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Abstract: Urban slums in Kolkata face multiple deficits in social infrastructure, including
childcare, early education, healthcare, and spaces for vocational skill development.
Women in these settlements face the dual burden of contributing to household income
while managing unpaid caregiving responsibilities. This paper presents a conceptual
framework for modular community infrastructure-flexible, multi-purpose facilities
designed to support women's economic participation, child development, and
community cohesion. Drawing from feminist political economy and evidence from
similar urban interventions in India and globally, the paper explores how such facilities
could address structural inequalities and enhance social inclusion. The framework
emphasizes integrated approaches to childcare, skill development, health, and
community engagement, and discusses critical policy considerations for planning,
governance, and sustainability. This study provides a reference point for policymakers,
NGOs, and urban planners considering multi-purpose interventions to promote inclusive
development in low-income urban settlements.

Keywords: Modular Infrastructure, Urban Slums, Women's Empowerment, Early
Childhood Education, Social Inclusion, Community Development, Kolkata

Introduction

* Research Scholar, Department of Management & Business Administration, Aliah University,
   E-mail: dasmrsjayasreesurojit@gmail.com

Kolkata, like many Indian cities, has
experienced rapid urbanization, leading
to high-density informal settlements with
limited public infrastructure.
Bandyopadhyay (2021) estimates that
over 30% of the city’s population resides
in slums characterized by overcrowding,
inadequate sanitation, and limited access
to education and healthcare. Women
living in these areas face significant
challenges, balancing informal work with
unpaid caregiving and household

responsibilities (Gupta & Sharma, 2019).

Social infrastructure such as childcare
centers, early learning spaces, and
vocational training hubs is largely absent
in these settlements, constraining
women’s labor participation and
children’s development. Modular
community infrastructure—flexible,
multi-purpose facilities—offers a potential
solution by combining services in
compact, adaptable spaces. These facilities
could provide childcare, early learning,
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skill development, and spaces for social
interaction, potentially enhancing
women’s agency and child well-being
(Patel & Bhattacharya, 2020).
This paper presents a conceptual
analysis of modular infrastructure as a
strategy for inclusive urban development
in Kolkata’s slums. Drawing on feminist
political economy and lessons from
comparable urban contexts in India and
globally, the paper examines the potential
contributions of such facilities to gender
equity, child development, and
community cohesion.
Literature Review
Urban Poverty, Gender, and Infrastructure
Deficits
Urban poverty is strongly correlated with
inadequate social infrastructure, which
disproportionately affects women. Elson
(1999) emphasizes that women in low-
income urban contexts often bear the
primary responsibility for unpaid care
work, including childcare, meal
preparation, and household
management. This restricts their ability to
engage in formal employment or expand
informal economic activities. In Kolkata,
slum residents face a deficit of safe
childcare spaces, learning opportunities
for children, and community hubs that
could support women’s economic
engagement (Mehta & Singh, 2020).
Multi-Purpose Community Infrastructure
Modular infrastructure refers to facilities
designed for flexibility, scalability, and
multi-functionality. Globally, modular or
temporary facilities have been deployed
in dense urban contexts to deliver

healthcare, education, and community
services efficiently (UNICEF, 2021). Such
facilities can combine childcare, early
learning, vocational training, health
support, and spaces for social engagement
within a single structure, making them
well-suited for densely populated slums.
Evidence from Mumbai and Delhi
suggests that neighborhood-based multi-
purpose centers can improve women’s
labor participation and child development
outcomes (Patel & Bhattacharya, 2020;
Mehta & Singh, 2020).

Feminist Political Economy Perspective

The feminist political economy
framework highlights how structural
inequalities, gendered labor divisions, and
resource constraints shape women’s
opportunities and outcomes (Rai, 2008).
From this perspective, modular
community facilities can redistribute care
responsibilities, providing women with
opportunities for skill development and
income-generating work while ensuring
children are safely cared for. Such
facilities also promote collective
governance and social capital, enabling
participatory decision-making and
mutual support among community
members.

Lessons from Comparable Interventions

Urban interventions in other Indian cities
and internationally provide lessons for
modular infrastructure:

Mumbai: Neighborhood childcare centers
and women’s skill hubs have improved
labor participation and early learning
outcomes in informal settlements (Patel
& Bhattacharya, 2020).
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Delhi: Multi-purpose community centers
integrating vocational training and
childcare have supported women’s
economic autonomy while fostering
collective engagement (Mehta & Singh,
2020).
Global Contexts: Modular facilities in
Nairobi and Rio de Janeiro have
demonstrated the scalability and
adaptability of multi-purpose community
infrastructure in high-density urban
neighborhoods (UNICEF, 2021).
These cases suggest that implementing
modular facilities in Kolkata could
enhance gender equity, child safety, and
community cohesion.
Conceptual Framework
Components of Modular Infrastructure
Modular community infrastructure can

integrate multiple services into compact,
flexible spaces:

Childcare and Early Learning:  Safe,
structured spaces for children aged 1–10,
incorporating educational activities,
supervised play, and nutrition support.

Vocational and Skill Development:
Workshops for women to learn skills such
as tailoring, handicrafts, or food
production, enhancing economic
participation.

Health and Hygiene:  Basic health
monitoring, hygiene awareness, and
community health education.

Community Engagement Spaces: Areas
for participatory governance, collective
problem-solving, and social networking.

Table 1. Conceptual Components of Modular Community Infrastructure

Component

Childcare &
Early Learning

Vocational Training

Health & Hygiene

Community Spaces

Purpose

Supervised care,
education

Skill development

Monitoring, awareness

Meetings, workshops

Expected Contribution

Enhances child safety, early
learning

Supports women’s economic
agency

Improves health outcomes

Strengthens social capital &
cohesion

Mechanisms of Impact

The conceptual framework identifies
three main mechanisms through which
modular infrastructure can support
inclusive development:

Redistribution of Care Responsibilities:
By providing safe childcare and early
learning, women can dedicate time to
economic and social activities.

Economic Empowerment: Vocational



19Time’s Journey/ISSN: 2278-6546 (Print)
                             ISSN: 2583-8652 (Online)

Vol. 15, No. 1/January-June 2026

Jayasree Das

and skill development spaces enhance
women’s employability and
entrepreneurial opportunities.

Community Cohesion and Governance:
Shared spaces foster social networks,
participatory decision-making, and
collective problem-solving.

Potential Impacts

Women’s Labor Participation

Access to community infrastructure can
enable women to engage more fully in
economic activities. Evidence from other
Indian urban settlements indicates that
neighborhood-based childcare and skill
development facilities increase women’s
time availability, reduce absenteeism from
work, and improve earnings potential
(Patel & Bhattacharya, 2020). In Kolkata,
similar facilities could enhance women’s
access to informal and semi-formal
employment, contributing to household
income stability and empowerment.

Child Development and Safety

Structured childcare and early learning
spaces can support children’s cognitive,
social, and emotional development.
Supervised play, literacy and numeracy
activities, and nutritional support are
associated with improved school
readiness and health outcomes. Modular
facilities in high-density urban
neighborhoods elsewhere have
demonstrated significant benefits in
reducing accidents and improving
hygiene practices (UNICEF, 2021).

Social Cohesion and Community
Engagement

Multi-purpose spaces facilitate interaction
and collaboration among residents.
Participatory governance committees,
women’s groups, and community
workshops can strengthen social capital,
enable collective problem-solving, and
improve neighborhood resilience to
challenges such as illness, income shocks,
or environmental hazards.

Implementation Considerations

Planning and Governance

Effective implementation requires
collaboration among municipal
authorities, NGOs, and community
members. Local committees can oversee
operations, ensure transparency, and
adapt services to evolving community
needs. Clear governance structures are
essential to maintain quality, safety, and
inclusivity.

Training and Capacity Building

High-quality childcare and vocational
instruction depend on well-trained
facilitators. Training programs,
certifications, and ongoing professional
development are critical to sustaining
impact and ensuring community trust.

Infrastructure Design and Maintenance

Modular facilities must be designed for
adaptability, durability, and efficient
space utilization. Maintenance programs
involving community members can
ensure long-term usability and
accountability.
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Policy Integration

Municipal planning, urban development
schemes, and social welfare policies can
integrate modular facilities to maximize
impact. Financial support, land
allocation, and technical guidance are
critical for sustainability.

Discussion

Modular community infrastructure
represents a strategic intervention for
addressing gendered inequalities, child
development deficits, and social exclusion
in Kolkata’s slums. Key advantages
include:

Enhanced Women’s Agency:  By
providing safe care and skill development
opportunities, women gain greater
autonomy and economic potential.

Improved Child Outcomes: Structured
environments foster learning, safety, and
health, laying the foundation for long-
term development.

Strengthened Community Cohesion:
Collective use and management of
facilities enhance social capital and
neighborhood resilience.

Redistribution of Unpaid Care Labor:
Reducing women’s caregiving burden
contributes to gender equity and supports
broader economic participation (Rai,
2008).

The framework also highlights challenges:
ensuring funding, maintaining
infrastructure quality, training
facilitators, and fostering community
governance. Lessons from Mumbai,
Delhi, and other urban contexts provide

guidance on overcoming these challenges.

Policy Implications

Integration into Urban Planning:
Modular facilities should be considered in
city planning, with designated land,
financial support, and regulatory
frameworks.

Community Participation: Governance
structures should involve women and
residents to ensure services meet local
needs.

Capacity Development: Training and
ongoing support for staff are essential for
service quality.

Scalability and Flexibility: Modular
design allows replication and adaptation
across neighborhoods.

Evaluation and Learning: Continuous
monitoring of outcomes and community
feedback is necessary to refine
implementation strategies.

Conclusion

Modular community infrastructure offers
a promising framework for enhancing
women’s agency, child development, and
social cohesion in Kolkata’s urban slums.
By integrating childcare, early learning,
vocational skill development, and
community engagement, such facilities
can address structural inequalities and
support inclusive development. The
conceptual framework outlined here
provides a basis for policymakers, NGOs,
and urban planners to explore multi-
purpose, flexible infrastructure as a
strategic intervention in low-income
urban settlements.
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