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The Lives of Women in Slums 
 

ome to the cities from the countryside for many reasons, but always, they come
 because they can no longer earn a living in their village, or they have lost their
et what these women often find is a life of drudgery and dire poverty, increased
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The poor are currently the largest producers of shelter and builders of cities in the world – and in many cases, women
are taking the lead in devising survival strategies that are becoming, in effect, the governance structures of urban
slums in developing countries. This is especially true in the all too commonly encountered situation where formal
governance structures have failed them.  
 
Inequality in the home means unequal access to healthcare 
For the poor, the cost of healthcare is disproportionately high relative to their income and access to health care is
closely linked to a person’s social status. The UN-HABITAT report cites a study of urban populations in Bengal, India,
where healthcare is provided according to an individual’s status in a household. This means that, due to the lower
status of women and girls, less money is spent on them for medical treatment. This disturbing fact was clearly
illustrated in the case of a cholera epidemic that occurred in Bangladesh, in which female fatalities were three times
higher than male fatalities – not because women were more vulnerable to the disease, of course, but rather because
women generally were not taken to hospital until the disease was far more advanced.  
 
If a slum dweller’s chances for a decent life are low – and they are – it is much worse for women. They are rarely able
to obtain jobs in the formal sector because of their lack of education. They rarely have the patronage and contacts
needed to gain access to a life in regular society. Women living in slums lack the most basic building blocks for
healthy and fulfilling lives, and yet carry immense responsibilities for maintaining home and hearth. To cope with
those responsibilities, women living in slums rely on amazingly strong informal support networks, but most of all, they
draw daily upon their own vast internal wells of resilience.  
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