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About the book

Book Overview: Feminist City by Leslie Kern

*Feminist City* is a groundbreaking book where author Leslie Kern takes

readers on a journey through our urban environments, viewing them through

a feminist perspective. The work draws attention to the often-invisible

patriarchal systems embedded in city life, shaping how we navigate and

experience urban spaces.

Kern highlights various aspects of city living—ranging from public transport

and recreational areas to workplaces and housing. She illustrates how these

environments can systematically disadvantage women and other

marginalized communities.

By intertwining her personal stories with informed social theories and

insights from urban planning, Kern explores the complex ways in which

gender, race, class, and sexuality intersect within our shared spaces. As you

engage with her narrative, you’ll understand the pressing need for change in

urban design: creating cities that are equitable and inclusive. Kern argues

that reimagining our urban landscapes is not merely a goal; it's a

revolutionary act that inspires a vision where everyone has the opportunity

to thrive.
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About the author

Profile: Leslie Kern

- Title: Associate Professor, Geography and Environment; Director,

Women's and Gender Studies  

- Institution: Mount Allison University, New Brunswick, Canada  

- Educational Background: Ph.D. in Women's Studies, York University,

Toronto  

Research Focus:  

Leslie Kern is a prominent figure in feminist geography, urban studies, and

social justice. Her scholarly work delves into how gender intersects with

space and power dynamics, particularly within urban contexts. Kern aims to

highlight the significant yet often neglected impact that urban environments

have on women’s experiences.

Key Contribution:  

One of her most significant works is the critically acclaimed book "Feminist

City." In this groundbreaking publication, Kern investigates the gendered

structures inherent in urban planning and advocates for a more inclusive and

equitable framework. 

Impact:  
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Through her writings and research activities, Leslie Kern actively challenges

traditional narratives surrounding urban spaces. She inspires a new cohort of

scholars and activists to scrutinize and rethink the environments they

navigate daily, pushing for more just and equitable urban developments.
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1. Understanding the Concept of a Feminist
City and Its Importance

The concept of a feminist city emerges from the recognition that urban

spaces are often designed and governed according to norms that prioritize

the needs and experiences of certain groups, predominantly those of men.

Leslie Kern’s work illuminates how cities, in their current form, frequently

overlook or actively disadvantage women and other marginalized genders. A

feminist city seeks to rectify these imbalances by advocating for an urban

environment that is inclusive, safe, and accessible for all individuals,

irrespective of gender.

A fundamental aspect of understanding a feminist city is the recognition of

the role that urban planning plays in shaping daily life. Urban landscapes

influence how individuals navigate their environments, how they engage

with public life, and how they perceive their own sense of belonging in a

community. Kern examines the practical implications of urban design

choices: from the placement of public restrooms, safety lighting in parks, to

access to public transportation, each element can either facilitate or hinder

women's mobility and safety. For instance, cities that lack adequate street

lighting may create an environment where women feel vulnerable,

significantly limiting their freedom to move about the city at night. 

The importance of a feminist city cannot be understated. Rather than merely
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addressing issues of gender, it extends the dialogue to include the broader

spectrum of intersectionality, which pertains to how various forms of

inequality and discrimination overlap. This focus is essential in urban

contexts, where factors like race, class, and disability compound the effects

of gender-based inequities. In Kern’s analysis, the feminist city recognizes

these nuances, striving to create urban spaces that respect and accommodate

diverse experiences.

For example, the city of Barcelona has implemented initiatives aimed at

considering women's needs in urban planning, such as the introduction of

'superblocks' — designated areas where car traffic is restricted to create safer

and more walkable neighborhoods. These transformations have been shown

to enhance community interaction and safety, particularly benefiting women

who historically may have sidelined in male-centric transport policies.

Moreover, the feminist city framework emphasizes the importance of

involving women in the decision-making processes related to urban design.

When women are given a seat at the table, their unique perspectives can lead

to urban environments that genuinely reflect the needs of everyone. For

instance, cities that conduct gender audits during the planning phases can

identify potential biases, ensuring that women's concerns are factored into

new development, thereby paving the way for spaces that foster equality.
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Ultimately, the pursuit of a feminist city is essential for cultivating an urban

landscape that celebrates diversity, promotes safety, and embraces

inclusivity. It challenges the systemic structures that have historically

favored patriarchal norms and seeks to create a future where all urban

dwellers can thrive. As cities continue to grow and evolve, grounding urban

planning in feminist principles is critical to ensuring that no one is left

behind.
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2. Exploring Urban Spaces Through a Feminist
Lens

Exploring urban spaces through a feminist lens involves critically analyzing

how gender functions in our cities and how urban design can either

perpetuate or challenge systemic inequalities. The feminist perspective is

essential for understanding the multitude of experiences in urban

environments, as it reveals how spaces are shaped around existing power

dynamics and societal norms that often marginalize women and non-binary

individuals.

One of the fundamental aspects of exploring urban spaces through a feminist

lens is recognizing that cities are not neutral entities. They are constructed

and governed by policies, regulations, and design choices that inherently

reflect and reinforce gendered power relationships. For example, the design

and layout of public transportation often prioritize speed and efficiency,

sometimes at the cost of safety and accessibility. In many cities, public

transit systems lack adequate lighting, safe waiting areas, and information

that addresses the particular needs of women, such as accessibility for those

with children or those requiring additional help. This can perpetuate a

culture of fear for women using these systems late at night.

Specific studies illustrate how urban environments can be hostile to women's

experiences. Research indicates that women are often more likely to
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experience harassment in public spaces. For instance, in places where there

are fewer security measures such as surveillance cameras or police presence,

the likelihood of harassment increases. This directly informs women's

patterns of mobility within a city, as many may avoid certain areas or modes

of transport due to concerns for their safety. Therefore, understanding these

dynamics becomes crucial for any urban planning that aims to prioritize

inclusivity and safety for all genders.

Moreover, examining public spaces through a feminist lens brings forth the

importance of representation in urban design. Women, who have

traditionally been underrepresented in urban planning and architecture, bring

unique experiences and insights that can enrich the design process. The lack

of representation can lead to the creation of spaces that neglect the needs of

half the population. For example, when parks are designed without a

consideration for women's roles as caregivers or nurturers—often involving

children—the infrastructure may overlook amenities such as playgrounds,

breastfeeding areas, or safe spaces for children to play. 

Cities like Copenhagen have begun to employ a more inclusive approach in

their urban planning. With initiatives aimed at integrating the perspectives of

women in their design processes, Copenhagen has emerged as a model for

how cities can create spaces that cater more effectively to diverse

populations. The city has focused on developing a gender-sensitive approach
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that assesses the different ways men and women use public spaces and

transportation. As a result, they have implemented safer pedestrian routes,

improved lighting, and increased the availability of public amenities such as

bathrooms.  

This exploration of urban spaces is not only about physical design but also

about the conception of social spaces. Feminist urban studies reveal that

social norms and behaviors are ingrained in the spaces we inhabit. Data

collected from community workshops can provide valuable insight. For

instance, participatory design processes, where women are engaged in

conversation about their needs, can lead to public spaces that promote

interaction and inclusivity. These collaborative efforts often result in

neighborhoods that bolster community ties and foster an environment where

women feel safe and welcome.

Therefore, when we explore urban spaces through a feminist lens, we

uncover a rich tapestry of connections between space, power, and identity.

We challenge the status quo by recognizing the importance of equitable

access to urban resources. Ultimately, understanding urban environments

through a feminist perspective allows us to envision and construct cities that

are not simply designed for efficiency or aesthetic appeal but for the full and

diverse spectrum of human experiences, fostering a more inclusive,

equitable, and just urban existence.
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3. The Intersectionality of Gender and Urban
Design

The Intersectionality of Gender and Urban Design is a critical exploration in

Leslie Kern's "Feminist City," delving into how urban spaces are shaped not

only by varying social dynamics but also how these spaces reflect and

perpetuate gender inequalities. This intersectional approach combines the

complexities of gender with considerations of race, class, ability, and other

identities, emphasizing that urban design is not merely a technical endeavor;

it is fundamentally a social one.

Kern argues that traditional urban planning often overlooks or inadequately

addresses the specific needs of women and marginalized groups. This

oversight stems from a historical context in which urban planning has

predominantly been male-dominated, leading to design and infrastructure

that cater primarily to men's experiences and behaviors in public and private

spaces. In a feminist city, the aim is to challenge these norms by integrating

a gender-sensitive perspective that accounts for different lifestyles,

experiences, and vulnerabilities.

Examples of this intersectionality can be observed in urban design elements

such as public transportation systems, which are critical for women,

particularly those from lower socio-economic backgrounds. For instance,

cities like Los Angeles have adopted policies that prioritize public transit

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/TiHomYO39Kb


routes that connect low-income neighborhoods with employment centers,

acknowledging that women often rely on public transportation for their daily

commutes. By integrating gender analysis into transportation planning, cities

can enhance accessibility and safety for all users, recognizing the unique

travel patterns of women, including childcare responsibilities and multi-stop

journeys that may not be considered in traditional planning models.

Another relevant case is the incorporation of public restrooms in urban

design. The lack of accessible and safe restroom facilities can deter women

from using public spaces, impacting their freedom and mobility. Cities like

Tokyo have made substantial strides in addressing this issue by increasing

the number of public restrooms, ensuring they are well-maintained, lit, and

designed with privacy in mind. This approach not only benefits women but

also accommodates families, the elderly, and individuals with disabilities,

showing that when urban design embraces inclusivity, it serves a broader

spectrum of society.

Moreover, Kern emphasizes the need for community engagement in the

urban design process. Involving women and other marginalized groups in

planning discussions ensures that their voices and experiences are reflected

in the final designs. For instance, participatory planning initiatives in cities

like Barcelona have led to the creation of

"superblocks"—pedestrian-friendly areas that reduce traffic and prioritize
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community spaces. These designs have empowered local residents,

particularly women, to envision and advocate for urban environments that

better meet their needs.

The intersection of gender and urban design highlights the necessity for a

holistic approach to planning that considers how multiple identities impact

individuals' experiences in the city. Kern advocates for an integrated

framework where gender analysis is embedded in every stage of the urban

design process, from data collection to public consultations and

implementation.

Ultimately, understanding the intersectionality of gender and urban design is

vital for creating equitable and just urban environments. By recognizing and

addressing the diverse needs of all genders, cities can foster inclusivity,

promote safety, and enhance the overall quality of urban life for everyone.
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4. Challenges Women Face in Public Spaces and
Urban Planning

In the discourse surrounding urban planning and public spaces, one of the

most critical areas of focus is the myriad challenges women encounter in

these environments. These challenges are not merely abstract concepts; they

are deeply engrained issues that reflect broader societal norms and structures

of power. Women experience public spaces in ways that are often distinct

from their male counterparts due to historical inequalities, social

expectations, and safety concerns, all of which must be addressed to create a

truly inclusive urban environment.

A fundamental challenge that women face in public spaces is the issue of

safety. Many women report feeling unsafe or vulnerable in urban

environments, which can significantly restrict their use of public spaces. For

instance, the fear of harassment or violence can deter women from using

public transport, utilizing parks, or walking alone at night. Studies show that

in cities around the world, the design and maintenance of public spaces often

do not take into account the need for safety measures that cater specifically

to women and children. Lighting, visibility, and the presence of guardians or

visible security features are crucial yet frequently overlooked design

elements essential for fostering a sense of safety for women.

Additionally, accessibility is a critical factor that often undermines women's
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presence in urban spaces. Urban planning has typically prioritized the needs

of able-bodied, predominantly male users, leading to a lack of infrastructure

that supports women's diverse experiences in public spaces. For example,

women with childcare responsibilities may find it challenging to navigate

cities that lack stroller-friendly pathways or that feature limited public

daycare facilities. Furthermore, public transportation systems often fail to

account for the schedules and travel patterns of women, who may need to

make multiple stops for work, childcare, or household errands. The absence

of these considerations creates barriers that limit women’s mobility and

autonomy.

Moreover, cultural and social norms can influence how public spaces are

designed and how women interact with them. In many cultures, traditional

gender roles place constraints on women's autonomy, which can be reflected

in urban design. For example, a park designed with open, unprotected spaces

may be less welcoming to women who are conditioned to perceive public

environments as potentially dangerous. The design of such spaces can

perpetuate feelings of exclusion and alienation among women. 

The lack of women's representation in the planning process further

compounds these challenges. When decision-making bodies fail to include

female perspectives, the resulting urban policies and designs often overlook

their specific needs. This exclusion is particularly significant given that
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women may prioritize different aspects of urban life compared to men, such

as the availability of social services, community spaces for gathering, and

places that foster interaction and connection. An example of this can be seen

in many urban areas where playgrounds and community gardens, often

frequented by women and children, are not sufficiently funded or integrated

into the urban fabric.

In places where women’s voices have been included in the planning process,

significant changes have emerged that enhance the inclusivity of public

spaces. In Barcelona, for instance, urban planners initiated a project that

sought to reclaim public space for women by re-evaluating the city's layout.

This involved narrowing streets, creating pedestrian zones, improving public

transport connectivity, and increasing the presence of childcare facilities in

urban areas. Such efforts demonstrated that when women play an active role

in the urban design process, the resulting environment can create safer, more

functional spaces that cater to the needs of all citizens, particularly women.

Overall, the challenges women face in public spaces and urban planning

highlight the need for a paradigm shift in how cities are designed and who

gets to participate in the planning process. A feminist perspective on urban

planning not only addresses safety, accessibility, representation, and

inclusivity but also advocates for a transformative approach to the design of

cities that respects and responds to the diverse needs of all residents. By
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acknowledging and acting upon these challenges, urban planners and

policymakers can begin to create spaces that are not only safe and accessible

but that also foster a sense of belonging and community for everyone.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/TiHomYO39Kb


5. Imagining a More Inclusive City for All
Genders

Imagining a more inclusive city for all genders requires recognizing the

diverse experiences and needs of individuals who navigate urban

environments. It starts with the acknowledgment that traditional urban

planning has often overlooked the perspectives of marginalized groups,

particularly women, people of color, LGBTQ+ communities, and those with

disabilities. A feminist city, therefore, aims to rectify this imbalance through

thoughtful design, policy-making, and community engagement.

At the heart of this vision is the understanding that cities are not neutral

spaces; they are shaped by societal norms and power dynamics. As Leslie

Kern articulates, a feminist approach to urban planning promotes inclusivity

that is sensitive to the lives of all people. The foundation of an inclusive city

lies in its ability to adapt to the realities of those who are often excluded

from the decision-making processes that shape their environments. This calls

for a reimagining of public spaces, transportation systems, housing, and

community facilities to ensure they serve a broad spectrum of users.

One of the critical components of an inclusive city is the design of public

spaces that encourage participation from all genders while addressing safety

concerns. For instance, urban areas can benefit from more well-lit and

visible public spaces. Safety can be enhanced through community gardens,
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play areas, and parks designed not only for aesthetics but for promoting

social interaction. Cities like Copenhagen provide excellent examples of

inclusive public spaces that are family-friendly and considerate of gendered

experiences. In this city, park designs prioritize sightlines, open spaces for

social gatherings, and accessible routes that cater to everyone, encouraging

usage by diverse groups.

Additionally, transportation systems are fundamental to creating inclusive

cities. Kern points out that a significant number of women and marginalized

groups often depend on public transit due to economic constraints.

Therefore, an inclusive urban environment demands reliable, safe, and

affordable public transportation that connects communities effectively.

Examples include cities like Barcelona, where an integrated transportation

network, combined with safe pedestrian pathways, has improved

accessibility and encouraged more people to utilize public transport. The

focus on Cycle Superhighways enhances biking, making it a feasible option

for all genders by ensuring safety and comfort.

Inclusion also means considering the needs of parents, caregivers, and

individuals with disabilities. Spaces designed with family-friendly

amenities—such as nursing rooms, playgrounds, and stroller-friendly

pathways—can significantly enhance the urban experience for caregivers of

all genders. Moreover, cities that have adopted a gendered approach to
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planning, such as Vienna, have implemented policies that integrate childcare

facilities into residential areas, thus alleviating some of the burdens on

caretakers who typically juggle multiple responsibilities.

Moreover, addressing intersectionality is crucial in building a more inclusive

city. Urban policies must recognize how categories such as gender, race,

socioeconomic status, and disability intersect and shape individuals' unique

experiences in urban settings. By employing methods such as participatory

planning, where community members contribute their voices and insights,

cities can create more tailored solutions. An example of this is found in the

participatory budgeting program in Porto Alegre, Brazil, where community

members decide how to allocate public funds, allowing for direct input from

populations that often feel marginalized.

Finally, the vision of an inclusive city extends into housing policy.

Affordable and accessible housing options are vital in ensuring that all

genders, particularly women and LGBTQ+ individuals who often face

discrimination in the housing market, have secure places to live. Initiatives

like inclusionary zoning, which ensures that a percentage of new housing

units are affordable, can help mitigate issues of displacement and

segregation. Cities are increasingly recognizing these needs, utilizing

strategies that promote mixed-income communities and prevent economic

barriers from limiting access to urban centers.
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In summary, imagining a more inclusive city for all genders involves

rethinking urban design and policies through a feminist lens. It requires

addressing systemic barriers and prioritizing the voices and experiences of

those often excluded from traditional planning processes. By creating

welcoming, safe, and interconnected urban spaces, cities can enable

individuals of all genders to participate fully in community life and

contribute to the vibrant tapestry that cities represent.
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