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ABSTRACT 

Despite the recent rise in media coverage taking place in Western Nepal of 
issues dealing with menstrual hygiene management (MHM), very little architectural 
research or design interventions have been undertaken to address the injustices 
women face. Most design interventions have remained in the realm of product 
design, e.g., sanitary products. As important as these products are in providing a 
path to better MHM, spatial and environmental modifications are required to not 
only improve health, but also to properly use and maintain sanitary products. Even 
less has been done to comprehensively examine how public health, culture, and 
individual circumstances of women might inform design interventions. 

The research in this thesis provides an array of design proposals for creating 
spaces that balance individual preferences with cultural norms and health/hygiene 
research in response to criticisms of existing menstrual huts and school facilities. 
The western region of Nepal exemplifies the intersection of these issues and, 
therefore, was chosen as the focus of study. 

The primary goal of this research was to address and identify some of the 
existing spatial problems in western Nepal that impede women from practicing good 
MHM while respecting the cultural contexts and individual desires of the user. 
The identified problems were then used to create design proposals that begin to 
address issues of safety, hygiene, sanitation, health, and social interaction. The 
thesis proposes the reprogramming of these spaces through the exploration of 
spatial manipulation to answer separately identified problems. The overarching 
goal was to promote the use of design and architecture to amplify the voices of 
marginalized individuals and provide them with the ability to analyze, criticize, and 
shape their own space. 
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“Thoughtful design can make people feel respected and seen. Dignity is to design what 
justice is to law and health is to medicine. Having the spaces you inhabit reflect back your 
value.” 

- John Cary (2017) 

Design for Good: A New Era of 
Architecture for Everyone 
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of impurity. 

-Mary Douglas (1966) 
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1. INTRODUCTION
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Managing Menstrual Stigma in Nepal 

Every day, an estimated 290,000 women and adolescent girls in Nepal menstruate.1 Menstruation is a 

normal part of life, yet many women and adolescent girls face significant obstacles to healthy menstrual hygiene 

practice in Nepal. Many young girls do not have access to proper education about sexual health, reproductive 

health, or menstrual health. The inability to effectively manage menstrual hygiene dramatically affects an 

adolescent girl’s education, physical health, psychological wellbeing, and general quality of life. Despite this great 

need, there have been very few studies on menstrual health and hygiene in Nepal. The importance of menstrual 

hygiene management has largely been neglected by international health and development practitioners in most 

countries around the world. Furthermore, the issue of menstrual health management has barely been addressed 

from a design intervention point of view. 

Few studies or design interventions have been undertaken to address the spatial injustice women face 

when they menstruate. Most design interventions have remained in the realm of product design, e.g., reusable 

sanitary pads. As important as these products are in providing a path to better menstrual health management, 

spatial and environmental modifications are required to not only improve health, but also to properly use and 

maintain sanitary products. One example of a product-based intervention is an initiative called Promise of a Cycle 

(POAC), launched in August 2016. The program provides sanitary pads and raises awareness among school 

students to end menstrual taboos in Nepal. With the help of Garjan-Nepal, a youth led organization, POAC did 

a workshop with ninth- and tenth-grade high school girls of Saraswati Secondary, Dhulikhel, Kavreto, to talk 

about how menstrual cycles have been a barrier for them.2 The girls also completed questionnaires regarding 

their first period and school attendance. They strongly expressed the need not only for extra pads at school, but 

also for women-friendly bathrooms with sinks and soap (fig. 1). The facility documented for this school was a 

small room (approximately 2’ x 2’) with nothing but a squat toilet inside. There were no sinks, toilet paper, drying 

station, or proper ventilation. The bathroom facilities are not only unhygienic, but are also usually shared with the 

male classmates and hence provide no sense of comfort and/or privacy for young females trying to manage their 

1 NFCC, Nepal Fertility Care Center (2016) http://www.nfcc.org.np/ 
2 Kapri, Anisha. “How These Colorful Period Kits Help Girls in Nepal Stay in School.” Global Citizen. August 26, 2016. Accessed December 21, 
2017. https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/period-kits-education-girls-nepal/. 
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periods. 

Chhaupadi: Menstrual Stigma in Western Nepal | A Ritual of Exile 

Involuntary isolation is conspicuous in the Nepali tradition known as chhaupadi. It means “untouchable 

being.”3 Chhaupadi dictates what a woman can eat, where she can sleep, where she can go, and whom she can 

touch while menstruating or post-partum. It has been practiced for centuries in Nepal, as well as in parts of India 

and Bangladesh. According to Radha Paudel, head of the grassroots organization Action Works Nepal (AWON), 

as many as 95% of girls and women in Nepal’s mid- and far-reaching western regions practice Chhaupadi, with a 

great majority of them banished to cowsheds. Even Nepalese women abroad still practice the tradition to varying 

degrees.4  It is a Hindu tradition of banishment based on the so-called “impurity” during menstruation or just after 

childbirth. During this time, the woman must spend her days in a shed or makeshift hut, usually situated outside 

the home that has been converted and adopted as a “menstrual hut.” The term “converted” is used loosely here 

for although the cowshed has been adapted in function, it has not changed fundamentally in character or form. 

The “menstruation hut” is usually a small and dirty space with dimensions unfit for a person. Some 

sheds are larger than others, but even in those, women usually have to crowd in small spaces with other 

women, their children, or animals. Lack of space is a common problem. Poor ventilation and sanitation are 

also common. Women are also exposed to extreme cold weather and risk of various infectious diarrheal and 

respiratory diseases. Many have fallen seriously ill or died from these conditions. With culturally implemented 

dietary restrictions, malnutrition has also become a problem. In order to stay warm, women start fires inside these 

poorly ventilated spaces, leading to asphyxiation. There is no access to water or to any form of hygienic facility 

for women to manage their menstruation. The discomfort and poor physical conditions of the spaces women are 

subjected to are only part of the problem. They must also deal with the psychological effects of living in fear of 

animal attacks, assault, and sexual abuse by men in the village. Ironically they fear being touched by those who 

have labeled them as “untouchables.” These conditions reveal the patriarchal and even misogynistic nature of 

certain regions of Nepal and the reoccurring obstacles that women face. 

Nepal’s Supreme Court banned the practice of Chhaupadi in 2005 and reinforced it in the summer of 2017. 

But without any mechanism to enforce the ban, the harming practices of Chhaupadi have proven to be difficult to 

overcome.5 As Radha Paudel (Action Works founder and menstrual rights activist) states, “I am happy because 

3  Hodal, Kate. “Nepal’s bleeding shame: menstruating women banished to cattle sheds.” The Guardian, April 1, 2016. 

4  Ibid. 

5  Preiss, Danielle. “Law in Nepal Sets Penalties for Forcing a Woman into a Menstrual Shed.” NPR. August 10, 2017.  
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something is better than nothing… this legal provision is incomplete in many ways because it failed to define 

the concept of Chhaupadi properly.”6 Because of the recent legal ban and cases of women found dead in these 

sheds, this issue has recently become prominent in the media. News platforms such as Time Magazine, The 

New York Times, NBC, and CNN have been exposing cases and stories of the experiences women face during 

menstrual isolation. They have helped to further expose the issues involving poor menstrual hygiene management 

(MHM) and how the cultural stigma placed on menstruating bodies has influenced the problematic built space 

occupied today by Nepali women. 

It’s a Spatial Problem, Too 

The isolating nature of Chhaupadi is rooted in spatial practices that have resulted from the cultural 

stigmatization of a gender. The problem needs to be addressed and approached from various fields of expertise, 

including design. Disciplines such as public health, psychology, anthropology, and design/architecture can provide 

a comprehensive viewpoint and understanding of the spatial practices that have become problematic for Nepali 

women. In order to understand the health implications embedded in the current spatial facilities for women, public 

health research and data needs to be collected and analyzed. Menstrual hygiene management has become a 

globally recognized public health topic. The field of psychology has revealed how stigma can affect the people 

experiencing it and what that does to their perception of themselves. The field of anthropology offers insights into 

the origin and development of human society and the culture of particular regions. An understanding of design 

and architecture can shed light on the physical spaces women experience and what needs to be changed in 

order to improve facilities. Architecture also overlaps with the other fields of expertise that address the physical. 

It can instruct us on traditional construction methods and skills, local materials, the user’s socio-economic status, 

and understanding site conditions. All of these various fields of expertise help provide perspectives from which to 

define and address the spatial problems that prohibit women in far-western Nepal from practicing good menstrual 

health. 

Introducing the Menstrual Hut 

Evidence of spatial problems that have resulted from cultural stigma towards women can be found 

at many different scales and in many different forms in the built environment. In Nepal, women have spatial 

restrictions that are common to both Hindi and Buddhist communities across the country. The most common 

6  Cousins, Sophie. “Menstruation Huts Are Illegal in Nepal, But Girls on Periods Are Still in Danger There.” Global Citizen. August. 17, 2017 
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instances are found in religious temples and the kitchen. Women who are menstruating are expected to avoid 

contact with these places until the end of their periods. The menstrual hut is a more extreme and localized 

physical entity that embodies the barriers caused by stigma. The menstrual hut exists in many different forms and 

has various relationships to the home. In some cases, the menstrual hut can be better referred to as a place of 

isolation when it is embedded into the home. This occurs as a room within the home, an extension of the home 

that is attached but has no circulation between the home and space, or a small crawl space underneath the 

home. These relationships of the hut to the home are not ideal or perfect in providing good facilities for women 

during menstruation, but they are an improvement with regard to providing more safety and access to the home. 

The sheds that are detached from the home and located in more exposed conditions are the extreme cases 

which need to be addressed and considered as a priority. The continued stigma has pushed and retained these 

spaces further away from the home. They are single small-scale structures which can be analyzed spatially. 

Using photographic documentation, architectural drawings and sketches can be produced to understand the 

dimensions, lighting conditions, structure, materials, construction methods, and apertures of the hut. This type 

of documentation can help to produce an organization of huts based on typology that is directly linked to region/ 

context. 

Significance of the Study 

This research seeks to understand the phenomenon of the menstrual hut in order to apply architectural 

and design interventions as potential options to encourage the needed changes to space. Proposing design 

options for rethinking spaces and facilities women use during menstruation could provide a small progressive step 

towards gender equality, safety, better health, and the reduction of problematic practices and undesired stigma. 

The research in this thesis provides an array of design proposals for creating spaces that balance individual 

preferences with cultural norms and health/hygiene research. The designs provide spatial options intended for 

menstrual management that respond to the criticism of the currently existing menstrual huts. The western region 

of Nepal exemplifies the intersection of these issues and, therefore, has been chosen as the focus of study. The 

primary goal of this research is to address the existing spatial problems in Western Nepal that impede women 

from practicing good MHM while respecting cultural differences and the individual desires of the user. The 

overarching goal is to promote the use of design and architecture to amplify the voices of marginalized individuals 

and to provide them with the ability to analyze, criticize, and shape their own spaces. 

4 



Photography: A Collection of Menstrual Huts 

Figure .1 - Photographed by Poulomi Basu; “A Ritual of Exile”; Figure .2 - Photographed by Poulomi Basu 
Magnum Emergency Fund 

Figure .3 - Photographed by Poulomi Basu Figure .4 - Photographed by Poulomi Basu 
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Figure .4 - Photographed by Poulomi Basu Figure .5 - Photographed by Poulomi Basu 

Figure .6 - Photographed by Poulomi Basu Figure .7 - Photographed by Poulomi Basu 
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Figure .8 - Photographed by Poulomi Basu Figure .9 - Photographed by Poulomi Basu 

Figure 1.0 - Photographed by Poulomi Basu Figure 1.1 - Photographed by Poulomi Basu 
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_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Stigma on Menstruation 

Menstrual stigma has manifested itself in many forms and in many different societies around the world. 

Menstruation is culturally stigmatized and this is universally true. In early Western cultures, menstruating women 

were believed to be temporarily dangerous, which led to numerous restrictions to limit their contact with certain 

objects, people, and other living beings.7 A stigmatized identity is one that is socially regarded as a mark of failure 

or shame, a tainting of the self.8 Furthermore, social structures such as class, caste, gender, and ethnicity create 

external influence on a wide range of stigmatized identities.9 

The belief in menstruation as a source of pollution and danger has persisted into the modern era: A 

World Health Organization (WHO) survey of women from ten countries showed that some cultures consider 

menstruating women impure and place restrictions on their social or religious lives.10 Stigma against the normal 

biological event experienced over much of the lifespan of women is present in almost all nations around the world. 

In the United States, recent research showed that evasion and dislike of menstruating women still persists in 

moderate and subtle forms.11 Some women even believed that others viewed them less favorably if aware of their 

menstrual status. In other countries, where tradition and culture has had a more impactful and lasting influence on 

the way of life, menstrual stigma continues to have a more physical and evident influence on women’s mental and 

physical health. 

When psychologists began to study stigmatization and its effects, they conceptualized it in terms of visible 

stigma and concealable stigma. The visible stigma is more readily apparent and understood in space because 

it is tangible. This makes it easy for designers to read information about the physical space that can begin to 

7  Delaney, Janice, Mary Jane Lupton, and Emily Toth. The Curse: A Cultural History of Menstruation. 1st ed. New York: Dutton, 1976. 

8  Goffman, Erving. Stigma; Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity. Englewood Cliffs, N.J: Prentice-Hall, 1963. 

9  Scambler, Graham. “Sociology, Social Structure and Health-Related Stigma.” Psychology, Health & Medicine 11, no. 3 (2006): 288-95. 

10  Snowden, R., and B. Christian, eds. Patterns and Perceptions of Menstruation: A World Health Organization Collaborative Study. London: 
Croom Helm., 1983. 

11  Roberts, T. A. “Female Trouble: The Menstrual Self-evaluation Scale and Women’s Self-objectification.” Psychology of Women Quarterly 28, 
no. 1 (2004): 22–26. 
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suggest the needs of users subjected to the circumstance of stigma. It is the concealed (or the not visual) stigma 

that creates a barrier for people to understand and process information about how stigma affects individuals. 

The concealed stigma can be much more complex and difficult to identify, as it is associated with intra-individual 

mental interpretations of the affected individuals.12 Menstrual stigma can be differentiated from other sources 

of stigmatization. Besides gender itself being a stigmatizing identity for women, most stigmatizing identities are 

applicable to a minority of the population, including all women for a majority of their lives.13 These differentiating 

stigmatizing identities also strongly differ and overlap across cultures. In the case of menstrual stigma, the cultural 

symbolism and practices are quite variable all over the globe. Cultural practices even determine the degree to 

which menstruation is a visible or a concealable source of stigma. In the United States, menstrual stigma is more 

concealable because of norms of secrecy, while in some societies (like Nepal), menarche is marked by public 

rituals and menstruating women are secluded.14 The cultural stigma an individual experiences “is determined by 

the community or culture in which a person is living, not by the individual him- or herself.”15 

How, then, does the built environment contribute to stigma? It does so by creating barriers, both physical 

and psychological, reflective of the visual and the concealed. Both types of barriers are influenced by pre-existing 

social constructs and cultural norms. Barriers create division, separation, restriction, and possibly unintended 

consequences by confusing involuntary isolation with intentions of privacy. These barriers have created limitations 

on the quality of life for many women around the world. Spatial restrictions limit the body, the mind, and the ability 

to communicate with others the need for change. 

Culture as Reflected in Architecture 

Architecture is a manifestation and an expression of culture. The social order formed by a civilization 

creates cultural progress, and part from the country’s political, moral and economic conditions. The pursuit of 

knowledge and that of the arts forms the basis of the culture of one’s country.16 It is important to understand that 

there are various factors that influence the culture and civilization of any country; and any one of those factors 

may either encourage or impede its course towards gender equity. For example, the culture of a region that is 

12  Quinn, D. M., and S. R. Chaudoir. “Living with a Concealable Stigmatized Identity: The Impact of Anticipated Stigma, Centrality, Salience, 
and Cultural Stigma on Psychological Distress and Health.” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 97, no. 4 (2009): 634–651. 

13  Johnston-Robledo, I., and J. C. Chrisler. “The Menstrual Mark: Menstruation as Social Stigma.” Sex Roles 68, nos. 1–2 (2013): 9–18. 

14  Buckley, T., and A. Gottlieb. “A Critical Appraisal of Theories of Menstrual Symbolism.” Chap. 1 In Blood Magic: The Anthropology of Men-
struation, edited by T. Buckley, and A. Gottlieb, 1–50. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1988. 

15 Quinn, D. M., and S. R. Chaudoir. “Living with a Concealable Stigmatized Identity: The Impact of Anticipated Stigma, Centrality, Salience, 
and Cultural Stigma on Psychological Distress and Health.” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 97, no. 4 (2009): 634–651. 

16  Dallas, Homi N. “Effect of Culture on Architectural Expression.” In Seminar on Architecture, edited by Achyut P. Kanvinde, 74-80. New 
Delhi: Lalit Kala Akademi, 1959. 
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periodically covered by snow, has fluctuating temperatures, and is located in a complex and varying topographical 

landscape will be presumably influenced by those conditions. These conditions could make it difficult for its people 

to have access to outside information if transportation is difficult due to topography and weather. The use of local 

materials and construction methods then become a necessary consideration for designers to use and understand 

within the society being worked with. Understanding the conditions within which a culture has developed is 

imperative if designers and architects are to create spaces that meet the cultural programmatic needs of a 

country, which, in turn, will always be dependent on the social and political contexts of the time. Architecture 

should be understood as a continuum and not as a finality.  People change, needs change, therefore spaces will 

change and adapt. 

Architects for Social Change | Activist Architects 

The role of the architect (and architecture as a profession) in society is changing. We can no longer 

sanction a lack of interest in critical social issues from a profession that holds such a high degree of responsibility 

in shaping the welfare of a community. 

“Never before in the history of architecture has the call been so great – and the opportunities so 
widespread – to commit to design in the public interest (this is both a blessing, and a curse). Various 
organizations and individuals have taken the initiative to make such a dream into reality. It takes a 
cohesive set of participants working towards a common goal for momentum to turn into power. But 
once that power is realized, as designers we must pay heed to what truly matters to our communities, 
our neighborhoods, and our people. We must engage them if we are ever to create a truly holistic and 
healthful world.”17 

There are many opportunities within the profession to provide services to communities in need, especially those in 

developing nations that require assistance in order to address issues of health, economics, and the social order. 

Architecture cannot solve all issues, but recognizing the power of good design and the effects it can have on 

improving the quality of life of a vulnerable population is an empowering notion. 

Addressing the Spatial Problem Resulting from Stigma 

The problem of spatial practices that results from the cultural stigmatization of women needs to be addressed 

17  Wilmes, Adam R. Altruism by Design: How to Effect Social Change as an Architect. New York: Routledge, 2015. P .85 
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and approached from various fields of expertise, including design. In order to understand the health implications 

of the current spatial facilities for women, public health research and data needs to be collected and analyzed. 

Menstrual hygiene management has become a globally recognized public health topic. All around the world, an 

emerging coalition of academics, donors, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), United Nations agencies, 

grassroots women’s organizations, multinational feminine hygiene companies, and social entrepreneurs have 

been working to bring attention and resources to address the menstrual-related shame, embarrassment, 

and taboos experienced by many girls in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs).18 This informal coalition 

advocates the improved provisions of puberty guidance, sanitary materials, and water and sanitation facilities 

for girls in school. In the least-developed and low-income countries in 2013, the global average for school 

waste coverage was 47% and for school sanitation coverage was 46%.19 This movement is generating interest 

in improving the inadequate, unhygienic, and unsafe circumstances in which many women in low-resource 

contexts manage their menstruation. Professionals in the fields of public health, psychology, and anthropology 

have provided research on the problematic effects of stigmatization of menstruation on quality and availability of 

facilities and space for women. 

The question for architects and designers is: what scope of the issue falls under their jurisdiction? Designers 

can help shape how the world works by solving problems. It is important to recognize that as a social catalyst, 

architecture may not be as effective as, for example, stimulating an economy by directly funding public 

construction, providing and improving education, or providing healthcare. Architecture does, however, provide 

an important platform for awareness and a catalyst for change. Sometimes social issues are not made evident 

until they are exposed and represented in a form that can be understood by everyone. The profession’s expertise 

comes from the analysis and creative application of the built world. However, the end goal is not to simply create a 

form, but rather to create a physical entity that responds to user and programmatic needs. We are not simply form 

makers; we are problem solvers whose scope extends beyond that which is the structural. While one can point at 

a structure and critique its shape, material, and form, it is far more important for us to understand how a building 

resolves the challenges of the brief within the context in which it sits and the effect it has on the community as a 

whole.20 

The problem of menstrual isolation is a social issue, but the dangers of the conditions of the menstrual 

hut are very much a spatial issue. The first step to approaching a design problem is to collect information, find 

relationships, and apply that body of research to design explorations. For this particular problem, the process 

18  Water Supply and Sanitation Collaborative Council. Menstrual hygiene management. Available at: http://www.wsscc.org/topics/hygiene/ 
menstrual-hygienemanagement. Accessed November 27, 2017. 

19  Water, Sanitation and Hygiene Annual Report. New York, NY: United Nations Children’s Fund, 2013. 

20  Graft. Architecture Activism. Basel/: Birkhäuser, 2016. 
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of data collection began with finding recent news articles from media platforms such as TIME, New York Times, 

National Geographic, NBC, and CNN. Through these articles, the social and political issues of menstrual isolation 

emerged as well as the controversy surrounding both the use and existence of the hut itself. This information 

became important not only in understanding the cultural meaning of the hut, but also in revealing the type of 

power a small shed can have on the image and perception of the self for those women who use it. This brought 

up the interesting question of whether or not women want to use or have a space of rest during menstruation. 

One example of a case in which women have willingly chosen to have a space to observe menstrual 

isolation is the case study of the immigrant Jewish Ethiopian women in Israel.21 This presents a unique case 

of activism among women who have immigrated from Ethiopia to Israel in their attempt to preserve the custom 

of the menstruation huts (margam gojos) in their new social reality. What makes this case interesting is the 

reprogramming of abandoned caravans to serve as their new Margams. These women claim that it is difficult 

to retire from everyday activities in secular and individualistic Israel, contrary to the traditionally supportive 

Ethiopian society. In Israel, women do not provide supportive networks to one another during menstruation. This 

idea of creating a community or supportive network that can promote activism has led to the consideration of 

rebranding or repurposing the huts to continue to fulfill female needs in a way that is supportive, educational, 

and progressive, as opposed to being oppressive. This can be either a hygienic facility, a place of retreat, or a 

combination of both. The end goal is to improve the currently existing dangerous and unhealthy spatial conditions. 

The public health profession has collected information in order to understand the necessity of creating a 

healthy space for menstruation. Resource books from nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), such as WaterAid 

and UNICEF, are being provided to women as guides to delineate strategies for proper MHM. The guides focus 

on proper washing (water, sanitation, and hygiene) practices that are location-specific. One of the resource books 

provided by WaterAid is Menstrual Hygiene Matters: A Resource for Improving Menstrual Hygiene around the 

World.22 It includes various toolkits relating to design. They vary from explaining art as a form of advocacy to 

providing drawings of facilities that respond to sanitary protection materials and disposal. One of the examples 

describes an inclusive, girl-friendly latrine unit with an integral incinerator, water supply, and space for sanitary 

pads in India. This case study provides design information and details about the construction and materials 

needed to create or incorporate a facility in Southeast Asia (fig. 2). 

This design proposal describes a space with an internal clear size of 1200 x 975 mm. There must be a small 

child-accessible niche to keep new sanitary napkins. It must include a connection to an external incinerator 

21  Cicurel, Inbal, and Rachel Sharaby. “Women in the Menstruation Huts: Variations in Preserving Purification Customs among Ethiopian 
Immigrants.” Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 23, no. 2 (2007): 69-84. 

22 House, Sarah Thérèse Mahon, and Sue Cavill. “Menstrual Hygiene Matters: A Resource for Improving Menstrual Hygiene around the 
World.” Reproductive Health Matters 21, no. 41 (2013): 257-59 
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through a child-accessible chute to later incinerate the sanitary napkins. The location of the incinerator is 

suggested and can be adapted to suit different site situations. It must be directly accessible through a chute 

from at least one of the girl’s toilets. Provision of an internal hand wash is desirable from a hygiene perspective. 

This must be separated from the tap located near the toilet seat. Ventilators must be located such that natural 

light and ventilation naturally keep the space dry. The floor slope must be such that there is no stagnate water or 

dampness. 

Assessment Study on Chhaupadi in Nepal: Towards a Harm Reduction Strategy (2015) 

News about the causalities of females observing the practice of chhaupadi, followed by the recently 

passed legal provision of prohibiting the practice (August 2017), have put Nepal on the map as a place to 

consider for much needed menstrual health management aid. In 2015, a harm reduction study focused on districts 

of Western Nepal was published. The report summarizes the findings of a chhaupadi assessment conducted by 

NFCC in the districts of Achham, Bajura, and Kailali with the support of the United States Agency for International 

Development (USAID). The objective of the study was to assess the status of chhaupadi in these districts and 

to identify the best practices for chhaupadi harm reduction toward the formulation of a harm reduction strategy, 

while maintaining social cohesion. The assessment also looked at private sector and public sector engagement in 

programs, campaigns, and initiatives in the chhaupadi practicing districts. This study revealed information about 

the districts which are in most need of intervention, Accham and Bajura being a priority. One important factor in 

the proposal to reduce harm cause by menstrual restrictions is understanding the timeline of intervention. The 

report states that it will take many years of advocacy and multi-sectorial engagement in order to see progress in 

these communities. Hence, NFCC proposes the following milestones of women’s access to space to achieve a 

“restriction-free” status for menstruating women: 

•	 In 5 years, menstrual hut to house 

•	 In 10 years, house to room 

HUT 
HOUSE 
ROOM KITCHEN TEMPLE 
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•	 In 15 years, room to kitchen 

•	 In 20 years, kitchen to temple 

The mission is to safeguard and uphold the dignity of women by creating an “enabling” environment in which 

people are equipped with knowledge, facilities, and infrastructure in a socially cohesive way to ensure a society 

free of physical, social, and spiritual discrimination during menstruation. This report revealed information about 

the important relationship between time, changes in perception of stigma, and physical access to space. In order 

to tackle the problem, beginning with the first phase, change would become a priority. The limited access to the 

home or a place to securely rest needs to be the initial place of design intervention to begin reducing both harm 

and restriction for menstruating women. 

According to this report, the goal of eliminating chhaupadi needs to be preceded by the de-stigmatization 

of menstruation as a physiological process. This will only happen once we start informing people what 

menstruation actually is. Any strategy for harm reduction must take into account both the fears of the local people 

and their right to practice their own religion. It is useful to keep in mind that in championing the rights of some, we 

do not want to infringe on the rights of others who believe in the system and want to continue it. Externally driven 

change in communities is not sustainable – the change has to be internalized by all members in the community, 

including religious leaders, women, mothers-in-law, and men. Hence, any action taken should particularly 

leverage the support of men and religious leaders, who could encourage women to take the lead to make the 

change. As the report notes, “As external forces, we can only create the environment for change, we cannot make 

the change. This proposed strategy is, therefore, designed to create an environment for change, building on the 

de-stigmatization of menstruation followed by a gradual and sustainable process of change: from menstrual hut to 

house; house to room; room to kitchen; and, eventually, kitchen to temple”.23

 Overarching Questions 

1. What facilities are the women of Western Nepal using during menstruation and what are the conditions of 

these facilities? 

2. What are the cultural practices required to be performed and why? 

3. How will proposing a design solution(s) or intervention(s) improve the lives of women in Western Nepal? 

4. Who decides to make these decisions towards a path of improvement, proper MHM, and empowerment? 

23  NFCC, Assessment Study on Chhaupadi in Nepal: Towards a Harm Reduction Strategy. 2015 
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Organization of the Literature 

I organized the literature on the subject of chhaupadi into three main lenses of analysis: the individual, culture, 

and public-health. Each lens of study revealed information about the spatial issues of menstrual isolation that 

helped compose a more comprehensive analysis to the problem. 

Public Health 

Through the public health lens, we can understand, analyze, and criticize current health conditions objectively. 

This approach of analysis lends itself to be more scientific in addressing the health implications of what 

constitutes a poor or ”unhealthy” facility. Most information and case studies were derived from journal articles 

on MHM, WaterAid, and UNICEF’s resource books and news articles. The literature in the realm of public health 

provides good practices for proper MHM. For this thesis, this body of literature serves to collect information to 

inform designs for the users’ health. 

Culture 

Through culture, we can understand traditions and beliefs that have led to the isolation of menstruating and post-

partum women. Culture helps understand the roots of stigma and how they have led to the practices and rituals 

around menstruation. Hindu beliefs, the patriarchal social structure, and the socio-political dilemmas that currently 

exist in Nepal have all contributed to the practice of menstrual isolation and how women are treated today. The 

study of this body of research for this thesis informs designs that will respect and respond to their context. 

The Individual 

Understanding the perspective of the individual’s needs grounds the research in the subjective context of the 

user. In the case of Western Nepal, the user can have many different identities. The user can be identified as the 

young girl experiencing her menarche, the older woman dealing with menstrual dysmenorrhea, or the child and 

infant who must accompany their mother while she observes chhaupadi. Understanding the needs, but also the 

experiences, of the user from the point of view of their interactions with these spaces is crucial for a designer 

seeking to collect data that will inform spatial changes that align with the user’s desires. 
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Statement of Thesis Intent 

The intent of this thesis is to create an array of designs for each of the lenses of study. Having a multitude 

of design solutions that respond to problematic spaces Nepali women use to manage their menstruation will 

help reveal the possibilities of solutions available to address the diverse perspectives on this issue of menstrual 

isolation. There is no singular utopian condition or design that will resolve all the issues of health, user needs, 

and cultural respect. There is, however, the possibility to create various designs that respond to the varying and 

overlapping views on the issue. Understanding and analyzing the problem of menstrual stigma and isolation 

through the perspective of a spatial designer will help initiate understanding of the importance of providing 

conscious spaces to address menstruation for proper reproductive health management. 

CHOOSING TO BUILD ACCESS | REPROGRAMMING THE HUTS 
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Mental Map of the Literature 

The mental map is a diagrammatic representation of the literature. It depicts the three main topics—public 

health, culture, and the individual—as three equally weighted categories that will inform the proposed designs. 

The literature was organized according to its relevance in informing a design in each of the particular categories. 

The research has been organized in these subtopics because of the variation and quality of information that can 

be gathered from each body of research. 
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_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
3. DISCUSSION OF THE METHODS 

This thesis approaches the problems of inadequate facilities for menstrual health management through the 

spatial analysis of existing conditions. This analysis occurs from three different points of view: the individual, the 

cultural, and public health. Understanding the historical and current stigma on menstruation that has taken place 

in Nepal helps suggest design possibilities for a female community that has been conditioned to perceive their 

menstrual and postpartum blood as a sign of temporal impurity. 

Journal Articles and WaterAid Resource Books 

Information on proper menstrual health management practices was gathered from different journal articles 

and NGO’s resource books. These articles provided guides and examples of currently used practices for aid 

occurring in regions such as Nepal, India, and other parts of South Asia. Examples of providing education and 

advocacy through art were provided. Detailed drawings of latrines that are accessible and respond to female’s 

menstrual needs were also provided. These examples were collected to be used as precedent studies to inform 

future design proposals for facilities that will respond to providing a healthy space for MHM. 

Hindu Scriptures 

The gathered information also revealed the reasons for social taboos surrounding menstruation in Nepal 

and how these beliefs are rooted in Hinduism and patriarchal culture. The two predominant religions in Nepal 

are Hinduism and Buddhism, both of which have their own interpretation of menstrual taboos. In Hindu religion, 

menstrual isolation is interpreted as a time of purification that must occur in a restricted space. Hindu scriptures 

advise a woman to take this period of time for her body to rest from daily chores and routine and to return to 

regular work after her cycle of menstruation has terminated. However, the interpretation of this religious stricture 

varies regionally, and is given an extreme interpretation in some regions, including western Nepal. The way 

women are perceived in society has influenced this gender injustice much more intensely than has the religion 

itself. 
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Photographic Documentation – Typological Study 

Collecting images provided by photographers working with NGOs, such as Poulomi Basu and Allison 

Shelley, has provided visual information that has helped catalogue and create a typological categorization of 

currently existing menstrual huts. Most of the images have been taken in Accham, a rural city in western Nepal. 

One category by which the photographs were organized was the method of construction technology used to 

construct the menstrual hut. Sketches of elevations, plans, sections, and construction details were produced 

for each of the images of the huts collected. The three predominant categories that have emerged from this 

documentation analysis have been timber construction, loose stone masonry construction (no mortar), and 

clay brick masonry construction. For the photographs in which the house was visible in the image, it was noted 

whether or not the construction method/technology was the same as the one used for the home. Distance and 

relationship to the home were also noted. The sketch drawings also helped create a comparison between spatial 
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IDENTIFYING TYPOLOGIES 

A series of images were collected from news articles, photographers, NGOs, and they were used to sketch basic architectural 
drawings (sections, plans, elevations) in order to understand the construction vernacular of the different menstrual huts. 
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front elevation side elevation 

BRICK AND MUD CONSTRUCTION 

front elevation side elevation 

LOOSE CONSTRUCTION 

front elevation side elevation 
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conditions and the amount of space provided to women. Materiality was also noted and compared. 

Testimonial Documentation 

Testimonials and interviews conducted by WaterAid and the previously mentioned photographers were also 

collected and organized to be analyzed for clues pertaining to special needs. In some cases, the photographers 

conducted interviews and collected responses themselves, which were then paired with the photographs they 

took of the space they asked questions about. Each of these responses began to reveal information about the 

desires of Nepali women. They also began to reveal the problems with the spaces themselves. A list of basic 

requests for changes in their space was collected and used to come up with a list of desired spatial needs. In a 

way, the collection of testimonies and interviews translated into an architectural response or transformation of 

their space becomes a form of awareness and a platform for Nepali women’s voices to be heard. 

There has been virtually no research on how Nepali women make meaning of these practices. From a 

Western perspective, it would seem women would internalize feelings of body shame and inferiority as a result of 

such ritual restrictions. As Tomi-Ann Roberts noted after documenting menstrual stigma in the United States, “The 

cultural construction of menstruation as disgusting, shameful and polluting cannot be contributing to good feelings 

in girls and women about their physical bodies.”24 This conclusion would seem even more relevant to girls and 

women in Nepal, where the cultural construction of menstruation is considerably more negative and backed by 

religious doctrine.25 

Interviews and Conversations with Experts 

During my travels to Nepal in January 2018, I had the opportunity to have conversations about the 

practice of chhaupadi with people who are directly working in the field of public health and speaking with 

communities in multiple regions of Western Nepal, including Accham and Bajura. They work directly with women 

who have decided to leave the practice and those who have chosen to continue. Their expertise and direct 

contact with these communities have made them valuable resources for my own study since they made design 

suggestions, which also helped me to better understand the spatial problems involved with chhaupadi. 

24  Roberts, Tomi-Ann. “Female Trouble: The Menstrual Self-Evaluation Scale and Women’s Self-Objectification.” Psychology of Women Quar-
terly 28, no. 1 (2004): 22-26. 

25  Crawford, M., L. M. Menger, and M. R. Kaufman. “’This Is a Natural Process’: Managing Menstrual Stigma in Nepal.” Culture Health & Sexu-
ality 16, no. 4 (2014): 426-39. 
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Dr. Bhimsen Devkota, Ph.D. 

Kathmandu, Nepal 

Professor in Health Education at the Faculty of Education, Tribhuvan University, Nepal. Currently, he is working as 
a Lead Partner Coordinator with the NORHED project called Rupantaran. His research interests lie in areas such
as action research and community organization, peace and conflict studies, HIV, WASH, health promotion, and 
behavioral change. 

Suggestions: 

- Safe Spaces: Providing women with a safe place to openly discuss and communicate with other women
reproductive health issues and/or questions 

- Re-purposing the menstrual huts as: 
a) latrines 
b) storage 

- Emergency Shelter: Find solutions for displacement of women after huts are destroyed 

Dr. Dominick Shattuck , Ph.D. 

Kathmandu, Nepal 

Community Psychologist and International Development Expert Institute for Reproductive Health, Georgetown
University 

Suggestions: 

- Communication: Design ways to engage and communicate with the community 
a) How do you communicate designs? 

b) Visual communication through design to provide information about community needs. This 
could provide a faster turn-around on data collection on VDCs (Village Development Committee) 

Mrs. Pema Lhaki 

Deputy Executive Director, NFCC (Nepal Fertility Care Center) 

Suggestions: 
- Community Centers 
- Places for dialogue and counseling: 

a) Among woman and adolescent girls 
b) Among NGO volunteers and communities (group and one-on-one) 

- Agency: Understanding that this practice is empowerment for some women 
a) Religious practices are women’s way of protecting the family 

b) Those who choose to move away from the practice may experience community pressure to
continue 

- Encourage Sustainability 

a) Destroying the huts is an unsustainable approach. They should instead be repurposed to serve 
the community 
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__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
4. DESIGN EXPLORATIONS 

Choosing a Site: The Districts of Bajura and Accham 

I conducted a general study on the region of Western Nepal. After looking through the NFCC emergency 

pack (2015), I came to the conclusion that two of the regions that are close to each other, with similar construction 

methods and materials, and that are in need for an intervention are the districts of Bajura and Accham. According 

to current public health records and recommendations from WaterAid and NFCC, these two districts are two of the 

locations which have a high need for aid and design intervention in terms of poor menstrual health management 

and continued dangerous practices of chhaupadi. Their close proximity makes them ideal for material analysis of 

the menstrual huts, as they use the same traditional construction methods and materials, as well as similar forms 

and dimensions. Because bamboo is highly abundant and ideal for construction in this region, this material has 

NEPAL 
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been introduced as an addition to the palette of materials for potential design interventions. 

Local Materials and Traditional Construction 

The districts of Bajura and Achham have similar local materials and construction methods because of their close 

proximity. The material sketch study of existing menstrual huts provided a good base for understanding the typical materials 

and dimensions of menstrual huts that were attached to the house. The smallest documented dimensions were 5’x5’ 

(1.5mX1.5m). 

Materials: 
- Loose stone/mud brick 

o Use: walls, roof, mortar 
- Timber 

o Use: roof structure, framing entrance 
- Corrugated aluminum 

o Use: roof 
- Hay 

o Use: roof 

Bamboo: Sustainable, Structural, and Locally Abundant 

Many of these structures have stone walls, but rely on other materials (especially timber) to support the roof. Bamboo 

is traditionally used for simple structures and scaffolding on stone for repairs. This material combination is ideal for adaptive 

reuse and programmatic change. As women begin to choose to slowly abandon certain traditional practices tied to chhaupadi, 

their programmatic needs will require structural adaptions. This combination of materials can be used to create affordable 

and sustainable designs for facilities and enclosures that respond the problematic current conditions of menstrual huts and 

BAMBOO AS SCAFFOLDING BAMBOO AS PERMANENT BRACING OVER STONE 
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menstrual stigma. 

Summarizing Design Recommendations 

There were five major categories that were identified as a result of the research and design 

recommendations given from the interviews and conversations with local public health leaders. The 

recommendations from Dr. Devkota encouraged for the design of an emergency shelter for women who become 

displaced as a result destroying their huts as a first step to abandoning the practice and then being forced 

to return outside. This recommendation is a reference for the design explorations that suggest a new built 

emergency shelter for displaced women. Another recommendation was the reprogramming of huts to latrines or 

other hygienic facilities. 

Design Explorations 

The following descriptions define the logic behind choosing these five categories as methods of design 
exploration: 

1. A SAFE SPACE FOR REST 

One of the biggest challenges with chhaupadi is having a space that allows for private and safe rest for 

women and the children who accompany them during menstruation. Whether or not women choose to 

spend their entire menstrual period, only a portion of it, or not at all in a separate space, they should 

be provided with a safe and accessible space. For those women who have chosen to take action in 

abandoning the practice, pressure from the family or community members, followed by displacement, 

becomes a risk and threat for their well-being. This is especially true for those who have chosen to 

destroy the hut as an initial step away from chhaupadi and are found displaced with not even a minimal 

structure to inhabit during this emergency transition. Comfort, safety, and proper ventilation are some of 

the bigger design factors that need to be addressed in these spaces. 

2. COMMUNICATION AND DIALOGUE 

Lack of access to information and proper education are two impediments to addressing poor menstrual 

health management. Communication between community members and information passed from 

volunteer NGO groups are important vehicles for women to be well informed about proper menstrual 
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health care practices. Whether women choose to follow all or some of the hygienic suggestions about 

proper maintenance and care, they must be provided with access to information prior to them choosing 

which practices to follow. A space for private and comfortable communication on these issues is needed 

in order to allow for this dialogue to occur. Taboos tied to menstruation can deter women from asking 

important questions about how to take proper care of their bodies. 

3. WATER, SANITATION AND HYGIENE 

Simple access to water has been a huge obstacle for women during their menstruation. Because 

of cultural belief of impurity behind chhaupadi, women are not allowed to touch main water sources 

typically used for the household. Women temporarily do not have access to water for drinking, cleaning, 

bathing, or washing. This is an issue that is still prevalent even after women choose to step away from 

the practice of isolation outside of the home. In some villages of Western Nepal, water access is an 

issue for the overall community, which deters communities from allowing women to touch the water even 

more because of fear of contamination. Washing and cleaning is a common duty of the women, and a 

common ritual that is expected to be done after menstruation. NGOs have provided women with reusable 

sanitary pads, but they have no access to an accessible and safe space to wash and dry them. Women 

need access to a source of water which can be used not only for hygienic purposes, but also for drinking 

and cooking during menstruation. Additionally, a goal is to eliminate open defecation for women who are 

denied access to a home toilet. 

4. THE ALTERNATIVE KITCHEN 

The kitchen is a common place prohibited to women during menstruation. Even those who have taken 

steps to move away from separate isolation from the home during menstruation are still limited in 

accessing the kitchen. For those women who choose to continue to practice chhaupadi there is a problem 

with not having proper facilities to cook or make fires outside the homes. Many of the structures that 

women inhabit do not have proper ventilation or space for traditional cooking. Smoke inhalation, fires, lack 

of space, lack of facilities, and comfort have been issues found with cooking in the existing huts. There is 

a need for a spatial modification to provide an alternative option for cooking. 
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5. WHAT ABOUT THE CHILDREN? 

Children are a group that is rarely thought about during menstruation and postpartum practices. This 

group of individuals is highly affected by the choices of their mothers to follow traditional practices of 

chhaupadi. When women spend time away from the home for chhaupadi, they are displaced from their 

home and endure isolation, often without choice. These conditions are not humanitarian ones for most 

women, but even less so for the children who are given even less of a voice or choice. However, these 

spaces could promote a new idea of time with their mothers and other female members of their family/ 

community. They could become a space of play and engagement. The menstrual hut can begin to lose its 

stigma through the reprogramming of a space with a familial tie that promotes a sense of empowerment 

for the women. The women can feel like they are providing a safe space for their kids to play, learn, and 

engage with others while they choose to make the transition of abandoning this practice. Through these 

social and programmatic changes, the space itself could become a play space that serves a new group 

within the community. 

SKETCHING DESIGN EXPLORATIONS 
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A SAFE PLACE FOR REST 

LIFTED PLATFORM (section) 
Bamboo structured platform is placed over the existing stone 
construction. The bamboo frame also covered with additional 
vertically attached pieces to create a screen for privacy while the 
inhabitant rests on the platform. 

COMFORT (section) 
This is a temporary single person use resting space. It is not 
designed to be used as a permanent space of rest but instead 
serve as a temporary space to relax and be available as a 
response to emergency displacement that occurs when women are 
transitioning from separated isolation outside of the home to 
inside of the home. 

LIFTED PLATFORM (plan) 
The space is designed to be for a single user but allows for 
more than one person to lay within the platform as well. This is 
contingent on the perimeter of the existing stone structure which 
typically is not smaller than 1.5m x 1.5m. 

COMFORT (plan) 
This space is a simple bamboo frame which extends to the 
extremities of the existing stone structures boundaries (typically 
1.5m x 1.5m perimeter). The curving surface is then applied by 
overlapping pieces of smaller scaled bamboo pieces which are 
reinforced to the stone and bamboo frame. 
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SMALL SHELTER (section 1) 
Small bamboo structure with basic sloped roof frame, layered 
with square frame. It is covered with a the material sheathing of 
their choice that it applied to the structure. The structure allows 
for partially enclosed perimeter space and completely enclosed 
interior space. 

SMALL SHELTER (section 2) 
The interior space is a simple rectilinear space with a pitched roof 
which allows for people to inhabit it with different programmatic 
needs. Because the interior is completely enclosed the space is 
protected and allows for ventilation on the top. The floor is also 
slightly lifted off the ground to allow for cooling.. 

'A' FRAME SHELTER (section 1) 
This small shelter is made of a bamboo "A" frame. It is split into 
two levels. The ground level is less private and a bit more spa-
cious. It is covered by a screen that is tied back to the frame. 
The top level is smaller and more private. It is intended for lon-
ger periods of rest where one might choose to sleep. 

'A' FRAME SHELTER (section 2) 
The only way to access the top level is through the interior of 
the first level. The top is more enclosed but the openings from 
the first level allow for air flow into the second level. 
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RAISED ARCHED RESTING SPACE (elevation) 
The structure is made up of a bamboo structure that is layered to 
provide different levels of privacy and safety while allowing for 
views and ventilation. The most private space for rest is lifted 
off the ground and allows for more than one person to inhabit it. 
The top level is also covered by light weaved screens for air flow. 

MIX-USE RESTING SPACE (section) 
This proposal begins to integrate the bamboo structured platforms 
into the interior of the existing stone structure. It creates varying 
heights for discussion platforms which can being to create a more 
playful approach to dialogue and conversation. 

RAISED ARCHED RESTING SPACE (section) 
The first level is smaller in enclosed space but provides both com-
pletely enclosed and partially enclosed spaces for rest. Through 
the center space, there is access to the top level which is intend-
ed for longer, safer, and more private periods of rest. 

RAISED PLATFORMS 
In order to begin the process to create a space for rest, it is 
important to create a basic frame which is made of bamboo, a local 
and available material for the districts of Bajura and Accham in 
Western Nepal. 
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SCREENS FOR PRIVACY 
Different patterns that can be weaved from bamboo to create 
different levels of privacy, lighting conditions, ventilation, and 
protection from the elements. 

BAMBOO JOINTS 
Examples of bamboo joints for the structure and tying back the 
screens. 

APPLIED SCREENS 
Building a bamboo frame that wraps around the existing structure 
offset with enough space to allow to different levels of privacy 
and inhabitation. The screen can then be applied and tied back to 
the existing structure with reed, bamboo strips, strings, or zip 
ties. 

STRUCTURE AROUND LAYERS OF PRIVACY 
Diagrammatically mapping out structure around levels of privacy. 
Darker areas are most enclosed (most private) and the lighter 
areas are most exposed (less private). 
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EXPANDING SHELTER 
This expansion is added to create a small emergency shelter that 
is lifted off the ground. It is made of bamboo pieces which are 
wrapped around and supported by the existing structure. The 
enclosure created at the top level is meant to create privacy while 
providing a well ventilated space for rest. 

EXPANDING SHELTER 2 
This version of the expansion shelter is similar to the first. It 
has a flat roof and additional structure that responds to varying 
needs of privacy during rest. The lifted area of rest is designed 
to serve a more secure space for emergency sleeping spaces. 

EXPANDING SHELTER 3 
As the programmatic needs for alternative shelter for rest in-
crease, the structure begins to grow and incorporate more space 
for different levels of rest and privacy. The top level includes 
a multi-layered system to provide enough space for multiple 
people. 

EXPANDING SHELTER 4 
Similar to Expanding Shelter 3, this shelter responds to an 
increasing/emergency need for an alternative shelter. The scale of 
the space allows for multiple users and is a form that can change 
and adapt in program depending on the users needs. 

47 



) -

COMMUNICATION AND DIALOGUE 

A PRIVATE DIALOGUE 
The existing boundary of the stone structure allows for enough 
spaces for private counseling. This is most likely to be for 2-3 
people occupancy. The roof is raised and structured with bamboo 
to allow for both overhead space, protection, and light to enter 
the space. 

A BRIGHTER DIALOGUE 
The existing stone is covered by bamboo structure in order to 
supper the raised flat roof, which provides additional clearance 
space in the interior. The raised structure is covered by a cross-
pattern bamboo screen which allows for light to illuminate the 
space and allow for a clear and engaging (yet private) conversation. 

SLANTED ROOF ROOM 
The roof is structured with bamboo and placed over the existing 
stone. One side of the roof is slightly raised more than the other 
to allow for ventilation and light to enter the space and create 
a more comfortable setting for people to meet privately have a 
conversation. 

SLANTED ROOF ROOM 2 
The roof is structured with bamboo and placed over the existing 
stone. The roof is raised over the stone and reinforced to vertical 
bamboo pieces to allow for more head height, ventilation, and light 
to enter the space and create a more comfortable setting for 
people to meet privately have a conversation. 
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GRADIENT PLATFORM 
A raised platform is created using bamboo to structure the form. 
Similar to traditional scaffolding methods of driving the bamboo 
though the existing stone/brick walls, the bamboo and stone begin 
to int egrate to create enclosure, seating, and, vertical access 
onto the platform for communal discussion. 

OPEN PLATFORM 
A raised platform, structured by bamboo members is placed over 
the existing stone walls. There is a minimal perimeter railing/ 
barrier around the platform to define the boundary and provide 
safety. This is a simple and minimalistic platform for a group of 
people to have a more public discussion or conversation. 

SEMI-PRIVATE PLATFORM 
A raised platform is created using bamboo as structure. The 
platform is surrounded by a semi-private screen, created by 
thinner bamboo members. This platform allows for people to be 
raised off the ground and covered by a screen which creates a 
sense of security to have a more open discussion about private 
issues. 

UNFINISHED PLATFORM 
This raised platform is simple and minimal. It is intended to be more 
of a frame work for future additions without delaying the option 
to have a space for people to comfortably leave to meet with 
others for discussion, counseling, or dialogue. 
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INTEGRATED PLATFORMS 
This proposal begins to integrate the bamboo structured platforms 
into the interior of the existing stone structure. It creates varying 
heights for discussion platforms which can being to create a more 
playful approach to dialogue and conversation. 

OPPOSING PLATFORMS 
The existing stone structure is used as a base to support the 
bamboo platforms with face each other and leave the top of the 
existing enclosure expose for leg space. There is a gradient screen 
on the side as well,which creates semi-privacy. This space creates 
an environment more suited for casual one-on-one conversation. 

PRIVATE PLATFORMS 
The platforms placed over this existing stone structure are meant 
to serve as seating surfaces while the interior of the stone space 
is meant to be stood on. This type of spatial relationship can 
facilitate private dialogue between NGO volunteers or older women 
with younger adolescent girls with questions. 

PRIVATE PLATFORMS 2 
The platforms in this space are meant to serve different types 
of dialogue ranging from more to less private. It also allows for a 
more dynamic and playful environment which may provide a sense 
of security or comfort for girls asking questions about what are 
believed to be taboo subjects. 
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INTEGRATED PLATFORM 2 
This proposal places the platform on one side of the existing 
stone structure and leaves the other half exposed. There are 
multiple spaces for different types of conversations. The platform 
is covered by a screen which allows for a semi-private space. The 
interior of the stone structure serves for more private use. 

WRAPPED IN SCREENS (section) 
The space is meant to serve as a small group discussion space. 
It is private, but not completely enclosed and allows for people 
to face each other in conversation. The roof is also raised and 
slanted to allow more head space, air flow, and light to enter 
the space. 

WRAPPED IN SCREENS (plan) 
Two adjacent walls of the existing stone structure remain up and 
are wrapped by bamboo screens to create a light enclosure. The 
interior is open with seating wrapped around the perimeter. There 
is two points of entry on opposite corners. 

DIAGRAMMING THE SCALE OF THE DIALOGUE 
A conceptual diagram of different privacy levels created through 
different additions of structure in plan. Different intersections 
between walls create ambiguity between interior and exterior 
creating both private and public spaces for dialogue. 
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USING THE LANDSCAPE 
Starting the basic bamboo framework will begin with an analysis 
of the site. Both the districts of Accham and Bajura are located 
in hilly regions and have a dynamic and changing landscape. The 
structure which wraps around the existing stone walls will begin 
to respond to it structurally and formally. 

USING THE LANDSCAPE 3 
The proposal shows a quick response pitch roof addition to the 
existing embedded stone structure. This option is meant to serve 
a simple program for a space for conversation and gathering. It 
remains on the ground but provided higher clearance space. 

USING THE LANDSCAPE 2 
Some of the existing stone structures are already embedded into 
the ground which allow for the manipulation of access points 
when creating a space for people to gather and communicate. One 
section can be more open and exposed for everyone while the 
other can be for private counseling/dialogue. 

USING THE LANDSCAPE 4 
The structures that are embedded into the ground can also begin 
to grow and take on more space depending on the programmatic 
needs. This example includes a larger meeting space, accessible 
from higher ground, and two smaller and more private spaces at 
lower ground. 
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WATER, SANITATION AND HYGIENE 

EXTERIOR RAIN WATER HARVESTING 
The existing stone structure is used to hold the raised pitched 
roof which allows for more head clearance in the interior space. 
The pitched roof is made of bamboo and used to collect rainwater 
which is directed to a storage container outside of the existing 
stone structure. 

EXTERIOR RAIN WATER HARVESTING 2 
The existing stone structure is used to hold the raised pitched 
roof which extends into the ground and creates an enclosure 
raised off the ground. The pitched roof is made of bamboo and 
used to collect rainwater which is directed to a storage container 
outside of the existing stone structure. 

EXTERIOR RAIN WATER HARVESTING 3 
The existing stone structure remains and can be used for storage 
or any additional space needed by the community. The bamboo 
structured roof is raised at one side to allow air flow into the 
space and direct rain water into the water storage bin located 
outside of the stone structure. 

EXTERIOR RAIN WATER HARVESTING 4 
This structure is meant to serve as an outdoor washing/drying 
facility only. The bamboo frame surrounding the existing stone 
is exposed and not covered by any sheathing. This allows for 
surfaces to wash and hang clothes on bamboo. This design also 
places the rainwater storage container further away from the 
existing structure. 
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WASH AND DRY 
Thin bamboo frame surrounds the existing stone structure to 
create drying racks. The roof is made up of overlapped and 

INTERIOR RAIN WATER HARVESTING 
The interior of the existing stone structure is used as a place 
to store and keep cool the collected rain water. There is a 
bamboo structure with overlapping members placed over the stone 
structure. These members are angled inward to direct the water 
to the interior of the space. 

WASH AND DRY 2 
A bamboo frame surrounds the existing stone structure to cre-
ate drying racks. There is accessible stored water near by. The 
two flat surfaces provide access to drying spaces that are not 
directly at sight level. This is especially useful for women wash-
ing and drying reusable sanitary products they don't want to be 
seen. 

INTERIOR RAIN WATER HARVESTING 2 
The interior of the existing stone structure is used as a place 
to store and keep cool the collected rain water. There is a 
bamboo structure with overlapping members placed over the stone 
structure. These members are angled inward to direct the water 
to the interior of the space. 
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LATRINE 
The existing stone hut can be re-purposed as latrines to provide 
women access to a clean and safe facility to clean and maintain 
their periods. This is especially useful for women who are denied 
access to the toilet used by the family and are forced to do 
open defecation. This design provides a ventilated facility for 
them. 

LATRINE (detail) 
The base of the existing structure has an opening to the pit of 
the latrine. The base will need to be a concrete slab spanned 
over the opening. The back wall will include a vent pipe. 

LATRINE (detail 2) LATRINE (plan) 
Typical layout of reinforcement for the concrete slab to allow Typical layout of the interior of the latrine based on the basic 
for squatting hole and vent pipe openings. necessities for an alternative toilet facility for women. 
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WATER COLLECTION ROOF 
This keeps the existing stone structure with a sloped roof which 
can be made with overlapped bamboo pieces, or a combination of 
bamboo and corrugated aluminum panels. It serves as a simple 
rainwater harvesting system to provide accessible water. 

WATER COLLECTION ROOF 2 
This proposal uses the existing stone structure with attached 
bamboo used to hold the raised slanted roof. The roof is also 
used to collect water and allows for light and ventilation to 
pass through the drying spaces. The interior has a space for 
private washing and drying, creating a safe space to clean sanitary 
products. 

WASH AND DRY 3 
This proposal uses part of the existing stone structure in order 
to create a private space for women to comfortably wash and dry 
sanitary products. 

WASH AND DRY 3 (plan) 
Two adjacent walls of the existing stone structure are wrapped by 
a bamboo frame and screen which creates private and ventilated 
spaces for washing and drying reusable sanitary products for 
women. 
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WRAPPED LATRINE (plan) 
This proposal keeps 3 walls from the existing stone structure 
and is wrapped by a bamboo structure and screen. This provides 
privacy, a defined open entrance, and ventilation to keep the air 
flowing through the space. 

WRAPPED LATRINE (section) 
The roof is sloped and has a screen at the top for air flow. The 
thin vertical bamboo pieces that are wrapped around are more 
tightly placed to block vision into the space. The roof only reaches 
over the stone structure and leaves the rest as an open top to 
let air and light into the space. 

WRAPPED LATRINE 2 (plan) 
Similar to the first proposal, there is a bamboo screened structure 
wrapped around the 3 walls of the existing stone structure. The 
structure poshes away from the stone and creates a pocket 
enclosure to allow for a space for women to change, wash, dry, 
and/or clean their reusable sanitary products in private. 

WRAPPED LATRINE 2 (section) 
The small private space for washing and drying has the vertical 
members more spread out to allow light and airflow to dry and 
disinfect reusable sanitary products. 
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THE ALTERNATIVE KITCHEN 

THE SMALL KITCHEN (section) 
This design provides an alternative space for cooking for women 
during menstruation. Since the kitchen is one of the spaces they 
are typically prohibited from entering, it will allow for women to 
have a comfortable and accessible space for them to prepare and 
store food for themselves and the kids who are with them. 

THE SMALL KITCHEN (elevation) 
The exterior is wrapped by additional bamboo structure which is 
then layered by additional horizontally placed bamboo to cover the 
space. The top most part of the structure is left exposed and 
the area of storage is covered with screens to provide protection 
from the outside. 

THE SMALL KITCHEN (plan) 
Half of the original stone structure is removed and two adjacent 
walls are left up with the small mud stove positioned against one 
them. Additional bamboo structure is placed around the perimeter 
to allow for a lighter enclosure which is lighter and allows for 
better ventilation of smoke and air. 

THE SMALL KITCHEN (alternative plan) 
This plan pushes the stove to the corner, providing more room to 
include a surface for food preparation and eating. The exterior of 
one wall would include seating to provide a comfortable space to 
consume food outdoors. This is especially useful for women who do 
not have access to neither the kitchen or a space to eat. 
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THE SMALL KITCHEN (alternative plan 2) 
This plan only requires for one of the walls of the existing stone 
structure to be removed and covered with a layer of bamboo 
structure. This floor plan also provides a surface for food prep 
and eating but is more compact than the previous proposals. 

PERFORATED STONE WALL 
Using only the existing stone wall, various openings can be made 
to the wall to allow for the smoke from cooking to ventilate out 
of the space. An additional overhead structure can be added (sim-
ilar to the small kitchen) or have the top left open. 

AMBIGUOUS ENCLOSURE (section) 
The existing stone structure has an open top to allow smoke to 
escape when cooking. The attached bamboo structure holds an 
offset platform with a simple roof. The platform can be used at 
both levels. They serve as places to sit, serve, and/or eat food. 

AMBIGUOUS ENCLOSURE (plan) 
The existing stone structure has an open top to allow smoke to 
escape when cooking. The attached bamboo structure holds an 
offset platform with a simple roof. The platform can be used at 
both levels. They serve as places to sit, serve, and/or eat food 
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OPEN ARCHED FRAME (section) 
The bamboo is bent to create several layers of arched frames 
which can be tied back with other horizontal pieces of bamboo. 
The top of covered with corrugated aluminum while the two sides 
are left open and exposed. 

CLOSED ARCHED FRAME (section) 
Similar to the open arch frame structure, the bamboo frames are 
layered and tied back with other horizontal pieces. The exterior 
is completely enclosed with thinner bamboo pieces. There are 
some small apertures to allow light and airflow for cooking. 

OPEN ARCHED FRAME (plan) 
This is not intended to serve a single specific program but the 
open sides suggest exposure for a temporary activity that re-
quires more air flow like cooking. 

CLOSED ARCHED FRAME (section 2) 
The sides of the structure include space for storage, eating 
surfaces, cooking surfaces and seating. These extended "shelves" 
are able to be tied back to the existing bamboo structure and 
can be adapted depending on the users needs. 

60 



WHAT ABOUT THE CHILDREN? 

PLAY SPACE 1 
This design proposes the reprogramming of space to serve the 
children that stay with women outside the home. Creating multiple 
and different types of enclosures allows for children to have a 
place to play while women have a place to rest where they can 
also stay close to the children. This proposal uses part of the 
existing stone structure with additional bamboo to create the 
second level enclosure. 

PLAY SPACE 2 
Similar to the previous proposal, the space is meant to serve 
both children and women by providing a place to play and place 
to rest. This enclosure is made from a main ‘A’ frame bamboo 
structure with the center horizontal member extending outward to 
create three main spaces of enclosure. 

PLAY SPACE 3 
This design uses the existing stone structure with a single wall 
removed. Theres a bamboo frame applied to the exterior which 
creates a porous overhead enclosure for the first level and a 
platform with a screen railing on the top. The two levels can be 
used for both children and women. For those huts with particular-
ly small vertical dimensions, its proportions are better suited for 
the scale of children. 

PLAY SPACE 4 
This design uses the existing stone structure with a more dynamic 
and playful application of the exterior bamboo structure. It does 
not require for any of the stone walls to be removed, but instead 
uses the small enclosure and structural walls to support a mul-
tilevel platform for a dynamic child’s play. The platforms can still 
be used for sitting and resting for women while they spend time 
with the kids. 
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TRADITIONAL DAISHAN SWING STRUCTURE (step 1) 
These are the basic number of bamboo pieces needed to create a 
traditional Daishan swing, which is a common play structure used 
all around Nepal. 

TRADITIONAL DAISHAN SWING STRUCTURE (step 3, elevation) 
The two ‘A’ frames are then crossed over each other and are 
fastened to a larger piece of bamboo thats is places horizontally. 
The swing is then attached to the thicker horizontal member while 
being supported thin and sturdy structure. 

TRADITIONAL DAISHAN SWING STRUCTURE (step 2) 
Using the long pieces of bamboo, whose lengths are ambiguous but 
can extend up to 30 feet, they are overlapped and fastened with 
rope at the top. This begins to great a structural ‘A’ frame. This 
step is repeated twice to create the traditional swing. 

TRADITIONAL DAISHAN SWING STRUCTURE (plan) 
The traditional construction method for creating these swings can 
and is related to the method of traditional bamboo scaffolding 
construction. The frame for this traditional swing can be repeated 
multiple times and begin to create a larger enclosure that could 
respond to some of the ‘Play Space’ design proposals. 
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__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
5. CONCLUSION 

I was lucky to have had the opportunity to speak with experts who have personally seen menstrual huts 

and spoken with women who continue to practice chhaupadi in the districts of Bajura and Accham. Reading 

through the literature and consistently finding current news articles online with new information about the practice 

has made the research both very exciting because of its contemporary relevance, and yet frustrating because of 

the constantly changes opinions and perceptions on what should be done with the existing menstrual huts. It is 

very exciting to approach design and architecture from a different lens and attempt to extend the relevance and 

application of the profession beyond typical drawings and building programs. Trying to objectively approach a 

design problem with a foreign culture, different geography, and an evolving social status on the perceptions of 

menstruation positioned the thesis for an exciting and challenging problem for designers. 

Reflecting on the Research 

The research helped to identify a spatial problem rooted in stigma on menstruation. Understanding 

where this stigma came from and why it is important for some women continue to engage in chhaupadi was an 

enlightening revelation. Understanding how this tradition of removing what it considered impure or harmful away 

from the home, even if it is the self for most of these women, is an empowering gesture that allows them to protect 

their family. Looking at the unhealthy and unsafe conditions of the menstrual huts, however, created a conflicting 

notion of what to do with the menstrual huts. We don’t want to encourage unsafe and unhealthy hygienic practices 

but we cannot impose on cultural practices which are important for women. Whether women’s attitudes on the 

practice changed or remained the same, a design intervention was applicable to address the spatial problems 

creating unsafe and unhealthy conditions for women. The objective is to empower women and provide them 

with proposals for them to create a space that fits their needs. It was this notion that led the research and design 

intervention to become an exploration of design proposals. 
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Impact on Design Proposals 

The design proposals became and exploration of five major spatial issues, all of which attempted to 

increase the level of spatial access for women at different phases of change in the abandonment or continuation 

of chhaupadi. The categories were labeled and described in such a way that it focused on designing for a single 

and concentrated issue, as opposed to trying to resolve all the spatial problems revolving menstrual isolation. Like 

mentioned before, all these huts are quite unique from one another, as are the women and their desires, so to 

propose a single architectural design solution would be a mistake. 

The primary goal of the thesis was to address and identify some of the existing spatial problems in 

western Nepal that impede women from practicing good menstrual health hygiene. Although the primary goal was 

geared towards hygiene, the research collected revealed issues of safety, which became part of the identified 

problems for the design explorations. The issue is quite complex, in the sense that there are many variables and 

changes occurring both in the contemporary political and social climate of Nepal. The idea that architecture could 

provide a change in attitude on menstrual, and more specifically female, stigma in a traditionally strong patriarchal 

society is an exciting proposal that is presented in the exploration of this thesis. Each of the categories identified 

for the purpose of the design explorations have the potential to be engaged in further and more elaborate design 

proposals. The thesis provides a foundation for the development of proposals which could be pilot tested in 

collaboration with organizations, such as WaterAid or NFCC, to address and provide aid to the women of western 

Nepal. 
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