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Abstract 

 

Urban informality in public space presents a complex socio-spatial phenomenon, especially in rapidly urbanizing 

contexts of the Global South. In the traditional neighborhood of Dargapara, Rajshahi, informal street markets 

coexist with a culturally significant neighborhood and play a vital role. While these markets sustain local 

livelihoods and animate the public realm, their unregulated growth leads to congestion and visual disorder. This 

case-study-based qualitative study explores the shared threshold of Dargapara, understanding the 

interrelationship between informality and the historic fabric of the site. The objectives are to create a shared 

threshold for an inclusive public realm that bridges informal economies with contextual sensitivity preserving the 

identity, and settlement patterns of the site; exploring in what ways does urban informality influence the socio-

spatial character of public spaces in historic neighborhoods like Dargapara, Rajshahi It proposes an strategical 

framework and policy proposal that spatially integrates informal vending within the site's cultural and spatial 

context. Based on primary data from site surveys, documentation, and interviews with local vendors and 

residents, the proposal introduces and justifies modular shared spaces, using informality as a lens.  It suggests 

how informal economies and historic preservation can coexist for an inclusive and context-sensitive urban 

development. 
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1 Introduction 

 

Informality is frequently framed through contested binaries: it is either portrayed as a chaotic, unregulated 

condition that demands formal control or romanticized as a symbol of the resilience of marginalized 

communities navigating social, economic, political, and spatial exclusion (Roy, 2005). In contemporary urban 

studies, urban informality refers to a range of practices through which individuals and communities access land, 

housing, services, and livelihoods outside formal legal, regulatory, or institutional frameworks. For example, if 

we go out for a walk for a morning in Rajshahi or any south Asian countries, it is common to find tea stalls 

bubbling beside the road, surrounded by early office goers and students engaged in debates or a vendor arranging 

pirated books and toys made of cheap materials or rickshaw pullers standing in a row for passengers; none of 

which make their ways into the city’s formal plans but plays a huge role in shaping a city’s nature and identity. 

Far from being chaotic or temporary, informal systems often display complex internal organizations and social 

relations. As cities like Rajshahi continue to expand under the pressures of population growth, economic 

restructuring, and global urban competitiveness, informality is becoming increasingly central to how urban life is 

organized. According to the World Population Review, the urban agglomeration of Rajshahi is estimated at about 

1,007,020 people in 2025, with an annual growth rate of about 2.3–2.4%. As such, the pressures on space, 

infrastructure, and the public realm increase, creating a context where informal economies and informal uses of 

space become more salient. Under the policies, these practices are often mentioned as "problematic or illegal” or 

are seen as obstacles to modernization and heritage preservation. Urban informality, especially in heritage-rich 

environments, raises critical questions, such as: how these informal livelihoods can be supported without 

compromising spatial order, safety, and integrating urban design instead of being displaced. This study aims to 

form a framework to answer the question through a selected study area: Dargapara (Figure 1), an old 

neighborhood of Rajshahi, analyzing its socio-economic informal threshold. 
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Figure 1 : Location of Dargapara, Rajahahi (Source: Google Map, 2025) 

 

 

2 Literature Background of Urban Informality  

 

Urban informality has been considered a paradoxical position in both scholarly literature and policy discourse. 

On one hand, informality has been problematized as a chaotic, illegal deviation from the policy-maintained city, 

requiring formalization and control; on the other, it has been celebrated as a symbol of the resilience and free 

spirit of marginalized groups surviving among exclusion and extinction. However, such contradictory views have 

been increasingly criticized for oversimplifying a complicated and dynamic reality. Urban informality is not a 

static phenomenon but a flowing and evolving process — one that must be understood in its embedded social, 

spatial, and political contexts. (Banks et al., 2020). Recent scholars emphasize that informality should be 

approached not merely as a sector of economic activity or a design problem but as a critical site of urban 

analysis, a space where power, governance, and people intersect. Ananya Roy’s influential work reframes 

informality as a mode of urban governance, suggesting that it is not simply the absence of planning and policy 

implementation but the outcome of selective regulation and state-induced exception. In this perspective, informal 

practices are actively shaped by state institutions through toleration, neglect, or strategic intervention, leading to 

“calculated informality” (Roy, 2009), where legal status is evolving and negotiable based on political and 

economic agendas. (Lindell, 2019), where informality is shown to operate not in opposition to the state but 

within a complex field of economy, surveillance, and agency in the case of the spatial politics of street work. 

Informal workers are not passive participants but are actively engaged in producing urban space, often through 

micro-level agreements with local authorities, private sectors, and community networks. These perspectives 

challenge older development discourses that consider urban modernity with formality and sought to “upgrade” or 

“eradicate” informality through rigid zoning, planning, or forced evictions.  Concepts like gray spaces (Yiftachel, 

2009) describe the vague zones where informal settlements or markets operate, neither fully legal nor fully 

illegal, existing in an unclear space between approval and rejection. These gray zones are not situational but 

outcomes of deliberate policy silences or inconsistencies that allow for flexible, and often exploitative, 

governance. Furthermore, understanding informality requires a multi-scalar and cross-domain perspective that 

moves beyond the economic lens to its spatial, social, and cultural dimensions as well. Informal practices are 

shaped by shape urban form, social relations, mobility patterns, and identity formations. Offering a powerful lens 

to see how social networks and human relationships become the connective tissue of cities where formal 

infrastructure is absent (Simone, 2004). The theory of the production of space underlines that space is not a 

neutral backdrop but a social product, constantly shaped by the tensions between formal planning and everyday 

urban practices (Lefebvre, 1991). Informality, therefore, is deeply involved in spatial production, especially in 

historic urban neighborhoods where informal activities often intersect with older, culturally significant 

infrastructures. Rather than seeing informality as a problem to be solved or a romantic phenomenon to be 

celebrated, contemporary urban theory positions it as a constitutive force in the making of cities. Informality, 

therefore, is deeply involved in spatial production, especially in historic urban neighborhoods where informal 

activities often intersect with older, culturally significant infrastructures. Informal vendors, for example, may 

appropriate the steps of a shrine or the edges of a narrow lane not randomly, but through a deep understanding of 

local flows, rituals, and social hierarchies. This nuanced reading of informality resonates “Design Guidelines for 

Informal Spaces in Rajshahi Old Town” (Doza, 2018) demonstrates how informal practices can be harnessed as a 

design resource rather than treated as disorder. His thesis provides contextual insights into the morphological and 

social logic of Rajshahi’s old neighborhoods, where narrow lanes (“Golis”), thresholds, and micro-spaces act as 

critical nodes of community interaction. 

3. Methodology 

 

This research adopts a qualitative case study methodology to explore the spatial and socio-cultural dimensions of 

informality in Dargapara. The study used both primary and secondary data sources to ensure contextual depth 
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and analytical validity. The data collection was conducted by observation, photographic survey, semi-structured 

interviews, questionnaire, mapping, secondary sources, and documentation. The collected data were analyzed to 

understand how informal activities shape and are shaped by the historic urban fabric.  

Observations during morning, afternoon, and evening sessions provided data on the temporal rhythms of 

informality and its interaction with community events. From the collected data, mappings were done on location, 

density, frequency of space use by informal vendors, public activities, and mobility patterns. Semi-structured 

interviews were carried out with local vendors, residents, and union officials to understand informal spatial 

practices, livelihood dependencies, and perceptions of historical buildings. 

 

 

4 Contextual Coexistence: Informality and Community Background (A case study on Dargapara, 

Rajshahi) 

 

In places like Dargapara, a densely layered, historically rich neighborhood in Rajshahi, deeply embedded in local 

culture, economy, and politics, informal practices have evolved as adaptive responses by the community itself, 

dealing with spatial limitations and community values, instead of being imposed from the outside. 

 

4.1 Integration of Informal Markets to Traditional Settlement Patterns 

The spatial pattern of Dargapara, with its Goli (alley) network, clustered plots, and built edges that directly 

connect with the public realm, initially supports informal activity. Street markets and small-scale vending stalls 

or hawkers’ shops often pop out along the edges of the boundary of the Mazar area or entrance alleys, building 

fronts, and in alley nodes, creating urban pocket spaces that integrate seamlessly into the historic urban form. 

These markets do not disrupt the spatial order rather create the pattern of the neighborhood, reflecting an organic 

spatial adaptation.  The cultural, social, and commercial activities, despite age or gender, are more commonly 

seen at nodal points and pocket spaces of Golis, where people can walk, talk, and gather. These potential pocket 

spaces transition into small public hubs, where people can interact and shop while walking the streets (Figure 2). 

These kinds of practices co-exist with the concept of “Space as socially produced”, where these practices shape 

the form, function, and pattern of the city. 

 

 
 

Figure 2: (Up) Informal social activity intensity map of Dargapara; (Below) Goli activities at the study area 

(Source: Field survey, Author, 2025) 

 

4.2 Reflection of Informal Economies on Existing Social Relations 

The informal economy that derives from the street vendors in Dargapara is related to its social relationships, 

gender roles, and religious practices. Activities such as home-based food preparation by women, community-run 

hostels in historic mansions like Surat Manzil, or youth-run stalls at the edge of religious sites show how 

informal work is often embedded within kinship networks and religious affiliations, making an extroverted 

nature of the neighborhood (Figure 3). These practices are not just economic, but they are also socially 

sanctioned contributions to the local fabric. 
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Figure 3: The extroverted nature of the Dargapara street markets and vendors (Source: Author, 2025) 

 

4.3 Adaptive and Negotiated Nature of Informality  

Informality in Dargapara does not exist in a static state; it is constantly being adapted and negotiated in response 

to shifting community needs, religious events, and socio-political contexts. Vendors rearrange or temporarily 

remove their setups during religious festivals, political processions, or even during different periods of the day, 

showing a high level of situational awareness and social cooperation (Figures 4, 5, and 6). Similarly, informal 

uses of space, such as the repurposing of religious courtyards or encroachment into alleyways, are tolerated or 

contested based on timing, purpose, and communal acceptance, reflecting what Lindell (2019) refers to as the 

spatial politics of informality. 

 

 
 

Figure 4: In front of Shah Makhdum Shrine, Dargapara (During Prayer) (Source: Author, 2025) 

  
 

Figure 5: In front of Shah Makhdum Shrine, Dargapara (During Afternoon) (Source: Author, 2025) 

 

  
 

Figure 6: In front of Shah Makhdum Shrine, Dargapara (During Evening) (Source: Author, 2025) 

 

 

5 Challenges of Modern Urban Informality  

 

The first challenge was to examine the multi-layered problems that informal practices, particularly street 

vending, pose to heritage-sensitive public spaces. This study draws on Ananya Roy’s concept of urban 

informality as a mode of regulation, where the informal is not outside the state but selectively produced by it. 

This view helps explain why informal vendors in Dargapara are tolerated during religious festivals or election 

cycles. Similarly, the idea of “gray spaces” (Yiftachel, 2009) becomes relevant in understanding how informal 

vending zones in Dargapara hover between recognition and eviction, legality and illegality. These spaces, like 

local vendors and small shops, while productive and socially vibrant, exist in a constant state of uncertainty, 

shaped by both political discretion and spatial contestation. This analytical lens allows the study to critique how 
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modern urban policies often overlook the lived realities and cultural integration of informality in places like 

Dargapara. 

The second challenge is to explore how informal practices are not separate from the city, but deeply embedded in 

its socio-cultural and spatial fabric. In Dargapara, vendors position themselves strategically near historic shrines, 

along the Golis (narrow alleyways), or at the edges of courtyards, operating not just in reaction to space, but as 

part of its continued production. This reflects the theory of the production of space (Lefebvre, 1991), where 

urban spaces are continuously shaped and reshaped by everyday human activities. Vendors adapt to local 

religious calendars such as Ramadan and Eid, shift their stalls and locations based on community events, and use 

socially recognized rules of spatial etiquette, where informal networks and human relationships act as the 

backbone of urban functioning. 

According to the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, 2022, and the Labor Force Survey 2023, like many 

Bangladeshi cities, Rajshahi’s urban economy is predominantly informal—around 84% of national employment 

and over 40% of GDP stem from informal work.  The study does not romanticize informality but positions it as a 

contextual urban logic, one that adapts to traditional settlement patterns, reflects local social relations, and 

coexists with intangible cultural practices such as religious pilgrimages and community gatherings. 

Building on this understanding, the third and final challenge is to propose design-based strategies that do not 

attempt to “solve” informality through eradication or relocation, but instead integrate it meaningfully into the 

public realm.  

 

 

6 Findings 

 

Dargapara's field survey emphasized that informality is strongly linked with the community’s daily rhythms and 

demands. Site mapping of informal setting locations indicated that around 70% of vendors are situated 20–30 

meters from the Mazar (tomb) and alley junctions, validating these distances as the busiest social condensers. 

(Figure 7) 

 

 
 

Figure 7: Spots where informal establishments take place in Dargapara (Source: Field survey, Author, 2025)  

  

Space observations revealed clear time patterns: tea stalls and rickshaw waiting places dominate early morning, 

but food carts and small shop vendors are more common in the evening, creating oscillating densities. Women 

have a monopoly on selling goods produced at home, whereas young groups tend to establish temporary stalls 

during festivities. (Figure 3). In all, these observations indicate that informality in Dargapara is structured, 

having patterns determined by time, place, and socio-economic relations. Yet infrastructural deficits and 

uncertain policies create tensions between livelihood requirements and heritage conservation. These results also 

necessitate design interventions that consider temporality, mobility, and mutual use of thresholds. 

 

 

7 Improving Urban Informality through Design Strategies and Policy Upgradation 

 

In neighborhoods like Dargapara, where informal practices are intricately aligned with the spatial and social 

fabric, the goal should not be eviction but integration and enhancement, and informality must be considered as a 

legitimate urban condition, which needs a framework for interventions.  

 

7.1 Integrated Design Strategies: Participatory Planning and Incremental Upgrading 

In historic urban areas like Dargapara, informality should be mentioned through community-initiated design and 

gradual, non-disruptive incremental upgrading. Participatory planning allows informal markets and vendors to 

make the spaces they use, ensuring interventions reflect their everyday necessities and social fluidity. The 
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proposed approach addresses Dargapara’s challenges by improving informal spaces without disrupting existing 

livelihoods or historic character. Through community-led design, vendors and residents shape interventions that 

reflect their daily practices, ensuring social relevance and inclusivity. At the same time, incremental 

improvements, such as modular stalls, shared spaces, and basic service upgrading which can improve 

infrastructure without displacement. Make-shift shops can be an alternative option for a design strategy. Small-

scale, locally initiated actions often can produce lasting impact.  

 

7.2 Policy Upgradation: Revisiting policies for Informality Inclusion 

Besides implementing spatial strategies, there is an urgent need to revise and adapt national polices, such as the 

Bangladesh National Building Code (BNBC 2021), which does not account for informal urban practices and 

doesn’t give clear instructions for temporary, mobile, or community-based informal structures. To address this 

gap, we propose several policy recommendations: 

A new sub-section can be introduced under Part 3 (General Building Requirements) to recognize and regulate 

temporary vendor structures within historic and community areas. These could include standards for safe 

materials, hygiene, and maximum occupancy, without enforcing permanent construction standards. 

Under BNBC Part 8 (Urban Planning and Design), an amendment can allow for “Community Shared Spaces” 

and “Flexible Threshold Zones” in heritage areas, enabling modular, semi-permanent structures that 

accommodate informal economies while maintaining pedestrian flow and visual integrity. 

Modifying the Mandatory Open Space regulations to allow for shared-use zones, where informal vendors can 

operate during designated hours without violating setback rules, particularly in high-density, organically 

developed neighborhoods like Dargapara. Creating a provision for “Informal Use Registration” under local urban 

development authorities (e.g., Rajshahi Development Authority), which does not confer full land tenure but 

grants temporary legal recognition and protection from arbitrary eviction. These revisions would bridge the gap 

between state regulations and lived urban practices, ensuring that informal actors are not criminalized but 

accommodated, especially in culturally sensitive areas. 

 

 

8 Conclusion 

 

Informality in areas such as Dargapara is a lived experience determined by tradition, necessity, and community 

resilience. This study has demonstrated how informal practices settle into historical spatial patterns, mirror local 

social relationships, and constantly negotiate their position in the city. Instead of erasing such practices, inclusive 

design and responsive policy can bolster informality as a means of equitable and context-responsive urban 

development. This study can be further developed and will contribute to the scope of work on informality and the 

old town fabric. 
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