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•  Public space is gendered. 

•  When comparing men and women of the same class 
and community,  men have better access to public 
space at all times of the day. 

•  Women often choose the safest and most 
comfortable route even though it may be many times 
extended than the shortest route from one point to 
another. 



• Women have to manufacture an appearance of 
purpose to legitimately access public space.  

•  Therefore in their everyday occupation of public 
space, women are almost never found standing or 
‘loitering’ in a public place without a clear purpose. 

•  They occupy public space essentially as a transit 
between one private space and another.  

•  When moving through public space women:  a) walk 
purposefully from one point to another and b) when 
walking,  avoid such places as may be considered non-
respectable such as lottery shops, and bars; or unsafe 
such as isolated lanes, dark footpaths.  



•   The purpose-defined movement of women is deeply 
connected to notions of respectability which define 
what good women should/ should not do in public. 

•  For women, the production of respectability is closely 
connected to manufacturing safety for themselves. 

•  At present, women have only conditional access and 
not claim to city public spaces.  
	  
	  



With a focus on events of sexual assault, violence 
has become the only language in which one can 
engage with questions of gender in public space. 
 
This situation does nothing to further women’s 
access public space. 
 



What women need in order to maximize their access to 
public space as citizens is not greater surveillance or 
protectionism (however well meaning),  but the right to 
pleasure.  
 
We need to move beyond the safety question to assert 
women’s right to be in the public. 
 





•  Public spaces and infrastructure are usually designed for 
an abstract ‘generic’ user. 

•  In the context of an ideology that deems women’s 
proper place to be at home, this imagined ‘neutral user’ of 
public facilities and infrastructure is invariably male.  

•  Not just gender, but all manner of politics—class, caste, 
religious and sexual, as also physical ability—are part of 
imagining this ‘neutral’ user. 

The Myth of the Neutral User 
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Safe/Unsafe Spaces 
Student Project 
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Can design really change society? 

While design by itself might not be able to create an 
equitable and welcoming public space for women,  

 
it can create the situation for change to happen and 

reinforce it when it does. 


