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Abstract
With many cities in the Global South experiencing immense growth in informal settlements, city authorities frequently
try to assert control over these settlements and their inhabitants through coercive measures such as threats of eviction,
exclusion, blocked access to services and other forms of structural violence. Such coercive control is legitimized through
the discursive formation of informal settlements as criminal and unsanitary, and of the residents asmigrants and as tempo-
rary and illegitimate settlers. Using findings from ethnographic research carried out in two informal settlements in Dhaka,
Bangladesh, this article explores how informal settlement residents engage with and resist territorial stigma in a rapidly
growing Southern megacity. Findings show residents resist stigmatising narratives of neighbourhood blame by construct-
ing counternarratives that frame informal settlements as a “good place for the poor.” These place-based narratives emerge
from shared experiences of informality and associational life in a city where such populations are needed yet unwanted.
While residents of these neighbourhoods are acutely aware of the temporariness and illegality of unauthorised settle-
ments, these narratives produce solidarities to resist eviction and serve to legitimise their claim to the city.
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1. Introduction

Across the world, one in every four urban dwellers now
lives in some form of informal settlement (UN-Habitat,
2015). These settlements, commonly referred to as ghet-
toes, slums, refugee camps or squatter settlements,
comprise the majority of the urban population in many
megacities of the Global South and are a vital part of
the economy and social life of those cities. Yet, resi-
dents of such neighbourhoods are invariably marked by
a stigma of place that affects their relationship with
the wider city, their life chances and sense of collec-
tive self (Smith, 2010; Wacquant, 2007). In cities segre-
gated by the unequal geographies of formal and infor-
mal, such territorial stigma serves as an instrument to

maintain hegemonic control through actively producing
and reproducing geographies of difference andmaintain-
ing spatial and social division (Ingen, Sharpe, & Lashua,
2018). Territorial stigmatisation is a form of violence
from above deployed by urban elites to sustain rela-
tions of power and domination, and legitimise repro-
duction of social inequalities and injustices (Tyler, 2013;
Wacquant, 2008). Discourses of vilification consisting of
deeply discrediting narratives that circulate in political,
bureaucratic and journalistic fields produce the domi-
nant imaginings of urban poor neighbourhoods (Butler,
2019; Parker & Karner, 2010; Wacquant, 2008). Such
narratives portray informal settlement residents as un-
desirable in the city, and systematically exclude them
from essential urban amenities and opportunities in-
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cluding access to employment, education, and medical
care (Keene & Padilla, 2014). Through territorial stigma-
tisation informal settlement residents become an “ob-
noxious and repugnant other, always underserving and
tainted” (Auyero, 1999, p. 65), an out-of-place popula-
tion to be removed from the city.

There has been considerable interest in academia
about how territorial stigma is produced and how peo-
ple living in stigmatised places copewith it. However, the
primary focus has been on stigmatised places in cities in
North America and Europe. In comparison, this issue is
comparatively less explored in the context of Southern
cities. In this article we introduce an ethnographic study
carried out in two informal settlements in the megacity
of Dhaka, Bangladesh, to highlight the ways in which resi-
dents of such neighbourhoods understand the stigmatis-
ing discourses used against them, and how they in turn
constructmore positive and productive discourses about
their own neighbourhoods.

By focusing on informal settlements in Dhaka we
aim to contribute to the growing literature on territo-
rial stigma and broaden the understanding of the is-
sue in the context of the Global South. We argue that
while residents are aware of the illegality and tempo-
rariness of their neighbourhoods and internalise stigma-
tised identities, they also produce various counternar-
ratives to present a different view of their neighbour-
hoods. These counternarratives challenge dominant dis-
courses and work to legitimise informal settlement resi-
dents’ claim to the city. In this article, first, wewill review
key literature on territorial stigma from the Global North
and the South.Wewill then introduce the study sites and
discuss themethods used in the study. Following this, we
will describe the dominant discourses on informal settle-
ments in Dhaka and how these discourses are used to
rationalise the state’s use of coercive power over resi-
dents. Drawing on participant accountswewill then elab-
orate on how the residents of the two neighbourhoods
experience and contest territorial stigma. Finally, we will
conclude by emphasising the importance of recognising
the counternarratives produced by urban informal settle-
ment residents.

2. Managing Spatial Stigma

According to Goffman (1963), for the stigmatised, iden-
tity management is a key strategy for coping with and
managing the effects of stigma. Goffman’s conceptual-
isation of stigma along with Bourdieu’s theory of sym-
bolic power serve as foundational basis for Wacquant’s
(2007, 2008) theoretical framework of territorial stigma
which provides critical insight for understanding how
people living in defamed housing settlements manage
and cope with stigma. In the case of territorial stigma,
studies carried out in cities of the Global North show
a range of identity management strategies used by
the residents of discredited neighbourhoods/suburbs.
To cope with stigma and construct positive identities

they often physically and symbolically distance them-
selves from their neighbours and the neighbourhood
(Wacquant, 2008). When people from outside a neigh-
bourhood/suburb stigmatise residents, at times, they
will hide their address in an attempt to dissociate them-
selves from the stigma. They may avoid having relatives
or friends visit their home (Palmer, Ziersch, Arthurson,
& Baum, 2004; Wacquant, 2007; Warr, 2016). Some res-
idents accept the criminalising narratives of their neigh-
bourhood and constantly isolate themselves from others
(Blokland, 2008; Osborne, Ziersch, & Baum, 2011; Warr,
2016). Residents who internalise stigmatising narratives
frequently use lateral denigration, reproducing a faceless
stigmatised other—usually a certain group of people or
areas within the neighbourhood—and thrust the stigma
onto a demonised other (Blokland, 2008; Popay et al.,
2003; Wacquant, 2007) by producing ‘micro-differences’
(August, 2014; Thomas, 2016). Even when residents do
not internalise the stigmatising narratives themselves,
they may internalise an awareness of the stigma im-
posed on their neighbourhood (Jensen & Christensen,
2012). Residents’ response to territorial stigma, how-
ever, is not limited to submission and internalisation
(Hastings, 2004; Jensen& Christensen, 2012). Stigma can
be “negotiated and resisted in everyday lives” (Tyler &
Slater, 2018, p. 735). As studies show, in many discred-
ited neighbourhoods, residents resist stigma through
self-affirmation, sense of belonging and community, and
pride of place (Jensen & Christensen, 2012; Slater, 2017;
Slater & Anderson, 2012).

In comparison to the global North, a relatively small
number of studies have explored the issue in Southern
cities. These studies, many of which examined the expe-
rience of territorial stigma by favela residents in Brazil,
revealed similar accounts of internalisation of stigma
(Araújo & Costa, 2017; Auyero, 1999; Caldeira, 2000;
Gama, 2018) as did studies in Botswana (Geiselhart,
2017), China (Zhang, 2017) and India (Ghertner, 2010).
In many neighbourhoods deflecting stigma to other resi-
dents was common as well (Auyero, 1999; Gama, 2018).
When residents talked about other residents “a certain
suspicion was always expressed, in ambiguous ways”
(Caldeira, 2000, p. 79). Despite this, residents of stigma-
tised settlements also present a somewhat different in-
sider view of the place where they live. These insider
narratives indicate community, friendship, and belong-
ing that result from the shared experiences of everyday
life (Geiselhart, 2017; Zhang, 2017). Be it in a neoliberal
city of the Global North or a ‘developing’ or ‘emerging’
city in the Global South, insider narratives by residents
of discredited neighbourhoods offer important insight
for understanding how they manage and contest territo-
rial stigma. Building on the work discussed here, we now
turn to Dhaka, one of the fastest growing megacities in
the Global South, to examine insider views of residents
from two informal settlements and understand how they
engage with neighbourhood stigma and resist the domi-
nant discourses.
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3. Methods

In this article, we present ethnographic accounts from
fieldwork carried out in two informal settlements in
Dhaka over a period of seven months in 2017. Our first
study site, Korail, is home to nearly 100,000 people living
on approximately 90 acres of public land. Located next
to two of the most affluent urban enclaves in the city, it
is the largest informal settlement in Dhaka. Our second
study site, Town Hall Camp, is surrounded by a middle-
class suburb in a different part of the city. It is a densely
packed neighbourhood where approximately 5,000 peo-
ple live on barely one acre of land. Figure 1 shows the
locations of Korail and Town Hall Camp in Dhaka city.

Korail residents mostly consist of rural migrants who
came to Dhaka from different parts of the country in
search of work. Unable to find affordable housing in the
city they started to buildmakeshift houses at Banani lake-
side during the latter part of the 1980s, which gradually
became the massive settlement it is today. As residents
do not have legal claim to this land, Korail is considered
by the city authorities as an illegal settlement. Town Hall
Camp is oneof the 30Bihari camps inDhaka thatwere set
up during 1972–1973 to accommodate Bihari refugees.
In recent yearsmany ruralmigrants have alsomoved into
the camp due to low rents. Biharis are an ethnic minor-
ity community consisting of Muslim refugees who orig-
inally migrated from Bihar and the surrounding states

of India. They have been subject to continued state dis-
crimination and deprivation due to their stance against
Bangladesh’s independence in 1971. Residents of infor-
mal settlements like Korail and Town Hall Camp consti-
tute themajority of the informal sector workers in Dhaka.
Apart from a handful of affluent local leaders and busi-
nessmen, they are mostly poor and make a living from
low wage, low skilled and labour-intensive work (e.g.,
rickshaw pullers, street vendors, housemaids, cleaners,
day labourers, and transportation workers).

Findings presented here are drawn from field notes
from participant observation in Korail and Town Hall
Camp as well as numerous informal conversations with
the residents of these neighbourhoods. 46 in-depth in-
terviews (28 in Korail and 18 in Town Hall Camp) and
two focus group discussions (one in each study site)
were also carried out with the residents. Interview par-
ticipants were selected purposively and included general
residents, community-based organisation members, and
local social and political leaders (female = 22, male= 24,
ages ranging from 18 to 65). The semi-structured inter-
views explored residents’ everyday life experiences of liv-
ing in an informal settlement and their modes of engage-
ment with various formal and informal state and non-
state actors. The average duration of interviews was one
hour. Additionally, eight in-depth interviews were car-
ried out with non-government organisation (NGO) and
local government officials (male = 8, ages ranging from

Figure 1.Map of Dhaka city showing study sites. Source: Worldmap (n.d.) and Google Maps.
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30 to 60). All interviewswere conducted in Bengali by the
first author. They were audio recorded except for a few
cases where participants did not want to be recorded.
The interviews were transcribed in Bengali to ensure au-
thenticity of data and only selected quotes were trans-
lated to English after data analysis. An inductive thematic
analysis approach was used to make sense of the data
and find key themes (Creswell, 2007). Pseudonyms were
used for all participants in the article.

3.1. A Note on Terminology

We used ‘informal settlements’ as a neutral term for low-
income settlements instead of contested terms such as
‘slum,’ ‘ghetto,’ or squatter settlement. While present-
ing participant accounts, and in some other instances,
we used bosti—the local Bengali term for such settle-
ments. Instead of the more widely used spellings such as
basti, baste or bustee, we chose bosti following Hossain
(2013), as it is closer to the way participants in the study
sites pronounced the word. Also, we acknowledge the
contested nature of the term ‘Global South’ (Dados &
Connell, 2012). We identify Dhaka as a ‘Southern’ city,
which allows us to locate the city in its postcolonial
present where differential economic and social struc-
tures and processes maintain “large inequalities in liv-
ing standards, life expectancy, and access to resources”
(Dados & Connell, 2012, p. 13).

4. Territorial Stigmatisation of Informal Settlements
in Dhaka

Dhaka’s emergence as a megacity is largely due to
the massive influx of rural migrants since the 1980s.
According to various estimates around 30% of the city’s
nearly 18 million people live in some 4,000 unplanned
and unauthorised housing settlements often referred to
as ‘slums’ and camps (Ahmed, 2014). Rural to urban mi-
gration is a feature in the growth of many megacities
in the Global South as labour moves from stagnant or
mechanised rural farming sector into modernising urban
economies. The social contours of these migrations dif-
fer. In Dhaka, rural migrants tend to gravitate to rural
kinship groups who have established themselves in the
city, resulting in concentrations of strong but inward-
looking communities in many informal settlements (Lata,
Walters, & Roitman, 2019).

People living in informal settlements make signifi-
cant contributions to the gross domestic product (GDP)
by serving as a major source of cheap labour (Rahman,
2012). They make possible the production of goods for
export to developed countries at a globally competitive
price and also provide low cost services and products to
city dwellers (Bork-Hüffer et al., 2016; Rahman, 2012).
Informal settlement residents are closely tied to the
economic and political interests of the national govern-
ment, city authorities, urban elites and middle classes.
However, while the city relies on informal settlement

residents for survival and continued growth, in their as-
piration for a modern and developed city, urban elites
andmiddle classes find them incompatiblewith the city’s
vision. This is obvious in the works of authors such as
Siddiqui et al. (2010, p. 15) who condemn informal settle-
ments for making Dhaka city “a most dismal spectacle.”
Informal settlement residents in Dhaka thus find them-
selves in a complex relationship with a city where they
are needed, yet unwanted.

City authorities often seek to address the complex
challenge informal settlements pose to urban gover-
nance, policy and planning practices by using violence
and repression. While they allow these neighbourhoods
to continue and even to flourish, they frequently use
coercive power to assert control and authority over
them. This phenomenon is not unique toDhaka. Coercive
power is used by state apparatuses in the form of con-
stant threats of eviction, blocked access to services and
resources, non-recognition as rightful residents of the
city, frequent criminalisation and structural violence to
shape the everyday life experiences of informal settle-
ment residents across many cities in the Global South
(Bhan, 2014; Bork-Hüffer et al., 2016; Moser, 2004;
Sanyal, 2014). Acts of violence and repression are ratio-
nalised by designating these neighbourhoods and their
residents as an undesirable other and a threat to the ‘or-
dered’ city. As Wacquant (2007, p. 69) noted: “Once a
place is publicly labelled as a ‘lawless zone’ or ‘outlaw
estate,’ outside the common norm, it is easy for the au-
thorities to justify special measures, deviating from both
law and custom.”

The most common portrayal of informal settlements
in Dhaka is that they are illegal, or ‘slums’ unlawfully con-
structed on public land (Bertuzzo, 2016; Suykens, 2017).
The residents are frequently referred to as ‘land grabbers’
and ‘encroachers.’ By unlawfully ‘encroaching’ and ‘oc-
cupying’ land they have become illegal. We interviewed
Mr. Lokman, an elected local government official (Ward
Councillor) whose seat was secured thanks to a large
number of votes from Korail residents in 2015. He imme-
diately pointed out their illegality: “Does anyone in Korail
live there legally?...All of them are illegal.”

Mainstream media plays a key role in presenting
informal settlements as hotspots of crime, reinforcing
narratives that criminalize the urban poor (e.g., Hasan,
2018; Khan, 2013; Mahmud, 2018). A popular television
crime show called Taalash (‘search’) that aired on prime
time during 2013–2014 used the term ‘crime factory’ to
emphasize that the informal settlements are a source
of criminality and lawlessness. In 2016, when a group
of Islamist extremists carried out a deadly terrorist at-
tack at a restaurant in Gulshan claiming 29 lives, fin-
gers were immediately pointed at Korail as a possible
breeding ground for such extremists. Although none of
the people involved in the attack were found to have
any connections with Korail, law enforcement agencies
took measures that severely restricted the mobility of
Korail residents. This involved shutting down boat trans-
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portation on Banani Lakewhichwas themost convenient
and affordable way for Korail residents to commute be-
tween Korail and the adjacent Banani and Gulshan ar-
eas where they worked. Strict restrictions were imposed
on rickshaw pullers who worked in Banani and Gulshan.
Heightened securitymeasures resulted inmany rickshaw
pullers from Korail being unable to work in these two ar-
eas. Some of them had to move to other parts of the city
in search of livelihoods.

Discourses of environmental degradation add to the
narratives of criminality by highlighting unsanitary liv-
ing conditions and pollution, and present informal settle-
ments as a public health risk (Jahan, 2012). Also, though
many informal settlement residents have been living in
the city for decades, they are still viewed asmigrants, and
identified with distant rural areas from where they or
their parents arrived (Local Government Division, 2014;
Siddiqui et al., 2010). Moreover, NGOs working in the
urban space present informal settlements as a mani-
festation of underdevelopment by selectively highlight-
ing residents’ low literacy, poverty and unemployment
(Hossain, 2013). Through their very mandate of ‘improv-
ing’ these neighbourhoods, NGOs also take part in the
process of stigmatising them.

Ethnicity plays a significant role in the process of ter-
ritorial stigmatisation (Jensen & Christensen, 2012). For
the residents of Bihari camps, the burden of stigma is
intensified in manifold ways due to their ethnic iden-
tity. They are frequently identified as non-citizens de-
spite having national identity cards and regularly cast-
ing votes in local and national elections. Mainstreamme-
dia refers to them either as Bihari refugees or stranded
Pakistanis which strengthens the narratives of stigmati-
sation and creates grounds for discrimination. Babu, a
youngman from Town Hall Camp, described the differen-
tial treatment Biharis received outside the camp: “‘They
are from the camp—Biharis!’ At once we become some-
thing different in the eyes of everyone. We become sep-
arate!” Additionally, Bihari camps are frequently identi-
fied as ‘dirty’ and unsanitary places that are hotspots of
drug dealing and petty crimes.

As in many other rapidly growing megacities in
the Global South (Ghertner, 2008; Ong, 2011), Dhaka’s
elite and middle classes identify informal settlements
as incompatible with the idea of becoming a modern
and developed city. With steady economic growth in
Bangladesh and a state-produced aspiration to become a
middle-income country by themiddle of the next decade,
they indulge in a mass vision of a ‘slum’ free city with no
place for informal settlements.

5. Managing and Countering Stigma in Korail and Town
Hall Camp

The subjective accounts of those living in stigmatised
neighbourhoods are likely to be different from the ac-
counts of those who live outside such neighbourhoods
and subscribe to the discourses of stigmatisation. To un-

derstand how residents of stigmatised neighbourhoods
engage with socio-spatial stigma it is necessary to focus
on how they experience and reflexively interpret every-
day life as insiders (Warr, 2005). The everyday modali-
ties of livingwith andmanaging neighbourhood stigma is
also influenced by the socio-economic and historical con-
texts of the place and the people. The insider accounts
presented below show that in Korail and TownHall Camp,
the residents internalised certain stigmatising discourses
and consciously attempted to differentiate their neigh-
bourhood from other informal settlements in the city.
However, they also resisted the stigmatising narratives
by producing various counternarratives that presented
these neighbourhoods as good places to live, but only for
the poor.

5.1. Internalising and Deflecting Stigma

People living in stigmatised places can very well “repro-
duce and reinscribe majoritarian stories and master nar-
ratives” (Muñoz & Maldonado, 2012, p. 296). In Korail
and Town Hall Camp, many residents internalised the
meanings of the stigmatising narratives of informal set-
tlements. Through internalisation of the discourses of le-
gality and illegality they accepted themselves as illegal
and/or temporary residents in the city. Moreover, they
recognised this illegality/temporariness as a justification
for the government’s intention to evict them. In Korail,
Ataur, an unemployed transport worker in his sixties, re-
marked: “This is public land, we are living here illegally.”
Mofizur, a man in his early forties who worked as a sup-
port staff for a local TV station and lived in Korail formore
than 20 years, expressed similar views: “This place is ille-
gal. The government did not allocate it to us or anything
like that. That’s why the government is not building any-
thing here.” In Town Hall Camp, despite having citizen-
ship documents, several participants believed that they
were “refugees” because the state viewed them as such.

Internalisation of the discourse of illegality was par-
ticularly common among younger participants in Korail.
These internalisations run so deep that some partici-
pants even justified being searched by police on their
way in or out of the neighbourhood or at the security
checkpost set up at the entrance of Banani, an upscale
neighbourhood next to Korail. Shiuli, an undergraduate
student and primary school teacher, thought it was okay
for the police to stop and search her and her friends
when entering Banani from Korail:

Some days ago, my friends and I were going there and
then they stopped us [at the checkpost]. They asked
to search our bags….I appreciated that they did this.
This should be done, because there are many differ-
ent types of people. We were going there with good
intentions. Some people might have bad intentions.

Hasan, another undergraduate student who moved to
Korail about six years ago from his hometown, was
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stopped by the police one evening on his way out of
Korail. He had a high fever and was going back to his
hometown to stay with his parents until he got better.
Though he informed the police that he was ill, they took
a long time to search his bag, which he found to be very
stressful. Despite this he thought such activities by the
police were necessary:

I do not think conducting searches is bad.…Even a de-
cent person like me could be involved with different
types of crime. It is not unusual. In Dhaka city, if there
are crimes [taking place] or militants [living] in a flat,
why wouldn’t they be in a place like a bosti?

Such internalisations normalise the securitisation of in-
formal settlements by the state and perpetuate the crim-
inalising discourses of these places. Consequently, dis-
criminatory acts such as targeted security checks, stop-
and-search procedures becomenormalised as part of the
routines of Korail residents’ everyday life.

However, both in Korail and Town Hall Camp, partici-
pants consistently dissociated their neighbourhood from
the dominant imaginings of informal settlements. They
emphasised that their neighbourhood was not like the
other bostis or camps. In Korail, participants often com-
mented that various types of criminal activity such as
drug dealing,mugging andbrawlsmay take place in some
other bosti in Dhaka, but not in Korail. Shahadat, a secu-
rity guard appointed by a local residents’ association to
patrol the neighbourhood at night, remarked:

Nowadays crimes or illegal activities do not take place
in Korail. Therewas a timewhen those happened a lot
but now it is very rare….Korail is now a safe neighbour-
hood, safer thanmany other neighbourhoods. Even in
those neighbourhoods a lot of bad things happen. But
not in Korail.

The need to have privately recruited security guards
to patrol the neighbourhood, however, contradicted
Shahadat’s claims. Reports of drug raids in Korail also
appeared quite frequently in the newspapers (Mahmud,
2018). Nevertheless, participants repeatedly used words
such as “different,” “more developed,” and “better”
to differentiate Korail from other informal settlements.
Through such discursive distancing fromother bostis, the
residents of Korail tacitly accepted the stigmatised con-
struction of informal settlements and simultaneously de-
flected the stigma to other neighbourhoods.While doing
so they simply referred to unnamed bostis in the city by
saying, “a few bostismight be like that” or “probably hap-
pens in just one or two bostis.”

In a similar manner, Town Hall Camp residents
claimed that their camp was “cleaner” and “better man-
aged” than other camps and was also “free of drugs.”
Such claims reflected a similar sense of “collective pride
in the neighbourhood, often in response to external
defamation,” that Slater and Anderson (2012, p. 540)

observed in a stigmatised neighbourhood in Bristol. As
Monir, an elderly man who lived in the camp since it was
established in 1972, said, “There are camps everywhere.
But no other camps are as nice as this one—Dhaka’s
Town Hall Camp!”

Camp residents often deflected the stigma of place
onto bostis and described their camp using expressions
such as “this is not a bosti” or “a camp is not the same as
a bosti.” As Sanyal (2014) noted, camps that have existed
for many years can gradually begin to resemble ‘slums’
which is also the case with the Bihari camps in Dhaka.
To an outsider the Town Hall Camp appears no different
from a bosti. However, several participants emphasised
that it should not be viewed as a bosti because camps
are not as ‘bad’ as bostis. Julekha, a small grocery shop
owner who lived in the camp since its establishment,
commented: “If you callme a stranded Pakistani that is al-
right. But you cannot call this place a bosti. I will not take
that.” Some of the participants in Town Hall Camp were
not comfortable even with the camp identity of their
neighbourhood. One of them, Jamila, an honours stu-
dent who also worked as an administrative assistant at a
business firm in a neighbouring upscale area, explained:

Our camp is a camp only in the name, not in the way
things work here. Thatmeans there are no illegal deal-
ings, fighting or quarrelling, no stabbing each other,
no police business or drug dealing here—nothing of
that sort. So, what we have here is not really a camp.

Town Hall Camp residents frequently blamed a nearby
Bihari camp with a reputation for open sales of drugs for
giving a bad name to all camps. During fieldwork in Town
Hall Camp, however, it was not uncommon to randomly
come across small groups of young men smoking mari-
juana on roof tops or in secluded corners, contradicting
residents’ accounts.

5.2. Countering Stigma

Residents’ reflexive understanding of everyday life expe-
riences in Korail and Town Hall Camp are characterised
by simultaneous acceptance and rejection of the domi-
nant discourses of neighbourhood stigma. They not only
internalised such discourses but also resisted them. They
did so by producing their own narratives of the place
where they lived. These counternarratives ‘answer back’
(Clarke, Newman, Smith, Vidler, & Westmarland, 2007)
to the dominant narratives with a sharply contrasting
internal image that highlights certain aspects of infor-
mal settlements which make these neighbourhoods live-
able for the urban poor. Using such internal images of
Korail and Town Hall Camp the residents produced their
own narratives that constantly challenge the dominant
narratives of informal settlements. These counternarra-
tives emerge as resistance against “an oppressive iden-
tity and attempts to replace it with one that commands
respect” (Lindemann, 2001, p. 6) by discursively con-
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structing Korail and Town Hall Camp as ‘good’ neighbour-
hoods for the urban poor.

Many of these narratives are based on a ‘before and
now’ comparison, where once conditions in the neigh-
bourhood were bad, but had now changed for the better.
As Aziz, a local leader in Korail, commented: “Many of
the things you heard about Korail were there. They were
there in the past. Things have changed now. You will not
find those here anymore.” Similarly, in Town Hall Camp,
Foyez, a street vendor who sold shoes from a cart in a
nearby bazaar, said: “Things are a lot better now. When
so many people live together there’s bound to be prob-
lems….It used to be really bad. But thatwas before.” Both
Aziz and Foyez had lived in their respective neighbour-
hoods since they were children and grew up there. Bilkis,
in her fifties, head of a community-based organisation,
shared similar views and gave another example:

We used to lag behind in education—Our children
didn’t study that much. But now, I am telling you, sev-
eral thousand students from Korail are studying in dif-
ferent colleges….We live in a bosti, yet we are study-
ing, and getting involved with different types of work.

The idea of a good place for the poor in the city was
firmly grounded on the possibility of affordable living.
Accommodation was much cheaper in a bosti or a camp.
According to Foyez: “Outside the rent is 6,000 or 8,000
[takas]. But in the camp, you can pay 4,000, 3,000 or
even 2,000 [takas]” (1,000 Bangladeshi takas = 11.76 US
dollars).

Affordable living was also about cheaper daily es-
sentials. In the large bazaar inside Korail many of the
commodities were sold cheaper than in the markets set
up/authorised by the city corporation. Some of the ven-
dors there collected rejected vegetables from the city’s
wholesale market and sold them in Korail much cheaper.
Aziz informed: “When one part of a vegetable goes bad,
they cut it off and sell the rest here. You can buy it very
cheap.” TownHall Camp too had a smallmakeshift bazaar
where prices of commodities were cheaper than out-
side. Participants from the camp drew attention to the in-
creasing number of Bengalis living there for cheaper rent,
which to them was another indication that the camp
was not a bad place to live. In Korail, participants spoke
about how inexpensive or free education and health-
care services provided by NGOs made life more afford-
able. Hasina, a young community organiser in Korail, re-
marked: “You can get free treatment here. If someone
has a serious illness, we can get help by asking an NGO.
Nowadays there are advantages—many advantages.”

A view commonly shared by participants in Korail
and Town Hall Camp was that being free of crime and
drugs made a neighbourhood a good place. Their claims
about an absence of drugs and crime also served to re-
fute the dominant imaginings associated with these is-
sues. Participants in Korail in particular often argued that
so far, law enforcement agencies had found no militants

in any of the bostis in Dhaka. The fact that the deadly ter-
rorist attack in Gulshan in 2016 involved men from very
well-off families gave further grounds for them to claim
that they were unfairly blamed for crimes committed by
the rich. As Bilkis explained:

There was a time when the very word bosti made
one think about a place where criminals live, where
drugs are sold….Yes, there might be one or two [per-
sons] like that but there is good and bad everywhere.
It doesn’t mean that everyone living in the bosti are
criminals….They used to say all the violence is in the
bostis. But now you can see it happening in well-off
neighbourhoods like Gulshan, Banani, Baridhara.

In both sites, at the beginning of an interview or informal
conversation, participants often spoke about overcrowd-
ing and their dislike of the frequent quarrels around
them. As the conversation progressed, gradually they
pointed out things that they liked about their neighbour-
hood. Common among these were a sense of commu-
nity, belonging and attachment to place. This played an
important role in constructing the narrative of a good
neighbourhood. Several participants said that unlike the
city’s affluent neighbourhoods where no one knows any-
one, people in Korail and Town Hall Camp knew and
looked after each other. Particularly in Town Hall Camp,
everyone literally seemed to know everyone. In Korail,
even if the residents didn’t know many people from dif-
ferent neighbourhoods, they knew each other within the
smaller neighbourhoods. Later in the interview many of
the participants rationalised the never-ending quarrels
they complained about earlier by saying that such things
were bound to happen when so many people lived in
such a small area. According to participants, despite hav-
ing numerous problems they all lived together as a com-
munity and neighbours always came to aid when some-
one was in trouble. As Foyez said:

Suppose the father and mother works outside. They
do not have to worry about who will look after their
children when they are at work. Some neighbours will
look after them. If something happens to a child some-
one or other from the camp will take them to a hospi-
tal and get everything taken care of.

Such community cohesion is rooted in the associational
life in informal settlements that relies on social networks
and kinship relations, and the shared experiences of
struggles against state deprivation, oppression and struc-
tural violence. In contrast to outsider narratives of de-
plorable living conditions in informal settlements, many
residents speak about residential satisfaction and place
attachments (August, 2014; Jensen & Christensen, 2012).
In Korail or Town Hall Camp, not everyone lived there
because of they could not afford to live outside. Many
of them continued to live in these settlements because
they had developed an attachment to their neighbour-
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hood and neighbours. For example, Hasina who lived in
Korail for more than 20 years, described the closeness
she felt to the neighbourhood:

I like it here. Been living here for so long, I feel a close-
ness to it. I do not feel this much attached even to my
village. That is where I am from, but I do not feel any
attachment to that place. I feel it here….Here I have
my neighbours, I have everyone.

Thereweremany other elements thatmade up the coun-
ternarrative of a good place. Living in Korail or Town
Hall Camp allowed ample livelihood opportunities inside
the settlement and neighbouring areas. Participants de-
scribed the people in their neighbourhood as decent and
hardworking, commenting that the neighbouring afflu-
ent suburbs were dependent on them for their labour
and services. Such claims refuted the idea of Korail or
Town Hall Camp residents as criminals or unworthy resi-
dents of the city and instead presented them as a group
of hardworking peoplewhowere serving the city’s needs.
These micro-narratives and many others produced a
shared understanding of a good place to live in the city.

Of course, people living in these neighbourhoods
were keenly aware of their socio-political reality andhigh-
lighted many problems for example insecurity of tenure,
absence of paved roads, barred access to utilities, and ha-
rassment by police. When they claimed their neighbour-
hood to be a good place, they immediately added that
it was good for people who could not afford to live any-
where else in the city. As Shabana, one of the first to set-
tle in Korail, commented:

Life in Korail ismore or less good for us.Weare poor so
it’s good for us, because we cannot afford to live any-
where else as the rent is high….The advantages that
people have living here, they wouldn’t get those any-
where else.

Similarly, in Town Hall Camp, residents were well aware
that there was no scope for romanticising the camp as
an ideal place to live. They made it clear that the camp
was a good place only for those who were poor. When
conversing with a group of young men in the camp they
made this evident:

Alam: Life in the camp is bad.

Babu: It’s bad but…

Rayhan: Life in the camp is bad but it’s good for us. You
will not be able to live here.

Researcher: You are saying life in camp is bad but still
good for you. How so?

Alam: We have been living here since we were kids.
We like living here.

Rayhan: If we stay outside [the camp] house rent
would be 10,000 takas. I earn 6,000 takas. Then how
will I manage it? So, we are quite happy here.

Such claims are not very different from the way resi-
dents of a stigmatised low-income town in South Wales
assert that “it’s not that bad” (Thomas, 2016, p. 5) or the
residents of a favela in Brasilia declare that “here it is
heaven! It is mother’s lap” (Araújo & Costa, 2017, p. 158).
As Lomax (2015) points out, by producing such coun-
ternarratives the urban poor do not necessarily present
a false view of their neighbourhood or misrepresent it
as something that it is not. Likewise, in Korail and Town
Hall Camp, the residents were acutely aware of the il-
legality/informality of their neighbourhood and the nu-
merous problems and challenges that constituted the ev-
eryday reality of living in such places. Due to this aware-
ness they often accepted and internalised the meanings
of dominant, stigmatising discourses. However, they also
discursively resisted such discourses by producing coun-
ternarratives about their neighbourhoods. These place-
based narratives were rooted in shared experiences of
everyday practices and associational life in neighbour-
hoods that are deeply discredited. These serve to legit-
imise informal settlement residents’ claim to the city, al-
low negotiating with authorities for gaining access to ser-
vices, and create solidarities for resistance against evic-
tion drives. More importantly, these narratives discur-
sively resist the marginalizing effects produced by the
hegemonic narratives constructed by state apparatuses.

6. Conclusion

In many cities, public officials, city authorities, urban
planners, media and the affluent andmiddle-classes con-
stantly and selectively present informal settlement resi-
dents as illegal, criminal, and illegitimatemembers of the
wider city. This is done discursively and through various
direct coercive measures of exclusion and intimidation,
and underdevelopment. Our findings show that while
residents of the study sites accepted and internalised the
stigmatising narratives, they also resisted them by pro-
ducing counternarratives of a good place for the urban
poor. People living in stigmatised locations are no differ-
ent to others who deal with challenging circumstances.
As a way of individual and collective survival, they fre-
quently vacillate between competing discourses about
their identities in relation to their communities and their
cities and in response to different audiences.

This may appear as contradictory to Wacquant’s
(2007, 2008) theorisation of how people living in dis-
credited neighbourhoods respond to territorial stigma.
As Jensen and Christensen (2012) point out, contradic-
tions arise when the attempt is made to universalise
Wacquant’s theorieswhereas he himself emphasised the
importance of national and local contexts. People pro-
duce new spatial meanings and narratives about their
neighbourhood through everyday interactions and vari-
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ous exchanges which are often shaped by a city’s socio-
political and cultural processes and structures. The place-
based grassroots narratives of informal settlements that
the urban poor produce, contrast sharply with those pro-
duced and imposed by the city’s elites. As this article
shows, the insider accounts from Korail and Town Hall
Camp residents present different imaginings of these
neighbourhoods that refute the dominant narratives im-
posed by urban elites. These counternarratives offer the
possibility of discursive resistance by urban informal set-
tlement residents against territorial stigma. At the same
time, they are instructive in recognising the elements
such as affordable housing, safety, and associational life
that disadvantaged urban populations in Dhaka regard as
essential for a good life in the city.

In this article, we examined residents’ subjective ex-
perience and response to territorial stigma in two infor-
mal settlements in Dhaka. Dhaka is a city with nearly
4,000 informal settlements. Although we would expect
to find similar competing discourses across many of
these places, and these discourses resonate with other
stigmatised places in the literature, they are highly di-
verse in terms of socio-economic conditions, location
and population dynamics. Their residents are likely to
experience and respond to territorial stigma in varied
ways. Further research focus from urban scholars, both
at the local and global levels, towards Dhaka’s informal
settlements would allow for further theoretical gener-
alisation about the territorial stigma in the context of
Southern megacities.
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