 

shared their experiences of harassment. For example, Tanya C Basu, a female participant talked 

about her experience of being harassed in front of a club at Park Street: 

T.B Recently some of us girls went to Mix in Park street. It is a club and 
because we were going to pub I was wearing a dress. I was also before time 
and my friends were not there. I felt so uncomfortable standing there. 

R.B Where is this place exactly? 

T.B Lane of Peter Cat. Middleton road. Mix is a posh club, people come with 
cars. 

R.B Hmmm. And what time was it? 

T.B 9 o clock. But the way people were looking at me. It was so weird and 
there was this group of men in Audi who made me feel so uncomfortable. 
(Tanya Basu, aged 31, female) 

      Later in the conversation, Tanya explained that they asked her to join them which made her 

uneasy and scared105. Her experience reflects that threats and perceptions of safety cannot be 

generalized based on a particular class. Tanya’s experience was further explained by one of the 

key informants Ms. Nandita Banerjee, who is associated with State Women Commission and 

deals with cases of sexual harassment and violence on a daily basis. She noted that most cases of 

harassment in public spaces happen within the same class which she identified as a phenomenon 

of “same class domination”. In a discussion about class and women’s safety, Ms. Banerjee 

mentioned that in her five years at the commission she has never seen women from socio-

economically privileged status getting attacked by men from lower-socio-economic strata 

because of their family privileges and their body language. She noted: 

 

																																																								
105	From my field notes.	
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N.B “For women, it is said their danger is due to their dressing. But it is seen 
as brave clothing. I am using this term because it is used - brave clothes.  

R.B What do you mean by brave clothes? 

N.B I mean hot pants (shorts). Those who go out wearing those clothes. I am 
using their language. This is a very common term brave clothes. It is used in 
newspapers or electronic media. Those who wear that mostly rich girls, if they 
get out of a car, going to the mall or go to specific places like high end 
restaurants, they are attacked less. I have never seen in Commission in these 
five years that these women get attacked. Their dad and uncles are in good 
positions… 

R.B So are you saying these women are safe? 

N.B Yes. Look at their body language. Body language is a very remarkable 
factor. Men from economically underprivileged families will not be brave 
enough to tease such women. At the most these boys or men will talk among 
themselves to look at these women but nothing more than that. Most cases 
happen within the same class….same class domination… A woman coming 
out from the slum area, a group of boys or men from that area would try to get 
her.  (Nandita Banerjee, Key Informant, member of State Women 
Commission) 

 
Overall, as evident from popular perceptions, men from lower income backgrounds are perceived 

as threats and are policed more that often involves denial of entrance to upper class places like 

malls or restaurants. Such perceptions affect the nature and their individual experiences of 

accessibility in city spaces.  

    Apart from the perceptions of safety, class plays an influential role in everyday accessibility 

and negotiations with safety for women. Participants from higher income backgrounds 

mentioned about having access to cars or Ola or Uber to access city spaces at any time, 

particularly during night. Hence, accessibility is highly correlation with economic status. As 

mentioned in previous chapter, women from socio-economically, underprivileged classes often 

end up negotiating their safety and the timing of accessibility implying that class has a stronger 

influence on women’s accessibility, mobility and safety than men.  
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Religion 

       Apart from gender and class, religion plays a significant role in determining accessibility 

and safety to urban public spaces of Kolkata. Religion acts as an active basis of othering in 

interrelated ways. The stereotypes attached to particular religious communities plays into notions 

of safety and accessibility. Such perceptions lead to the segregation of public spaces based on 

religion, making some parts of the city and facilities inaccessible for particular groups in 

different ways. And lastly, cultural markers play an influential role in disclosing the religious 

identity and impacting accessibility. In each of these factors, it is women of all groups who end 

up being affected the most and has to negotiate their accessibility, based on their positionality. 

       The perceptions of safe and unsafe spaces are strongly correlated with religion in Kolkata. 

Twenty-four out of thirty in-depth participants who were Hindus (18) and Christians (6), named 

the Muslim dominated areas in Kolkata like Park Circus, Rajabazaar, Khidderpore, as unsafe 

areas or areas they usually avoid at any point of day. Female participants in particular mentioned 

how they have been told to avoid these areas by their family, and therefore, consider most of 

such places as ‘no-go zones’. In the case of some areas like Park Circus or Rajabazaar, which 

occupy a central location and people often need to cross these areas to get to different parts of the 

cities, women often end up taking alternative longer routes to avoid these areas at night. While 

men did not mention the option of taking longer routes, they mentioned that they are cautious 

being in these areas and would adopt strategies of brisk walking while passing by these areas. 

When enquired about the nature of fear in such areas, men noted the fear of being beaten up or 

getting into ‘gang related problems’ in such neighborhoods. 

      Soham Pal, an Engineering male student who believes religion plays an important role in 

making a place safe or unsafe, when asked about unsafe neighborhoods in Kolkata, said:  
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S.P “ Count all the Muslim places - Park circus, Rajabazaar, Iqbalpur, 
MoinPur, Khidderpore. 

R.B have you been to Iqbalpur, Moinpur? 

S.P No I have not! (Soham Pal, aged 22, Hindu, male) 

        This was the common response from the non-Muslim participants.  They saw all Muslim 

neighborhoods as being unsafe even if they have not been to those areas. The social conditioning 

against Muslims is so strong that even if they have been to any of the neighborhoods, they were 

so uncomfortable as being the ‘other’, that they ended up feeling unsafe, something that I will 

take up in detail in the next chapter. In other words, their sense of discomfort was read as lack of 

safety and the feeling of being othered affected accessibility to such spaces. Some of the most 

used words or phrases to describe such Muslim neighborhoods and the people living there 

included “violent, criminals stay there, they tend to get into fights, they are rough, they tend to 

oppress women and dirty areas”. 

    With such derogatory beliefs, Muslim people are considered as the other in the city. Their 

religious practices and their presence in general make Hindus and other religious groups 

uncomfortable. Shahid Anwar, a key informant who works on the politics of segregation noted: 

I want to share an incident. In the month of Roja (or Ramadan-  a holy month 
for Muslims), there are many people who reads Namaz (prayer) in the public 
spaces like railways stations. There was this article in Bengali, which talked 
about an incident. While one person was reading his Namaz, a co-passenger 
commented, “Even West Bengal has turned into this, hub of terrorists!” Here 
an average Muslim man without disturbing anybody was practicing his 
religion! In trains, there is a sense of discomfort and the conversations stops at 
the moment when a Muslim man tries to practice any ritual… In any Friday, 
when Lenin Sarani (a Central Kolkata neighborhood) closes for 10 to 15 
minutes and people are stuck in traffic jams in bus, there are lots of 
conversations around this topic106.  But when the same happens during Durga 

																																																								
106	Here Mr. Anwar is talking about Friday afternoons when Muslims pray outside of mosques on streets, due to 
which there is some traffic for few minutes in the afternoon.	



	 147	

Puja [a Hindu holiday] for longer times, nobody talks about that. (Shahid 
Anwar, Key Informant, minority rights activist and researcher) 

    
    Mr. Anwar rightly pointed out some unfortunate realities related to religion and sense of 

control over city spaces. First, the extremely problematic stereotype of all Muslims as terrorists 

and that they are taking over West Bengal. Such a statement comes from a sense of entitlement 

that West Bengal only belongs to Hindu Bengalis. With the increasing Muslim population in 

Bengal and mostly Kolkata, there has been a sense of insecurity among Hindu people and a 

growing resentment towards Muslims that they are taking over the city and India, in general. 

Therefore, while it is acceptable that the whole city of Kolkata comes to a halt for almost a 

month or more due to Durga puja, a popular festival celebrated by Hindu Bengalis, it is not 

acceptable that some extra time will be spent for travelling every Friday afternoons when 

Muslims pray outside their mosques occupying some street spaces in particular 

neighborhoods107.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

																																																								
107	Muslim people end up praying outside the mosques because there are few and/or small mosques as compared to 
the Muslim population in the city. 
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Figure 4.1. Durga Puja Pandals (Bamboo structure) blocking the road (with a narrow passage) in 

Central Kolkata 

 

Source: Photograph taken by researcher in 2016 

 

Figure 4.2. Another Durga Puja blocking a whole road in North Kolkata 

 

Source: Photograph taken by researcher in 2016 
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Mr. Anwar further reflected on this unfair attitude towards Muslims by sharing a few other 

instances, like rejections for housing in Hindu areas (which means almost all parts of the city), or 

cabs refusing to go to areas like Khidderpore and other Muslim areas (common at night) or how 

a group of young Muslim men in their practicing attire was denied entry to a mall before Durga 

puja for security reasons. Such practices of segregation constantly remind Muslims that they are 

the other in the public spaces which alters their feelings of safety and impacts the nature of 

accessibility. Most importantly the case of Muslim men or socio-economically, underprivileged 

men who are denied entry in certain city spaces, demonstrates that accessibility can be 

determined beyond gender and factors like religion or class might play a much more influential 

role in particular places. 

       Contrary to Muslims who feel othered in the city, Christian participants noted that they feel 

fairly comfortable in the city. Snehasish Kumar a male participant who has been living in 

Kolkata for last 3 years talked about feelings of safety being a Christian and said: 

S.K “Also overall, there is particular feeling associated with community 
areas…some areas  are perfectly safe  at night, whereas,  if it is Muslim 
dominated area, then if outsiders are there, they will always feel unsafe in that 
neighborhood. Because in Calcutta you will see one community staying in 
particular areas. Places with Hindu, you will feel very safe there. 

R.B You highlighted an interesting point which I had a question about - the 
role of identity and making a place safe. so how do you see this role? (gets 
interrupted) 

S.K It is ideology..Ideology always pushes a person for the action. If it is 
Bengali ideology, it is accommodative ideology I am an outsider but people 
accommodate me. Christian people can mingle around, there is that 
acceptance. Most people feel the vibe among Bengali people is acceptable, 
therefore you feel safe. Whereas, if you move around in Muslim areas, either 
because of the media or something, the vibe is negative. (Snehasish Kumar, 
aged 43, Christian, male) 
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    Like Snehasish, many participants acknowledged the role of media in strengthening their 

perceptions towards Muslim community as the unsafe group.  A common response among the 

Hindu and Christian participants was that most of the crimes are related to Muslims, hence the 

belief that they are unsafe. Such politics of representation by media will be considered in the 

next chapter. 

  Cultural markers- In many cases, religion of an individual becomes visible by particular 

cultural markers, mostly on women’s bodies, thus impacting their accessibility and safety in 

public spaces (Phadke, 2012) 108109. Muslim women who wears Burkha or Naqaab mentioned 

that they feel unsafe in Hindu dominated areas because of their clear Islam marker. Sonam 

Khatoon, (aged 22, Muslim, female) who wears Naqaab mentioned that she is scared to go near 

temples or Hindu areas with greater presence of men (like Howrah, Burrabazzar) or go to areas 

bordering Ganges because she feels she does not belong in those areas 110. On the other hand, she 

feels safer in areas like New Market or Rajabazaar area, places that are marked unsafe by all 

Hindu and Christian female participants. Alisha Khan (aged 30, Muslim), who does not wear the 

traditional attire, mentioned that nobody assumes she is a Muslim by the way she talks and 

dresses, and therefore she can blend in most areas. She is likely to have greater accessibility than 

Sonam. However, Alisha also feels safer in Muslim areas because they are crowded as compared 

to Bengali localities which are usually very quiet. Like Alisha, Anisha James (aged 27, female, 

Christian) also mentioned the notion of blending in most areas as nobody assumes she is a 

																																																								
108	The correlation of cultural markers and marital status impacting accessibility and safety is further explored in the 
marital status section of this chapter. 
	
109	This is also applicable for practicing Muslim men who wears traditional clothing.	
	
110	Ganges is the holy river for Hindus (where the river water forms an integral part in any religious ceremony), 
hence most areas surrounding the river is filled with Hindus often performing religious practices. 
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Christian, therefore she does not feel othered. While Alisha Khan and Anisha James can blend in 

without effort, some women consciously strategize their cultural markers to belong in a 

particular place. For example, Binita Das, (aged 30, differently abled, Hindu, female) who stays 

in a Muslim neighborhood, always carries a scarf and avoids wearing red bindis on her forehead 

to not give away herself as a Hindu woman in the area (usually the red colored bindis are a 

cultural marker for Hindu women). 

     As Sonam (aged 22, female, Muslim) previously mentioned her limited accessibility to 

particular places because of her cultural markers and the associated sense of being the other, 

most Hindu and Christian female participants on the other hand, mentioned that they believe 

Muslim women have greater and safer accessibility to the city spaces than them. Anisha James, a 

female Christian participant noted: 

I feel it is easy for Muslim women, they wear Burkha…laughs...you know, 
they are fully covered. If you say one thing to them, they have the entire 
support of the mohalla (neighborhood community), to help you out. How dare 
you talk to our women? Most of the times I feel bad for them, but sometimes 
they have advantages. These women can walk anywhere, any road, anytime. 
Most importantly I think guys are scared. Before harassing a Muslim woman, 
they will think twice as compared to any other women. Because they know that 
if they do anything to Muslim women, they will not survive. Anything can 
happen, you will never know when ten guys will come and hit you. So 
definitely, they have a bit of advantage on that side. (Anisha James aged 27, 
Christian, female) 

    In contrary to the popular perception that Muslim women are safer on streets because they are 

fully covered in a Burkha or due to their religion in general, Muslim female participants 

mentioned of being groped on public transportation and talked about everyday harassment 

mostly due to the perception that if a woman wears Burkha or Naqaab, she is ‘submissive and 
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scared to speak up’111. At the same time, these participants also acknowledged that the extent of 

harassment they face is probably lesser than other women. Hiya Bano, one of the focus group 

participants mentioned: 

I will give you an example, last month I was in a similar attire, and you cannot 
be more covered up than this! So, I was waiting for a bus and a man passed by 
me. The way he stared at me from head to toe, I could feel what he is thinking 
about me and then I realized, if I am this much covered and he can stare at me 
in such a way, then how will he stare at a woman wearing jeans? It means 
dress does not matter. This is my point of view. (Hiya Bano aged 24, Muslim, 
female) 

     Thus, women end up being harassed or have lesser accessibility to the city spaces in different 

ways and religious identity might or might not ensure safety and accessibility based on the nature 

of place. On the other hand, for practicing Muslim men, their clothes clearly demarcate their 

religion and they are therefore read as threats by non-Muslims, highlighting the biased social 

values that that impact the nature of their access to city spaces. As Shahid Anwar previously 

shared about a group of Muslim men being denied entering a mall for security reasons, Muslim 

men are usually more policed or kept in close observations in public spaces which might 

negatively impact their accessibility, contrary to the popular perception that they have the most 

accessibility. These experiences indicate the importance of intersectional analysis which goes 

beyond gender while discussing urban experiences. Overall, religion is an important determinant 

in creating a sense of belonging, hence impacting perceptions of safety, actual security and 

accessibility to city spaces112.  

 

																																																								
111	From field notes of Alisha Khan. Alisha pointed out the problematic stereotype of Muslim women who wears 
Burkha, are always viewed as powerless and submissive. The perception is that Muslim women are always forced to 
wear such an attire and if they are harassed on streets, they would never speak up given their submissive nature. 
	
112	I will discuss sense of belonging and discourse of safety in the next chapter.	



	 153	

 

Other communities 

        In terms of other communities, caste, regional and ethnic identities also surface when 

talking about accessibility and safety. While other forms of identities like religion and class play 

an active role in the discussions of accessibility and perceptions of safety in Kolkata, caste, 

regional and ethnic identities work in subtler ways to determine the nature of accessibility and 

perceptions of safety in Kolkata.  

Caste -  When it comes to identity politics and social and spatial segregation in India, caste has 

been an active factor for a long period of time (Vithayathil and Singh, 2012). With rapid 

urbanization, the belief is that the presence of such hierarchies and segregation have weakened 

over time and only exist in rural parts of India (Rao, 1974). When asked if caste plays any role in 

notions of safety and affecting accessibility, almost all Hindu participants quickly avoided the 

question by stating that Kolkata is beyond the caste politics and people do not even care about 

caste these days. However, Kalyani Devi, a female Dalit participant noted: 

K.D There are many  people  who  segregate others. And mostly who does this 
are Hindus. The upper caste people! They point us out as the lower caste 
people. 

R.B How do they know your caste? 

K.D By title (last name). Earlier this used to happen more...mostly aged 
people. Now it is less. It has happened when we have travelled in bus, long 
journeys…we were on our way to Bihar (neighboring state)…that is when 
people start talking and then they shift away from us. This has happened many 
times... we also understand that they are Brahmins. It does not happen every 
day, because people are unaware. (Kalyani Devi, aged 32, Dalit, female) 

Studies have shown that there is high level of segregation based on caste in the metropolitan 

cities of India (Vithayathil and Singh, 2012). Chakroborty noted that residential segregation in 

Kolkata based on occupation, religion, caste and ethnicity has continued into postcolonial period 
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(2005, p .68)113. There are distinct segregated areas in the Eastern part of the city based on caste 

and occupation. Several participants mentioned the Tangra area (which is the eastern part of the 

city) as unsafe due to problematic urban infrastructure and the social environment, which 

actually had connotations of identity politics as well. Anita Som (aged 28, Hindu, general caste) 

who is a school teacher and passes by Tangra on her way to work daily, mentioned: 

The cow slaughtering, pig slaughtering - all happens there. So, it is very 
uncomfortable and that is why I travel by bus and not auto. I think there is no 
proper hygiene conditions. There are no lights. It is not at all a proper place for 
women to travel”. (Anita Som, aged 28, Hindu, general caste, female) 

    Tangra, Tiljala an area close to Eastern Bypass Kolkata, is a residentially segregated area 

comprising of Chinatown, a small Muslim (Kulia, Tangra) and a Dalit area (Chamarpotti-

Chamar means a subcaste of Dalits who have traditionally been associated with tanneries) which 

is avoided by the residents of other parts of the city. The area used to be the hub of leather 

tanneries originally established by the Chinese population in the city which employed the Dalits 

and form a residential hub for them as well (Bandyopadhyay, 1990). Deep Samanta, a Hindu, 

male participant apart from mentioning all Muslim neighborhoods as unsafe also added a special 

mention of such areas. 

D.S So from the side of Eastern Bypass, Dhobitala near Chinatown- that is totally 
unsafe.  
R.B Why so? what about this place? 
D.S Here the sweepers of the society, the lower caste people- they stay there. They 
are always drinking. (Deep Samanta, aged 49, Hindu male, upper class and caste, 
male) 
 

																																																								
113 Kolkata has some neighborhoods which are based on professions and has connotations of caste and class. For 
example, ‘Muchipara’ (Muchi means cobbler hence cobbler’s neighborhood), Darjipara ( Darji means tailor hence 
Tailors’ neighborhood) and Kumartoli (area associated with pottery and idol making).	
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Shahzeb Ali, a Muslim male participant, who is social worker by profession was allocated to 

work in Tangra, particularly in the Dalit area and he described it as: 

S.A Aaaaa. There have been many times when I was placed to work in a Dalit 
area. I was a bit uncomfortable. I was young and was not enough broad 
minded. I am a social worker, hence convinced myself to work there, but the 
upbringing and culture matters. There are lot of things at play. If I go to work 
there then I will not be able to drink their water. So there is this feeling, being a 
Muslim. I am sure you know pork and alcohol are not allowed for us and it is 
very common in those areas. You will see pigs hanging, which will not be 
there for Muslim areas or Bengali areas…Also it is not safe for women to go 
there. Men are drinking all the time and there are also drugs. (Shahzeb Ali 
aged, 27, Muslim, male) 

 
    All three quotes demonstrate how people from different groups look down upon these areas 

reinforcing the segregation. Similar descriptions of characteristics of ‘animals hanging, dirty 

areas, less lighting or people intoxicated with alcohol and drugs’ were used by participants to 

describe parts of Tangra area. Therefore, such an area was marked as unsafe indicating lesser 

accessibility to or within the location, mostly for women114. Because the area also comprises of 

Chinatown consisting of several famous high-end Chinese restaurants, people with cars have 

greater accessibility to the area. Female participants mentioned that they would not go to the area 

unless with a male companion and/or with a car indicating subjective accessibility based on 

socio-economic status and company.  

Regional and Ethnic identities and the cosmopolitan nature of the city (Bengalis v/s Non-

Bengalis) – The Bengali speaking participants while talking about the increasing violence against 

women in Kolkata referred to the ‘cosmopolitan nature of the city’ as a problem, or in other 

																																																								
114	In reality, the living conditions are not safe for the people who actually live there. Kalyani Devi (aged 32, Dalit 
woman) talked about the pain of living in such a locality due to the presence of an acid factory which has a strong 
smell and said that “our noses burn.”	
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words presence of non-Bengali people and non-natives. Debjani Bose (aged 57, Hindu, Bengali 

female), a South Kolkata resident, when asked to explain about unsafe nature of a place115: 

R.B one of the things that I am trying to figure out is, when you are referring to 
certain unsafe spaces. There are characteristic like empty or maybe (gets 
interrupted) 

D.B Empty or too cosmopolitan. Too cosmopolitan.I don’t want to be biased. 
(Debjani Bose, aged 57, Hindu, Bengali, female) 

     Like Debjani, many Bengali participants mentioned the rapid transformation in Kolkata in 

terms of diverse population body and increasing violence in the city. In a focus group discussion 

with Hindu middle and upper-aged women (42- 60 years), two participants countered each other 

regarding generalizations on this issue. 

S.G This was not there earlier in this city. This happened in last few years and 
the reason is people from Bihar (neighboring state) and the Muslim people. 
The antisocial gangs are usually consisted by these two groups. I have seen so 
many people in my neighborhoods. They are usually from Bihar or are 
Muslims and they are the ones who create problems. Their dominance is a 
problem. (Sudipa Guha, aged 42, Hindu, female, Bengali) 

Silence. 

R.B do all of you agree? 

All silently nods or says yes.. (except Ayesha Ghosh) 

S.G if you open the paper you will see all Muslim names.  

M.D yes that is right. Out of 3 names, 2 people are Muslims. (Maya Datta, 
aged 53, Hindu, female, Bengali) 

A.G I think I don’t feel in a similar way because I have grown up in a Muslim 
area and I have seen Muslim people around. (Ayesha Ghosh aged 50, Hindu, 
female, Bengali) 

S.G see there is no problem with Muslims. 

A.G Even for the Bihari Muslim people. I have seen them. 

																																																								
115	South and Central Kolkata has more Non-Bengali population than North Kolkata. 
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     The image of Bengali men as “bhodrolok” (bhodro - well-behaved, lok - man) was distinctly 

visible in all their narratives, therefore, the idea of perpetrators, as a non-Bengali116. A strong 

internalized binary was evident regarding Bengalis and non-Bengalis (the others), while 

discussing crimes and understanding the perceptions of danger and safety. In such a scenario, 

Bengalis signified Hindus, upper class, educated and progressive, hence the safe group versus the 

others, who are immigrants (mostly from neighboring state Bihar), Muslims, socio economically 

underprivileged, uneducated and backwards, therefore the unsafe group.  

Anglo-Indians: One community, whose women face significant harassment in the city because of 

the stereotypes, is the Anglo-Indian community. Anglo-Indians are a minority group in Kolkata, 

who has a mixed ethnic origin, Indian and European (mostly British). Franklin Pinto (key 

informant), who is a Director of the Non-profit organization that focuses on marginalized 

communities particularly mentioned Anglo-Indian women. He noted: 

Another group is very interesting, the Anglo-Indians! Though it is a tiny 
minority, this is one of the most vulnerable groups in the city of Calcutta that I 
have come across. Because most of them belong to my faith (Christian) and I 
am related to them…And this Jordan girl was also Anglo-Indian girl117.  They 
live unfortunately in an environment of another minority community (he 
means Muslims). aaaaa…who are attracted to them. Specially because they 
don’t cover themselves fully. Not because they are the prettiest and somehow 
or the other, they have been very sadly and tragically I would say termed as 
‘available’. This is a perception of the general public and therefore, these girls 
are most vulnerable not only in the community but at workplace as well! Very 
vulnerable and bosses in workplaces want an Anglo-Indian female secretary” 
(Franklin Pinto, key informant, Director of Non-profit organization) 

																																																								
116	Interestingly, the stereotype of Bengali men as ‘bhodrolok’ is also associated as Bengali men being effeminate 
since the 19th century, where they considered as intellectuals lacking physical strength and male aggressiveness. For 
more, refer to Chattopadhyay, 2011.  
	
117	He meant Suzette Jordan, the Park Street rape survivor.	
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     Anisha James (aged 29, Christian, female), who works at the same organization talked about 

this as well. She referred to the stereotypical ideas of Anglo-Indian women (and even school 

going girls) or Christians in general, that such women are ‘modern, westernized, who always 

parties’ and therefore are considered sexually available to men, facing more harassment in public 

spaces118. 

Marital Status 

       Apart from class, religion, and other identities, marital status forms an important part of the 

social norms and value systems, and therefore plays an influential role in impacting accessibility 

or determining safety in city spaces. To understand the significance of this aspect of identity, I 

will discuss marital markers and notions of respectability as well as marital status and 

accessibility to public spaces. 

  Marriage (Hindu marriage), Respectability and Safety: The role of marital status is strongest 

for Hindu women because they carry distinct visible signs or cultural markers of marriage like 

wearing ‘sindoor’ (vermillion in the part of forehead and hair), mangalsutra (beaded necklace) 

and bangles (specifically for Bengalis - red and white in both hands, and an iron bangle in left 

hand) 119. Out of the 5 female participants who were Hindu, Bengali and married, only two 

participants wear red and white bangles in their everyday lives (one of them is married and 

separated) and two mentioned that they only wear it on major family occasions, to avoid scrutiny 

from senior members. Three of them wear vermillion in everyday but all wear the gold/copper 

plated iron bangle in their left hands120. The usual perception is that such visible signs of 

																																																								
118 Anglo-Indians are mostly Christians, because of European patrilineal heritage. 
 
119	However, these days many women may not carry any signs, or just one sign or wear it occasionally. 
	
120	Socio-economically privileged women wear gold plated iron bangles.	
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marriage protect a woman in public spaces by marking her as sexually unavailable, therefore 

reducing harassment. Anita Som, a Hindu, female participant while talking about signs of 

marriage impacting everyday experiences noted: 

R.B So do you think that because you carry signs of marriage, that makes a 
difference? 

A.S Maybe, that makes me look a bit more matured. People think that I can 
revolt back. 

R.B And what are the signs you carry? 

A.S Vermillion (Sindoor) and I wear the iron bangle. Vermillion is the main 
thing that people can easily notice. And I think that’s the reason people are 
afraid…Whereas, they can easily harass a school girl. Personally, I have 
noticed the difference. The harassment is lesser now. Nobody looks that much 
because I carry these signs. Earlier, when I did not carry these signs, or when I 
did not have my son, then these things were more!  Some people will still look 
at you, no matter what! But number of incidents have reduced. For example, 
earlier people used to follow me from the bus or catcall, these things have 
changed because of the marital status, I think! (Anita Som, aged 28 years, 
Hindu, Bengali, married, female) 

     Here Anita compared her experiences when she was a school girl to post marriage and noted 

that experiences of harassment have decreased over time. Such a statement was supported by 

many female participants, indicating that age plays a significant role in determining safety in 

public spaces, something which will be taken up in the next section. She also acknowledged that 

such marital signs never ensure complete safety, which was further proved when participants like 

Debjani (aged 58, Hindu) and Sunanda (aged 29, Hindu), who carry signs of marriage shared 

their experiences of being thrown phone numbers. All five female (Hindu, married) participants 

acknowledged that nobody is safe these days but that marital markers probably ensure lesser 

harassment on streets. 

      Women often strategize to increase their safety by wearing these cultural markers to 

‘manufacture respectability’ even when they are not married (Phadke, 2012 p 58). Sunanda 
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Mistry (aged 29, Hindu), who has been separated from her husband and lives at her parents’ 

place with her son for the last three years, still carries all signs of marriage to protect herself and 

also her son from unnecessary harassment in the everyday life (social and sexual)121. Four key 

informants who are associated with women based non-profit organizations noted that domestic 

workers and sex workers (both groups which are extremely vulnerable to sexual harassment) 

uses such marital signs to protect themselves on streets, even if they are unmarried. 

      Married female participants (Anisha and Tanya- Christian, Alisha –Muslim) of other 

religions who do not carry any signs of marriage noted that they face more harassment on streets 

for being assumed as single. When interviewed, Alisha was eight months pregnant and 

mentioned the experience of getting weird looks from people because she had no signs of 

marriage and appeared pregnant. Tanya, a female Christian participant in a similar line of 

conversation mentioned: 

R.B “also tell me, being a Christian married woman, you do not carry signs of 
marriage, which most Hindu women do. So do you think that plays any role in 
safety issues? 

T.B yeah definitely! Men would approach….I have to say I am a mother to 
make myself safe. Even when I was pregnant because I don’t wear vermillion 
or do not carry signs of marriage, people have looked at me differently” 
(Tanya C Basu (Christian, aged 31, Christian, married, female) 

   Both Tanya and Alisha shared similar experiences of getting the ‘weird looks’ while being 

pregnant with no obvious marital signs, because of the cultural assumption that the unborn child 

is probably out of the wedlock, indicating their immorality and sexual availability. Which is why 

Sunanda still carries the marital signs to legitimize her son’s presence, as discussed earlier. 

 

																																																								
121	So that nobody assumes that her son is born out of the wedlock.	
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Marital Status and Accessibility: There is a strong correlation with marital status and purpose of 

accessibility to public spaces irrespective of gender. Married women and men (19 participants) 

noted that post marriage, the reason for going outside in city spaces is mostly defined by a sense 

of purpose like work, groceries, dropping kids to school and coaching services or for 

socialization purposes. Both women and men mentioned that they usually keep their partners 

informed about their whereabouts and also strategize their leisure activities to balance their 

family lives. Married female participants, in particular mentioned that they face lesser scrutiny 

from family members when their husbands accompany them at night for socializing, unlike the 

male participants. Hence spousal presence for leisure activities play an important role for married 

women than men. 

     Therefore, marital status plays a very important role to determine accessibility and safety in 

city spaces. While marriage for women means that they have garnered a certain respectability in 

the society and have greater accessibility to public spaces than single women, marital 

responsibilities, however prevent them from fully enjoying such accessibilities. Also, while 

exploring perceptions of safety, 11 male participants who were married, strongly correlated 

notions of unsafe spaces with areas where they would not take their families (wives and/or kids) 

at night. 

Age 

     Age plays a significant role in determining experiences of accessibility and safety in public 

spaces along with other axes of identity. Age turned out to be one aspect of identity based on 

which women of different groups had very common experiences and opinions about the nature of 

harassment and harassers. All female participants mentioned that they have faced much more 

harassment in public spaces when they were younger (mostly school and college going) and were 

scared to react. Anita Som, a female participant mentioned:  
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A.S I feel sexual harassment happens till a certain period. Now I don’t face 
that much harassment but when I was in school or college, sexual harassment 
or groping was more. I feel the difference, the way I used to get harassed, it is 
lesser now! (Anita Som, aged 28 years, Hindu, married, female) 

      Similar to Anita, Riya noted that teenage girls have greater chances of being victimized. 

While such vulnerability to sexual harassment is more for girls and younger women, the sexual 

threat has not completely gone away for older women. In a focus group discussion with women 

aged 40-60, they noted: 

M.D you know what, we have crossed that age of such sexual fears. We have 
faced that. (Maya Datta, aged 53, Hindu, female) 

J.M But it is not that the fear does not exist anymore. If you get up on a 
crowded bus, there are people who will not care about your age. (Jyoti Mitra, 
aged 60, Hindu, female) 

S.G yes yes, right! (Sudipa Guha, aged 42, Hindu, female) 

J.M Age is not a factor for such people. 

Therefore, women regardless of age carry the fear of sexual harassment, even though there was a 

common agreement about vulnerability of girls and young women. The older female participants 

noted that the nature of concern about safety varies with age and that they are probably safer 

from sexual harassments now that they have transgressed to ‘aunties’. A shared concern noted 

among them were to protect their jewelry and purse in public transportations and on streets. 

    Another aspect of age where female participants agreed unanimously was the correlation of 

age with sexual harassers in public places.  They noted that while younger men would engage in 

verbal harassments like catcalling, they have been most of the times groped, sexually harassed by 

middle and upper aged men. Two focus groups consisting of women aged 23-25 and 18-20, 

stressed that they have faced more sexual harassments from men who are mostly aged 45 and 

above. Such a pattern indicates the power relations where older men equates younger groups of 



	 163	

women with vulnerability and powerlessness. Therefore, age plays a significant role in 

determining the nature of the harassments faced by women, impacting their safety and 

accessibility to city spaces. 

Differently Abled 

    All participants unequivocally agreed to the fact that the city is inaccessible for differently 

abled people. Indrani Sen, who is associated with a mental health rights organization, noted: 

Ohh for differently abled there is nothing…Very few places like the privatized hospitals 
are accessible, very few have tramps for the wheelchair. No differently abled people can 
access the transportation options, bus has two disability seats, so who are we kidding? 
(Indrani Sen, aged 26, Hindu, abled, female) 
 

As highlighted in the previous chapter, the city’s infrastructure is not designed for differently 

abled people. Koel Roy, a key informant who wears a caliper in her left leg noted: 

I am just happy if I can get up on the bus. All women who come here to work 
wears crutch, caliper. If they can get up on the bus, we feel lucky. Sometimes 
they cannot get up and miss work. Those who stays nearby comes usually by 
auto. There is too much of hassle. And after that there is humiliation. Auto 
drivers do not want to wait, bus drivers do not want to wait, there is no 
scenario for train to wait…If the bus sees that a differently abled woman is 
standing sometimes they do not wait or stop in that place. They stop the bus a 
bit farther, so it is impossible for this person who was waiting to catch the bus. 
If you are abled you can run and catch the bus, but I cannot. This is great 
humiliation. (Koel Roy, Key Informant, Director of Non-profit, differently 
abled, female) 

Koel pointed out the problems which differently abled people face in their everyday lives while 

accessing city spaces. Apart from the faulty infrastructure, she highlighted the humiliation 

differently abled people experience in their everyday lives. The focus group participants (all four 

participants had leg disabilities) shared such experiences of buses not stopping after seeing them 

at a stop, or halting at a distance from the original bus stop. Apart from that general harassment 

comes the sexual harassment which is completely ignored by majority of people. Dr. Soumojit 
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Pal, a professor and planner and one of the key informants in a discussion about sexual 

harassment faced by women or specifically differently abled women noted: 

S.P what is the number for that? And how many women in general are touched? 
I do not think there is any correlation that if a woman is differently abled, probability of 
harassment will be more! I do not think so! (Soumojit Pal, Key Informant, professor and 
planner, male) 

 
    Like Dr. Pal, there was a sense of denial among many participants that differently abled 

women are more vulnerable to sexual harassment on streets. Koel Roy who works with different 

abled women in her everyday life pointed this out: 

 K.R “sexual violence is a very, very big issue. Its more in cases where the 
woman has a disability…Everyone tries to take advantage of that disability! It 
is easier to scare them, to silence them .aaaa. It is easy to force them, therefore, 
they are more vulnerable. 

R.B Ma’am do we have any particular statistics which talks about this? 

K.R No..this is very scary! that NCRB- National Crime Record Bureau, who 
collects data on crime against women every year, they do not exclusively 
collect any type of information about vulnerable groups like differently abled 
where women are tortured or how many incidences are taking place. There is 
no information in NCRB. In case of advocacy that has been one of the points. 
The new policy for women that is coming in…My comment in the feedback 
was a demand that NCRB should record the numbers of incident for women 
with disability or nature of incidence, nature of crime and violence, etc.  (Koel 
Roy, Key Informant, Director of Non-profit, differently abled, female) 

 
When asked about their fears of accessing public spaces as differently abled woman, the focus 

group participants Sehnaaz Bibi (Muslim, aged 40), Asha Nag (Hindu, aged 22), Tapati Jana 

(Hindu aged 30) Reema Khan (Muslim, aged 25) noted:  

S. B I am scared of someone pushing me in bus and auto. (Sehnaaz Bibi, aged 40, 
Muslim, differently abled, female) 

A. N I am also scared of men touching me. They would push with their elbows 
and touch me and we cannot chase them. (Asha Nag, aged 22, Hindu, differently 
abled, female) 
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T.J People thinks that no one would believe a disabled woman. If we say 
something, people would not listen to us. (Tapati Jana, aged 30, Hindu, differently 
abled, female) 

R.K  People say bad things. They call us ‘maal’ (thing) or sexy, when I pass by. I 
immediately say things, but they laugh at me. I am scared of bad people. I am 
scared of men aged above 40 or 45 …aaa. I am scared of men, the way they stare 
at you, I am scared of that! But also there are nice people who will help you with 
your bags. (Reema Khan, aged 25, Muslim, differently abled, female) 

 
      This is the everyday reality of a particular group of people, whose lives and presence in the 

city are considered unimportant. Thus, differently abled women traverse the city spaces with a 

constant sense of fear and often end up limiting their access to the city spaces. Dr. Anindita 

Ghosh, a key informant with specific research focus on differently abled women, noted “with 

your attitudes, you are forcing a particular group to retreat from public spaces.”  

     In this section, I highlighted how gender intersects with other forms of identity and power to 

determine accessibility and safety, that cannot be generalized for any particular group. I 

demonstrated the importance of going beyond gender in such analyses by highlighting the 

specificity of power structures embedded in particular places that determines one’s accessibility 

in public spaces. In doing so, my aim also has been to demonstrate that some axes of identity and 

difference become more salient for a person in a particular place to determine their accessibility 

and safety.  Therefore, such experiences cannot be generalized as particular power relations 

embedded in a place may determine one’s experience of accessibility and safety. Such an 

explanation of specificity of power relations and context of place determining accessibility and 

safety was only possible through an intersectional analysis which I undertook in this research. 

 In the following section, I will demonstrate how the differentiated accessibility further impacts 

life opportunities of people, mostly women thereby reproducing structural power hierarchies in 

urban spaces. 
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Impact on Daily Life and Opportunities 

Economic opportunities 

     As I demonstrated in the second section of this chapter, place and time play a central role in 

determining women’s accessibility to city spaces, which also ends up significantly impacting 

women’s economic and life opportunities. Seven out of eighteen working female participants 

said that location played a central role in determining job opportunities. They mentioned that 

either they took a job opportunity and then left it due to the location or they could not join 

because their families did not allow them in the first place, for safety reasons122. Two locations 

that stood out were Salt Lake and Rajarhat where women from South Kolkata mentioned that 

their families did not allow them to take a job opportunity123. Both of these locations are the new 

planned extensions (Salt Lake existed before Rajarhat) where most Multi-National Corporations 

(MNCs) are located. They have a common urban design including the segregation of residential 

(empty after dark) and office neighborhoods (usually packed all the time because of continuous 

inflow of people due to MNCs). Such a design and the associated nature of the place, makes it 

highly unfavorable for women to take work opportunities in these areas, unless the workplaces 

are located in the office neighborhoods. Three female participants mentioned that they got 

offered work opportunities in a parlor and call center (in Salt Lake) and a hospital (in Rajarhat), 

which were located in segregated areas and their family did not allow them to take the jobs. 

Thus, the nature of place and the perceptions play an important role in women’s accessibility and 

their economic decision-making. It is important to note that despite the hardships and 

complications women are not completely giving up the choice to work. Overall, I found that 

																																																								
122 Only 1 out of 13 male working participants mentioned that he had to leave a job because of the location where his 
family was uncomfortable with him working there after a work incident. 
	
123	It takes around one to one and half hours to reach these locations from South Kolkata during office hours.	
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women negotiate and strategize more than men to go to workplaces as evident by complicated 

journeys and more travelling time to ensure safety124. 

Leisure /Social life 

      As discussed earlier, women always need a valid purpose to access city spaces. Such a need 

for purpose makes life more complicated when women want to go out for leisure activities. 

Leisure time refers to the time which is free from the compulsions of paid work and obligatory 

activities (Paul, 2017 p 393). The concept of leisure and the range of such activities considered 

as valid by the society is very subjective and results in women regulating their leisure activities 

in varied ways. For example, while walking is a very common leisure activity mentioned by 

many female and male participants, women usually consider various aspects of time, location or 

fulfilling another responsibility while going out for a walk.    

     Place and time also play a central role for women while pursuing leisure activities. Such an 

understanding is rooted in the fact that leisure is optional and women should choose appropriate 

places and times for engaging in such activities. Seven out of thirty-three female participants, 

who are also married, mentioned their habit of taking a morning or evening walk that is usually 

coupled with another purpose, for example, vegetable shopping or accompanying their daughters 

to school or coaching classes, or performing other household chores. They do so, either to make 

use of time or because they feel just going out for walk does not make sense or is not a justified 

purpose. Four female participants mentioned that they walk only in their gated apartment 

complex citing reasons of lack of proper spaces to walk, to avoid harassment or spare their 

family from the tension if they want to go for a walk at night. Younger female participants 

mentioned that sometimes their family members do not even consider going for a walk as a valid 

																																																								
124	For example, see Riya Pal’s statement on complicated journey in the Cost section of Chapter three.	
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reason to step outside home, particularly if it is dark. All of the women who do go for walks 

mentioned choosing paths based on timing, presence of adequate people, lights to ensure safety 

while the male participants mentioned random factors like areas with less pollution, or 

graveyards because they are empty and peaceful or dark roads because younger men can smoke 

while avoiding the scrutiny of family and community members125. 

     Therefore, the range of leisure activities and the choice of place to perform such activities are 

highly variable by gender. What Keya said before (earlier in this chapter), that it is never 

justifiable for a woman to sit alone in a park and it is always assumed that a woman is waiting 

for someone else, possibly a male companion, resonated with all female participants126. Indrani 

Sen (aged 26, female), talked about this while sharing her experience of being alone at night, 

outside a South Kolkata shopping complex, which has a large outer sitting area and was also our 

interview venue. She noted:  

This Monday I was feeling really low. I came here to sit and smoke and as I told 
there is lack of public spaces in Kolkata. I can sit and smoke in JU (Jadavpur 
University) but that day I felt like coming here and smoke and everyone was 
looking at me like I was waiting for someone, like I am supposed to127! It would 
have been easier for me, if I would have pretended to call someone. My friends 
have done that where they have felt the need to show that they are not alone. So, 
for a woman being alone and doing her own thing is unimaginable! (Indrani Sen, 
aged 26, female) 

 

																																																								
125	Two Muslim male participants mentioned they preferred graveyards because they are peaceful and not many 
people are present. They were also aware that Islam forbids women to enter such spaces and made a note of that. 
Two male students aged 20-23 mentioned they prefer dark paths when they are smoking in their neighborhoods. 
 
126	Refer to the section named ‘Why are you going out?’ in the beginning of this chapter. 
	
127	Jadavpur University is one of the few places where it is fairly common for women to smoke openly on the 
campus.	
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     Indrani’s comment here highlights three very interesting things. First, as discussed above it is 

‘unimaginable’ for women to be alone just smoking and sitting alone in an open area at night, 

and chances are that they would be perceived as being single and hence sexually accessible (Sur, 

2014). Second, smoking is deemed as a disrespectable quality in a woman, and only young 

women from particular privileged educational and socio-economic backgrounds mentioned that 

they smoke openly in public spaces (as an act of resistance), mostly in their educational 

campuses. For others, they preferred keeping smoking a secret or would only smoke in specific 

public places, while with a male companion. For example, Tanya Basu noted: 

So I like to smoke but because of societal pressure, I cannot smoke on streets. I 
have to hide in the bathroom and smoke or when I am in the pub with my 
husband, I can smoke. Whereas, he can smoke everywhere…I don’t have the 
freedom and if someone else has the freedom, why can’t I? (Tanya Basu, aged 
31, female) 

    Third, in both cases women like Indrani and Tanya are taking risks in their own ways by 

seeking pleasure in behaviors like smoking or going to pubs, which is not acceptable for 

respectable women as per cultural values. Green and Singleton noted, leisure is a key arena for 

risk-taking behavior, and it is deeply gendered, both in terms of the spaces and places that young 

women occupy and their behavior within such spaces (2006, p 854). Thus, leisure spaces and 

places can be both sites for the production and reproduction of structural relations and where 

counter and contradictory discourses are developed. They can be sites for inclusion and 

exclusion (Scraton and Watson, 1998, p 135). Pubs are key example of leisure spaces which 

highlight such politics of inclusion and exclusion. When asked about strategies to decide which 

pubs to go, Tanya responded: 
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We prefer the pubs we know, for example Someplace Else, Roxy where we 
know people. All of us friends, we don’t try unknown ones if we want to really 
enjoy like get drunk or silly. If people know you, then it is better. And when it 
all women, even aged men start hitting on you. They just take it for granted, they 
will offer drinks and will start conversing with you. They would not just leave 
you alone. A man has to be there in a group, three women having fun alone is 
beyond their imagination! (Tanya Basu, aged 31, female) 

     While women like Tanya and her friends are creating counter discourses by going to pubs and 

challenging social standards of respectable behavior and even doing so, without the presence of a 

male companion, the harassments they face reflect upon how structural power relations are 

produced and maintained in such leisure spaces. 

 

Conclusion 

      In this chapter I have examined how intersections of multiple identities like gender, class, 

religion, age, marital status, other community identities (caste, regional identity) and physical 

ability shaped my participants daily experiences of accessibility and safety in public spaces. The 

participants shared different factors that impacted their accessibility to specific places in the city, 

where a distinct relationship between the intersecting nature of their multiple social identities and 

the power hierarchies embedded in a place was found.  Further, such differentiated accessibility 

and safety had important implications on life opportunities of women and other marginalized 

groups. The female participants shared how they negotiate and strategize more than men to go to 

workplaces which was evident in forms of complicated journeys and more travelling time and 

expenses to ensure safety. Moreover, the place, timing and nature of leisure activities were found 

to be highly gendered and classed, due to the gendered socio-cultural norms dictating women’s 

accessibility to public spaces. 

    By demonstrating such findings, the chapter made important contributions to the literature as 

follows. First, by examining the experiences and perceptions of men, the study offered a deeper 
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understanding of how power relations shape urban space in two ways – a) it exposed the 

gendered differences in accessibility and safety with empirical evidence from the life experiences 

of women and men, and b) at the same time, it demonstrated the complex nature of how power 

relations shape people’s experience of space and accessibility that cannot be generalized based 

solely on gender. By examining the experiences of socio-economically underprivileged or 

Muslim men, the research exposed the need to go beyond gender and acknowledge the influence 

of multiple social identities on accessibility and safety. Such a perspective has been missing in 

feminist urban geography scholarship due to either excluding male experiences or failing to use 

an intersectional framework for research. Considering only gender would have provided an 

insufficient explanation for differentiated accessibility and safety issues, therefore, this research 

is extremely informative to feminist geographic scholarship. Moreover, it adds the marginalized 

experiences of women and men from global South to a global North centric urban scholarship. 

The study demonstrated that varied urban experiences are shaped by intersecting multiple social 

identities and the specific power relations embedded in a place, therefore arguing that urban 

experiences cannot be generalized as per any groups. Further by exploring the experiences of 

multiple identity groups, the research reflected on the biased social norms and values evident in 

forms of women having to show purpose and take permission to go out in public spaces, and 

beliefs about different social groups that forms the core of such social and spatial inequalities. I 

will deepen such an understanding in the next chapter by demonstrating the relations of such 

biased values and norms with urban exclusionary politics. 
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CHAPTER 5 

WHAT IS A SAFE CITY? - THE URBAN EXCLUSIONARY POLITICS 

Introduction 

        In earlier chapters, I demonstrated how urban infrastructure, the built environment, and 

multiple social identities intersect to determine the access and safety of different groups in city 

spaces. In doing so my aim has been to reveal the underlying power hierarchies contributing to 

biased planning and socio-cultural gendered norms, which lie at the core of such differentiated 

accessibility. Building on the last two chapters, I call for a more complicated understanding of 

the differentiated accessibility and safety issues through an intersectional analysis of fear and 

sense of discomfort experienced by different groups of people. To do so I consider what 

constitutes safe and unsafe spaces and scrutinize the underlying notions of fear and discomfort. 

     Specifically, in this chapter I demonstrate different ways socially privileged identities, mostly 

Hindu, upper class men preserve their hegemony over city spaces by practices of othering of 

marginalized groups visible in two distinct forms. First by maintaining narratives of the ‘others’ 

such as Muslim men and socio-economically underprivileged men as threats and second, by 

socially producing women’s vulnerability and therefore creating an overall climate of fear. I 

argue that such practices are forms of symbolic violence embedded in daily practices, which 

often goes unnoticed in the scholarly discussions of accessibility and violence against women in 

public spaces128. Thus, to make urban spaces safe and accessible for all we need to acknowledge 

the symbolic violence encoded in everyday norms and practices, and works toward curtailing it.  

      This chapter consists of four sections. In the first section, I will give a brief overview of what 

constitute safe and unsafe spaces based on the findings of last two chapters. In the following 

																																																								
128 I will define and discuss symbolic violence in the later part of this chapter. 
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section, I analyze such findings to provide a broader understanding of fear from an intersectional 

and spatial perspective. I argue that fear is not only a response to the actual sexual violence 

taking place, but also a result of the social production of women’s vulnerability and particular 

images of the marginalized communities as ‘others being unsafe’. In the third section, I argue 

that the production of fear is a part of rampant exclusionary politics, where socially privileged 

identities, mostly gender, religion and class (in this case- upper class, Hindu men) maintain their 

hegemony over space through sustaining a discourse of safety and practice of othering. In the last 

section, I argue that we need to acknowledge the symbolic violence embedded in everyday lives 

and socio-cultural norms through which power hierarchies over city spaces are systematically 

maintained. 

 

Characteristics of Safe and Unsafe Spaces 

    My research has identified some common characteristics of safe and unsafe spaces. Low-lit 

areas (mainly inner lanes throughout the city), areas with poor transportation connectivity (E.M 

Bypass area, Rajarhat area), single land use areas in terms of design such as segregated office 

and residential areas (Salt-Lake, Rajarhat), and less police presence (or hostile police presence) 

formed a central role in the built environment being perceived as unsafe. Moreover, women also 

noted familiarity with an area played a significant role in reading a space as safe or unsafe. In 

terms of identity influencing perceptions of safety, Muslim neighborhoods (Khidderpore, Metia-

bruz, Rajabazaar, Park Circus) and low-income areas were marked unsafe by the majority of 

women and men who were Hindu129. 

																																																								
129	The perceptions of safe and unsafe spaces based on identity is variable as per the identity of the person which I 
demonstrated. This represents the belief of the majority, which will be unpacked in this chapter.	
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Figure 5.1. Aspects of Infrastructure and built environment influencing safety perceptions of a 

place 

 

Source: Self- prepared by the researcher, 2018 

Figure 5.2. Aspects of Identity influencing safety perceptions of a place 

 

Source: Self- prepared by the researcher, 2018 

Intersectional Analysis of Fear 

						In this section, the aim is to understand the significance of an intersectional analysis in 

understanding of fear of violence in public spaces that significantly impacts different groups’ 

accessibility to public spaces.  As I discussed in chapter one, feminist scholars have widely 
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discussed how fear of violence impacts women’s accessibility to public spaces. Such spatial 

constraints in women’s lives reflect gendered power relations (Koskela, 1997 p. 121). Scholars 

have claimed that women’s fear of violence is a manifestation of social control (Valentine, 1989; 

Duncan, 1996; Koskela, 1997). Koskela (1997) argued that as women negotiate their access to 

public spaces, they end up reproducing masculine domination over spaces, against their will. 

Valentine (1989) noted such a pattern as ‘vicious cycle in operation’. The cycle of fear becomes 

one subsystem by which male dominance, patriarchy, is maintained and perpetuated. Women’s 

inhibited use and occupation of public space is therefore a spatial expression of patriarchy (1989, 

p 389). 

      While studies have documented the relation of fear with power and exclusion in terms of 

gender binaries, Pain (2001) highlighted that different groups of women may experience fear 

differently. She argued that it is important to go beyond the binaries of men being feared and 

women as vulnerable while framing fear and view it in terms of individuals who may occupy 

different subject positions at the same time where the relative importance of each shifts 

according to social and spatial contexts (Pain, 2000 p. 374). Thus, to understand fear we need to 

understand the relationship between social groups and the power relations embedded in a 

particular place. Such relationships are always shifting and highly contextual, due to which fear 

cannot be generalized nor be framed in binaries.  

     In this section I will demonstrate how different aspects of multiple identities work towards 

creating a sense of fear and impacting accessibility in specific public spaces. As Day (1999) 

argued “the interlocking systems of race, class and gender generate experiences that differ 

materially for each combination of traits and each such experience is situated differently in 

public space” (p 307). So, to fully understand perceptions of fear and experiences in public 
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spaces, building on arguments of Day (1999), Pain (2001), Valentine (2007) and Rodó-de-Zárate 

(2015), I propose a broader conceptualization of fear from an intersectional and spatial 

perspective. While these scholars have demonstrated intersectional analysis of fear from a global 

North perspective exploring the role of multiple identities of race, class and gender mostly, my 

study highlights the intersectional analysis of fear in terms of religion, class, gender, age and 

marital status from a global South perspective. 

Table 5.1. Intersectional analysis of threat and fear as per women and men of different groups 
 

GENDER (WOMEN) 
• Threat- Masculine 

spaces   
 

• Fear of sexual 
harassment 

(MEN) 
• Threat- Dominance of other 

groups of men (mostly, 
religion and class) 
 

• (Fear)/ acknowledged 
possibility of theft or gangs 
attacking 

CLASS Socio-economically underprivileged men as threats (common for 
women and men of upper and middle class) 

RELIGION o Muslim men as threats by Hindus and Christians 
 
• Hindu and Christian women avoid Muslim 

neighborhoods. Men are cautious in such neighborhoods 
 

• Muslim women and men (women mostly) feel 
discomfort, hence unsafe in Hindu religious areas. 

AGE Threat – Men above 45   
 
• Fear- Young and 

middle-aged women 
sexual harassment 
 

• Older women – theft 

Threat – Young men  

DIFFERENTLY 
ABLED  

• All groups of men 
as threats 
 

• Fear – Bullying, all 
forms of 
harassment 

 

OTHERS  • Other communities (Dalits, 
Hindi-speaking) as threats 
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Gender130: In terms of perceptions of unsafe spaces, women identified male dominated areas as 

unsafe because it increases chance of harassment. While women noted mostly fear of sexual 

harassment as one of the major accessibility issues, men on the other hand were not ready to 

acknowledge any form of fear, which can be linked with their ideas of masculinity. Instead some 

of them framed it in terms of being more alert in some areas, mostly community-based for 

possibilities of being attacked by gangs or avoiding such areas for the security of their 

companions. For example, Hindu and Christian male participants noted their feelings of 

discomfort in Muslim dominated areas. 

Class: Factoring in class, my data suggests that the slums and low-income areas were usually 

avoided and marked unsafe as men of such groups were seen as a threat by middle and upper-

class women and men. While economically underprivileged men were feared as unsafe, in 

reality, women shared their experiences of being harassed by men from privileged classes as 

well. Overall men from upper classes had the most accessibility due to their class privileges, 

associated resources and the popular narrative that socio-economically underprivileged are the 

threats. 

Religion: Religion played a key role in sense of fear and discomfort and formed an active base 

for othering and segregation. Most Muslim areas were marked as unsafe by participants of other 

religions. Muslim men were considered a threat and most feared, therefore, areas dominated by 

them were marked as unsafe. Hindu and Christian women noted that they avoid all such areas 

even if it means taking longer routes and increased time of travel, while men of both groups 

																																																								
130	This is quick overview of fear for every category. While chapter 4 mostly focused on accessibility as per every 
identity where discussions of safe and unsafe spaces came up, this section specifically focuses on the intersectional 
analysis of the sense of fear.	
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mentioned being extremely cautious in Muslim neighborhoods instead of opting for alternative 

routes. Muslim women, on the other hand noted that they felt safer in Muslim neighborhoods due 

to the presence of people. They however marked Hindu areas as unsafe due to lack of people on 

streets. Moreover, practicing Muslim women who wears Burkha or Naqaab felt that they do not 

belong in Hindu areas as they are marked as the others, hence they felt unsafe. Muslim 

participants (women and men) noted that sense of belonging played an active role in determining 

accessibility and sense of safety and comfort for them. In other words, religion played an 

important role in defining who belongs in what spaces, which impacted accessibility. 

Figure 5.3 Vulnerabilities/Fear as per Identities (for women) 
 

	
	
Source: Self- prepared by the researcher, 2019 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

Differently abled women

Religion and ethnic identity      

Marital status

Age

• Sexual harrasment
• Bullying

• Chrisitian ,anglo-
Indian women - sexual 
availability hence 
harrasments

• Single or no signs of 
marriage  - sexual 
availability hence 
harassments

• Young women -
sexual harrasments

• Old women - theft



	 179	

	
	
Figure 5.4 Perceived threats by most 

	
 

Source: Self- prepared by the researcher, 2018 

Age and Marital status: While all women feared sexual violence, the overall nature of fear varied 

with age. Younger women were concerned about sexual safety, whereas older women were more 

concerned about robbery. Factoring in marital status, Hindu married women who carried signs of 

marriage had greater accessibility due to lesser fear of harassment than single women or married 

women of other religions, who did not carry visible signs. Such marital cultural markers of the 

majority religion defined a certain form of respectability and reduced fear of harassment. 

Other Identities: Other forms of identities like caste and regional identities also acted as basis of 

othering in public spaces in terms of being marked as unsafe. Such forms of othering were 

subtler and more contextual as compared to religion and class. Hindu, Bengali male participants 

noted Dalits, lower caste men and Hindi speaking men or the immigrants as threats citing their 

lack of culture. 
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      Moreover, physical ability played a significant role in determining safe accessibility to city 

spaces. Differently abled women expressed their fear of all groups of men because such women 

are considered as vulnerable. Apart from fear of sexual harassment they also shared pains of 

stigma and the othering they face in the city spaces which added to their fear of being physically 

harmed while accessing city spaces.  

 

Understanding Fear and Sense of Discomfort 

					The findings provided an opportunity to reflect on the role of gender, class, religion, age, 

marital status, physical ability and other community-based identities and how they produce fear 

and impact accessibility and perceptions in public spaces. As noted in most cases, participants 

identified a sense of discomfort as fear. Rodó-de-Zárate argued that identifying discomfort, not 

just fear, counters a reductionist view of access to public space (2015, p 8). It is the sense of 

discomfort as well as fear of violence that forces some groups to strategize their accessibility by 

avoiding places or negotiating comfort and safety to access particular public spaces. Thus, it is 

important to understand the broader context of fear and discomfort, which varies as per specific 

power dynamics in particular places that end up affecting accessibility of particular social 

groups.  Rodó-de-Zárate referring to an example of men feeling uncomfortable in women-only 

sites argued that some places and social relations may make one feel uncomfortable due to 

specific power relations even when it is not part of structural oppression (2015, p.11). Therefore, 

to fully understand accessibility issues in public spaces it is important to go beyond fear and also 

acknowledge the broader sense of discomfort and the associated burden of strategizing, by 

different groups of people.  



	 181	

       Further, fear is not only a response to actual sexual violence or any other forms of violence 

that is prevalent in public spaces but a result of narratives of women’s vulnerability (Paul, 2011) 

and prejudices against different groups. Such a sense of fear is the product of socio-cultural 

norms rooted in everyday practices (Paul, 2011; Bhattacharya, 2015) and is reinforced through 

media and experiences of harassment. One of the active ways of creating such a climate of fear is 

based on strong prejudices against religion or class, where media coverage disproportionately 

focuses on Muslims or socio-economically underprivileged men as criminals while emphasizing 

women’s vulnerability in public spaces which I will briefly discuss next. 

Role of Media: Creating Awareness or Instilling Fear? 

    The experiences of sexual harassment coupled with role of media reporting sexual violence 

continuously instill fear among women that anything can happen to them while they are out in 

the streets, which ipso facto reduces their access to public spaces. 

     Which violence counts? All participants mentioned that violence against women has always 

existed in the city spaces of Kolkata, but people are aware of it in current times due to 

widespread media coverage of such cases as well as the increased reporting of such violence. 

Surajit Bose, a 34-year-old male journalist noted that with the Nirbhaya rape case in Delhi and 

Suzette Jordan’s case in Kolkata, “rape became a product” which yielded high Television Rating 

Points (TRP), or in other words, huge viewership and attention. Many participants, particularly 

the key informants, mentioned that highlighting such cases of sexual violence is highly skewed 

in nature to serve such particular agendas and is mostly politically driven131. Professor Ranjit 

Ray, a key informant, while talking about politics and role of media noted:  

 

																																																								
131	Only particular cases of violence against women are highlighted.	
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One of the important things that should be considered is all rapes are not 
reported. Lots of rapes are more dramatized which are reported for many days, 
but in a remote village if a school girl is raped and has reported, that can or 
cannot appear on the news! A political agenda works - Which rape will be 
highlighted more? All details will be covered, even the imagined details. 
Because for the newspapers, they have to sell, they have to deliver a report 
which is acceptable to the editorial policy. (Ranjit Ray, Key Informant, 
professor) 

	
Along similar line of discussion, Dr. Anindita Ghosh, another key informant, particularly 

discussed how sexual abuse of differently abled or mentally ill women in the city spaces are not 

highlighted. She said:  

A.G “There are lot of mentally ill women who are sexually abused on the 
roads. Because they are roaming around in the streets, does not have a place to 
stay. Homeless and mentally unstable, so they are sexually abused day in day 
out. These issues are never highlighted. Neither in the media nor in the 
political spaces… 

R.B Also do you think that cases does not get reported hence not highlighted? 

A.G It gets reported. Look at the newspapers. Again it depends how one reads 
the newspapers. It has been reported in small 100 words. There was incidences 
in Behala last year….aaaa….so there was this mentally ill women moving 
around on the streets and there was this man who had been watching her. Then 
one day he abused her. Stories are there. It is never taken up to be the safety 
issue. It is as if you can rationalize this news as ‘oh she was outside, she was 
mentally unstable, so she deserves what has happened to her’. In this case, if 
you belong from lower class or lower middle class, any day sexuality is up for 
one, the interpretation of sexuality, the sanctity of the body. Violence is 
interlinked in this whole discourse. (Anindita Ghosh, Key Informant, 
professor) 

     Dr. Ghosh’s comment highlights the unfortunate truth about identity politics and violence 

against women that there is a particular focus on which violence counts. Dr. Priya Choudhury, an 

English professor and a key informant, noted that the Nirbhaya rape case in Delhi and Suzette 

Jordan’s case in Kolkata “caught the imagination and attention of middle-class people”, hence 

the focus on them. On a similar note, Shahid Anwar, minority rights activist and researcher 

mentioned: 



	 183	

S.A  “There has been an article published on the rape of the homeless girl in 
Brabourne road..During the time when  Singur judgement was passed, a 
homeless woman was picked up in a car,  raped and was  dropped off near Park 
Circus. Even though the police station was so near, there has been no mention 
of that in the media nor has there been any associated social movements. This 
reflects particular class politics. If this was a middle-class girl, the media 
attention received would have been different.  (Shahid Anwar, Key Informant, 
minority rights activist and researcher) 

     Here Shahid reflects on two cases involving the rape of homeless women, but only one was 

highlighted because the perpetrator was an Ola driver, which again drew the attention. Middle-

class and affluent groups often use Ola and Uber ride sharing facilities, which meant such a case 

indicated a threat to all female users, hence the attention to the case. Key informants also noted 

that cases with Muslim perpetrators are highlighted the most because it fits the mainstream 

narrative that people are exposed to repeatedly though media outlets.  

     Therefore, two things need to be noted. First, the media reinforces the belief of certain groups 

as threats by highlighting cases involving perpetrators from a particular group in terms of 

religion and class. In terms of vulnerability, only certain cases of violence, mostly involving 

middle-class women are highlighted, drawing highest attention to their particular group over 

other groups of women. Given more middle-class women are getting outside their homes to join 

the workforce and public sphere in general than ever before, there is an increased attention to 

them132.  In doing so, there is also a continuous production of women’s vulnerability, that 

anything can happen to them in public spaces and is in affect a means of controlling their access. 

Therefore, the fear and discomfort noticed among female participants is not only a response to 

the actual sexual violence that is prevalent but also a product of the social production of 

																																																								
132	Socio-economically underprivileged women have been accessing public spaces for work much before and have 
been negotiating with safety. But post 1990, as India opened its markets to global economy, which is known as LPG 
(liberalization, privatization, globalization) era, the sudden increase of female workers from middle-class 
backgrounds was observed.	
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women’s vulnerability (Rodó-de-Zárate 2015) and othered images of marginalized communities. 

In the next section, my aim is to show how the rhetoric of safety is associated with active means 

of othering. 

 

Unpacking Sense of Safety - Othering and Politics of Belonging 

         The findings above documented how the construction of safety and threat was associated 

with varied aspects of identity based on prejudices against different groups. Some of the 

common patterns of such othered images were of socio-economically underprivileged men, 

Muslims, immigrants and Dalits who were seen as threats in public spaces. As Phadke noted, the 

rhetoric of safety is based on a “fallacious opposition between the respectable woman (read: 

middle class, upper caste, heterosexual married or would-be married Hindu woman) and the 

vagrant male (read: lower class often unemployed male cast as migrant outsider) (2012 p. 61). 

Therefore, the discourse of safety in public spaces is based on an active practice of ‘othering’ 

(Said, 1978) of ‘self’ and ‘others’ and ‘us’ vs ‘them’.  

      Powell and Menendian defined “othering” as a set of dynamics, processes, and structures that 

engender marginality and persistent inequality across any of the full range of human differences 

based on group identities (2016, p 17). Such otherings can occur in group or individual levels 

and is contextual in nature. Udah and Singh, argued that othering practices are based on 

hierarchal ‘us’ and them’ where ‘them’ is portrayed negatively or seen as morally inferior. 

Therefore, such discourses lead to reinforcing and reproducing positions of dominance, 

marginalization and subordination (2019, p 5). Yuval Davis (2016) noted that ways the Other is 

perceived, has impact on how they are defined, welcomed, valued, included or excluded, all of 

which can influence their sense of belonging. Shahzeb Ali, a Muslim male participant talked 
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about this while defining his notion of safety. He noted, “the mentality. How is your attitude 

towards other religion or other groups can also determine safety! There are some people who do 

not feel welcomed in other places, where they will not accept particular religion.” 

     Many participants correlated feeling unsafe with sense of discomfort in places where they felt 

they did not belong. Yuval Davis (2006) viewed belonging in terms of emotional attachments, 

associated with notions of home (Hage, 1997) and sense of safety (Ignatieff, 2001) which 

becomes politicized only when threatened in some ways. In a conversation about sense of 

discomfort and belonging, Soham Pal, a 22-year-old Hindu male noted that he always feels 

uncomfortable while passing by Park Circus (a predominantly Muslim) area in his daily route. 

He added: 

S.P In my route? Park Circus station 

R.B any time of the day or why is it uncomfortable? 

S.P Actually I have seen Pakistan flag in the area and obviously it is 
uncomfortable. 

R.B It is flag of another country, so why do you feel uncomfortable? What do 
you exactly feel? 

S.P I am just shocked by their boldness. What will I be worried about in the 
morning, you know? It is just that feeling. They are staying here and hoisting 
another country’s flag. Therefore, it is uncomfortable. 

R.B Does that make you feel you do not belong in that space? 

S.P They don’t belong! (Soham Pal, aged 22, Hindu, male) 

 Clearly my question pushed Soham to assert his rightful sense of belonging in the city spaces. 

The politics of belonging thus comprises a specific political project aimed at constructing 

belonging to particular collectivity/ies which are themselves being constructed in these projects 

in very specific ways and in very specific boundaries (Yuval- Davis, 2011, p 5). It involves the 
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maintenance and reproduction of the boundaries of the community of belonging by hegemonic 

political powers (Yuval- Davis, 2006, 2011), in this case, by the Hindus.   

     Interestingly, different groups often work together to marginalize other groups for example, 

Christians and Hindus working together to marginalize Muslims. Canales noted that members of 

one subordinate group may perpetuate exclusionary othering, participating in exclusionary acts 

towards persons from a different subordinate group (2000, p 20) 133. For example, a Muslim man 

sharing his prejudice against Dalits, or Christians against Muslims, where in both cases all 

groups are minorities. Another form of such othering can be when persons from subordinate 

groups may experience self-othering, internalizing the exclusionary othering perpetuated against 

them, such as women blaming other women.  Bina Chakraborty, a female participant mentioned 

her struggle of changing jobs due to location and associated harassment and the ways she resists 

when faced with problems on streets. However, while talking about the increased cases of 

violence against women in public spaces, Bina noted: 

Also, what kind of clothes are women wearing? Tell me, why will men not 
taunt? And I won’t blame women, I will blame their guardians. Can’t they see 
what their daughters are wearing? Why will they allow their daughter to wear 
such things? In that case if a man passes a comment then it is not his fault, I 
will say it is her fault! (Bina Chakraborty, aged 50, female) 

This statement reflects two very problematic phenomena. First women being blamed for the 

harassment they experience because of the clothes they are wearing; i.e. they are inviting the 

harassment on the streets. Second, the sense of deep rooted Indian cultural values suggesting 

families will dictate what women should wear. Further in the conversation Bina contradicted her 

earlier statement saying women are unsafe irrespective of dressing. She noted: 

																																																								
133	Such form of othering often uses power within relationships for domination and subordination. The consequences 
for persons who experience this form of othering are often alienation, marginalization, decreased opportunities, 
internalized oppression and exclusion (Canales, 2000 p 19).		
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B.C No nothing matters, women are not safe, whatever they wear! 

R.B But earlier you said that women who wear short dresses are problematic? 

B.C See I want to say that it is the fault of the guardians. If women look 
indecent, then it is the fault of the guardians! (Bina Chakraborty, aged 50, 
female) 

 
    Such a statement implies people are aware of the fact that women are unsafe by no fault of 

their own. However, the deep conditioned socio-cultural norms overrule such realities and facts.  

A possible explanation could be, being a mother of two sons aged 35 and 38, Bina may have 

subconsciously become defensive of men and how they cannot be blamed, therefore resorting to 

criticize women and their families134. For men, they knew even after blaming women for being 

present in wrong places at wrong times wearing wrong attires, there was still some accountability 

involved on behalf of their gender, as the harassers involved were still men. Thus, the notion of 

us vs them and the strategy of othering – Muslim men, poor men, uneducated men or young men 

or all of these, continues to be a dominant part of the discourse regarding safety and access.  

Explaining the identity politics and constructs of safety, Dr. Anindita Ghosh noted: 

My argument is..aaa..this ideological arguments are made to demarcate safety. 
It is not based on reality, but based on imagined discourse. How do you create 
the ‘Self’ and the ‘Other’ and thereby, you create, us and them. Similarly, safe 
and unsafe. With us, you are supposed to be safe and with them you are not 
supposed to be safe! (Anindita Ghosh, Key Informant, Professor) 

Hegemonic Spaces 

     The narratives of participants exposed different ways socially privileged identities, mostly 

gender, religion and class (in this case- upper-class, Hindu men) maintain their hegemony over 

space by marginalizing other groups. One of the active means of doing so has been to mark 

																																																								
134	During the interview, Bina kept on highlighting that she is a mother of two sons and knows when a man or a 
woman is to be blamed in a particular situation.	
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particular groups or areas dominated by marginalized communities as unsafe, while defining 

women as the vulnerable group. Such narratives of safe and unsafe and practices of othering help 

Hindu, upper-class men to maintain their control and sense of belonging in city spaces. Collins 

noted that the significance of hegemonic domain of power relies on its capability of shaping 

consciousness via the manipulation of ideas, images, symbols and ideologies, where the 

dominant groups maintain their power by creating such ‘common sense’ ideas which support 

their right to rise (2002, p 185) 135. A clear example of maintaining the domain of power through 

ideologies, emerges in a conversation with Surajit Bose (a key informant), a 34-year-old Hindu 

male, political journalist (who covers news on violence against women) while talking about 

accessibility, safety issues and identity politics, noted: 

For Hindu men, if they want to have a puja (act of worship) in public spaces they 
need permission from police. You have to give money to the police. This is the 
case for Hindus. For Muslim, nobody will dare to ask money from them136. Today 
if I say this, people will think I am RSS, BJP and I will be marked communal137. 

For women, I do not have a problem with them. It depends completely on your 
own will. Today a woman is wearing hot pants (shorts) and make up and she goes 
to her office. There, she is surrounded by a sophisticated crowd. they are well 
educated but when you go out of the building or when you are going to darker 
streets. See probably, the woman is very progressive, educated who is 
comfortable with a woman and a man. Now, if she is wearing short dresses and 

																																																								
135 While defining the matrix of domination, which refers to how intersecting oppressions are organized, Collins 
identified four domains of power (structural, disciplinary, hegemonic and interpersonal). She noted that hegemonic 
domain of power deals with ideology, culture and consciousness and justify practices by manipulating culture and 
ideology. Such a domain justifies oppression and acts as a link between social institutions (structural domain), their 
organizational practices (disciplinary domain) and the level of everyday social interactions (interpersonal domain) 
(2002, p 185). 
 
136	Here he discusses the need for Hindus to ask for permission when they would build ‘Pandals’ (fabricated 
structures) for idol worships on streets in every neighborhood which can last from one week to two months based on 
the festival and compares it to the Muslims occupying certain side of the streets for their prayers Friday afternoon. 
	
137	RSS stands for Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangha, which is a right-wing, Hindu nationalist volunteer organization 
and is often referred as the parent organization of BJP or Bharatiya Janata Party, the ruling party of India. Here, 
Surajit fears that because he is expressing his thoughts against Muslim, he would be considered as a supported or 
RSS and BJP, hence a Hindu extremist. 
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drinking beer on the road, that is not outrageous to her modesty. But, those men 
on the opposite side of the street, the vendors and that crowd, who are not literate 
and do not have the exposure, you cannot expect sophistication from them. You 
cannot control them. 

What I am trying to say is -If I am a woman and I am definitely progressive. I 
would still remember, that everything has a “STHAN– KAL-PATRO” (Place – 
Time – People). If I am a woman, I will not wear such clothes and roam in 
Burrabazaar138. There is a distinction. (Surajit Bose, Key Informant, journalist, 
Hindu, male) 

     Surajit’s statement above clearly reflects the dominant belief system against Muslims, socio-

economically underprivileged and women. Apart from upholding such strong ideas, another way 

of preserving hegemony over city spaces by the Hindus is through having visible markers 

(symbols) like temples on every sidewalk in most parts of the city that I mentioned in chapter 

three.  When asked about sidewalks and related problems, all participants mentioned their 

dissatisfaction with sidewalks in terms of space availability or general absence of sidewalks. 

Additionally, many Hindu and Christian participants noted how Muslims occupying certain 

streets every Friday afternoon to pray or vendors occupying the sidewalks hinder their mobility 

and accessibility to city spaces. Only three participants (two key informants and an in-depth 

participant) noted how temples are a major problem taking up the sidewalk spaces. Ms. Koel 

Roy, a differently abled key informant talking about temples on sidewalks noted,	“I get so angry 

at times. These temples are so political that you cannot say anything. If you object, they will say 

you are handicapped and you have so much to say! 139 Maximum footpaths have one temple!”140. 

																																																								
138 Burrabazar is the central business district of Kolkata. All the major businesses are located in this area and is 
highly male dominated neighborhood. This neighborhood being the hub of retailers and wholesalers means there is a 
significant inflow of daily labors (mostly men of lower and middle socio-economic status) creating the perception 
that the place is unsafe for women. 
139 Here Koel refers to the shaming associated with being differently abled, which was brought up by other 
differently abled participants as well. 
140 For pictures of temples in sidewalks blocking access of sidewalks, refer to chapter three.	
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Figure 5.5 (left) and Figure 5.6. (Right). Hindu Temples built in sidewalks in Central Kolkata 

(left) and South Kolkata (right) 

       

Source: Photographs taken by the Researcher, 2016 

     The dominance of Hindus over city spaces has been legitimized to such an extent that their 

practices remain unquestioned, while any practice of the other groups are questioned and 

critiqued. As Ms. Roy noted, questioning the presence of a Hindu temple that hinders mobility of 

differently abled or aged people becomes highly political and would invite criticisms of her 

being differently abled. Thus, the privileged groups (Hindu, socio-economically privileged men) 

maintain their ownership over city spaces by such practices of othering that automatically 

impacts the sense of belonging of different groups. 

 

Symbolic violence 

    By analyzing the everyday experiences and perceptions of different groups in the above 

sections, the aim has been to detail the exclusionary politics of urban spaces that is omnipresent 

in everyday life. Violence against women and other marginalized groups in city spaces and their 

differentiated accessibility is the manifestation of unequal power relations embedded deeply in 
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the society. As seen throughout the chapter, particular forms of domination over city spaces is 

maintained through everyday exclusionary practices, acts of violence and an overall creation of a 

climate of fear. In this final section of the chapter, I argue that to make urban spaces accessible 

and safe for all groups of people, we need to recognize the symbolic violence that is ingrained in 

the everyday lives of marginalized groups, mostly women through socio-cultural gendered norms 

and values.  

      Feminist scholars, mostly sociologists have built upon Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic 

violence to explain the hidden forms of violence that is embedded in women’s everyday 

experiences which often goes unrecognized (Krais, 1993, 2006; Connelly & Healey, 2004; 

Morgan & Thapar Bjorkert, 2006; Durey, 2008; Bhattacharya, 2019). Bourdieu 

(1990,1991,2000) defined symbolic violence as relations and mechanisms of domination and 

power that do not arise from overt physical force or violence on the body, but that are maintained 

through, consent, complicity and misrecognition (Morgan & Thapar Bjorkert, 2006, p 443). 

Connelly and Healey further explained that symbolic violence represents the way in which 

people play a role in their own subordination through the gradual internalization and acceptance 

of those ideas that tend to subordinate them. It is an act of violence precisely because it leads to 

the constraint and subordination of individuals, but it is also symbolic in the sense that this is 

achieved indirectly and without overt and explicit acts of force or coercion (Connelly & Healey, 

2004, p.15 as noted in Durey, 2008, p 75). 

        It is the everyday practices and the broader socio-cultural gendered norms that carries 

forward the structural inequalities and inflicts violence against women (Bhattacharya, 2013 a, 

2015).  The symbolic aspects of social practice are an essential part of the repression of women 

(Krais 2006) which forms the violence of everyday life (Kleinman, 2000). Because such forms of 
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everyday violence are rooted in social practices, they are often normalized and naturalized and 

go unnoticed. (Morgan & Thapar Bjorkert, 2006). Bhattacharya (2019) in her study of middle-

class Assamese women in India found that the subtle processes of socialization which stem from 

patriarchal power relations are so deeply embedded within the society that even highly educated 

middle-class women continue to subject themselves to the symbolic power maintained by 

misrecognition.  

    The social norms and cultural values which forms a part and parcel of everyday lives are 

unequal and biased and women have internalized such practices to a great extent. Thus, the 

hierarchical power relations in city spaces are maintained through consent, complicity and 

misrecognition. While talking about consent and complicity, Bourdieu (2000, p 171) noted that 

such acts should not be seen as “voluntary servitude” but the effects of power are inscribed in the 

bodies of the dominated, in the form of schemes of perceptions and dispositions (to respect, 

admire, love, etc.). In other words, such forms of domination are so deeply chiseled in all forms 

of everyday norms and practices that women often do not recognize their role in subjugation or 

ways they are being oppressed through subtle daily practices. Often the internalization is so 

strong through cultural practices and norms that women even accept their subordinate position 

(Bhattacharya, 2009, 2013b; Bhattacharya, 2013; Krishnan et al. 2010, 2012). For example, 

Durey (2008), noted that some women are aware of such acts of symbolic violence against them 

but fail to challenge the conventional practices which end up reinforcing the hierarchical power 

relations, something which was strongly evident in Paroma’s statement. 

We are the biggest receivers and carriers of patriarchy…If you think, we 
women embody patriarchy and carry it forward. If you look deeply, right from 
our childhood, the way we are taught about gender issues, some of us can 
identify certain things which do not necessarily mean that we can overcome 
things. Look at me - I am wearing Sindoor (vermillion), bangle (both Hindu 
marriage signs). I myself know these are problematic things. This should be 
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immediately discarded but some beliefs are so deeply-rooted that I am still not 
able to overcome them. (Paroma Choudhury, Key Informant, social worker for 
rights of sex worker and their children) 

     Paroma’s statement about women embodying patriarchal practices and carrying it forward is 

something many young female participants noted about older women. Older women like Bina 

strongly uphold such practices therefore ending up playing a role in oppression of women of 

other groups, mostly younger women. Such rigid beliefs also get bolstered with religion and 

caste privileges. As visible in Bina’s comment earlier, women often blame other women for their 

attire, presence in public space after a certain point of time, or for being present at all to justify 

the harassments. Again, the biased social norms and cultural values are so deeply internalized 

that any women who goes outside such purviews are blamed for their negative experiences in 

public spaces or are strongly regulated in the first place.  

      This naturalization of harassment was also noted among many men who described Kolkata as 

a safe city and only considered extreme violence (rape) as a measure to determine safety, totally 

undermining the everyday sexual harassments like catcalling and groping. Ashok Saha, a key 

informant on being asked if Kolkata is an unsafe city, agitatedly responded: 

Kolkata is not at all unsafe! Kolkata is very safe city! Kolkata gives a lot of 
respect to its women…One or two cases can always happen which can happen 
in any place! You can still see men getting up from their seats in bus and 
giving that place to a woman! In terms of respect everything is fine…One or 
two cases can always happen. Society is progressing. Globalization will have 
its effects! (Ashok Saha, Key Informant, Government official) 

 
     Like Mr. Saha, many male participants noted that Kolkata is better than Delhi who has higher 

number of rape cases in public spaces and that one or two cases will happen in a city. He also 

perpetuates a paternalistic notion that men are kind to women by giving up their seat on the bus, 

i.e. not all men are part of the violence. It is this normalization of such harassment, the denial and 

attempt to obscure the existence of disrespect that serves as the precursor to any forms of 
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physical violence against women in city spaces. The insecurities and fear among women are 

reinforced through everyday harassment but most importantly through diminishing the 

importance of and normalizing such harassment. Therefore, the climate of fear is 

transferred/carried forward through ‘women’s bodies rather than on bodies’ in the everyday 

lives, reinforcing the spatial power hierarchies (Morgan & Thapar Bjorkert, 2006, p 450).  

     Hence, it is important to broaden the definition and understanding of violence against women. 

As Viswanath and Mehrotra noted, the challenge to a conventional definition of violence has 

been to broaden it beyond acts of physical and sexual aggression to include more subtle forms 

including mental and emotional violence. The violence of normal times includes these various 

forms of violence which structure daily lives of women in ways that go far beyond acts of 

violence. This kind of violence serves the purpose of controlling women's movements and 

behavior through a constant and continuous sense of insecurity (2007, p1543).  Therefore, to 

truly make public spaces accessible in a safe manner we need to acknowledge the varied forms 

of violence existent in everyday lives, and recognize all the forms of violence that co-exist, and 

support one another, for example in the way symbolic violence may accompany or precede 

physical violence (Morgan & Thapar Bjorkert, 2006, p 441).     

   

Conclusion 

      In this chapter I have shown how the intersectional nature of fear is linked to hegemonic 

control of urban spaces. I demonstrated that a sense of fear cannot be generalized and is 

contextual as per the spatial power hierarchies in a given place and person involved. Moreover, 

the experiences and perceptions of safety of different groups suggest that along with fear, a 

broader sense of discomfort needs to be acknowledged as well, when talking about accessibility 
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and safety. Such sense of fear and discomfort exists in part due to internalized prejudices against 

different groups, gendered socio-cultural norms which gets bolstered with experiences of 

harassment for women along with disproportionate coverage of crime news by the media. I 

argued that hegemonic groups (mostly Hindu, upper-class, men) maintain their control over city 

spaces by producing narratives of others mostly Muslim and/or poor men as unsafe and 

highlighting women’s vulnerability through everyday practices and socio-cultural norms; in short 

by maintaining a constant climate of fear. By shedding light on the complexities of power 

relations over space, I demonstrated that sense of fear, discomfort and the differentiated 

accessibility of particular groups help in reinforcing the dominance of particular groups in 

Kolkata public spaces. 

     The differentiated accessibility of women and other marginalized groups and violence against 

women in public spaces is caused by multiple factors of flawed urban infrastructure and built 

environment, experiences of harassment, patriarchal socio-cultural norms and values. I 

highlighted that city is infrastructurally and socially designed for only particular groups, and to 

make public spaces safely accessible for all, we need to understand the role of biased norms that 

dictates and maintains the inequalities in the first place. Such norms are rooted and reinforced 

through everyday practices of people, which I referred to as an act of symbolic violence; often 

accompanying or preceding violence against women in public spaces. Therefore, to make public 

spaces safe and accessible for all it is important to acknowledge the symbolic violence existent in 

everyday practices and norms, that is not considered in the discourses of safety and accessibility. 

     I will conclude this chapter with a final thought. The question that came up often while 

conducting this research was, is Kolkata a safe city? Participants noted that it is better than Delhi 

which has extreme cases of violence against women in public spaces, whereas Kolkata has fewer 
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such reported cases.  As mentioned before, a few cases are enough to curb the accessibility of 

many women in the city. Moreover, we should not consider extreme forms of violence like rapes 

as a parameter to determine safety. The everyday harassment, the experiences of discomfort 

faced by women and the limitations of accessibility due to place and time reflects the unsafe 

nature of the city. Therefore, we need to reconsider what is a safe city and for whom? Even with 

such adversarial circumstances, women have come up with their own practices of resistance to 

access public spaces. In the last chapter, I discuss how women resist the hegemonies by 

strategizing their access to city spaces and have a broader discussion on ways the ‘urban’ can be 

reclaimed.  

 
 
 
  



	 197	

 
 

CHAPTER 6 
 

RECLAIMING THE URBAN 
 

In this final chapter of my dissertation, I want to return to my research questions and discuss 

how the data I have collected helps to provide answers to the questions. My overall objective has 

been to understand how gender intersects with other forms of identity and power to determine 

accessibility to urban public spaces and what shapes women’s strategies to access public spaces, 

given the threat of male violence. Furthermore, it also attempts to understand if and how men’s 

use and perceptions of space differ from that of women. In so doing, the objective has been to 

shed light on the interconnection of urban infrastructure, the built environment and gendered 

socio-cultural norms that have hampered women’s accessibility in public spaces and use of city 

resources, and therefore their right to the city. Specifically, my research questions were: 

• RQ 1: How does urban infrastructure and built environment limit or enhance accessibility 

of women and men in city spaces? 	

• RQ2: How do women and men experience public spaces of the city? Do multiple social 

identities (gender, class, religion, physical ability, marital status, age and other community-

based identities) affect the daily access to public spaces?	

• RQ3: How does the variation in accessibility, affect the daily lives of women and men and 

their use of city resources and related decision-making? 	

• RQ4: What makes spaces safe or unsafe? How does safety differ for women and men of 

different groups in Kolkata? 	
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Using intersectionality as a theoretical framework, this study demonstrates the distinct 

relationship between the transecting nature of multiple social identities and the power hierarchies 

embedded in a place, which create and maintain socio- spatial inequalities in forms of 

differentiated accessibility and safety. It establishes the need for going beyond gender to explore 

how other forms of identity that play a significant role in determining urban experiences and life 

opportunities. Moreover, the study determines that the structural power relations in urban spaces 

are maintained through flawed built-environments and urban infrastructure, everyday gendered 

socio-cultural values, and an overall climate of fear. These phenomena severely limit women’s 

access to public space but also have implications for other marginalized groups.  

The research demonstrates how the essentialized images of marginalized men (Muslim, poor, 

Dalit, Hindi-speaking/immigrant) as threats are used to impact their own accessibility to certain 

spaces while at the same time denying women’s access due to their vulnerability to such threats. 

Specifically, it reveals how Muslim and/or poor men have differentiated accessibility due to 

either being policed more or being viewed as the other in public spaces, that impacts their sense 

of belonging, hence the nature of their access. Thus, the study finds that the gendered socio-

cultural norms and prejudices against particular groups, embedded in everyday practices form 

the root of socio-spatial inequalities and are acts of symbolic violence, which often precede or 

accompany violence against women in public spaces.   

Finally, using an intersectionality approach to understanding people’s perceptions of urban 

space, showed that while fear is a commonly discussed factor impacting accessibility of women, 

it is not the only way that people express their experience of urban space.  This research also 

identifies the role of a sense of discomfort leading to differentiated accessibility of women and 
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men of different groups, therefore challenging their right to the city. In doing so, this research 

pushes for rethinking our notions of accessibility, violence and safe cities. 

       In this closing chapter, I discuss how the ‘urban’ can be reclaimed for women and 

marginalized groups, both in terms of public spaces and centering the experiences of such 

marginalized groups from the global South at the heart of urban theory knowledge production. 

The chapter consists of three sections. First, I discuss the scholarly contribution of my work. 

Second, I discuss policy implications of this study. In the final section, I discuss the future of the 

urban in terms of framing differentiated accessibility and safety as a violation of rights to full 

citizenship. I discuss the ways such rights can be reclaimed by highlighting instances of 

everyday resistances practiced by women. I conclude by discussing how we must decolonize 

academic theorizing about urban space. 

 

Scholarly Contributions 

     A major contribution of this study is to bring together the literature of feminist urban 

geography, urban planning and global South feminist theorizing. While urban scholars from 

global North and South have examined the gendered nature of urban spaces and the associated 

exclusionary politics, in doing so, most of them have analyzed such spatial inequality from 

particular perspectives of unequal power relations, problematic built environments or fear of 

violence. While most feminist scholarship in the global North has examined different factors 

limiting women’s use of urban spaces, and some have examined how gender intersects with race, 

far fewer have analyzed the interconnectedness of factors leading to restricted use of urban 

public space, or have compared women’s experiences to that of men, and/or have examined 

experiences of women, outside of the global North. Indian feminist scholars have examined the 
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gendered nature of Indian cities, but in a similar manner, have failed to analyze factors beyond 

gender in understanding what is affecting women’s accessibility and safety to urban public 

spaces. This study examines different causes of differentiated accessibility and safety by 

focusing on the intersecting roles of built environment, urban infrastructure and everyday social 

norms while also considering multiple social identities and the structural power hierarches 

embedded in places, thereby providing a more complete overview of the causes of socio-spatial 

inequalities. By linking feminist planning and feminist urban studies scholarship, this research 

provides a better explanation of differentiated accessibility to urban spaces by reflecting on the 

structural power relations determining the nature of built environment and urban infrastructure, 

which together play a role in impacting the nature of accessibility. 

     Moreover, by examining experiences of women and men in Kolkata, this research adds the 

experiences of a broader range of marginalized groups from global South to the global North 

centric urban scholarship. Urban scholarship in the global North has mostly based their theories 

on global North cities, thereby leading to a unidirectional flow of knowledge from global North 

to South and an assumption that these studies are applicable to the global South (Roy, 2009; 

Peake and Rieker, 2013). Similarly, urban feminist geography scholarship has highlighted the 

experiences of Western women that cannot be generalized to women’s experiences across the 

world.  This research centers the experiences of not only women but other marginalized groups 

from a global South perspective in the urban knowledge production system to build connections 

between urban scholarship in the global South and North. In doing so the research paves the path 

for urban scholarship to focus on the urban experiences of marginalized men as the other not 

only from global South but global North as well, an avenue unexplored by feminist urban 

scholars. Further, by using a post-colonial lens and highlighting the multiple experiences of 
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women and men in terms of their other social identities, this study disrupts the Eurocentric 

tendencies of essentializing women’s experiences. 

   Feminist scholars have largely focused on only women and their experiences while talking 

about accessibility and safety issues, thereby failing to fully reflect on the complicated power 

structures embedded in spaces141. By adding experiences and perceptions of men, this analysis 

provides unique insights that inform feminist geography scholarship in two ways. First, it 

pinpoints the problematic attitudes determining accessibility and safety with empirical evidence 

from the life experiences of women and men, therefore offers a greater understanding of unequal 

power relations over space. Second, this study also challenges the rigid notions of gender 

associated with accessibility to urban spaces. By highlighting the differential experiences of men 

from various religions and classes, it demonstrates the significance of going beyond gender to 

identify multiple forms of identities that intersect with the particularities of place that impact 

accessibility and safety of women and men. For example, the research shows how a poor, 

Muslim man’s access to certain spaces can be continually policed, hence restricted due to the 

essentialized beliefs of Muslims and poor men as threats.  

    The contextuality of urban experiences relating to accessibility and safety, as explained above, 

was only possible by integrating Black feminist’s intersectionality research framework into 

feminist modes of inquiry. While feminist geographers and planners have considered the role of 

multiple social identities (mostly race and gender) impacting accessibility and safety, largely 

their work has resulted in insufficient explanations about the broader context of accessibility to 

																																																								
141	In doing so, my intention has not been to sideline women’s experiences. The focus of this research (as 
demonstrated) is still largely on women. Adding experiences of men helped with better understanding of the causes 
of differentiated accessibility and safety.  
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urban spaces142.  Examining the intersections of multiple social identities with power relations 

embedded in a space, while considering the contradictory nature of such power relations enabled 

a more accurate account of people’s access and safety in urban spaces. Additionally, this study 

also incorporates US based Black feminist theoretical approach, i.e. intersectionality to Indian 

feminist urban scholarship, demonstrating the ways that multiple identities intersect with the 

power relations embedded in a place to determine accessibility and safety in Indian cities. While 

such a theoretical approach is used in some global North scholarship, it has been less utilized in 

the global South143. By examining the experiences of women and men of Kolkata from an 

intersectional approach, this study provides a more nuanced understanding of structural power 

relations embedded in Indian urban spaces, which has been missing in Indian feminist urban 

scholarship. 

    Therefore, this study develops a unique theoretical tool combining feminist geographic modes 

of inquiry with Black feminist and postcolonial feminist studies to provide an enhanced 

explanation of unequal power relations in urban spaces, determining women’s accessibility and 

safety in urban spaces. By highlighting the experiences of women and other marginalized groups 

in global South from an intersectional lens, the study pushes forward the agenda of building 

transnational solidarity among marginalized groups facing accessibility and safety issues in 

public spaces. As Banerjee and Ghosh noted,  

 

 

 

																																																								
142	For exceptions see Day (1999); Pain (2001); Valentine (2007) and Rodó-de-Zárate (2015)	
143 For exceptions see Haq, 2013; Banerjee and Ghosh 2018	
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Intersectionality offers an outlook on sharpening the analysis and exploring the 
specific ways in which forms of power and dominance mutually reinforce each 
other. This provides possibilities of dialogue among marginal groups and an 
outlook on coalition as well as mutual recognition of their specific experiences 
of domination. The radical deployment of intersectionality with a focus on the 
context will allow for the emergence of specific experiences of the 
marginalities of different groups (Banerjee and Ghosh ,2018 p. 8). 

     Lastly, this study broadens the understanding of accessibility and safety in urban spaces by 

highlighting the everyday urban experiences of women and men in Kolkata. While feminist 

scholars have widely discussed sense of fear impacting women’s accessibility, by identifying 

feelings of discomfort along with a sense of fear, this study provides a deeper and broader 

understanding of accessibility to urban spaces. By conducting an intersectional analysis of fear 

and a sense of discomfort, this study exposes the internal prejudices against particular groups and 

biased socio-cultural norms, as the underlying cause of differentiated accessibility that helps in 

maintaining structural power relations. Moreover, highlighting the everyday problems which 

women encounter accessing urban spaces in a perceived safe city, this research advocates for 

reconsidering the concept of safe cities and violence against women in public spaces.  

The study incorporates an important theory of symbolic violence from the discipline of 

sociology to understand the deep-rooted causes leading to violence against women in public 

spaces. By identifying forms of symbolic violence concealed within everyday socio-cultural 

norms and practices, such as women having to justify the purpose of going out based on time and 

place or normalization of the everyday harassment which they encounter in public spaces, the 

research connects the central nature of symbolic violence to actual violence against women and 

unequal gender power relations over space. Highlighting the importance of symbolic violence 

enhances feminist urban scholarship. By framing such unequal social relations in terms of 

everyday violence and violation of rights to full citizenship, this study redefines the urgency of 

the problems associated with differentiated accessibility and safety both in terms of urban 
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scholarship and policies. In the upcoming section, I demonstrate the policy implications of the 

study and call for more attentiveness on the social identities and their different needs while 

formulating urban policies. 

 

Policy Implications 

				Given the seriousness of the problem of rampant cases of violence against women in public 

spaces and the overall differentiated accessibility of women to Indian city spaces, this research is 

a timely intervention with relevant policy implications. By examining the perceptions and 

experiences of different groups of people, the variety of problems with the built environment and 

urban infrastructure become visible. By emphasizing the importance of identifying 

heterogeneous groups of people and their needs, urban planning and policies might be improved.      

        Currently most Indian policies treats people in terms of homogenous categories and do not 

identify the different needs of varied groups. Two examples illustrate this point, the National 

Urban Transport Policy of 2014 and National Policy for Women Empowerment of 2016. I 

analyzed the transportation policy since transportation forms a central role within forms of urban 

infrastructure that determine accessibility and safety, and the policy for women empowerment, 

since a section of the policy focuses on violence against women.   

    The ‘National Urban Transport Policy of 2014’ mentions the objective is to ‘plan for people’ 

as most policies do, but it does not identify the varied needs of differently abled, women, 

children or older people. In fact, the policy does not even specify such varied group and focuses 

only on ‘people’ which as I demonstrated in this dissertation is wholly insufficient 

characterization. Sec 8.3 of the policy that discusses “Universal Accessibility” is the only place 

in the entire 27-page document where different groups of people are mentioned, but the policy 
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document still does not discuss varied needs as per groups144. Therefore, by failing to identify 

and integrate varied needs, such urban services will always be exclusionary, contrary to their 

people-centric goals.  

Chapter three of this dissertation demonstrates how the built environment and urban 

infrastructure limits accessibility in different ways for varied groups in terms of gender, class and 

physical ability. In particular the empirical findings demonstrated the specific nature of problems 

that differently abled people face while accessing the city spaces. It showed how the design of 

transportation and its associated services are exclusionary towards this particular group of 

people. Adding dimensions of gender and class further complicate the problems faced by 

differently abled people, all of which need to be considered while developing policies.  

    Similarly, the ‘National Policy for Women Empowerment of 2016’, which prioritizes seven 

issues including violence against women, treats women as a homogenous category, failing to 

understand the different life experiences of different women145. Women’s empowerment is only 

possible if the added layers of multiple identities are considered and included in policy 

formation. This study demonstrates the need for going beyond the singular category of ‘people’ 

in policies and acknowledging how different forms of overlapping identity impact interactions 

and experiences in urban space. These understanding need to be incorporated in urban planning 

and policy to achieve more equitable and inclusive urban spaces. Collaborative and bottom up 

urban planning that includes women and other marginalized groups in the decision-making 

process is required. 

																																																								
144 For more see, p 11 of the Policy. http://www.itdp.in/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/NUTP-2014.pdf 
 
145	Other issues include health, economy, education, governance and decision making, enabling environment and 
environment and climate change.	
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    Most importantly, the analysis in this dissertation can be used to substantiate more inclusive 

policies on safe accessibility of women to public spaces. The research highlights the multi –

layered problems which women encounter in their everyday lives while accessing public spaces. 

This study documents how the city structures and societal norms facilitate violence against 

women in public spaces, and provides evidence supporting the need for special consideration 

when policies on violence against women are formulated. Specifically, it pinpoints the 

culpability of the built environment and urban infrastructure in determining safety and 

accessibility. For example, in chapter three, I highlight the problems with transportation services, 

lightings and the inadequate public toilets that make women more vulnerable to male violence. 

Further, it identifies the nature of safe and unsafe spaces from empirical data, thereby informing 

urban planners and policy makers about ways cities can be made safe and inclusive of all groups. 

The study provides a path for truly eradicate violence against women in public spaces, which is 

predicated on a multi-level approach including gender sensitizing infrastructure/built 

environment, service providers, and public service campaigns that cater to the needs of all 

women and other marginalized groups with the aim of challenging internalized biased social 

norms. Therefore, the research takes a holistic approach to how urban policies and planning can 

be reframed to enhance accessibility and safety of different groups. By highlighting the 

accessibility and safety issues of women and marginalized groups in a perceived safe city as 

Kolkata, this study demonstrates the urgent need to identify multiple categories and their 

associated needs and problems to make cities safe and accessible for all. 
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Imagining the Future 

			Throughout this dissertation I have provided empirical evidence to demonstrate different forms 

of infrastructural and societal exclusions that women and other marginalized groups experience 

accessing public spaces in their daily lives. Fenster (2005) while discussing right to the city from 

the lens of feminist geography outlined three forms of exclusion that women face in their 

everyday lives, which includes fear of using public spaces; cultural norms dictating forbidden 

and permitted spaces for women; and misrepresentation of women in urban planning and 

governance, all of which are actively present in the everyday lives of Indian women that this 

research explored. Women have limited accessibility to city spaces due to several factors like 

inadequate urban services, social and cultural norms and fear of male violence. Such partial 

accessibility not only impacts their life opportunities but also denies their basic right to the city.      

     Tanya Basu, one of the female participants noted, “Definitely it is my right!100 percent. If a 

man can go out at 2 in the night, So can I! And if either of them cannot go out then there is 

something wrong with the city!” By reflecting on all factors that impacts women’s accessibility 

and safety in public spaces, my aim has been to consider such problems of the city and society in 

general. A core argument that I introduced in chapter three is that all such forms of exclusions 

should be viewed as more than a mere problem but rather be framed in terms of social injustice 

and as violation of rights to full citizenship. As inhabitants in the city, it is the right of all groups 

to fully use public spaces of the city, however the right to the city is missing for marginalized 

groups, mostly women in Kolkata and in Indian cities.  

         Access to public spaces often reflects a person’s location in the hierarchy of the city and to 

disrupt such hierarchies, Phadke et, al, viewed loitering as a subversive activity. Such an activity 

pushes forward two important questions which this research tries to highlight: who owns the 
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city? And who can access city public spaces as a right? (Phadke et, al 2011, p187). Because 

loitering fundamentally defies the notion of showing purpose to be in public spaces, such an act 

can be seen an act of claim and belonging. In the upcoming section, I discuss ways women 

reclaim urban spaces in their everyday practices. 

Reclaiming Urban Public Spaces 

				In this dissertation, I highlighted the hierarchical power structures embedded in public spaces 

of Kolkata that significantly impact women’s and other marginalized group’s access to city 

spaces. Therefore, a core focus of this research has been on power relations. Koskela (2010) 

argued that power should not be always viewed as negative and wherever power relations are 

involved, there are scopes of resistance. Public spaces in the cities are sites of contestations and 

struggles (Hou and Knierbien, 2017) and it is a political realm where varied identities meet and 

confront each other, therefore opening up possibilities for negotiating collective action (Eder, 

2003; Kallus 2011). While I have exposed the hierarchies and tensions in public spaces of 

Kolkata, I also believe in the potential of reclaiming urban spaces. 

      Koskela (2010) noted women reclaim urban space for themselves in their everyday lives that 

can be seen as an act of resistance itself. They reclaim space for themselves, not only through 

single occasions such as `take back the night’ marches, but through everyday practices and 

routinized uses of space. Their everyday spatial practices can be seen as practices of resistance. 

By daring to go out - by their very presence in urban sphere – women produce space that is more 

available for other women. Spatial confidence is a manifestation of power. Walking in the street 

can be seen as a political act (p 316). One of the key informants, Dr. Priya Choudhury noted “I 

think women are taking up much more difficult choices nowadays, where they are accessing 

inaccessible areas…What I see around me is determination and tenacity all around!” 
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       Dr. Choudhury pointed out a very important thing which I want to discuss as I finish this 

dissertation. The research examined all forms of problems which women face while accessing 

city spaces and despite all such hardships and limitation, Indian women are not giving up. For 

instance, Bina Chakroborty, aged 54, while talking about how the society might think of her due 

to the night shift job at a hospital, noted: 

 I don’t abide by that society! If I am hungry, the society will not feed me. For 
that, I have to work, during day and night. So, I have to take care of myself and 
I don’t care about the society… And, I don’t feel that fear! (Bina Chakroborty, 
aged 54, female) 

   Different groups of women are resisting the hegemonic norms by developing their own 

strategies to access the urban spaces. While some women like Bina strongly resist all of the 

controlling factors by not giving in, others have developed subtler ways of navigating the 

“unsafe” spaces of the city by for example carrying pepper sprays, choosing particular safe 

routes, coming up with stories to convince their families to go out or having their own social 

network to travel with. The common point being, women are still using and actively reshaping 

such spaces, women are negotiating and strategizing their access. 

     For example, Debpriya Ghosh, aged 21 who has been strongly advised by her parents to avoid 

the Muslim neighborhood while getting back home late at night, still actively uses the 

neighborhood. Alisha B Khan, aged 30 teaches an evening class and takes a train at night to 

return back home, even though her in-laws are hesitant with the idea of Alisha being out in the 

evening leaving her three-year-old daughter at home. Sangeeta Bairagi, aged 18, a Black belt in 

Karate, is confident that she can protect herself and her other female friends if harassed on 

streets. Sonam Khatoon, aged 27 who loves to go to parks during leisure times, has developed 

her own social network of work friends so that they can go to the park together to relax. And 

most importantly, all of them are determined to speak up if they face harassment despite the 
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glances they receive for being ‘that shameless, loud and problematic woman’. Twenty-six year 

old Indrani Sen noted: 

During my childhood when I used to go to school by bus then there have been 
a lot of groping, a lot of harassments, then I didn’t have the guts to speak 
up…Now I know how to speak up and know what to do. I have seen this in my 
mom and I think I have inherited that. If something happens to me, I will see 
the end of it (Indrani Sen, aged 26 years, female). 

Thus, women are strategically transgressing the rigid boundaries of biased social norms enforced 

upon them and are reclaiming the public spaces that is theirs too. 

    The purpose of this research has been to answer the research questions noted at the beginning 

of the chapter as a way to shed light on the deeper causes of the inequality of differentiated 

accessibility and violence against women in public spaces and the associated injustice that 

should not exist in the first place. In doing so the intention has not been to uphold the essentialist 

image of ‘the oppressed state of Indian women’ but to provide a deeper examination of the 

multiple limitations and exclusions which Indian women and other marginalized groups face in 

their everyday lives, comparable to varied forms of exclusions which women across the globe 

face in their daily lives. Further through the use of intersectionality as a theoretical framework, 

this research highlights the contradictory nature of power that goes beyond gender, thus 

challenging the rigid notion of ‘women as the oppressed and men as the oppressor’ while talking 

about accessibility and safety issues in urban spaces.  Lastly, even though women are resisting 

and reclaiming public spaces through daily activities that exhibits their determination, the aim is 

to make the city inclusive for all groups where everyone can access city spaces freely and 

without such struggles. The goal of this dissertation has been to highlight multiple urban 

experiences in Kolkata and add a global South perspective to the field of urban theories. In the 

final section I will briefly discuss reclaiming urban academic space. 
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Reclaiming (Urban) Academic Space 

    Chakrabarty (2000) noted that the theories and categories of historical scholarship have been 

rooted both in western experiences and their intellectual traditions. Scholars in urban studies 

have pointed out a similar pattern where the urban theories have been generalized based on 

specific paradigmatic cities, which are always the cities of global North (Robinson 2002; Parnell 

& Robinon 2006; Roy 2011). By framing theories based on western cities, the scholars have 

virtually ignored the context of cities from global South. Theories have their own contextual 

relevance and are not always applicable to all places, leading to a partial knowledge production 

in the field of urban theories and also a unidirectional flow of knowledge from global North to 

global South. Critiquing such a tradition, Roy noted: 

It is time to rethink the geographies of urban and regional theory. Much of the 
theoretical work on city-regions is firmly located in the urban experience of 
North America and Western Europe. This is not unusual. It is part of a 
canonical tradition where theory is produced in the crucible of a few ‘great’ 
cities: Chicago, New York, Paris, and Los Angeles – cities inevitably located 
in EuroAmerica. It is time to rethink the list of ‘great’ cities…the urban future 
already lay elsewhere: in the cities of the global South, in cities such as 
Shanghai, Cairo, Mumbai, Mexico City, Rio de Janeiro, Dakar, and 
Johannesburg. Can the experiences of these cities reconfigure the theoretical 
heartland of urban and metropolitan analysis? (Roy, 2009, p. 820) 

      The focus on Anglo-American experiences to frame urban theories is a practice of 

epistemological colonization, which this research aimed to disrupt. By focusing on the everyday 

experiences of women and other marginalized groups in Kolkata, this dissertation adds a global 

South perspective of urban experiences. Examining accessibility and safety issues in from an 

intersectional lens, this research study locates different forms of marginalization associated with 

urban experiences in the center of urban theory knowledge production. It not only reflects on the 

different factors that impact women’s accessibility but also demonstrates how marginalized men 
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like poor and/or Muslim men have differential accessibility to urban spaces and ways their 

images are used to restrict women’s accessibility.  

     Further as discussed in chapter two, this research also challenges the conventional (global 

North) ideas of ways to conduct research in terms of methods and ethics. By improvising 

research methods and ethics in the field based on the context of place, time and everyday lives of 

people in global South, this dissertation highlights the contextuality of research methods and the 

difference between institutionally defined ethics (global North) versus research ethics in the field 

(global South). By prioritizing ethics of care towards participants over maximizing data 

collection in the field, this research integrates Black feminist and post-colonial feminist research 

ethics and practices in the urban theory knowledge production process. In doing so, this 

dissertation decenters the dominant research practices as well as the kind of people typically 

researched for urban studies, highlighting that an integral step to decolonize the field of urban 

theories is an inclusive knowledge production process and research practice across borders. 

    Lastly to truly decolonize and reclaim the ‘urban’, there needs to be an active engagement in 

putting theories into practice. Nagar (2002) while noting the missing praxis in feminist 

geography scholarship, emphasized that theories should transgress the boundaries of academy. 

Therefore, it is imperative to connect the everyday struggles of marginalized groups across the 

globe and engage with political work while proposing theories on marginalized communities. 

One of the most important steps to do so is make knowledge accessible to the people researched 

and use the critical theories formulated on the experience of marginalized groups for political 

mobilizations and change. To decenter the hegemonic systems existent in different parts of the 

world and in academic spaces, bridging the gap of theory and praxis is of utmost importance and 

it is only then meaningful change and social justice across borders can be justly achieved.  
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APPENDIX A 

IN-DEPTH INTERVIEW GUIDE 

General Information: 

Name:                 

Age:                

Sex:                 

Religion:    

Caste (if applicable and want to disclose): 

Marital Status: 

Children and their ages (if)  

Home Address:  

Present Employment/education:  

Do you or your family own a car? If yes, do you have full access to car all the times? 

 

 Duration and Stay in Kolkata: 

1. How long having you been living in Kolkata? 

 

2. Why do you choose to live in this city? 

 

3. Do you intend to continue your stay in the city? Reasons 
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Nature of Accessing Public Spaces and factors that enhance/restrict mobility:  

1. How often do you go out? Do you need a reason to go out in the public spaces? If yes, what 

are primary reasons to access public spaces? 

 

2. Do you work? If yes, where? What mode of transportation do you use? Private/ Public – 

Reasons of choosing the specific mode of transportation 

 

Where do you go to school? What mode of transportation do you use? Private/ Public – 

Reasons of choosing the specific mode of transportation 

 

3. How long does it take to reach your work/school?  

Do you follow a particular path to get to work or school? Does it vary during day and night? 

If yes, how do you choose the paths and why? 

 

4. Does location, transportation facilities play a role in deciding your choice of school or job? 

Is there any other factor, which affects your decision-making? 

 

5. Do you need to acclaim permission before you go out? If yes, does the reason and time 

play any role for the permission? 

 

6. How important is the factor of time when you consider going out? Does time affect you 

accessibility to public spaces of city? 
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7. Leisure spaces: Do you access the city spaces during your leisure time, for example – just 

for a walk?  

 

Are their leisure spaces where you can hang out? How do you choose such places? 

 

8. Do you consider using and traversing the public spaces as your right as a citizen? Yes/No 

 

Urban Infrastructure:  

1. Are public spaces equipped to meet the needs of different people? 

 

2. Do you think there are enough public transportation facilities (for example bus, auto 

frequency) on your daily routes?  Does the schedule (timings and frequency) of different 

facilities like availability of public transportation meet the needs of people during different 

time of the day? 

 

3. Are their enough spaces for waiting to avail public transportation? If so, do you feel safe 

waiting for the transportation during night? 

 

4. How do you see the entry of ola and uber  in urban public transportation system? What are 

the advantages and disadvantages of such facilities? Do you use them? 
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5. Are their enough sidewalks/footpaths on different streets? Does absence or presence of 

sidewalk affect your journey? 

 

6. Are their sufficient public bathrooms for women, men, kids, and people with different 

needs? (Roads, railway stations, metro stations). Do you have other observations about 

public bathrooms?  

 

7. Does lit streets make you feel safe? Are their sufficient lightings in all the streets? Example 

of any street whose type of lighting you like? 

 

 

8. Do adequate help points or public booths exist in everyday life routes? Do you feel there 

is enough police patrolling in different parts of the city/ routes you use?  

Experiences of Safe and Unsafe spaces in Kolkata:  

1. Have you experienced any unpleasant/uncomfortable situations while accessing the public 

spaces? Does that affect your daily access to public spaces? 

 

 

2. How would you describe the nature of the city in terms of safety in last five years? Did you 

notice any changes in recent years? 

 

3. Are there any major concerns/problems in relation to accessibility of public spaces in 

Kolkata? 
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4. Do you adopt particular strategies to access particular parts of the city?  

 

5. Do you feel different aspects like gender, age, marital status, class, caste or religion play 

any role in making a space safe or unsafe? 

 

6. What is safe space according to you? What elements in the city spaces make you feel safe 

and unsafe? 

 

7. What neighborhoods would you mark as safe and unsafe in Kolkata? What are some of 

unsafe spaces that you avoid (if any) Is there any commonality in such spaces? 

 

8. Are their vacant lots, unmaintained or dirty spaces, or maintenance/construction sites in 

your everyday route? Does that affect your mobility and comfortability? 

 

9. According to you, how can we make Kolkata a safer city? 
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APPENDIX B 

VERBAL CONSENT FORM – IN-DEPTH INTERVIEW  

A. Title of the research study: 

'The gendered politics of inclusion and exclusion of women in Indian urban public spaces.' 

B. Name, Department and contact info for investigator: 

Ritwika Biswas, Department of Geography and Urban Studies, Temple University 

Phone Number: +12674552585  

Email: ritwika.biswas@temple.edu 

 

Verbal Script for Obtaining Informed Consent: 

Hello, my name is Ritwika Biswas. I am a PhD student of Geography and Urban studies at Temple 

University in Philadelphia in the United States. I am conducting research for my dissertation.  

The purpose of this research is to understand the nature of women’s and men’s access to public 

spaces of Kolkata. Today I would like to talk to you about your experiences in different public 

spaces of the city and your understanding of safe and unsafe spaces of Kolkata. The aim is to 

understand how you move through the city and in doing so, what are the factors you consider when 

you navigate the city. I would also like to use some base maps to mark on and better understand 

the experiences and your understanding. The information you share today can help me improve 

understanding of the experiences and challenges you face while using the public spaces of city. 

The study procedure involves interviews and marking of safe and unsafe spaces of the city, If you 

are interested you will also be asked to take pictures with your phone or camera of the safe and 

unsafe spaces. With your permission, I plan to digitally record the interviews. This recording will 

be referenced later if I forget things you say or can’t write fast enough to capture your stories. If 

you are uncomfortable with recording the interview, I can take written notes instead. The recording 

is confidential, only I will have access to it, and it will never be shared. 
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The estimated duration of your study participation is one to two hours. There are no reasonably 

foreseeable risks or discomforts as a result of participation in this research. Participation is 

voluntary. If you decide not to participate, there will be no penalty. You can decline to answer any 

questions or choose to stop participating at any time without prejudicing future interactions with 

me or Temple University and you will still be compensated for your time. If you decide to 

withdraw from the research, all information provided up to that point will be destroyed. 

The benefit you will obtain from the research is knowing that you have contributed to the 

understanding of this topic and as a sincere token of gratitude and respect for you and your time, I 

will give you US$ 8 (500 INR). 

Every effort will be made to limit the disclosure of your personal information, including research 

study records, to people who have a need to review this information. All documents and 

information relating to this research will not be shared outside the research team and will be kept 

confidential. You will never be identified by name in any writing we do based on this study and I 

will not link your name to anything you say or the maps you mark up.  

Please contact the research team with questions, concerns, or complaints about the research by 

calling Ritwika Biswas at 2674552585 or e-mailing ritwika.biswas@temple.edu or emailing Dr. 

Melissa Gilbert at mgilbert@temple.edu. This research has been reviewed and approved by the 

Temple University Institutional Review Board. The Temple IRB may inspect the research records 

to ensure that the study is being conducted properly. The IRB will also keep all information 

confidential. Please contact them at (215) 707-3390 or e-mail them at: irb@temple.edu for any of 

the following: questions, concerns, or complaints about the research; questions about your rights; 

to obtain information; or to offer input. 

 

 


