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Abstract  

Sharing  Public Space in an Informally Developed Historic City ðthe case of 
Old Dhaka  
 

A.K.M. Kausarul Islam , Ph.D 

Concordia University,  2014 

 

Multiple ethnic and religious groups share the limited public space of Old Dhaka 

for socio-cultural, religious, commercial activities and also for everyday traffic. 

Shared understanding across religious and cultural groups of the purposes of 

certain streets, negotiation between users of the street, and tacit agreement on 

spatial use, describe some of the mechanisms that allow the very intensive use of 

the street network.  Yet this sharing of the public space co-exists with a sense of 

belonging and spatial f ocus for Old Dhaka communities. This thesis examines 

these mechanisms of space sharing firstly by trying to understand how local 

groups perceive the streets and their degree of involvement in the activities that 

take place there. Secondly, the details of space self-management are examined in 

a sample of streets. Thirdly, the roles of informal communications between 

authorities, landholders and street users were assessed.  

 

Old Dhaka, has almost no shared public spaces except its community streets. 

Competiti on for the available space by myriad groups has led to a highly 

complex spatial and temporal formula for sharing all of the important streets.  For 
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commercial use, the rule of sharing space between formal and informal sectors is 

highly uniform in practice. This necessary sharing of space explains the 

remarkable social harmony of this crowded and diverse urban community. T his 

harmony, however, is challenged by the increasing heterogeneity of the 

community and a tendency to territorialize parts of this shared public space.  

 

Innovative methods for capturing the use of space were necessary in this 

research and were developed prior to entering the field. Indeed, there are only 

rare examples in the literature. Existing major behavior recording methods are 

either too descriptive or abstract and also lack transferability . This thesis 

developed a method for recording behavior that fulfils a need in existing 

methods. Unobtrusive  observation, key informant  interviews,  structured 

questionnaires, and a photographic survey were the major methods of 

investigation and data collection. This research provides insights on the 

mechanisms of space sharing as well as the control system, motivations  for 

personal choices and a spatially based sense of belonging. 

 

Key words: Behavior pattern, shared space, urban street, spatial qualities 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction  
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1.1 Background  

Spatial qualit ies of urban neighborhoods depend on several tangible and 

intangible factors where the tangible factors may include buildings, necessary 

amenities1, supporting infrastructure  and shared public spaces. Intangible factors 

include social cohesion, satisfaction, sense of security, and belongingness in the 

community. Shared public space is one of the major tangible factors in the built 

environment which  may integrate people and provide scope to communicate as 

well as share the intangibles of public life such as thoughts, emotions, and beliefs 

through verbal and non -verbal interaction. Studies show a powerful and positive 

impact of shared open space on neighborhood satisfaction (Kearney, 2006). A 

shared open space can be a street, a park, an open field or a plaza. This type of 

space provides a great contribution toward strengthening the sense of 

neighborhood.  

 

According to Rapoport (1975), strengthening the sense of neighborhood in a 

shared space depends upon certain forms of qualitatively efficient verbal and 

non-verbal communication. A successful urban public space should have such 

qualities that would increase the sense of neighborhood to foster effective verbal 

and non-verbal communication. Only providing an open space does not ensure 

                                                           
1 Nature and number of amenities may vary depending on the demand of the 
people in a specific context. 



3 
 

positive outcomes as a successful urban space. Both verbal and non-verbal forms 

of communication support a sense of cohesion among members of a community 

or society. Effective communication involves both verbal and non -verbal 

interactions. Such communications in a spatial setting allow individuals to 

attri bute certain means to territories within those urban spaces. Such 

communication may be effective if there is broad consensus on the meaning 

attributable to the space. If this is the case, then the nature and types of territory 

determine the level of access and interaction between groups, groups and 

individuals, and between solitary individuals.  

 

Effective communication in a public urban setting depends on several factors, 

such as homogenous social structure, allowable perceived density, and space 

quality (R apoport , 1975; Rapoport, 1980a). Homogeneity in the social group may 

also lead to more effective non-verbal communication, because there are 

common understandings of  body language, clothing, behavior, and physical 

cues. Homogeneous social groups also provide mutual mental support, and 

reduce perceived density and cultural defenses (Rapoport, 1980a). A 

heterogeneous community shows the opposite of this phenomenon. In a 

heterogeneous community there could be several territories opposite in nature 

that are not permeable for the members of other groups (Figure 3.1). The 

permeability  of territory might lead to poor communication between the 
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members of society. Poor communication can create a sense of high density and 

crowding, perceived as a negative subjective experience in urban space 

(Rapoport, 1975). Urban populations are increasingly  heterogeneous with the 

mixture of people of different ethnic background , professional status and 

lifestyle .  

 

Since effective communication requires homogeneity between members and or 

appropriate spatial quality, m issing one of these could obstruct effective 

communication. There are some spontaneously developed and high-density 

cities where streets are left as the only open public spaces. The scarcity of shared 

open spaces and emerging heterogeneity mean that communities may face 

obstacles to good interpersonal communication.  

 

In the contemporary world,  streets are thought of as means of circulation (both 

pedestrian and vehicular) only. Evidence s in both literat ure and empirical 

research show that streets also have the potential of becoming positive open 

spaces for accommodating effective verbal and non-verbal communications. 

With this potentiality, streets can also act as one of the major reinforcing factors 

of achieving a physically active n eighborhood through strengthening 

communication. The scenario of having streets as positive open spaces can be 

observed in several spontaneously developed urban areas in different areas of 
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the world. Old Dhaka is one of the examples of this type of urban context where 

almost no designated open space exists for communal purposes except the 

streets. The streets of Old Dhaka do not only act as the network for  circulation  of 

goods and people but also as community spaces where people perform their 

everyday social activities. In this case streets serve as places where people 

usually interact with each other, share their emotions and thoughts and in this 

way support  a community with effective interpersonal communication. The 

necessity to share the space for both utilitarian and social purposes, because of 

the severe spatial limits, may in fact support the social purposes. 

 

The failure to provide open spaces in dense residential areas is often seen as a 

major problem in spontaneously developed urban areas. It is evid ent that in Old 

Dhaka streets have the potential of becoming urban public space. The crisis of 

space and the potential of streets as open space together are in themselves 

worthy of investigation . For example, how has the necessity for sharing space 

inspired social interactions and consensus? How people perceive the street as 

community space, with what conditions and modalities, may help explain the 

overall sense of cohesion and acceptance of others.  Given a complex set of social 

activities, cultural events  and religious events that must be performed outdoors, 

we could also investigate how such limited space is managed, again informally, 

by groups that have no formal means to make such decisions. The street system 



6 
 

itself is complex. It is also of considerable interest to understand how people 

perceive the streets, their uses and hierarchies, as well as their own 

belongingness in the spatial system of Old Dhaka. Because of the evident success 

of this spatial model in Old Dhaka, it should not be a mere artefact  of 

development, but rather foundation knowledge for the management of space. 

The stability of these patterns and the ecology of the street itself need to be 

understood according to the underlying conditions that support them. In this 

particular case, it is the social agents, individuals, community and religious 

groups that are part of this important foundational knowledge. (Carmona, 

Tiesdell, Heath, &  Oc, 2010; Larman & Omer, 2013; Rapoport, 1980b; Rapoport  

1982; Shaftoe, 2006; Zacharias, Stathopoulos, & Wu ,2001). This research aims to 

identify space-behavior patterns in the streets of a spontaneously developed 

urban area and the mechanisms of those patterns. Old Dhaka is particularly 

suitable for such a study because of the following particular characteristics: 

Á The streets are the only community space in Old Dhaka and so must host all 

activities that do not take place in private space. 

Á Streets are very heavily used for daily, utilitarian purposes but also for 

cultural and religious activities . 

Á There is very little formal organization of the use of the space; rather most of 

the observed activities have self-organized according to principles that have 

yet to be understood. 
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Á Co-existence of diverse user groups (age, gender, religion, ethno-cultural 

background) having different spatial practices and may also express different 

levels of space preferences and sharing. 

 

1.2 Problem definition  

A limited number of  studies have been conducted to identify behavior patterns 

in urban public spaces in different countries  with relation to the local 

environment,  but to the knowledge of this author, none has been carried out in 

Old Dhaka, Bangladesh. Ample research has been conducted on analyzing 

morphology of buildings and neighborhood, population, physical growth 

patterns, historical background, residential environment, and street typology 

(Mowla, 1997., Mowla, 2003., Mowla, 2006., Nilufar, 2000., Nilufar, 

2004.,Ferdous, 2008., Habib, 2010., Khan, 1982., Islam, 2008), but these previous 

studies ignored the analysis of behavior in  urban streets. Because these are living 

streets, it is important to know how life invests the identified architectural 

typologies. The existing architectural research aimed at generalization from a 

complex reality. While such background is useful, i t is rather the other direction 

that would have been more usefulðthat is, seeing how specific architectural types 

have adapted to local conditions. For our purposes, we have treated the spatial 

network as a two-dimensional structure since activities take p lace essentially at 

ground level. But the configuration of the streets in minute detail were thought 
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to have significant influence on the perceptions on the local communities, the 

activities that invested those spaces as well as the decisions of religious groups to 

select those streets for their specific activities. The following section provides 

more detail on the research problem.  

 

1.2.1 The general problem 

Traditional street spaces in Old Dhaka display a variety of spatial and material 

qualities, purpos es, and elicit different perceptions of space. There are, however, 

very few research findings on how street s of Old Dhaka are used as community 

space by multiple user groups for multiple socio -cultural activities.  

 

1.2.2 The specific problems  

The use of street spaces in Old Dhaka varies with the change of users and time. 

Occupancy and control of a space by different user groups at different times of 

the day creates variations of spatial activities, which eventually also change 

spatial qualities. The mechanisms of temporal changes of functions and the 

change in spatial qualities are still unexplored for the case of Old Dhaka. 
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When several groups share a space then there may exist some kinds of 

negotiation for space use. Studies show that access, control and occupancy of 

shared spaces often creates conflicts and establishes a negotiation process. For 

example, a hawker in the street of Dhaka has to negotiate with several other 

individuals to run his business. The Hawkersõ Federation in Dhaka tried to 

negotiate with the government to get formal permission but at the same time 

they had to go through informal negotiations with political leaders, gangs  and 

police for the same purpose (Bhoumik, 2005).  

 

Fei (2009, p.2) studied the negotiation of urban space use and found there were  

ògreat social efforts to negotiate the ways in which urban residents lived space was 

regulated by state institutions and rendered through cultural worksó. Both formal and 

informal negotiations are necessary for using urban public space. Formality 

comes from state institutions and informality comes through social practices. 

Sometimes informal negotiations of space use are helpful in managing urban 

environment in an efficient way because they may reflect societyõs own practice 

and culture. òInformal urbanism offers alternative ways to negotiate and articulate 

particular urban practices in finding new urban imaginingó(OõKelly, 2007, p.104). The 

informality in negotiating space use thus became an important field to study for 

professionals and policy makers. Historically Old Dhaka was developed 

informally where cultural and social rules and regulations were being practiced 
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in the way space was used and controlled. Negotiations came in the combination 

of formal and informal modes. Though the prop osed study area is under the 

formal control of Dhaka City Corporation, there exists informality of space 

control and uses. The coexistence of such space control provided the foundation  

for exploring the mechanism of sharing space. Fei (2009, p.23) also highlighted an 

example of mixed negotiation of space use from Beijing where he found, 

òéappropriation of public space was acquired via political negotiation and social 

practicesó. However, the transferability of these findings requires investigations 

of the Bangladesh case. This research deals with the following specific research 

problems, 

Á The knowledge on behavioral pattern in Old Dhaka streets is undocumented. 

Á There is lack of knowledge on proper method to record and analyze behavior 

data for street environment  without formal demarcations and space 

allocations.  

Á The process of negotiation and space sharing in Old Dhaka is undocumented. 

 

 

1.3 Research questions 

This research aims to look for the data on human perception, preference, and 

spatial qualiti es of streets in order to address the research problems. Perception 



11 
 

of space is dependent on both human factors and physical factors (Broadbent, 

1990). For human factors, perception may vary according to an individualõs 

personality, stage in life, gender, socio-economic status and cultural background 

(Pugalis, 2009). Human activities are dependent on the nature of the setting in 

which we live. It has been claimed that a number of homologous oppositions 

such as, high:low :: light: dark :: male: female should exist in every setting of the 

universe (Bourd ieu, 1979, p.140). Accordingly, there must be differences in use 

patterns of space from the point of these homologous oppositions such as, 

gender. Gender is considered a major variable that affects space perception and 

spatial activity ; for example, males and females might be expected to act 

differently in space. The other major homolog ous oppositions could be age 

(young : old), income (high: low), education (educated: uneducated), and so on. 

 

To Broadbent (1990), the physical factors of urban space mean the shape and 

arrangement of built forms in  the urban environment where people live. Krier 

(1979) proposes that, since urban spaces are bounded geometrically, so to 

understand that space we must look for the geometric shapes and surrounding 

elevations. The shape factors of a street space are the width, alignment, and 

heights of surrounding buildings. Explaining street as urban space, Rapoport 

(1969) emphasized the quality of any streetõs connectivity with other streets and 

spaces instead of width or volume (Figure 2.4, Figure 2.5). Rapoport also 
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highlighted the relation between stree t space and socio-cultural activities to 

understand meaning of space. To identify the co-relations between these 

variables (physical and socio-cultural) and to solve the research problems it is 

necessary to answer the following research questions, 

 

Á How do multiple user groups (Age, gender, cultural background etc.) share 

street space at different times of the day? 

Á What are the changes of behavior pattern when people participate in different 

socio-cultural activities in street  spaces? 

Á What are the preferred spatial qualities of a street that are needed to perceive a 

street as a community space? 

Á What are the relations between ôperception, preference, and practiceõ and the 

streetõs physical environment?  

 

1.4 Research Objectives 

The proposed research aimed to fulfill the following research objectives,  

Á To adopt a method and framework to record and analyze behavior al data. 

Á To identify the mechanism of space sharing and negotiation .  

Á To identify spatial behavior at different time s and spaces. 

Á To identify peopleõs preference to accept a street as community space.  
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There are two assumptions that were considered in this research. It was expected 

that the following possible result would be obtained after analyzing behavior al 

data. The assumptions were, 

Á Behavioral pattern in time and space would be different for Gender, age, 

cultural background and  

Á Space preference will vary in different types of streets in a neighborhood.  

 

1.5 Organization of the Dissertation  

The dissertation of this research has been organized and presented in several 

chapters (Figure 1.1. Chapter 1 provides introduction, background of the 

research topic, research questions and objectives. Chapters 2 and 3 focus on 

general analysis of theory and empirical work on human -environment and 

behavior. Specifically Chapter 2 defines urban spaces, and methods of studying 

urban spaces. Chapter 3 defines the psychology of urban spaces where biological 

and cultural factors of spatial behavior are explained. In this chapter a special 

emphasis has been placed on the working principles of communication in 

environment. Different models of interpersonal communication are also 

illustrated. Socio-cultural aspects of urban spaces are described in Chapter 4. 

Cultural background and its impact on the productio n of urban space and the 
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people-environment relationship are the points of discussion in this chapter. 

Process of clustering, negotiation, and sharing of urban public spaces are also 

explained in this chapter. Chapter 5 and 6 focused on the study area for this 

research. In chapter 5, Old Dhakaõs morphology of community spaces is 

illustrated. A brief history of Dhaka cityõs development is also provided at the 

beginning of the chapter. Old Dhakaõs environment has been investigated 

qualitatively and presented in Chapter 6. In this chapter temporal changes of 

users and associated activities in streets are documented and analyzed. Streets 

have been compared using Maslowõs hierarchy of basic needs and it is explained 

how streets are being used as social space for religious and other socio-cultural 

activities. The controls of space and impact on space use are also an important 

part in this chapter. Methods of recording behavior in public space have been 

analyzed in Chapter 7. After comparing the available methods th e potentialities 

and weakness have been identified. A working method of recording behavior 

has been developed and presented at the end of the Chapter 7. In Chapter 8 the 

developed method for recording behavior is applied in a space -use identification 

research. The research result suggested further development for the method to 

use in future research. Chapter 9 explains the research design and methodology 

with the application of the developed behavior recording method. Finalized 

method and framework for data  analysis are also explained in this chapter. 

Analysis and result have been presented in Chapter 10. Conclusion and future 

direction of research are provided in Chapter 11. 



15 
 

 

Figure 1.1 Organization of dissertation and flow of research  

 

1.6 Limitation of the Research  

Two administrative areas were selected for the case study. The total number of 

respondents was 80, where the male-female ratio was not equal (80%-20%). 

Several observations were conducted during two months of the survey period. 

Limitation s of time and maleðfemale ratio were considered as the main 

limitations for the research. The research result would be more reliable if more 

areas and larger number of respondents was covered in the survey. Due to the 

refusal to take part in the questionnaire by female respondents, the number of 

female participant s is less than for males. Due to time constraints, it was not 

possible to make observations for the whole year in order to record socio-cultural 

activities happening all the year round. A complete immersion in the setting, 

which could have been a more effective way to get more information about socio 

cultural practices, was also not possible. 
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Chapter 2: Human Environment and Behavior in Urban Space  
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2.1 Introduction  

Behavior is culture dependent and it varies as culture is different from place to 

place. This research deals with spatial behavior in community street  spaces of old 

Dhaka. In this chapter the concepts of space, urban spaces, and typology of 

spaces are discussed.  The methods of studying urban spaces are also analyzed in 

this chapter in order to select and conduct public space study. 

 

2.2 Support for understanding ôspaceõ and ôurban spaceõ  

Scholars argue that space is the product of human action, which is usually 

guided by culture, geo -climatic factors and technology (Rapoport, 1969). It is also 

believed that spaces may affect and mould human behavior. These opposite 

directions of cause and effect can be used to divide the methods of spatial 

analysis into two  distinct streams. In one, researchers study the process of 

forming the urban space and in another stream the researcher emphasizes the 

end product i.e. physical space. Other secondary but also important categories 

can be formulated from these two major groups.  

 

Process-oriented theorists such as, Amos Rapoport (1969) argue that culture is 

the major determinant of any spatial change so it should come first in the 

discussion. The works of product -oriented thin kers can be arranged into two 
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groups. One group emphasizes the philosophical understanding of the formation 

of space. Among scholars in this group, Henri Lefebvre believe that spaces are 

socially produced and space should be referred to as social space (Lefebvre, 

1991). Other scholars, such as Krier (1979) analyzed the space as a product but 

with a different orientation from Lefebvre. Believers like Krier prefer to 

emphasize the form, shape and other physical factors primarily and later socio -

cultural factors if needed. Other secondary categories can be termed as ômixed 

modeõ and ôfocused modeõ of space study and perception. The mixed mode 

category uses process and product orientated analysis simultaneously. The 

focused mode studies are highlighting a single factor, or very few specific 

factor(s) of space. 

 

Regardless of these two opposite ideologies, some of the factors of analyzing 

space remain common for every theory. The points of interest are, behavioral 

responses, communication methods, general attributes of geo-climatic factors 

and so on. The following part of this chapter investigates the methods of 

studying urban space, their interrelationships and later a comparison between 

those methods in order to understand their applicability in future resea rch.  
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2.3 The ôSpaceõ and ôurban public spaceõ 

Generally the sense of space is the synonymous of the perception of a specific 

environment. This depends on attitude, emotion, a nd personality of persons acts 

in that particular environment (Golledge and Stims on, 1987). Character of space 

depends on the nature of built forms in and around that space, peopleõs use 

pattern, historic and cultural values attached, the contribution of the space for 

the society, and the capacity to accommodate social functions. Lefebvre (1991) 

argues that we need to deal with three fields for studying space i.e. physical, 

mental, and social fields. These fields should be studied together for a complete 

study of space. The terms in our everyday discourse such as, ôcornersõ of streets, 

market ôplaceõ, a shopping ôcentreõ convey a specific meaning of those places and 

those meanings are common and uniformly recognizable to everybody. Lefebvre 

(1991) also pointed out that these names are only to distinguish a space from 

another but not to i solate them. The spaces (with specific names) correspond to 

particular functions of a society where interactions and communications are 

ordered in a specific way. 

 

Lefebvre (1991) claimed three fundamental and conceptual dialectics that we 

must consider for understanding space i.e. i. Spatial Practice, ii. Representations 

of space, and iii. Representational space. ôSpatial practicesõ are what is being 

practiced socially. ôRepresentations of spaceõ are conceptualized spaces of 
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professionals such as architects and planners. Their representations depend on 

the identification of what are lived, perceived and conceived. The third 

conceptual dialectic is ôRepresentational spaceõ which is the space of ôusersõ and 

ôphilosophersõ. The philosopherõs descriptions and aspires of space provides 

passive experience of that space (Lefebvre, 1991).  

 

2.4 Typology of ôspaceõ 

In the field of built environment, spaces have been classified according to their 

functions and purposes, their socio-cultural backgrounds and contexts.  Absolute 

space, social space, mental space, physical space, cultural space, abstract space, 

experiential space, architectural space, urban space, and street space, are some of 

the major types of space found in contemporary research (Broadbent, 1990; 

Lefebvre, 1991; Mowla, 2006; Ferdous, 2008; Parkes & Thrift, 1980). By defining 

absolute space we actually look for the process of space formation from completely 

natural to social use. òAbsolute space was made up of fragments of nature located at 

sites which were chosen for their intrinsic qualities (cave, mountain top, spring, river)ó 

(Lefebvre, 1991,p.48). The process of space formation begins with some socio- 

political involvement; later , architecture selects that absolute (natural) space in 

nature and transforms it for specific social use. Abstract space deals with signs 

and their formal relationship in a space where those signs convey objective 

expressions of space. Lefebvre (1991) provided the example of abstract space as a 
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ômountõ, which may have phallic aspects and a ôtowerõ, may exude arrogance.  

The concept of social space got wide acceptance due to the works by Henri 

Lefebvre, which highlights it (Social space) òincorporate social actions, the actions of 

subjects, both individual and collective, who born and who die, who suffer and who 

actó(Lefebvre, 1991, p.33). 

 

Ferdous (2008) argues that in a cultural space; the organization of space, time, 

meaning, and communication are systematically linked to culture. Ferdous also 

proposes that this space is concerned with people and their relations with 

environment within a framework of natural and cultural values. In illustrating 

spatial components of cultural space, the author claimed that ôcultural spaceõ and 

ôsocial spacesõ are similar in a sense that both highlight behavior, perception, and 

cultural activities of social members. If we consider that social actions and 

behavior are guided by culture, then existing definitions specifically ôsocial 

spaceõ and ôcultural spaceõ point to a common meaning. Both of them can be 

explained by analyzing social settings, its user groups, norms and beliefs, and 

social practices. 
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2.5. Complexity of studying urban space  

 Sonnenfeld (1972) claims that our built environment has both human and non -

human components.  These components are in a complex relation with social and 

non-social components. Humans have been altering the character of nature and 

thus creating the built environment. Culture, behavior and geographic factors are 

acting together as major guiding forces for human actions. It is evident that 

culture is the underlying influencing factor that is continuously promoting 

human behavior in changing the environment. It is also claimed that 

environment also impacts human behavior ( Shaftoe, 2008; Carmona et al, 2010; 

Rapoport, 1980b; Baldassare, 1978; Zacharias, 2001). It is important to note that 

man first changes the natural environment  to satisfy his needs and thereafter 

environment gradually moulds human behavior in turn. The urban environment 

is perhaps the result of the maximum alteration of natural environment.  

Historically, urban public spaces played a vital role in providing a stage for 

socio-cultural activities.  

The dynamic and heterogeneous nature of urban public space ensures that 

it presents many opportunities simultaneously, including channels for 

communication, a source for livelihood and trade, a setting for social 

interaction and an arena for political acti vism (Pugalis, 2009, p.215). 
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Referring to Lefebvre (1991), Pugalis (2009) noted that urban spaces are animated 

theatres where people perform activities of everyday life such as interaction, 

encounter and movement.  With such qualities, urban public space can be 

considered as a social binder that may increase successful social interactions. For 

these potentialities of urban public spaces, it is important for the professionals of 

urban planning to understand how the functions of urban public spaces work. By 

understanding the mechanisms and characters of spatial activities as behavior 

and spatial qualities, professionals are expected to do their jobs in urban 

planning more effectively. Scholars in philosophy, sociology, urban planning, 

and architecture have investigated the definition and core components of generic 

space. To most scholars spaces are the outcome of social activities in a society. 

The following discussion will provide an analytical investigation of space in 

urban environment and methods of studyin g urban space.   

 

2.6 Defining ôSpaceõ in urban environment 

Urban public space is perhaps the single most important and powerful 

component that characterizes the environment and contribute s strongly to urban 

development. An urban space is defined as òa kind of ôholeõ in the texture of the city. 

This is the place to watch and be watched, to practice and to avoid participation safely. It 

is a focus, a change of pace, a node or a point of emphasis or a breathing spaceó (Specter, 



24 
 

1974). Specterõs definition can be elaborated with the words of Krier (1979) where 

Krier added the recreational activities along with sporting and shopping events 

as the expected functions of urban space. 

 

People have different expectations of urban spaces. For example expectations 

could be space as meeting place, market place, sacred place and so on. To 

identify how and in what level an urban space can fulfill the expectation; we 

must analyze and understand the space properly. Researchers argue for 

generalizing human desires and expectations from an urban space and according 

to that they try to define urban space objectively. There are also opposite 

arguments, i.e. human expectations/desires cannot be generalized objectively as 

they belong and represent specific cultural activity, which is subject to variation 

from culture to culture. Differences in cultures obviously hold differences in 

expectations and preferences. This variation of choice is also the matter of 

continuous change over time. Time factor inspired another group of scholars 

who strongly supports to define urban spaces as subjective matter that 

consciously changes. Scholarly definitions of space provide two major categories 

i.e. space as process and space as product.  

There are contradictions among scholars in perceiving a space either as process 

or product. Process oriented thinkers posit, òthe appearance of space is tied to social 

use and identity and the actual processes that bind them togetheró (Shuffield, 2002, 
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p.19). Shuffield also claims that economics, legal control and destruction of space 

as regulatory processes of space formation that need to be explored. Low (2002) 

studied urban public spaces in Costa Rica and explained how those spaces are 

socially constructed. She explained how the changes of economy and political 

situation changed social condition and public behavior that were eventually 

expressed in the construction and transformation of those public spaces. Lowõs 

study clearly expresses the process of constructing social spaces. 

 

Lefebvreõs (1991) definition stands in between process and product mode of 

spaces. For him space is social product. This òsocial space is produced and re-

produced in connection with forces of productionó (Lefebvre, 1991, p.72). In this 

statement, the terms ôproduction and re-productionõ are indicating the links with 

historical changes i.e. process. By analyzing these categories it is noticed that 

though the definitions of spaces are philosophically different but they deal with 

some common components such as interactions, society, behavioral responses, 

enclosure, comfort, and so on. The difference arises with the basic questions, i.e., 

how the spaces are created in a course of time (for process oriented studies), and 

what is the nature of space irrespective of its generative process (for product 

oriented studies)? 
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2.6.1 The process mode of study 

To understand urban space, one should look at the process through which the 

space was created. The next point would be to understand person to person and 

person to environment relationships 2 as a continuous process. It is important to 

know the nature of people, components of environment and the points where 

their relationships are connected. The focal point of this argument is the process 

not the physical components. In this process, form and shape of a space 

continuously changes over time as its users and geo-climatic factors change 

(Figure 2.1). If we call it a process oriented approach, then the socio-cultural 

analysis over time would be the fundamental guideline to understand that 

process. According to Rapoport (1976) a socio-cultural analysis of human -

environment relation should begin with the discussions on the following points, 

i.e.  

Á Characteristics of people (ranging from individual person to social groups).  

Á The effects of built environ ment on human behavior, mood or wellbeing (the 

most significant/important aspects which affects most).  

Á The presence of mutual interaction between people and environment, and the 

mechanism that links people and environment.  

 

 

                                                           
2 These relations are described in Chapter 3 
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Figure 2.1 The conceptual process of space formation. (Source: Author)  

 

In several research studies Rapoport attempted to establish the importance of 

human-environment relations and the role of process mode in studying urban 

space. Rapoportõs arguments are also supported by Golledge and Stimson (1987) 

and Parr (1970). Golledge and Stimson proposed a framework called ôSpatial 

Interaction and  Proximity Based Analysisõ to study urban space.  They observed 

two conceptual types of spaces i.e. ôaction spaceõ and ôactivity spaceõ which do 

not refer to any physical qualities of spaces. They also discussed the process of 

interaction between home locations, individual perception of urban 

environment, various socio -economic attributes and so on (Figure 2.2). 

 

Culture and geo-climatic factors 

are changing the nature and shape 

of space 
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Figure 2.2 The conceptual model of action space 

(Source: Golledge and Stimson, 1987) 

The supports for process orientation are also found in Parrõs (1970) analysis of 

the magnitude of space-behavior interaction in the urban environment rather 

than mentioning physical attributes of space. To understand behavior in a spatial 

context (urban or any other) the form and dimension of space where social 

interaction occur should be studied (Parr, 1970). Supporting this statement, Parr 

is also indicating a process where spaces exist conceptually as territory but not in 

any specific shape. Parrõs dimension of space ranges between the spans of two 

magnitudes, i.e. territory and orbit 3 (Figure 2.3). This dimension does not deal 

with physical attributes (length or width) rather it indicate how frequently the 

spaces are used which is definitely the authorõs inclination towards studying the 

process as the fundamental guideline. 

                                                           
3 ôTerritoryõ is the space that an individual/ as a member of a group holds and defends if needed. 
On the other hand ôOrbitõ has a wider range than territory where individual habitually or 
occasionally moves. An orbit may have two or more territories (home, office, club etc) (Parr, 
1970). 
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2.6.2 The product mode of study  

the fundamental point of view of the product -oriented thinkers argue urban 

spaces should be judged primarily by their shape or scale, where socio-economic 

factors can be studied later. For example, Krier (1979) claimed, since urban 

spaces are bounded geometrically so to understand the spatial quality of that 

space one must look for its geometric shape and the surrounding elevations. To 

Krier urban space, spatial forms, and their derivatives can be categorised into 

three basic shapes, i.e. the square, the circle, and the triangle (Figure 2.7). But in 

Krierõs study the process of space formation was not mentioned. The question 

may arise ð for example, was there any reason behind those geometric forms? If 

the answer is yes then there will come another question against grouping urban 

space according to the geometric forms instead of highlighting the process of 

Figure 2.3 Conceptual model: Magnitudes of space-behavior domains 

(Source: Author. Adapted from Parr,1970)   
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their generation. This is one of the fundamental points of contradiction between 

process and product oriented thinkers.  

      

Figure 2.4  Space-street 
intersection as product oriented 
thought .(Part of original figure)  

(Source: Krier, 1979) 

 Figure 2.5 Space-street intersection as process   

oriented thought.  

(Source: Rapoport, 1969) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scale, shape, 

enclosure, 
etc 

Space 

Time 

Figure 2.6  The space as product with fixed shape. 

Physical attributes are discussed in this model.( Source: Author) 

Figure 2.7  The basic shapes of urban spaces 

(Source: Krier,1979) 
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2.6.3 The mixed mode of study  

The mixed mode orientation neither individually focuses on the process of space 

generation nor the physical attributes rather they highlight both of the study 

modes. One such study was done by Parkes and Thrift (1980)4, where they 

analyzed urban spaces from experience and different scales of perceptions about 

the environment. In their scales both process and product attributes are 

discussed. In their examples, the Primitive space definitely focuses on the 

process of generating space where behavioral factors are concerned. On the 

contrary ôgeographic spacesõ deal with the physical attributes of spaces that 

stand for the product oriented study.  

 

                                                           
4
 òa. Primitive: Primitive space is the space of instinctive behavior devoid of images or concepts. b. 

Perceptual: Perceptual space has content and meaning as a space of action centring on immediate needs 

and practices. However perceptual space is not isolated, because we live in a culture-realm of experiences 

and institutions in inter subjective world. c. Existential:  Existential space is lived space; the inner 

structure of space as it appears to us is our concrete experiences of the world as members of culture group 

socialised according to a common set of experiences, signs, and symbols. Existential space is never entirely 

passive but is continuously remade by human activity including architectural and other planning process. 

d. Sacred: Sacred space is continuously differentiated and repeat with symbols, sacred centers and 

meaningful objects. e. Profane: Such space reflects experiences and intentional links with environment. 

Profane space is above all homogenous and neutral, "without structure or consistency, amorphous." Such 

relativity and lack of orientation is virtually equivalent to an experience of space as chaos (Shiner, 1972).f. 

Geographic: The space which is unique and has its own name is a geographic space. The structure of 

geographic space has been examined through the images(or mental maps)that people seem to hold. 

h.Cognitive and abstract:  Abstract space however is the space of logical relation and does not need 

empirical observation. i.Experiential:  This is essentially the experiential space and the scheme to be 

outlined in a moment. But it is now clear that time needs to be seen as an integral part of space and it is to 

incorporation of time into place that we now turnó (Parkes and Thirft,1980). 
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Broadbentõs (1990) analysis of urban space is a comprehensive example of mixed 

mode study. Broadbentõs proposal is primarily based on Gordon Cullenõs 

ôScannerõ; where all the factors are attached with urban space and grouped into 

ôHuman factorsõ and ôPhysical factorsõ. Human factor is understood as the total 

relationship where the conditions of emotional states are well expressed. 

Physical factor indicates shape, arrangement of components in environment 

where human live (Broadbent, 1990). The checklists are the combinations of 

human and physical factors within a framework that represents a product 

oriented study. Within the framework Broadbent also mentioned two processes 

(named as ôintegration chainõ and ôspace chainõ) fitted within the checklists 

(Figure 2.8 and Figure 2.9). Presence of these chains indicates the importance of 

process for spatial analysis. 
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Figure 2.8 Human factors of Urban space showing Integration chain.                         

(Source: Broadbent, 1990,p.220) 
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 Figure 2.9 Physical factors of Urban space showing Integration chain. 

(Source: Broadbent, 1990,p.220) 
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2.6.4. Focused mode of study  

In recent decades researchers in the field of human geography studied different 

sensory factors (heat, smell, noise, wind flow etc.) in urban environments (Figure 

2.10, Figure 2.11 and Figure 2.12).  Figure 2.10 shows the structure of a focused 

mode of study where individual researcher focuses are studied in spatial context. 

Analysis with single or very few  variables like these can be categorized as a 

focused mode of study. These sensory factors are subjective and person-

dependent and have strong influence on human behavior. Researchers are 

focusing on how and in what extent those sensibles affect human behavior in 

urban space. (Zacharias et al, 2001; Nikolopoulou, Baker and Steemers, 2001; 

Studer, 1970).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Heat Noise 

X       Y        Z 

Smell 

Time Space 

Figure 2.10 Conceptual model of Focused study of urban space           

(Source: Author) 
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Figure 2.11  People presence in relation to sun 
and temperature. 

(Source: Zacharias et al., 2001) 

Figure 2.12 People presence in relation   
to sunlight at different time of the day.  

(Source: Zacharias et al., 2001) 

As an example of this type of study, Figure 2.11 and Figure 2.12 indicate peopleõs 

preference within certain ranges of temperature and also presence/absence of 

sun in space. Studies in both Zacharias et al (2001) and Nikolopoulou et al (2001) 

found presence of people increases with the increase of temperature. These 

studies were focused specifically on temperature change and peopleõs presence 

in public space where social, economic and cultural factors were not considered. 

This mode of study neither goes for process nor product oriented analysis. For 

example if they would have studied the relation between the rise of temperature 

and peoples movement pattern from sunny place to a shade or escape from the 

space then it may exhibit some sort of process analysis. 

2.6.5. Complexity with process/product factor to study urban space  

òSpace is neither a subject nor an object but rather a social reality - That is to say a set of 

relations and formsó (Lefebvre,1991, p.116). As such, the primary focus of our 

general understanding of space should be the interrelation between the people in 
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a given environment and observe how behavior and environment (both natural 

and built) connect, communicate and mutu ally affect each other. In the urban 

realm, there exist different kinds of urban public spaces such as, plaza, street 

space, and bazaar that we undoubtedly call social space. Standing apart from the 

arguments of process/ product, and subject/object dilemma , it is also possible 

that urban spaces can be understood by analyzing the space perceptions of users, 

physical characteristics of that geographical area, connectivity with other spaces, 

and memories attached with that space (Mowla, 2006). Shortridge (1997) 

identified six critical elements of great urban spaces and claimed that by 

applying these elements in analysis it is possible to understand an urban space. 

The critical elements are character, ownership, authenticity, accommodation, nature, 

social and private space. He divided urban space into six elementary components 

for an easy, clear and deeper understanding. Those elements may be assessed 

systematically by looking on how people interact in environment and how 

certain environmental components impact b ehavior.   

 

In previous research space and time variables have been studied but less 

emphasis has been given on the communication and interactions between person 

and environment in a spatial context. It is claimed that the mode of 

communication between the components of environment should get the higher 
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priority in the study of urban space. The transactional 5 method is one of the 

approaches for communication between human and environment (Aitken and 

Bjorkund, 1988). The process of communication analysis indicates how 

environmental components send and receive information from each other. The 

basic environmental components are people and thing and the possible 

maximum ways/combination of communication would be i. people and people, 

ii. people and thing, and iii. thing and thing (Rapoport, 1989).  

 

Coming back to Lefebvreõs (1991) concept; ôspace as social realityé. as set of 

relations and formsõ and analysing other scholarõs arguments about interacting and 

communicating in space we can conclude that two major kinds of relations can 

be found in urban space. The relations are i. people to people and ii. people to space 

relations. People to people relation describe behavior as social actions i.e. how 

people interact with each other. On the other hand, people to space relation 

studies the impact of spatial factors (physical and socio-cultural) on interaction in 

an urban space. Chapter 3 is focused on identifying the patterns of  relations and 

communication between environmental components (human and other objects) 

in order to understand spatial qualities and preferences in urban public space.  

                                                           
5
άTransactional approaches begin with an event or phenomenon- a confluence of spatial qualities, temporal features, and 

psychological processes. The principal focus of this perspective is the event, and concomitant changing relationships or 

transformations among aspects of the whole. Unlike things, which are static and discrete, events are selections from a continuous 

ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘέόAitken and Bjorklund, 1988). 
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Chapter 3:  Meaning and communications in environment  
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3.1 Introduction  

Public space frequently refers to an area that fulfill s the needs of several social 

functions such as, meeting and conversing, resting, and trading. The potential of 

public space to meet psychological needs along with the physiological ones has 

been examined by Shaftoe (2008). The argument of the importance of both 

physiological and psychological potentialities of public space is also supported 

by the ôHierarchy of Needsõ proposed by Maslow (Figure 4.6 and Figure 4.7) 

(Childs, 2006). In this chapter the psychological aspect of environment and ways 

of communication between a. environment - people, and b. people-people are 

discussed.  

 

3.2 The psychology of public space  

Physical quality of space could influence human behavior directly or indirectly 

(Shaftoe, 2006; Carmona, Tiesdell, Heath, &  Oc, 2010; & Rapoport, 1980b). 

Whether the influence of space is direct or indirect, a change in the psychological 

or perceptual state is obvious. There is a need for a person to have perception of 

space to link himself/herself to become an integrated part of that space. To 

analyze the mechanism of perception, we have to look for how people respond to 

certain factors of space and how they make adjustments in themselves or with 

the environment. There are fundamentals that need to be emphasized for 
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understanding behavioral influences and space perception (Shaftoe, 2006). The 

fundamental factors are territoriality, interpersonal distance, distribution, and 

types of communication and observations.  

Baldassare (1978) analyzed spatial behavior and summarized that spatial 

behavior is guided by three factors such as, biology, culture, and environment. 

These factors can explain the possible individual factors of space behavior 

relations. Thus, Shaftoeõs (2006) ôterritorialityõ can be considered as one of the 

ôbiological factorsõ. Interpersonal distance, distribution, and communication are 

the components of cultural study. If it is accepted that environmental perception 

is regulated by both physical and psychological factors then Shaftoeõs category 

becomes incomplete. Baldassareõs three factors have been followed as a guideline 

in the following discussion.  

 

3.3 Biological factors of spatial behavior  

When spatial behavior  becomes a point of discussion then ôterritorialityõ appears 

as one of the important factors. According to the Oxford Dictionary 6ôterritoryõ 

refers to òan area of land under the jurisdiction of a ruler or stateó and the definition 

in terms of biological re ference is òan area defended by an animal or group of animals 

                                                           
6 Source: 
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/territory?q=territory  
(Accessed on 27.10.2013) 
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against others of the same sex or speciesó. In urban environment human territory is 

urban space where different interests between groups exist (Shaftoe, 2006). The 

groups can be ordered according to gender, ethnic background, caste, 

professional background and so on. 

 

Territoriality regulates social life and in the territory associated with social 

context can also be termed ôsocial zonesõ or ôspatial zonesõ. Each spatial zone 

imposes (directly and indirectly) certain conditions and under those conditions 

òé people will avoid the use of spatial zones that are occupied by ongoing 

groupsó(Figure 3.1)(Baldassare, 1978,p.32). Baldassareõs review also shows that 

inclusion of a newcomer could be incompat ible with  the present group. A 

geographic area does not always define the boundary for human territory; rather 

it  is a social zone (Bride & Clancy, 1976). For example, a geographically bounded 

territory would be that area where people have the same profession or caste. 

Shakharibazar in old Dhaka, Bangladesh is that kind of territory where most of the 

people have the same religion and profession (Ahmed, 2006). Currently 

òterritoryòhas taken new meaning in electronic space. For example, a social 

network in el ectronic media like Facebook and Twitter allows forming groups in 

electronic space. In these social networks, members of groups can meet, share 

thoughts and ideas but not physically in real space. Similarly, as in a territory in 
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physical space a new comer has to seek permission to join an ongoing group in 

electronic space. 

 

Figure 3.1 Accessibility to on-going territory by individuals in conceptual model.  

            Source: Author, Adapted from Baldassare (1978) 

 

Territorial property is the primitive social property of place and access to this 

territory is determined by relationship between the neighbors ( McBride & 

Clancy, 1976, p.162). The concept of territory is applicable for a group as well as 

for an individual. For an ind ividual, we call it ôpersonal spaceõ. This personal 

space is a physical space surrounding a person that he maintains and controls. 

Nature of personal space determines the ôinterpersonal distanceõ and 

ôdistributionõ in urban space, which eventually regulate the formation of social 

group.  

Interpersonal distance is not fixed and hard to measure. The distance between 

individuals is minim al in a homogenous group. The homogeneity of the group 

could be based on the same profession, gender, or same culture in broader scale.  
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Every part of urban space is not the same and thus not preferable for all activities 

and grouping. According  to the nature of preference of individual s or group s, 

people tend to distribute themselves differently throughout a public space  

(Shaftoe, 2006). This distribution occurs either on the basis of preference for 

clustering or avoidance to form a cluster in a particular place.  Beside the factor 

of distribution, the ôsense of ownershipõ is another important factor that also 

regulates formation, maintenance, and accessibility of social groups/territory 

(McBride and Clancy, 1976). 

 

3.4 Cultural factors of spatial behavior  

Any activity that is primarily based on culture and spatial behavior is culturally 

defined (Rapoport, 1987., Baldassare, 1978). Cultural background guides how an 

individual would perceive the environment and behave accordingly. According 

to Rapoport (1980b, p.9) the subject matter of culture is òabout a group of people 

who have a set of values and beliefs which embodies and are transmitted to members of 

the group through enculturationó. Here Rapoport highlighted ôgroup of peopleõ, 

ôset of values and beliefsõ, and ôtransmittanceõ as working functions of a given 

culture. The first two factors help to explain the concept of territor y; 

interpersonal distance and distribution determine the formation of groups 

according to a set of values and beliefs. But Rapoportõs other important factor of 
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culture i.e. transmitting the message through sign and symbol is not included in 

the definition of territory.  

 

People from varying culture usually have different concepts of ôinterpersonal 

distanceõ and sense of ôdensityõ. Baldassare (1978,p.33) mentioned é(as cited in 

Hall, 1966) that, culturally, world population could be divided into two groups 

considering interpersonal distance as factor of assessment. The groups of 

population are,  

Á Contact culture  

Á Non-contact culture 

People within a contact culture prefer/or possess small interpersonal distance, 

high density, and frequent contact. On the other hand non-contact culture is 

opposite. Examples from Arab and Latin cultures have been mentioned as 

contact-cultures with Europeans and North Americans represent non -contact 

cultures (Baldassare, 1978). This was an example to show how cultural factors 

impact  the group formation, which is a reflection of distinguishable spatial 

behavior. 

 

There is also another argument that suggests spatial beahavior is guided by 

biological instinct (Baldassare, 1978). Baldassare also postulated that there are 



46 
 

effects of cultural training on spatial choices. For example, a student from an 

Asian country coming to a North American University generally would face a 

cultural shock. Gradually cultural training (either formally or informally) guides 

him/her in adapting to the new cul ture. This process of adaptation affirms that 

behavior is also not completely a biological trait.  

 

3.5 Environmental factors of spatial behavior  

Physical environment has great impact on spatial choice and behavior. It is 

believed that physical characteristics of a setting impact attitude and actions 

(Baldassare, 1978). Environmental factors are subject to change according to 

choices and time. For example, the philosophy of Bio-climatic Architecture has 

inspired a large number of professionals and people wh o prefer their 

environment more passively controlled. This notion eventually changes the 

character of their desired environment.  

 

3.6 Environmental perception and Communication  

The effect of human and environment is a both way action (Carmona et al., 2010). 

A person cannot affect or be affected by environment unless he/she understands 

the message that the environment is transmitting. At the same time a person 
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must be able to convey messages to others in the environment. By receiving 

messages from the environment properly a person achieves a complete 

perception of that environment. Perception is more than just watching, or 

listening to the environment rather itõs a process of understanding the stimuli 

from environment. There are four approaches to environment al perception 

(Carmona et al., 2010), cognitive, affective, interpretive, and evaluative. People 

apply one or more of these approaches for environmental perception. 

 

Biological factors also affect environmental perception, which in turn, guides 

spatial behavior. Perception is culturally learned and is subject to change over 

time and context. Identical environmental stimuli could be received, filtered, 

perceived and reacted to differently by different people. This difference of 

perception varies according to socio-cultural and environmental factors such as, 

age, gender, ethnicity, length of residence in an area and physical, social and 

cultural environment (Carmona et al. 2010).  

 

The understanding of communication between ôperson and personõ and ôperson 

and environmentõ is important for environment perception. Perception depends 

on how people send and receive messages in the environment. In an 

environment humans are continuously communicating signs and symbols 
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through their posture, gesture, talking, and with  the artefacts they use. These 

signs and symbols carry specific meanings that are important for environmental 

perception. The basic difference between ôsignõ and ôsymbolõ is in the numbers of 

meaning that they are able to convey. Sign is univocal; it is a one to one 

correspondence and carries only one proper meaning. Symbol is multi-vocal; it is 

one to many correspondences and have many meanings (Rapoport, 1982,p.46). 

Rapoport summarized the method of studying environmental meaning in three 

ways;  

Á Linguistic model; mainly based on semiotics  

Á Study of symbols 

Á Non-verbal communication approach  

The semiotic approach deals with ôsignõ for extracting meaning from 

environment. This method is claimed as weak in research application since it 

shows less importance on pragmatics and syntactic. Rapoport (1982) claims that 

a symbolic approach is more applicable than semiotics for understanding 

traditional culture, but there should be condition that symbols need to be 

expressed clearly and shared properly. In some traditions there are some 

symbols that are strong in appearance but not well understood and shared by 

people of other cultures or societies. 

Another argument for symbol is stated as ôSymbols are neither ôsignsõ nor 

something that represents or stands for something else, rather they are a form of 
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communicationõ (Rapoport, 1982, p.47). The groups of ôsigns and symbolsõ and 

ôverbal and non-verbalõ components of culture, contained in a culture, determine 

what meanings are being transmitted from culture. To und erstand that culture, 

one needs to decode those signs and symbols. This demand requires knowledge 

on how people communicate in environment. Selection of a specific 

communication approach should be guided by what kind of meaning is needed 

and possible to extract. In the environment, people communicate verbally, 

vocally, and non-verbally (Rapoport, 1982). In verbal and non-verbal way, 

perception occurs generally through auditory and tactile senses respectively. 

òNon-verbal communication can be thought of broadly as all forms of direct 

communication not exclusively relying on the use of words, written, or spokenó(Hargie 

and Dickson, 2003,p.43). Non-verbal communication occurs in two ways as 

outlined in Figure 3.2.  

 
 

With environment  
Environment provides ôcuesõ for behavior but 
not verbally. In the sense of analogy or 
metaphor.  

Nonverbal communication 
approach 

 

 With people  
Non-verbal aspects of human behavior. Often 
appears as the complementary of verbal 
behavior. 
 

 

Figure 3.2 Nonverbal communication approach  

(Source: Author. Adapted from Rapoport, 1982) 
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3.6.1 Importance of Nonverbal Communication approach in behavior  study  

To highlight the importance of nonverbal communication, Hargie and Dickson 

(2003,p.45) presented a scenario followed by questions. They questioned what 

would happen in the scenario: an individual expresses (verbally), information 

that is not matched with the cues (such as body language); on which message 

should we rely, verbal or  nonverbal? The authors provided help with their 

research result to come up with the answer. In daily life overall human 

conversation occurs in three channels of message setting; body language, 

paralanguage (non-verbal aspects of speech), and verbal. The proportions of 

overall message transmitted through these channels are, 55% from body 

language, 38% from paralanguage, and 7% from verbal message. Thus humans 

cannot rely solely on verbal messages instead of nonverbal messages. As a result, 

non-verbal messages must be considered with importance for communication 

(Hargie and Dickson , 2003). 

 

In addition to the research cited above there are some basic points through which 

researchers highlighted the importance of nonverbal communication over verbal 

communicati on. Therefore, non-verbal communication may be used to  

1.  Replace verbal communication in situation where it may be impossible or 

inappropriate to talk.  

2. Complement verbal communication.  

3. Modify spoken word.  
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4. Contradict, either intentionally or unintentionally, what is said.  

5. Regulate conversation by helping to mark speech turns. 

6. Express emotions and interpersonal attitude. 

7. Negotiate relationships in respect of, for instant, dominance, control and 

liking.  

8. Convey personal and social identity throug h such features as dress and 

adornments. 

9. Contextualize interaction by a particular setting.  

(Hargie and Dickson, 2003,p.49). 

The major types of nonverbal communication are Kinesics, Proxemics, Haptics, 

Vocalic, Physical characters, and environmental factors (Hargie and Dickson, 

2003).Rapoport (1982) emphasized more on environmental factors creating a 

proper nonverbal communication.  

 

3.6.2 Nonverbal communication with environment  

In non-verbal communication cues from Environment can be understood by 

reading three elements (Rapoport, 1982). The elements are, 

Á Fixed feature elements 

Á Semi fixed feature elements 

Á Non-fixed feature elements 
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Fixed feature elements are generally permanent and that seldom changes over 

time. These are also regulated by code and have less scope for personalization. 

Figure 3.3 shows a building façade around an urban plaza in Montreal. The 

building itself is a part of the enclosure for the plaza. The images of different 

artists displayed on façade are transmitting specific messages to people who are 

attending the festival. Those displays are non-fixed feature elements. Semi fixed 

feature elements covers almost everything that are in touch with fixed feature 

elements such as furniture, screens, a temporary shed in space and so on. 

Rapoport (1982, p.90) hypothesizes that it is difficult to extract meaning from 

fixed feature elements alone. We need to study semi-fixed and non -fixed feature 

elements complementarily to infer behavior.  

 

Figure 3.3 Image display on building façade, Place des Arts, Montreal      

(Source: Author) 
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Non-fixed feature elements are related to expressions of body gesture (Kinesics)7 

and relative positions (Proxemics) in a given setting. It is claimed that there might 

be a gap between the information regarding spatial behavior that obtained from 

non-fixed feature elements (Rapoport, 1982). For example, a person may show 

anger or discomfort in an environmental setting b ut that may not be the effect of 

that environment. The anger/discomfort might have different cause that is out of 

that setting. At this situation Rapoport again proposes to combine three of these 

elements (fixed, semi-fixed, and non-fixed) in studying spat ial behavior in order 

to get authentic message. Figure 3.4 is showing gathering around a fireplace in 

an urban plaza, Place des Arts, Montreal during festival. The fireplace, wood 

logs, as seating is semi-fixed feature elements of environment. Two kinds of  

message can be extracted for the photographs. The smaller size of seating is 

indicating that the expected groups would be of 2 -3 persons. The unfinished tree 

logs around a fire are giving a sense of campfire as if in a natural environment. 

These messages are coming in non-verbal way for semi -fixed feature elements. 

One can extract interpret more message from the same photograph according to 

his own experience and knowledge. 

                                                           
7 Please see the details of Proxemics and Kinesics in Chapter 7 
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Figure 3.4 Non-Verbal 
communication in urban plaza.  

People are sitting around a fire place. 
(Place des Arts), Montreal 

Source: Author 

Figure 3.5  Verbal communication in 
urban plaza. 

People are sitting in front of story tellers 
stage.(Place des Arts), Montreal 

Source: Author 

 

3.6.3 Communications - Interpersonal and Group: A mix of verbal and 

nonverbal approach  

òInterpersonal communication is a process by which information, meaning, and feelings 

are shared by persons through the exchange of verbal and non verbal messageó( Hargie 

and Dickson, 2003,p.12). This process exclusively concerns person(s) to person(s) 

communication. Interpersonal communication also occurs in groups. Groups or 

clusters are formed when there is a common point of interest between the 

members. Points of interest could be intensified with the similarity of age, 

gender, ethnic background, family, clan, and so on. Although each group is 

assumed to have some kind of common interest, it should be noted that personal 

interest could be different since each person in the group is different. If we 
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consider that individual personality is different, then the question is how that 

individuality is maintained in the group.  Hargie and Dickson (2003, p.408) 

highlighted the factors of ôstructureõ and ôprocessõ by which order in a group is 

maintained. Norms, roles, and status as factors of structure and conformation 

and cohesion as factors of process generally act together to influence the 

maintenance of order in-group. In figure 3.5 a cluster is formed temporarily in 

front of a storytellerõs stage in an urban plaza (Place des Arts, Montreal). Norms 

and roles are acting behind the formation of such group. Only the people who 

are sitting there believe that listening to the story in this environment is a part of 

social life. The listeners who are in sitting position belong to an ongoing territory.  

 

3.6.4 Components of communication with person and environment  

The methods of studying meanings from environment i.e. communication 

methods may have different ideology but have some common components. 

Rapoport (1982), Hargie and Dickson  (2003) simplified the essential components of 

communication that are compared in T able 3.1. Two of the lists contain the basic 

stages of communication, which have some matched and unmatched points 

(Table 3.1). Rapoportõs list is proposed for communication between man and 

physical environment ; on the other hand Hargie and Dicksonõs list is proposed for 

interpersonal communication.  In interpersonal communication there exist no 
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individual sender or decoder (except linear communication) rather all 

participants in the communication are sender and decoder simultaneously.  

 

Table 3.1 Comparison of common components of communication in 
environment.                          

(Source: Author. Adapted from Rapoport (1982, p.52), and Hargie and Dickson 
(2003,p.14) 

 

Feedback is not essential for communicating with built environment but 

important for interpersonal communication. The ômessageõ is similar for both of 
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the processes that are able to encode, transmit, and decode. A ôchannelõ connects 

ôsender-receiverõ or ôcommunicatorsõ and establishes a medium. Through 

mediums, a message is transferred where the mediums could be voice, face, 

books, paintings, TV and so on. ôCodesõ are the system of meanings shared by 

groups. Noise is any kind of interference between communicators not necessarily 

should be sound only (Hargie and Dickson, 2003). Based on these factors 

researchers have developed three models of communication.  

 

3.7 Models of interpersonal communication  

In interpersonal communication the main component is the ôhumanõ who shares 

messages in the forms of sign, symbol, and meaning through verbal and non -

verbal communication. In interpersonal communication òwe create meaning as we 

figure out what each other words and behavior stands foró(Ramaraju, 2012, p.70). 

Communication can occur in one-to-one and in-group settings. Interpersonal 

communication can be defined into three basic models (Baldassare, 1978). The 

models are, 

Á Linear. 

Á Interactive. 

Á Transactional. 
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Linear model: A linear model is a one-way communication process where 

speaker/sender and listener/receiver hold two ends on the process. It is a linear 

one-way process where sender speaks or sends information through media and 

the receiver receives and decodes that information (Figure 3.6). Between these 

sender and receiver sometimes noise interferes with receiving a message. This 

model has been criticized as it lacks the scopes of providing feedback after 

reading the messages from receivers such as, receivers body language could not 

be even studied. In this model sender is active and receiver is passive whereas in 

real communication both are active.  

 

 

Figure 3.6 Linear interpersonal communication model      

(Source: Author. Adapted from Rapoport, 1982)., and Hargie and Dickson, 2003) 

 

Interactive model:  In this model the receiver provides feedback to the received 

message. Sending a message and receiving feedback define this process as 

interactive. By including feedback, the interactive model overcomes some of the 
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limitations of a linear model. This model works better in that proper message 

transmitting and decoding work effectively when the fields of interests of sender 

and receiver overlap (Figure 3. 7). A larger common field of experience means 

better communicati on. 

  

Figure 3.7 Interactive interpersonal communication model  

( Source: Author; Adapted from Rapoport, 1982)., and Hargie and Dickson, 2003)  
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Figure 3.8 Transactional communication model  

Source: Author. Adapted from Rapoport (1982), and Hargie and Dickson (2003)   

 

Transactional model:  In transaction model the shortcomings of linear and 

interactive models have been eliminated. The sender and receiver are both 

defined as ôcommunicatorsõ in this model as they simultaneously send and 

receive messages. It focuses on the multiple roles of people in interpersonal 

communication and also includes a shared area of experience. This model posits 

that the shared field of interest is not fixed, but rather it ma y change over time 

and experience (Figure 3.8). 

 

 The knowledge of communication was applied in Chapter 4 to identify social 

aspects and negotiation factors of using urban spaces.  The concept of this 
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interpersonal communication has also been applied in the qualitative 

investigation of the street space of the study area i.e. Old Dhaka. This qualitative 

data was the base from where questionnaire was made. Results from the 

questionnaire were also compared with the qualitative data to verify the 

responses by survey population.  
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Chapter 4: Socio-cultural Aspects and Right to Use of Urban spaces  
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4.1 Urban space: Socio-cultural background  

Urban space generally refers to the space for public use or space that is publicly 

common. Childs (2006) defines ôcommonõ as physical space where the citizens of 

a country/community/or certain groups have a right to use. ôUrban spaceõ is a 

general term with subcategories that differentiate types of urban spaces in terms 

of use pattern, physical character, social relation, and control mechanism. A 

comprehensive categorization of urban spaces (in terms of commons) was 

proposed by Childs (2006, p.21)( Table 4.1). Childs organized urban spaces into 

two groups, i.e. a. Spaces under social point of view and b. Architectural 

categories- civic spaces.  

Although Childsõ categorized urban spaces into two broad groups, they are 

complementary to each other, thus; all architectural (civic) spaces can be 

included within the social definitions. Since every urban space is constructed 

socially, they have a particular position in the social definition.  The social 

definition highlights particularly the degree of accessibility i n public spaces. For 

example, a civic space should have complete access for all people. Neighborhood 

space is similar to civic but its scale is limited for a certain community. On the 

other hand ômembershipõ limits the access to any public space. Under 

membership conditions only a certain group or limited number of people can use 

any public space. 
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Public space 
(Defined as commons) 

Social definition  
Civic, Neighborhood/membership  

Architectural categories ð Civic places  
Civic rooms or chambers  

Squares (plaza, place etc.) 
Civic coves 
Fore courts 
Court yards  
Civic lots  

Civic lands  
Civic grounds  
Yards 
Campus 
Urban frameworks  

 
Urban paths  
Public streets  

Public walks and promenades 
Malls  

Indoor commons  
Third places 
Public institutions  

 

Table 4.1 Categories of urban spaces adapted 

Source: Adapted from Childs (2006,p21). 

 

Considering accessibility to urban space a category of urban space could be 

justified though there are arguments among scholars in putting limits on ac cess 

as criteria for analyzing urban public spaces. To Shaftoe (2008,p.75) òé public 

space would cover anything that is universally accessible to citizens and could therefore 

include anything from national park to townhall foyersó. Shaftoe highlighted the 

ôgeneral gathering and breathing spaceõ as the basic quality of urban space and 

simplified typology of urban space is,  
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Á Open square, 

Á Enclosed and/or covered types (Public and private),  

Á Pocket spaces,  

Á Boulevard and linear spaces,  

Á Reclaimed street, 

Á Linked spaces 

Krier (1979) and other researchers examined urban spaces and categorized 

according to shape (geometry), size, and connectivity with streets (Figure 2.4). 

Scholars such as Kevin Lynch, Christopher Alexander, and Jan Gehl suggested 

different physical dimensions to define small and large public space (Shaftoe, 

2008).  Shaftoe also simplified the scale for public space that is ôlargeõ to ôsmallõ. 

According to this scale, a large space would give a feeling of ôlostõ and too small 

space might create ôclaustrophobicõ effect. 

 

It is well accepted that urban space can be understood with its process and 

product characteristics. Process characteristic focuses basically on socio cultural 

factors of space.  The social dimension in Childsõs (2006) category covers very 

few social factor(s) of urban public space (Figure 4.1). In Shaftoeõs (2008) 

typology, each type can be explained with socio-cultural background except 

open square, which is referred to similarly as Krierõs (1979) space.  
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Socio cultural background or g eneration process of each urban space is different. 

An enclosed public space could be privately or publicly owned. Spaces are 

designed and controlled, depending on their objective, nature and ownership. 

For example, a museum is a publicly owned public space but the access is 

controlled through ownership. People have to pay to enter that space and there is 

also limit on time. On the other hand a privately owned shopping mall is also a 

public space where limit exist on time but entrance is free. If the socio-cultural 

background is compared, then they are different. For example, a shopping mall is 

designed for business (profit making) whereas a museum is a social commitment 

to educate people (Figure 4.1).  

 

Figure 4.1 Kinds of public space in different social position  

(Source: Author) 
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Thus, every urban space, whether big or small, square or rectangular, park or a 

community pocket, have all been created by socio-cultural demand. For example, 

the Younge-Dundas  Square in Toronto downtown and Piazza del Signoria, 

Florence result from different social influences. Social demand and prevailing 

political ideologies of the time of construction guided the formation of those 

urban squares. In this case, if we consider Krierõs (1979) classification of urban 

space then we might need to measure their dimensions of length and width, 

connectivit y with streets, etc. (Figure 4.2 and Figure 4.3). These public squares 

are different as they originated from different socio -cultural background and 

have distinct physical character. 

  

Figure 4.2 Younge ðDundas  square, 
Toronto, Canada8 

Figure 4.3Piazza del Signoria, Florence, 
Italy 9 

                                                           
8 Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Dundus_Square.jpg  (Accessed on 
24.10.2013) 
9 Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Piazza_della_Signoria.jpg  (Accessed 
on 24.10.2013) 
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4.2 People- Environment relationships: Socio -cultural factor  

Urban spaces are socially produced and each society is identifiable with their 

distinct culture. Culture modifies itself in a continuous process of changing by 

adaptation with people and environmental changes. So if there were any change 

occurs in a society with its political, business or geo -climatic factors then 

eventually it would affect culture to adapt. So new urban spaces do not only 

develop with the change of culture but existing spaces also change themselves 

with cultural transformation. The changes  may come in control and use type of 

the space. So when urban spaces whether new or in transformation reflects the 

culture, societal demand and meaning then it create an acceptable positive image 

for the society. 

 

People do prefer a space that is culturally embedded and has some specific 

meaning for  that culture. Spaces need to be converted into places so that people 

can find meaning in them and value positively in their perception. ò é when 

human invests meaning in a portion of  space and then become attached to it in some way 

(naming is one such way) it becomes a placeó (Viik, 2011, p.110). Environment 

changes with the flow of time may create different perception of space. Viik 

proposed that not only the creation of meaning is enough but also it is also 

necessary to stabilize that meaning to retain a specific spatial quality. By 

stabilizing the meaning of place we actually establish the sameness of a place 
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over time. If we experience the same culturally responsive meaning from a place 

every day, then all the values of that space can be perceived positively.  

 

òIt is difficult to conceive of ôspaceõ as being without social content and, equally society 

without spatial component.ó(Carmona et al, 2010, p.111). When we speak about the 

social aspects of urban space, then its ôpeopleõ appear as the most important 

element. Presence of people and their level of interaction would determine how 

successful a public space is. People are the factor that is continuously changing 

the nature of space and also being changed itself by space. Carmona, et al.(2010) 

proposed this change as a two way process (Figure 4.5).  

Rapoport (1980b, p.26) highlighted three theoretical positions regarding human - 

environment relationship when their effects on each other are considered. The 

positions are, 

Á Environmental determinism 

The traditional view of professionals such that, physical environment causes 

changes in human behavior. 

Á Possibilism 

Besides physical environment, social and economic environments are also 

important factors that affect h uman behavior.  

Á Probabilism 
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Some of the choices in physical setting have more/or less constrains than 

others that determine the probability of becoming important for behavioral 

impact. 

Concluding these views of human -environment relationship, Rapoport  

(1980b,p.27) also postulates that ôphysical environment alone cannot lead people 

to engage in any activityõ and ôEnvironment cannot generate motivationõ to 

change behavior rather itõs a complex and two way process (Figure 4.4). 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. 4 People environment relationship  

Source: Author.  Adapted from Rapoport (1980b), & Carmona et al. (2010) 

 

4.2.1 Components of culture and people in urban environment  

Urban space is one of the component elements of built environment. To 

understand the cultural aspects of urban space it is necessary to look for 

relationships between culture and environment. Scholars in the fields of 

sociology, urban planning, and environ mental psychology have defined culture, 

and environment according to their fields of interest. In explaining relation 

People Environment  
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between culture and environment Rapoport (1980b,p.9) summarized the general 

views of culture as, 

Á a way of life typical of a group.  

Á a system of symbols, meaning, and cognitive schemata transmitted through 

symbolic codes. 

Á a set of adaptive strategies for survival related to ecology and resources.  

Rapoport also commented that these views are not contradictory rather 

complementary. If urban spaces may be considered as a social product then they 

should possess these aspects of culture. For example, a space should be an 

integrated part of a particular societyõs life style where the meaning and symbols 

are transmitted through symbolic codes. If the  system of communication is clear 

and functional, then the people of that society can understand and decode the 

meanings and symbols expressed by others in urban space. If these criteria of 

culture match in a space then it creates a desired environment for that particular 

group of people (Rapoport, 1980b). Later, the desired environment initiates the 

grouping of similar goal oriented people that could be distinguishable from 

others. 
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4.2.2 Sharing urban space: Homogeneity and process of clustering  

Grouping in a space reflects that people share common symbols and meaning in 

their daily life practices. It is important to observe carefully to understand how 

sharing happens or what are the major factors those initiate grouping and 

sharing in urban space. To understand how spaces are shared it would be 

important to explain is ôhomogeneityõ in the neighborhood, ôclusteringõ and 

urban space as ôshared spaceõ. 

Homogeneity occurs in a society when people have similar demand from 

environment and possess a common way of transmitting, receiving, and 

decoding symbolic codes of culture. Formation of cluster/group is place, time, 

and level of homogeneity dependent. In a more homogenous society the 

tendency of clustering or grouping is more prominent (Rapoport, 1977,p.249). 

Rapoport (1980b,p.37) summarized the variables that can be applied to assess a 

neighborhoodõs level of homogeneity. The variables are religion, class, race, place 

of origin, kinship, caste, language, stages in life cycle, education, community of 

interest, and occupation. In addition to these factors ôlife styleõ is as another 

major variable that affects homogeneity. 

 

Homogeneity among people in a society indicates the higher probability for 

prevalent common environmental perception. The perceived homogeneity tends 

to reduce interference by others that in turn starts the process of 
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clustering/grouping among people (Rapo port, 1977,p.249). Rapoport (1980b) 

concluded that homogeneity helps to achieve an  environment supportive of 

specific life style. Rapoport also forwarded a set of arguments in support of 

homogenous neighborhood in the formation of social clusters. Homogen eity 

facilitates, 

Á Increasing predictability and reduce unpredictability.  

Á Providing ôback stage regionõ for relax and natural behavior. 

Á Reducing perceived density. 

Á Promoting more clear and effective non-verbal communication.  

Á Reducing conflict by agreeing about temporal organization.  

Á Reducing environmental stress and ability to share symbols, shops, language, 

food, festival, rituals and religion, family and kinship etc.  

Á Increasing choices of habitat at urban scale. 

The evidence of clustering between homogenous people is seen in Old Dhaka, 

Bangladesh. Rapoport (1980b) also reported the examples of clustering in a 

homogenous society in the case of India, and Middle East. In Dhaka, historically, 

neighborhoods formed by the clustering of different interest groups such as, 

profession, caste, and religion(Ahmed, 2006). When such clusters/groups are 

formed in a neighborhood then people tend to share common social and physical 

elements personally and within groups.  
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It is claimed that in a homogenous neighborhood, shared common space 

facilitates better exchange of cultural codes and meaning. Examples of shared 

open space in urban environment are streets, plaza, yard and so on. These shared 

spaces are culture specific that allow social activities, institutions, and settings 

suitable for grouping. This cultural specificity is also reflected through cognitive 

styles, social relationships, and behavioral patterns (Rapoport, 1980b). At this 

point Rapoport wants to differentiate between social interactions and ôlikingõ or 

ôdislikingõ in urban space. There are arguments against initiating social 

interaction by space sharing. Using an example of cul-de-sacs, it is claimed that 

sharing space does not always ensure social interaction and social acceptance 

(Rapoport, 1980b). Shared common space does not always foster social 

interaction; rather it depends on how people accept inhibiting or facilitating 

quality of an urban setting.  

 

4.3 Urban public space and social demand  

A successful urban space should provide a supportive environmen t for people. A 

supportive environment can be achieved when there is a safe and familiar base 

for traditional and/or familiar activities (Rapoport, 1980b). More specifically 

supports may come through establishing the scope for fulfilling basic human 

needs. 
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Childs (2006) examined the human needs in civic place and compared with 

Maslowõs hierarchy of needs. He simplified Maslowõs need hierarchy pyramid 

and explained how this can be applicable in assessing whether an urban space is 

fulfill ing the social needs (Figure 4.5). Childs generalized and squeezed down the 

five levels of need into three levels to apply to urban spaces. Figure 4.6 is 

showing the appropriateness of street space in support of fulfilling basic human 

needs.  

 

 

Figure 4.5  Maslowõs hierarchy of  
basic needs10 

Figure 4.6 Maslowõs hierarchy of need 
for urban space. 
 

(Source: Author,  Adapted from Childs, 
2006) 

 

                                                           
10 http://en .wikipedia.org/wiki/Maslow's_hierarchy_of_needs (accessed on 
25.10.2013) 
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Figure 4. 7 Street in Old Dhaka 
supports basic daily needs-a 
(Physiological need) 

(Source: Author) 

Figure 4.8  Street in Old Dhaka supports 
basic daily needs-b (Physiological need) 
(Source: Author) 

  

Figure 4.9 Street in Old Dhaka provides 
the scopes for social interaction  
(Source: Author) 

Figure 4.10 Street in Old Dhaka 
supports daily needs (Psychological 
need).  

(Source: Author) 
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Urban public spaces in Old Dhaka were assessed within the framework of 

simplified Maslowõs hierarchy proposed by Childs (2006).  Capacity to fulfill the 

basic needs (food, water, breathing etc.), social interaction, and self-fulfillment 

(morality, self realization etc.) is found in the street spaces. Figure 4.7 and Figure 

4.8 are exhibiting the potentiality of the streets of O ld Dhaka to support daily 

necessity. Figure 4.9 illustrates  how a small water collection point beside streets 

can be a space for social interaction. Figure 4.10 is showing the streets 

accommodative power to support activities of self -fulfillment. When there is no 

space in mosque in peak time then people use street space for prayer. 

 

4.4 Negotiation, Access, and use of urban public spaces  

The use of public space in everyday life can be seen as a result of the 

negotiation process between such different claims by different 

stakeholders. The outcome of negotiations, i.e. the access arrangements to 

public space, always reflects the way society is organized (Hackenbroch, 

2011, P.59).  

Negotiation for space use results from the conflicts between the user groups. 

Conflict leads to negotiation which is actually a struggle for the territorial control 

between person and person, person and community, or even community and 

institutions (Koning , 2006). When negotiation for using public space is 
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established, then people obtain their right to access and share common 

territories. But the levels of accessibility are not equal for all social groups.   

 

Questions of accessibility and ability to use space are determined by the 

ôpublicnessõ of any particular space. òAccess to public space is also a mechanism by 

which urban dwellers asserts their right to participate in societyó( Sideris &  

Ehrenfeuch, 2009, p.7). Sideris & Ehrenfeuch also claim that publicness can be 

assessed through observing whether permission (expressed or implied) is 

required to access a space. Every space is different in terms of its functionality 

and social image so the mechanisms for obtaining access to each of them would 

be different. Since activities in public space are different and also occur in 

different times, access to varying spaces could be different at different times. 

Urban public spaces should have equal access for people in a society but òPublic 

space is not freely accessible to everyone at any timeó (Hackenbroch, 2011). Different 

groups (societal or institutional) can claim the control of a space at different times 

and within different contexts. Control of a space by a group applies restrictions 

for other groups. Every space has restrictions to use in terms of physical, legal, 

and social conditions. Urban dwellers establish balance between the restrictions 

and negotiation. 
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As ôpublic spaceõ urban streets also have restrictions to use. For example, 

sidewalks of streets are public spaces but owners or legal right holders on 

adjacent spaces usually control them (Sideris  &  Ehrenfeuch 2009). In Old Dhaka 

it is found that shop owners control their adjacent sidewalks and they even 

provide informal permission others to operate  business (Figure 6.9)11. 

 

It has been observed historically, that higher social class people have better 

access to institutions and public space. This accessibility helps in creating 

territory for those higher, or elite, social classes that can become inaccessible for 

the other lower class groups in society (Figure 3.1). Class differences such as 

between higher and lower income group or elite and not elite in a society are also 

a major factor in space control and use. For example, higher and middle-income 

groups visualize street vendors as dirty, hampering good business environment 

and so on, whereas lower income group may not possess that same vision 

(Sideris & Ehrenfeuch, 2009., Bhoumik,  2005). Sideris & Ehrenfeuch provided 

example of this phenomenon from the areas of Brooklyn and, Eastside Harlem in 

New York City. In these examples, the authors highlighted how the upper class 

businessman neglected the street vendors though streets were public. A similar 

example is also noticed in the cities of developing countries like Bangladesh. The 

                                                           
11 Negotiation process for street use in Old Dhaka 
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struggle between higher and lower classes to control and access space is 

prominent in Dhaka city (Hackenbroch, 2011). 

 

òEngagement with space either alone or with others can create a connection with place 

and a sense of ownership regarding what should and what should not happen within this 

space ó ( Dinnie, Brown, & Morris,  2013). The sense of ownership of space leads 

one to create a territory that also eventually restricts othersõ access and use of 

that space. Legal control comes from government authorities, which clearly 

states the public rights to access of spaces. Sideris & Ehrenfeuch (2009) studied 

the sidewalk ordinances in 1880õs, 1890õs, and 1900õs for Los Angeles. They found 

sidewalk laws were made for the use of streets based on factors such as, accepted 

level of physical obstructions, type of speech, vending types (also zones and 

time), provision of loitering and so on. Ranges were fixed for these activities and 

people had to abide by those restrictions.  

 

Hackenbroch (2011) studied the urban informality and negotiation situation in 

Dhaka city. The authorõs study simplified the existing scheme of the negotiation 

process. In that scheme three concepts of spaces are identified i.e. statutory 

space, informal space, and negotiated space. Statutory space refers to rules and 

regulation by statutory body. Informal space is claimed in everyday life outside 
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statutory framework. Negotiated space is linked between these spaces and shows 

a hybrid character (Figure 4.11). The character of negotiation is different for 

every individual case. For example, the negotiation of space use in Old Dhaka is 

not the same as Hackenbroch (2011) observed. This author studied space control 

mechanism specially streets of Old Dhaka and foun d a different dimension 

negotiation (Figure 10.45). This process shows how formal (government) and 

informal (community leaders) bodies are connected and controlling street use 

and how negotiation is done.  

 

 

Figure 4.11 Creation of negotiated space. 

Source: (Hackenbroch 2011) 

 

The aim of studying socio-cultural aspects of urban space is to pinpoint foci to 

investigate. Theories discussed in this chapter helped this research at different 

stages i.e. in observation, questionnaire survey and data analysis. The concept of 
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the hierarchy of social demand and formation of urban space has been applied to 

assess streets of Old Dhaka. After analysis, it is found that streets are providing 

the major types of needs (Figure 4.6, Figure 4.7, Figure 4.8, Figure 4.9, and Figure 

4.10). In order to understand culture in the survey area, a questionnaire was 

prepared with the questions related to ways of life. In direct observation, social 

codes, symbols and meanings were recorded and analyzed later. The concept of 

homogeneity and its variables were applied in this research to assess whether the 

study area is homogenous or heterogeneous. Theories of territory control and 

negotiation of space have been applied in this research. Compilation and analysis 

of major theories of socio cultural factors and relation to urban spaces helped 

through out of this research. 
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Chapter 5: The Morphology of Street and neighborhood in Old 

Dhaka  

  



84 
 

5.1 Urban morphology and street hierarchy  

There are several key elements that are required to understand urban 

morphology. The elements are land use, building structure, lot and street 

patterns, and street types (Jones and Wienckowski, 2009). Streets are the major 

elements that change least within the elements of urban morphology. The 

importance and functions of streets are highlighted into two major ways, ôlink 

functionõ and ôplace functionõ (Ribeiro, 2012, Figure 5.1). Ribeiro (2012) 

highl ighted that link function of streets works for connecting different places of 

urban activities. Place function deals with location (historical identities of place), 

types of existing uses in buildings and on space and character of built forms 

including veg etation and appearance. Existing functions of streets determines 

spatial qualities and indicates the liveliness qualities. Appleyard (1980) 

summarized the place functions that are necessary for a street to become a livable 

street. A livable street should be a sanctuary, a healthy environment, a 

community, a neighborly territory, a place for play and learning, a green and 

pleasant land, and a unique historic place (Appleyard, 1980). Link functions and 

place functions are not contradictory rather they are complementary (Figure 5.1).  

 

Link function describes how streets are connected to streets and other spaces and 

provide accessibility for movement. òMost journeys involve movement through a 

network of roads. It becomes necessary to determine how this travel can be channelized 
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within the network in a logical and efficient manneró(Ribeiro, 2012, p.271). Efficiency 

of street networks is primarily determined by the hierarchical connections 

between them. Riberio classified functionalities of street hierarchy in bro ad 

groups i.e. accessibility (to land services) and circulation (traffic movements). 

The typology of roads is not constant and it varies from place to place (Ribeiro, 

2012., Forbes, 1999., Jones and Wienckowski, 2009). 

 

 Figure 5.1 Interlinked functions of streets  

Source: (Ribeiro, 2012, p.275)  

 

5.2 Classification and hierarchical organization of street network  

Jones and Wienckowski (2009) generalized street pattern as local, collector, and 

arterial to identify streetsõ relative positions in the hierarchy. According to Jones 

and Wienckowski (2009), local streets are mostly residential and narrower than 

collector and arterial. Collector  runs perpendicular to local streets that collects 

traffic and distributes to arterial streets.  Arterial streets can be major or minor. 

The general street classifications that are adopted by different countries have 

been presented in Table 5.1. 
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Source12 Road/ Street categories 

IHT (4) Primary 
distributor  

District distributor  Local 
distributor  

Access 
roads 

AUSTROADS (3) 

FHWA (1)  

AASHTO (5)  

Arterial 
roads 

Distributor/Collector  Local 
streets 

Portugal(2) Arterial 
streets 

Main distributor  Local 
Distributor  

Local 
access 
streets 

 

Table 5.1 General street classification for different countries.  

(Source: Ribeiro, 2012) 

 

Greater similarities between the category and hierarchy can be observed in Table 

5.1. Ribeiro (2012) also classified and analyzed streetõs functions in terms of 

accessibility and mobility. The author found that  arterial streets prominently 

function as mobility corridors whereas local access streets are primarily used for 

getting access to land or other spaces (Figure 5.2). This figure also highlights that 

distributor streets serve for both of the functions (mobi lity and access) similarly. 

                                                           
12 (1) Federal Highway Administration, (2) Portugal, (3) AUSTROADS - Australia, (4) Institute of 

Highways and Transportation, (5) Amer ican Association of State Highway and Transportation 

Officials.   
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Figure 5.2 Possible functions offered by different types of streets. 

Source: (Rebairo, 2012, p.274) 

 

 Unlike the functions of ôaccessõ and ômobilityõ in conventional classification, 

ôconnection and divisionõ and ôcapacity and characterõ have been considered in 

another street classification by AIA (American Institute of Architects).  AIAõs 

alternative classification states that streets or corridors in urban area either 

connect communities or serve to separate them (Forbes, 1999). In this 

classification there are ten categories of streets where variation on traffic 

movement, pedestrian activities, and buildi ng types are considered (Table 5.2).  
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Classification Description  

 
L

o
ca

l  
  
  
  
  
to

  
  
  
 R

e
g

io
n

a
l 

   A
 

      

Highway  A long -distance, medium speed vehicular corridor that traverses 
open country. A highway should be relatively free of intersections, 
driveways and adjacent buildings; otherwise it becomes a strip, 
which interferes with traffic flow.  

Boulevard 

 

A long -distance, medium speed vehicular corridor that traverses 
an urbanized area. It is usually lined by parallel parking, wide 
sidewalks, or side medians planted with trees. Buildings uniformly 
line the edges. 

Avenue 

 

A short -distance, medium speed connector that traverses an urban 
area. Unlike a boulevard, a civic building or monument terminates 
its axis. An avenue may be conceived as an extremely elongated 
square. 

Drive  

 

An edge between an urban and a natural corridor, usually along a 
waterfront, park or promontory. One side of the drive has the 
urban character of a boulevard, with sidewalk and buildings, while 
the other has the qualities of a parkway, with naturalistic planting 
and rural detailing.  

Street 

 

A small -scale, low speed connector. Streets provide frontage for 
higher density buildings such as offices, shops, apartment 
buildings, and row houses.  A street is urban in character, with 
raised curbs, closed drainage, wide sidewalks, parallel parking, 
trees in individual planting areas, and buildings aligned on short 
setbacks. 

Road 

 

A small -scale, low speed connector. Roads provide frontage for 
low -density buildings such as houses. A road tends to be rural in 
character with open curbs, optional parking, continuous planting, 
narrow sidewalks, and buildings well set back. The rural road has 
no curbs and is lined with pathways, irregular tree planting and 
uncoordinated building setbacks  

Alley  

 

A narrow access route servicing the rear of buildings on a street. 
Alleys have no sidewalks, landscaping, or building setbacks. 
Alleys are used by trucks and must accommodate dumpsters. 
Alleys are usually paved to their edges, with center drainage via an 
inverted crown.  
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Lane 

 

A narrow access route behind houses on a road. Lanes are rural in 
character, with a narrow strip of paving at the center or no paving. 
While lanes may not be necessary with front-loading garages, they 
are still useful for accommodating utility runs, enhancing the 
privacy of rear yards, and providing play areas for children.  

Passage 

 

A very narrow, pedestrian -only connector cutting between 
buildings. Passages provide shortcuts through long blocks or 
connect rear parking areas with street frontages. Passages may be 
roofed over and lined by shop Fronts.  

Path 

 

A very narrow pedestrian and bicycle connector traversing a park 
or the open country. Paths should emerge from the sidewalk 
network. Bicycle paths are necessary along highways but are not 
required to supplement boulevards, streets, and roads, where 
slower traffic allows sharing of the vehicular lanes.  

 

Table 5.2 AIA Street classification system 

Source: (Forbes, 1999, p.4) 

 

5.2.1 Administrative and Experiential hierarchy of street network  

The widely discussed general hierarchy of street network can be called as 

ôadministrative hierarchyõ as it primarily serves the functions of urban traffic for 

transport plannerõs decision making. The levels in this hierarchy are based on 

designerõs and administratorõs decisions (Table 5.1, Table 5.2). This classification 

is grounded in design characteristics, not by experiential salience (Tomko, 

Winter and Claramunt 2008). From this understanding T omko et al. proposed 

the concept of ôexperiential hierarchyõ and has explained how experience of 

streets has been applied in understanding hierarchy of street network.  
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By visiting a street space for several times people learn about its spatial layouts. 

People hierarchically organize the mental representations from their spatial 

knowledge that is known as ôexperiential hierarchyõ (Tomko et al., 2008). In this 

hierarchy people refer to only the named streets that they have experienced 

instead of referring to  local, distributor, or arterial streets. Tomko et al. provided 

an example of experiential hierarchy as one person is navigating the Aõbeckett 

Street with the help of Elizabeth Street and intersection (Figure 5.3). It was 

considered that knowledge of Eliza beth Street was more prominent than 

AõBeckett Street. For this reason Elizabeth Street had been referred to locate 

AõBeckett.  

 

Figure 5.3 Schema for route direction in experiential hierarchy  

Source: (Tomko et al., 2008, p.42) 

 

The following part of this chapter is going to e xplore the morphology of streets 

and neighborhoods in O ld Dhaka. Since the objective of this research was to find 

out spatial behavior in urban streets so understanding street space and the 

morphology was important. Historical  development of settlements in Old Dhaka 
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has been described in the following discussion that is followed by the study of 

social spaces and neighborhood morphology.  

 

5.3 Rationale for selecting Old Dhaka as study area  

Dhaka had been the target for millions of people to migrate during last centuries 

in Bangladesh. Researches have shown that the population of Dhaka is 

increasing too fast and within the next decade it will hold one of the higher 

positions in the list of worldõs mega cities. It is claimed that the city is suffering 

from the lack of open space and urban infrastructure. In some areas population 

density has reached to even 678 persons/acre (Islam et al. 2009). The problem 

exists at higher levels in the older part of Dhaka. The prominent images of socio- 

cultural life in Old Dhaka can be observed through its street life13. Streets in Old 

Dhaka are now the only urban public spaces where people perform their socio 

cultural activities. Hist orically spontaneous growth of O ld Dhaka lef t no space 

for community purpose. Increase of population and lack of designated land, 

either directly or indirectly forced people to use streets as community space that 

has become a usual part of daily life. 

 

                                                           
13 Please see chapter 6 
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Several researchers found that though there are the problems of high population 

density and lack of public space, the neighborhoods in Old Dhaka have held a 

strong sense of neighborhood during the last four hundred years. This 

uniqueness of street life made Old Dhaka a potential area for environmental 

behavior research. These areas become interesting for research as the 

neighborhoods display hundreds of year old culture, which is still unique. For 

this research two settlements have been selected that are claimed as two of the 

oldest neighborhoods in Old Dhaka (Ahmed 2007, Khan 1982). It is expected that 

studying these two oldest settlements would help revealing the behavioral 

pattern in street space in Old Dhaka.  

 

The following discussion will cover the street  and neighborhood morphology, 

social spaces of Old Dhaka. A fundamental discussion on morphology, especially 

the hierarchy of streets, has been added before studying the street morphology of 

Old Dhaka. A brief historical background of the cityõs development has been 

added for introducing the cityõs development stages and hierarchy of streets.  
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5.4 Need for studying street morphology for analyzing spatial 

behavior  

Morphology of streets deals with street width and alignment, connectivity, 

visibility, walkabi lity, hierarchy in community, enclosure ratio and so on (Jones 

& Wienckowski, 2009).  There are debates on whether these factors of physical 

environments have impact on human behavior or not. Scholars have discussed 

this issue in terms of social, psychological, or physical environmental factors 14. It 

is claimed that morphology impacts built environment and environment can also 

mould behavior. Several research works  highlighted that there are direct and 

indirect influences of physical environment on human beh avior (Shaftoe. 2006, 

Carmona et al., 2010, Rapoport, 1980b). Environment is one of the major factors 

that guide spatial behavior (Baldassare, 1978). Rapoport (1982) suggested that 

environment provides ôcuesõ for behavior in non-verbal way s.  Depending on 

socio-cultural background people communicate with the environment, receive 

and read the cues in their own ways. These ôcuesõ come from elements of 

environment such as, fixed feature elements, semi-fixed feature elements, and 

fixed feature elements. A significant part of the envi ronmental impact depends 

on how people receive and decode the message from the environment. Scholars 

concluded that ôthe messageõ helps to perceive environment and that perception 

eventually changes the human psychological state.  

                                                           
14

 The factors of environment and their effect on behavior have been discussed  in 
Chapter 3 
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Zaki, Zekri1, Servières, Moreau, & Hégron, (2010) applied spatial -temporal data 

in studying pedestrian walkways. In situ observations were made on shape of 

street, number and duration of pedestrian stops, and changes of directions. The 

research came with the result that pedestrians tend to slow down in high shade 

and in weak wind speed. This result supports the idea that the morphology of 

streets affects human behavior. Larman & Omer (2013) studied the impact of 

spatial configuration and functions on pedest rian movement. Hierarchy of street 

network, degree of connectivity and accessibility were the major centers in their 

study. The study concluded that there are higher correlations between pedestrian 

movement and spatial configuration and functions. Mohareb  (2009) conducted 

his study on street morphology and effects on pedestrian movement in Cairo. 

His study concluded that pedestrian movement correlates with the ratio of 

average height to street width by 60%. 

 

These studies confirm that components of morphology such as hierarchy and 

connectivity of streets do have impact on pedestrian behavior. Human 

experience from socio cultural background, the ability to decode environmental 

cue, affects the perception of space. Degree and nature of space perception 

would i mpact spatial behavior. This research included observation of pedestrian 

behavior in traditional streets. Based on the previous research results, a focus has 

been given on morphology i.e. taxonomy of streets, hierarchy of street space in 
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Old Dhaka in assuming street it would affect pedestrian behavior.  The following 

discussion will provide a brief description of Dhakaõs physical growth along 

with street and neighborhood morphology.   

 

5.5 The physical growth of Dhaka city  

Bangladesh celebrated 400 years of history of Dhaka in 2008 (Khan & Nilufar 

2009). Founded as a small medieval trade city and expanding to be the nationõs 

capital; Dhaka experienced several phases of developments under different 

rulers. Historically, Dhaka had been the most important place for administrative 

and business purposes in the greater Bengal region. Local emperors to European 

colonists all chose Dhaka as the capital for this region. Central location and easy 

communication via the river ways determined Dhakaõs role as the focus for 

administration and business. Dhaka is now the capital of Bangladesh, and is 

considered the 5th largest agglomeration in the world with an estimated 

population of 19.5 million by 2015 (Islam, 2008).  

 

Geographical location of the city is 230 43õN latitude and 900 24õ E longitude 

beside the river Buriganga (Chowdhury, 2012). Figure 5.4 and Figure 5.5 show 

the physical growth of Dhaka city and the historical development phases. 

Scholars identified and described the growth of Dhaka city within c ertain t ime 
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frames. Historical evidence concluded that there are six major phases for the 

development of Dhaka city (Mowla, 1997). However, Chowdhury (2012) 

simplifies the phases into two basic groups such as, before 1800 AD and after 

1800 AD. The six phases for the physical development of Dhaka city are, 

Á Pre-Mughal period (1205-1610) 

Á Mughal period (1620-1757) 

Á East-India period (1757-1858) 

Á British colonial period (1858-1947) 

Á Pakistan period (1947-1971) 

Á Bangladesh period (1971- present)   

The precise history of Dhaka during Pre-Mughal phase is not available in written 

sources. The indications of human settlement in this region can be traced back to 

the 12th century AD (Kabir and Paroil, 2012). Around the 13 th century AD a 

nearby city Bikrampura was prominent. Another nearby city Sonargaon also 

flourished around the 13 th -14th century AD after Muslim occupation in Bengal 

region. It is claimed that there were very good communication between Dhaka 

and these cities through river ways (Chow dhury, 2012). 
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Written descriptions of  western travellers who visited Dhaka are some of the 

important sources of information. Travellers such as Sebastien Marique, Manucci, 

and Tavernier visited Dhaka around 1640-1670 AD (Chowdhury, 2012). Their 

description indicated that Dhaka was a populous city and had been expanding 

along the river Buriganga when they travelled. The growth of Dhaka in different 

phases was calculated as Mughal period (10km2), British period (22 km 2), 

Pakistan period (85km2), and Bangladesh DMDP15 (1528 km2) (SENES, 2007). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.4 Map of Dhaka city and Physical development phases 

(Source: Chowdhury, 2012) 

                                                           
15 DMDP: Dhaka Metropolitan Development Plan  
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Figure 5.5 Historical development of Dhaka city  

(Source: Habib, 2010) 

 

In Mughal period, Dhaka became the capital for the administrative and business 

functions of Bengal province in 1610 AD and it retained its capital status for 100 

years (Chowdhury, 2012). During the Mughal period Dhaka was a city of 7-10 

miles long and 2.5 miles wide. The capital was shifted to  Rajmahal (now in India) 

around 1639-59 C AD. Major building types were administrative headquarters, 

palaces and residences for government officials.  The city center was around 

Pukurtala (now Babubazar). The current central jail was the cityõs fort at that 

time. From this point, the city expanded towards east and west where the 

expansion basically followed the riverbank (Figure 5.4).  European traders, such 

as the Portuguese, the Dutch, the English, the French, and Armenians came and 

established trade houses in Dhaka around 17th C AD. Current Tejgaon Industrial 

area was the area where they set up their industries.  
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There was no formal urban development authority 

for Dhaka until 1823 when the first ôcity committee 

of improvementõ was formed. Before 1823 urban 

development was done informally either by 

Panchayet16, local informal administrators, or 

wealthy people within any particular society 

(Mowla, 1997). Creation of new roads or civic 

spaces also followed the same way.  

 

Table 5.3Population growth of Dhaka city with the 
projection in 2015. 

(Source: Ahmed, 2006., Chowdhury, 2006., & Islam, 2008) 

 

After 1800 AD with the rise of The East India Company by Britain, Dhaka 

experienced a major change in its business, political system, and population. 

Businessmen, craftsmen and officials of the Mughal emperor lost their businesses 

and jobs during th at period. People migrated from Dhaka to other places and as 

a result, the city saw shrinkage of its population to 200,000 in 1801. The situation 

became worse when the population sank to 51,636 in 1840 (Table 5.3) 

                                                           
16 Panchayet: During the Mughal period there was social organization called Panchayet 
(Committee of five). They controlled socio -political life and physical development aspects of Old 
Dhaka. Each smallest neighborhood called Mahallah had a Panchayet. These Mahallahs were 
semi-autonomous socio-spatial units that had very little control from higher level of 
administration (Mowla, 1997).  
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(Chowdhury, 2006). During these times several highly populated areas, such as 

Narinda, Faridabad, Fulbaria, and Alamganj, were completely abandoned . It was 

reported that these large areas became completely jungle around 1840s (Ahmed, 

2006). Unhygienic environment and spread of diseases like cholera, measles, and 

malaria caused the deaths of people and prompted migration to other places. 

From a topographical map done in 1850s, the shrinkage of physical boundary of 

the city was estimated and it was 3.25 mile long and 1.25 mile wide only at that 

time (Chowdhury 2006, p.149).  

 

The 1850õs are called the start of a new era for the development of Dhaka city, 

with the establishment of a formal Municipal Committee. Jungles were cleaned, 

new roads, parks, piped water supply, and street light s were established. 

Healthy environment and the demand for workers for new industry attracted 

people to Dhaka at that time (Chowdhury 2006, p.144). After that period the 

population and the area of Dhaka city again started increasing (Table 5.3). 

 

Until 1947, Dhaka was the next important city to Calcutta 17 in the British colonial 

period. In 1947, greater India was subdivided into India and Pakistan (in two 

regions named East Pakistan and West Pakistan). Dhaka retained its importance 

                                                           
17 Now capital of West Bengal state in India. 
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as the capital of East Pakistan. In 1971 East Pakistan won its independence and 

took its name Bangladesh and since then, Dhaka is the capital of Bangladesh. In 

2011 Dhaka city Corporation divided into Dhaka South City Corporation 18 and 

Dhaka North City Corporation 19.  

Year Name of formal city develop ment 
authority  

Administrative units of 
the city (Union, Ward) 20 

1823 The City Committee of Improvement   

1840 Dhaka Committee  

1864 Dhaka Municipal committee   

1960 Dhaka Municipal committee  25 Unions 

1964 Dhaka Municipal committee  30 Unions  

1977 Dhaka Municipality  50 Wards 

1978 Dhaka Municipal Corporation   

1982 Dhaka Municipal Corporation  56 Wards 

1990 Dhaka City Corporation  75 Wards 

1993 Dhaka City Corporation  90 Wards 

2011 Dhaka North City Corporation  

Dhaka South City Corporation  

36 Wards 

56 Wards 

 

Table 5.4 The chronology of the formation Dhaka city Corporation.    

(Source: Ahmed, 2006), and 
http://www.dhakacity.org/Page/About_us/About/Category/2/About_us_inf
o (Accessed on 31 March 2013) 

 

                                                           
18 Dhaka South official website: http://www.dhakacity.org/  
19 Dhaka North official website: http://www.dncc.gov.bd/  
20 ôUnionõ and ôWardõ represent the units of administrative areas in the city. 
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The historic and older part of Dhaka city grew unplanned and spontaneously 

without systematic planning. The contemporary planned part of the city is 

known as new Dhaka. The newer part is characterized by wide main streets and 

larger urban blocks that were incorporated into a bro ad initial master plan in 

1959 (Ahmed et al., 2009, Khan & Nilufar, 2009). 

 

5.6 Social space, street and Neighborhood morphology of Old 

Dhaka  

Old Dhaka had mixed composition of social classes. Small groups/social classes 

were formed either based on profession, religion, or social status (i.e. high 

officials, military) (Ahmed, 2006). In most of the cases the names of the 

neighborhoods or streets carry the names of the dominant social classes. For 

example, the neighborhood Mughal Tuli was named from the people who were 

the high officials of Mughal king. The name of neighborhood Shakhari Bazaar 

came from the craftsmen who worked with Shankha (Ahmed, 2007).  There was 

good connectivity between Dhaka and Sonargaon (a developed city at that time) 

through river ways. It may be assumed there was a flow of craftsm en from 

Sonargaon to Dhaka who settled and formed craft based neighborhoods.  
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5.6.1 Street morphology of O ld Dhaka  

Old Dhaka was characterized with a network of canals throughout the whole 

area that were connected with the river. People started building their houses by 

following the routes of canals. Canals were the important mode of 

communication in Old Dhaka and settlement followed the linear course of the 

canals. Settlement grew informally and there w ere no formal st reet layouts 

before the people settled down. People chose locations to build houses according 

to their own preference. For example, people of same profession and ethnic 

background grouped in different locations. Gradually streets were developed 

following the course of canals. In some cases the canals were filled up and new 

roads was constructed. The landowners besides the canals extended their 

properties by occupying land from canals (Figure 5.5). Different forms of street 

evolved with the unplanned expansion of the settlement. The streets were the 

mix of lanes, by-lanes and cul-de-sacs. The maximum widths of the streets were 

kept to such a level that they can accommodate horse driven carts (Kabir and 

Parolin, 2012). The major road types are straight linear and irregular. These 

streets characterized the neighborhood pattern in O ld Dhaka.  Linear settlements 

followed by straight roads were appropriat e for constructing ôcraft shop houseõ. 

Mixed irregular is other pattern of street for rest part of the settlement. As the 

result two major types of streets were evolved from the development of the 

neighborhood through hundreds of years.  
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The planar configuration, width, and connection with other streets are found 

differently throughout the study area. The following discussion illustrated the 

street morphology of a selected part of Old Dhaka. Taxonomic structures, planar 

configuration, types of intersection,  and the sense of enclosure of streets are the 

major points of discussion. 

 

5.6.2 Taxonomic structure of streets 

In Old Dhaka the variation of street forms ranges from pure to mixed hybrid 

types (Figure 5.7 and Figure 5.8). Streetõs modes of continuation i.e., open and 

close end streets were studied along with the taxonomy and types of 

connectivity. Linear streets as straight form are the dominant in commercial 

areas. Straight alignment provides the pedestrians a clear view inside the street 

environment. Shop owners on a straight street are also getting priority to attract 

pedestrianõs attention by displaying products. Straight alignment is also 

supportive for vehicular movement that is useful for transporting the supplies of 

local shops. Width of the street varies across its length with the variation of 

building setbacks (Table 5.6, Figure 5.7).   
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a. Map around 1810-1845                        b. Map around 1858-1899 

                                     

c. Map around 1962                       d. Map around 1995 

Figure 5.6 Settlement and street development pattern of Old Dhaka.  

Source: Reconstructed from (Mowla, 1997) 

Canals were the mode 

of transportation.  

Diminishing canals .  

Canals are filled and 
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Linear settlement  

Canals were filled 

and occupied. Land 

areas were extended  
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The major wide roads are North -South, English, Nayabazar, and Bongshal. The 

enclosure and spatial distribution of these streets are different than other 

narrower community streets (Figure 5.10 and Figure 5.11). Two other forms of 

linear streets such as, Curvilinear and Zigzag pattern are the other major forms 

of streets and these streets also vary with their width across their length. For 

zigzag and curvilinear streets, the points of interests are those where the street 

axis is shifted and at intersection.  These points are preferable for business and 

for smaller community activity such as water collection,  or friendõs gathering. 

Other forms such as tree, radial, cellular, and hybrid are also present in the study 

area but not dominant like linear (Figure 5.7).  
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Type of 
intersection  

2 intersecting 
streets 

3 intersecting 
streets 

4 intersecting  
streets 

More than 4 
intersecting 
streets 

Perpendicular  
(Open & close 
ends) 
 
 
 

    

 

   

 

Oblique  
(Open & close 
ends) 
 
 
 

    

 
 
 
 
 
 
     

 

Table 5.5 Typology of street connectivity in Old Dhaka 

(Source: Author) 
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Figure 5.6 Taxonomic structure of streets in Old Dhaka 
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i.                   ii.                           iii.                         vii.  
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iv.                 v.                        vi.    

i. Straight, ii. Curvilinear, iii.  Zigzag, iv. Cellular v. Tree, vi. Radial, iv. Hybrid 

 

Figure 5.7 Street forms in Old Dhaka 

(Source: Author) 

 

 

5.6.3 Street enclosure and walkability  

Walkability of street refers to òwalking with leisureó. It also refers to certain 

physical characteristics that contribute in achieving walking environment 

(Spooner, 2007). Sense of enclosure in street space is different than other urban 

space since the street is open at two ends and the sky is visible. Presence of 
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openness reduces the sense of enclosure in a street. Additionally the ratio 

between street width and building height also has the stronger effect on 

enclosure feeling. Enclosure ratio and nature of enclosure planes i.e. architectural 

walls and ground planes are the two most important factors for assessing 

walkability of streets.  

The enclosure ratio is determined as the relation between horizontal and vertical 

dimensions of streetõs ground plane and adjacent vertical surfaces. The 

suggested acceptable enclosure ratios are 1:1, 2:1, and 3:1 (Spooner, 2007). The 

ratio 1:1   refers as the better for an enclosure of walking street. In O ld Dhaka the 

enclosure ratios vary between 0.25:1 and  4:1 (Figure 5.9). 

 

                 

         1:1                    2:1      3:1 

Figure 5.8 Accepted enclosure ratios. 

(Source: Spooner, 2007) 
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    0.25 : 1      3.5 : 1 

Figure 5.9 Enclosure ratios for the streets of Old Dhaka. 

(Source: Author) 

 

In narrower streets, pedestrians have the scope for a closer look at the products 

that are displayed in the stores. Environmental comfo rt is an additional benefit of 

this type of narrower str eets. These streets remain shaded during the major part 

of the day, which is comfortable for pedestrians in a hot-humid climate.  Spooner 

(2007) claims that complex building facades with var iety of attention help 

making a better walking envi ronment than a straight one. More specifically, 

homogenous façade with glass surface of a modern building could create adverse 

effect for walking envi ronment. Referring to th is argument, neighborhood streets 

of Old Dhaka are rich with the variations on building facades.  

In Old Dhaka the most preferred and active pedestrian streets are Shakharibazar, 

Panitola, Tatibazar and Malitola. These streets remain lively  from early morning 

till midnight. Different events like shopping, eating, religious activities are 

basically keeping these streets active. Building heights are 2 to 4 storied and 

street width varies from 1.5 meter to 5 meters except the wider streets. Roads are 

paved and sloped to the drains at both sides. Narrower alleys connect 

households those are behind the shops facing the primary streets (Figure 6.23, 

6.24). These alleys are generally privately owned public streets and in most of 

cases they are not included in City corporationõs official maps  Slow and non-
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motorized vehicles offer safe walking environment in th e community streets of 

Old Dhaka. Mutual respect between vehicles such as rickshaw, bicycles, 

motorcycles, vendors and pedestrians resulted in the easy movement in the 

streets (Figure 6.24). Sides of the street spaces are used by vendors and shop 

owners. People in static mode such as, vendors and customers generally use this 

informally occupied space. The middle part of the street is used by all other 

vehicles and pedestrians (Figure 6.24).        

 

5.8 Street as Social Space in Old Dhaka  

Social spaces of Old Dhaka were limited to Mahallah (Neighborhood), Chowk 

(market square) and intimate street spaces (Khan, 1982, Nilufar 2000, Khan and 

Nilufar 2009, Mowla 1997, Rahman, 2003). Khan (1982) found two major types of 

neighborhood pattern in old Dhaka: i. linear  and ii. Irregular.  Nilufar (2004) also 

studied the neighborhood morphologies for Dhaka and found six types (Figure 

5.18). However Nilufar concluded with two dominant types as linear and fat 

irregular spaces in general. Nilufarõs (2004) broad classification supports Khanõs 

(1982) categories of neighborhood in Old Dhaka.  
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5.8.1 Hierarchy of community spaces  in Old Dhaka  

In Old Dhaka community spaces are classified in five levels (Khan, 1982, Mowla, 

1997, Figure 6.8).  Uthan (private court) is the family court at individual house 

and Bazaar streets are the public spaces at community level.  Each level of streets 

accommodates different user groups that are based on hierarchy and social 

functions. Since all of the street spaces are actually community spaces at public 

domain (except the Uthans - 1st order) so by excluding the family level space, the 

hierarchy of public street space can be made in four orders. Such as, 1st   order: 

Gali (lanes); 2nd order: Mo hallah (Neighborhood) street;  3rd order: Chawk 

(Intersection of Mohallah streets); and 4th order: Bazaar streets (city scale streets) 

(Mowla, 1997),  (Figure 5.17). 

 

These local names of street groups can be compared with the general hierarchy 

discussed by Ribeiro (2012). The Gali, Mohallah, Chawk, and Bazar of Old Dhaka 

can be represented by Local access streets, Local distributor, Main distributor, 

and Arterial Street respectively (Table 5.1).  
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Figure 5.10 Evolution of settlement morphology in Old Dhaka  Dhaka 

Fundamental order in the neighborhood ( Mahalla) morphology.                   
(Source: Mowla, 1997) 

 

Figure 5.11 Extension of Mahalla morphology creates shahar/town morphology.                 

(Source: Mowla, 1997) 
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Figure 5.12 Major Street and neighborhood patterns in Old Dhaka.  

(Source: Author) 

 

Figure 5.13 Morphological Types of Neighborhood in Dhaka.  

(Source: Nilufar,  2004) 
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This chapter provided street and neighborhood morphology, de velopment 

phases of streets in Old Dhaka.   The next chapter highlights the qualitative 

environment of street space in Old Dhaka from empirical studies. The following 

chapters highlighted space-sharing mechanism, temporal changes of space use, 

land ownership and control of street space. The knowledge of hierarchy (both 

administrative and experiential) has been applied in pr eparing questionnaires 

and data collection. This morphological information helped understanding the 

street space preference in Old Dhaka.  
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Chapter 6: Qualitative investigation  and Behavior Mapping  in the 

streets environment of Old Dhaka  
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6.1 Need for a qualitative investigation of street environment  

Street environments can be investigated through their physical parameters and 

associated activities. Research results show that both morphological factors and 

available functions affect behavior in streets. Streets configuration, width, 

connectivity (links with other streets, functions) are the major factors for physical 

attributes of streets. Functions like presence of necessary business, schools, and 

offices act as the puller for streets. Street environment can be understood by 

quantitative and qualitative analysis. A quantitative investigation relies more on 

numeric data of environmental factors. An analysis of socio cultural factor on 

behavior requires in depth investigation of culture and l ifestyle. It is often 

claimed that a quantitative method lacks in strength for analyzing environment 

and society. An ideal qualitative analysis method has the potential to produce 

ôthick dataõ. Thick data refers to rich, detailed information about a groupõs 

culture or peopleõs experience (Bryman, Teevan, & Bell, 2009, p.133). This also 

ensures transferability of research data. Rich data can be helpful to assist 

researchers to understand a research setting in detail. On the other hand a 

quantitative analysis does not require such detailed data. In quantitative analysis 

there might be the chance to overlook any significant social factor in research. 

Since this research requires in-depth investigation of environment, behavior and 

socio-cultural factors, so a qualitative analysis method would be appropriate.  
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This research focused on the streets of Old Dhaka that are not only important as 

the corridors for movement but also serve as social space for the community. 

Empirical data were collected from physical survey before and during 

questionnaire survey. Non -verbal communication (silent observation, 

photographs), and verbal communication (informal discussion)  were the sources 

of information for the qualitative investigation. In non -verbal communication 

ôcuesõ from fixed feature elements, semi fixed feature elements; non-fixed feature 

elements were assessed for study in understanding environment. It is expected 

that understanding the messages from these three elements (fixed, semi-fixed, 

and non-fixed) would be appropriate get a comprehensive image of environment 

(Rapoport, 1982). This chapter presents the findings after qualit ative 

investigation of streets in Old Dhaka. The fin dings from the investigation have  

been discussed in the following broad categories; 

Á Temporal changes of street uses and activities 

Á Behavior mapping of street space 

Á Streetõs physical character analysis 

 

6.2 Temporal changes of street uses and activities  

Spatial quality of street is modified by the temporal changes of activities. 

Changes of activities bring out more/or new user groups of people in street. 
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After observation, Street activities and their  frequencies were grouped into a. 

daily (week day and week end), b. yearly, and c. occasional time periods. The 

day time divisions  has presented in Table 6.1. 

Day of the 

week 

Time zone  

Week day 

 

5 a.m. to 8a.m. 

(Morning)  

8a.m. to 7p.m. 

(Day) 

7p.m. to 

11p.m. 

(Evening) 

11p.m. to 

5a.m. 

(Night)  

Week end 

 

5 a.m. to 9a.m. 

(Morning)  

9 a.m. to 

1p.m. (Day) 

1 p.m. to 

7p.m. 

(Day) 

7p.m. to 

11p.m. 

(Evening) 

11.p.m. to 

5a.m. 

(Night)  

 

Table 6.1 Time division according to the activities in street  

 

6.2.1. Week days: Temporal changes of users and activities 

Mosque goers, school children , morning walkers , office goers, tea stall/breakfast 

seekers, vendors, and service delivery people  dominate these streets in the 

morning . Muslim people, generally the seniors, start their days with going to 

mosque for Morning Prayer. At this time of the day all streets remain almost free 

from all kinds of motorized vehicles. With the sunrise, new groups of people 

come and occupy the streets. These include: morning walkers, service delivery 

persons, and street side businessmen (Figure 6.1, Figure 6.2). Business operators 
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in the morning mostly choose a mobile van to settle at a suitable place. The 

favorite places for this kind of business are the street area in front of an existing 

store or a space at the intersection of streets (Figure 6.3, Figure 6.4, Figure 6.5, 

and Figure 6.6).  

The food vendors, for example the Ghol21sellers, target the businessman (local 

shop owners), office going people, and people returning home from morning 

walk. This drink (ghol) is considered healthy and local people want to start their 

day with a glass of ghol (Figure 6.9). These businessmen leave their occupied 

place as the shop owner comes in and start business. After that point of time the 

environment changes as the new set of business and client groups come in the 

street space.  

    

Figure 6.1  Morning street: delivery 
persons busy with van.  

(Source: Author) 

Figure 6.2 Busy street in front of 
restaurant for breakfast.  

(Source: Author) 

                                                           
21 Ghol: A kind of drink made from milk.  



123 
 

   

Figure 6.3 Street corner business in 
morning.  

(Source: Author) 

Figure 6.4 Moveable business available 
for morning pedestrians.  

(Source: Author) 

 Legend 

 

Figure 6.5 Street intersection at morning.  

(Source: Author) 

Figure 6.6 Street intersection at 
daytime.  

(Source: Author) 
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Figure 6.7 Temporary business in 
morning.                                                   
(Source: Author) 

Figure 6.8 Temporary business in 
Friday.  (Source: Author) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Around 9 a.m. streets activities attain full impact. Street vendors, who have 

occupied spaces in front of established stores during the morning, either close 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.9 Street vendor in morning  

A vendor occupies a part of street in 
front of a  permanent store with the 
storeownerõs verbal permission. 

(Source: Author) 
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their business or become mobile to look for another suitable place. Vendors play 

a vital role in b usiness operation and indirectly influence pedestrian movement. 

Vendors can be classified according to the space occupation as, a. floating 

business space, b. business space under anotherõs control, c. business space that 

is not formally controlled.  

The businessman who moves with his unit from place to place for a shorter time 

creates a floating business space. He sets up his station at any part of the street at 

a convenient time for him (Figure 6.7, Figure 6.14). Sometimes an informal right 

to use of a space is given for business by a formal business operator. This space is 

generally the part of the street in front of the permanent store and the business 

operated on that space that is not formally controlled (Figure 6.9).  The business 

time is either daily  morning or Friday afternoon when the main store remains 

closed. In this case, no permission is required to occupy that part of street space 

for business (Figure 6.8). Sometime people want to avoid seeking formal 

permission and look for a space that is less controlled. For example, in front of a 

solid wall (assuming nothing is happening behind) or the spaces between two 

stores, are favorite places for temporary businesses (Figure 6.12, Figure 6.13).  

The boundary walls of government buildings are the favori te place to operate 

this kind of business (Figure 6.16).  Securing a space that is not absolutely 

controlled by others, except government authority, constitutes a third kind of 

street space occupation and use. Generally that space has no direct access for 
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pedestrian or vehicular movement such street corners, space between electrical 

poles (Figure 6.15, Figure 6.16).  

  

Figure 6.10 Vendor free street. 

Vendors are moved away after 
morning time.  

(Source: Author) 

Figure 6.11 Street occupancy in day 
time.  

Dominance of pedestrians and non-
motorized vehicles on streets. 

(Source: Author) 

  

Figure 6.12 Business between stores. 

The business man holds a space in 
between the space of stores and 
against solid wall.  

(Source: Author) 

Figure 6.13Business extension on the 
street. 

The vendor and the storeowners both 
are occupying street space. 

(Source: Author) 


























































































































































































































































































