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Abstract
The discourse of this article is an approach in understanding the impact 
play spaces have on the growth of children in Mumbai. It explores the 
various factors influencing Play Culture and manifesting as a practice. 
The article outlines how current social provisions are utilised and affect 
the invisible young dwellers. Space and time are warped for children in the 
city, distance is measured in time and open spaces are blips in the matrix 
within which they live. Who, What, How, Where and When of Play is 
explored within a temporal and spatially complex framework we refer to 
as ‘Childhood’.

—— 
 
Introduction
According to a UN Habitat Report (UN Habitat 2016), informal 
settlements1 are still an urgent political and social challenge in 
the megacities of the Global South. The report clearly states that 
the number of dwellers of informal settlements has increased 
from 1990 to 2010 (UN Habitat 2016: 14). Furthermore, it is 
mentioned that many of these cities are still not able to provide 
sustainable spaces physically and culturally, but also socio-
economically for all. Particularly, open spaces like playgrounds are 
lacking in these areas of megacities (Spies 2018: 14). Lacking play 
spaces for one of the most vulnerable social groups in slum areas 
lead to an increased presence of children in streets.
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As one of the most densely populated cities worldwide, 
Mumbai (and the Region) figures an estimated population of 
22 million people in 2015 (Spies 2016). "Population is expected to 
rise until 2020 up to nearly 24 million people, even according to some 
projections the city could even be the world’s largest city in 2050" (Spies 
2018: 13). The city’s structure is affected not only economically and 
socially, but also physically. Mumbai is the financial capital and 
entertainment capital of India; its urban economy is dominated 
by the service sector. Simultaneously, it is the city with the largest 
informal settlements, where more than 60% of the people live 
(cf. Spies 2016) – and, more than 50% of them are children (Spies 
2018: 13). At present, there are a few safe playgrounds and green 
spaces within the megacity, and the majority is reserved for 
privileged inhabitants. "Slum schools and authorities lack not only 
space and funds, but also knowledge on how to create a sustainable and 
creative environment for the children and to develop play facilities" (Spies 
2018: 14). Mumbai is a city of contradictions; it is a Stimulant and 
Depressant concurrently, the opportunities it promises are an 
upper to its downer reality, its liveability ranks at 117 in 1402, but, 
urban migration has never been higher. When Mumbai is spoken 
of in any academic circle, may it be culture, politics, architecture 
and sometimes, even education, the one patron that is voiceless is 
the ‘child’. We might include a few ‘youngsters’ in urban planning 
policy endeavours, but as a whole, anyone un-adult is never 
acknowledged. Education sees them as ‘eventual adults’ and does 
not see them for what they are, children.

The importance of play: Children and their creative play 
environment
The lack of playgrounds for children hinders their development 
(Alanen 2014, James & James 2012, Mills & Mills 2000). 
Spencer & Blades (2006), argue that the daily lives of children 
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are fundamentally spatial, that they learn through using the 
resources, norms and values of the social spaces they live in, for 
example, playgrounds.

Furthermore, play is biologically based, and makes an 
evolutionary contribution to human development (Schwartzman 
1978 cited in Saracho 2017: 37). Or as Spies (2018: 17) puts it: 
"Particularly through play, children can appropriate space and learn 
how to handle socio-spatial situations. Play provides freedom and 
opportunity. Play helps children not only learn to make decisions of their 
own but also, helps them to negotiate differences and to develop new 
skills through observation and experience." 

Contrary to the lacking perspective, informal settlements in 
Mumbai represent city building from below and an indefatigable 
human spirit to live amidst adversity. For inhabitants, these areas 
are vibrant livelihoods and people living in these areas have 
knowledge about how to develop their environment in an already 
creative way. "Informal communities – whether known as favelas, 
slums, or by some other designation – have, in many people’s minds, 
changed their social status, as it has become recognised that they are not 
only sites of problems (crime, poverty and the usual suspects), but also 
sites of enormous creative energy. This creativity takes many forms – (…) 
innovative forms of house construction and design, cooperative child 
minding practices, and art. The latter might seem surprising, since it is 
something that we often associate with surplus energy, and even with 
luxury, elements that tend to be in short supply in slum communities" 
(Clammer 2015). So, inhabitants of these areas, particularly 
children, are seen as invisible creators of their environments.

The invisible young dwellers of Mumbai
The discord the ‘city’ breeds for its centrally located fringe creates 
an environment suitable for the inhabitant to create localised 
makeshift solutions to their problems, informal settlements are 
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cesspools of creative energy, not because of the city around it but 
despite it. Creative energy is a tool for the survival of this thriving 
ecosystem. It’s this community, on whose back Mumbai continues 
to flourish.

These settlements are prime examples of how mix-use space 
and user specific design can create a community that coexists 
and is independent of the surrounding reality within the city. Its 
inhabitants live; work and play in the same space for generations, 
yet, none ever describe it in the same way, for any of the above-
mentioned contexts. It is a parallel reality, with a parallel culture, 
parallel economy and politically important to the other reality of 
the city.

Children play an integral role in shaping the reality and 
creating their spatial environment. Neoteny, a quality associated 
to adults, is applicable to these children as the environment 
does not have the space to breed play, but it is the misconception 
that physical space in the form of a ‘place’ sustains play, 
‘institutionalised play’ is one that needs a place defined by its 
boundaries, but free play happens anyway, through various 
forms of adaptation. Play is not a pressure equal to the force of 
reality divided by its area, but, reality is a pressure in informal 
settlements that is equal to play as a force divided within its area. 
Elements of play used by children are as common as a pebble, 
marble or stone but it is the ‘IMAGINATION’ that’s never considered 
as an element of play and is the one factor that changes how 
everything is understood. At a young age, adapting to the reality 
of the informal settlement, children have to, not only adapt 
games to be played in the meandering streets or chowks but, 
carve out time from helping with chores, working or studying; to 
play or incorporate play into them. Their spatial surrounding is 
not a reality children want to escape from, but one they want to 
mould in their vision. As an adult that is what they do, the parallel 
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reality never truly accepts them, so they have little reason to leave 
behind one where they can exercise control. Architecture within 
the confines of an informal settlement are elements of play. 
Redevelopment is an act that might end up damaging or erasing 
the culture of play and the world suffers every time a culture dies.
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The culture of play
“Playing is a universal phenomenon, a basic motivation and a 
legitimate right of children. Studies in different cultural contexts 
highlight both, universal features of play (such as the deep structure 
of traditional games/play activities and gender differences regarding 
play references and performance) and cultural variability, either 
introduced by the children themselves or constrained by the availability 
of time, space, objects and partners, reflecting the conceptions of 
each context about childhood and play" (Gosso & Carvalho:6).                                                                                                                                
“It is important that researchers understand the dynamics of cultural 
influence and child development on children's play, especially in the 
context of the family´s ethnic culture, which are integrated in the 
children´s development and their play" (Saracho 2017:37).

Cultures of play could differ according to the socio-cultural 
and socio-spatial context, geographic boundaries, social class, 
ethnicity, race, religion and gender (Groundwater-Smith et al. 
2015, Scarlett 2005). Spies (2018: 14) states that “in the Mumbai 
context particularly, religion and gender are main socio-cultural 
determinants for playing and should be, especially, taken into account in 
the research of cultures of play”. Gaskens & Miller (2009), point out 
the fact that children’s play is influenced by cultural assumptions 
and practices concerning how play is seen and evaluated in the 
society, but also to the role of the composition of playgrounds, as 
well as cultural norms related to expressing emotions. They state 
that their play is partially determined by the “extent through which 
their daily lives are anchored in the reality of differing levels of adult 
demands and accommodations” (Gaskens & Miller 2009: 12). Michael 
Rettig (1995) mentions that play is a way for young children to 
learn about the cultural norms and values of a society.

In another study, Morris (2009) shows how games mirror 
traditional notions of gender roles in society, an important aspect 
when we try to understand the relation between culture and 
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play. In different studies about the relation between gender and 
space, it is often argued that girls and women are appropriating 
and using space differently than boys or men: “Gender differences 
can be also explained by similar preferences for play activities, regardless 
of cultural contexts. Boys tend to occupy larger spaces, (…) Girls occupy 
internal or more restricted areas, play in smaller groups, near their 
houses (…)”  (Gosso & Carvalho: 3).

So, understanding the culture of play then means to 
understand the role of women and girls ascribed within this 
culture and the inherent structures and processes of inequality. 
This is also one central aspect of power relations. In Mumbai, girls 
are, in most cases, underprivileged in many ways: Their brothers 
are priority in school, even in the school courtyard, where they 
play cricket. They are first in education and also play. Girls are 
bound to the house to help their mothers. They are important 
stakeholders within the community, the private space and their 
family, but mostly stay invisible. Girls are simply not present 
in the urban playscape within the city. That's why, especially 
girls and women, should be the main designers, architects and 
stakeholders, providing them a safe, creative and democratic 
platform throughout the city.

Anukruti is an NGO where, participatory design is the 
culmination of a process that begins with observation into 
understanding the culture and role of children in society. 
Through various immersive practices with its subjects under 
study, an introspective view is generated to understand how play 
spaces influence their growth. Supplementary to this, views, 
perspectives and ideas generated by children are incorporated 
into the inception of the probability of an intervention. With 
further involvement of the children and their guardians, ideas 
are developed along the guidelines laid as the result of the 
preliminary discussions and observations. The manifestations 
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of these ideas are ‘Tools of Play’ that, when materialised with 
the help of the community around, gives them a short -lived 
sense of ownership that, over a brief period of time, wears off 
and results in the entire play-space being absorbed into the 
pressures of reality. The future of ‘Tools of Play’ is uncertain, as 
eternalness is not of the norm in these spaces, but what could 
be one way to achieve certitude of play spaces, is through the 
design of elements that are in possession by individuals and them 
arranging it on an inconspicuous frame to create play spaces 
that can be continuously disassembled by the participants who 
are conscientious of the ‘organism’ they are to take care off and 
nurture. This process kindles a sense of ownership and cultivates 
a culture that withstands the current pressures of reality by using 
it as a hammer to shape reality. The public realm is one, that 
has been designed for adults and, any considerations given to 
design for ‘children’ by planners is a design for ‘aspiring adults’. 
Most public spaces have a ‘sterile’ environment for children to 
interact within; these are ‘safe’ spaces that are under the purview 
of guidelines that are deemed suitable and therefore, apt for the 
intended user.

A parallel reality exists in the same precincts of the city, one 
that’s detached from the dearth of space. ‘Public spaces’, for a 
select few, are under the purview of membership only. These open 
spaces cater to the privileged and their children, and their children’s 
children, access is hereditary. Most of these spaces administer play 
in the form of ‘institutionalised play’, having basic access to such 
amenities is a respite in itself. Public spaces such as gardens and 
parks, that are privately run, have a minimal entrance fee, it is this 
fee that culls most from using it, as they do not see reason as to 
why they need to pay wherein the success and maintenance is not 
because of the paltry amount paid at the entrance, but the fact 
that if you pay to enter, then you want to 'get your money's worth’ 
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and make sure you didn't dirty it. This conditioning of the mind 
is the reason these private public spaces endure time and again. 
If, and when, the Municipal Corporation decides to take over, the 
fees levied are removed and everyone who uses it loses all sense 
of ownership and the space degrades into a lesser organism of 
itself. Joggers Park at Carter Road, and its counterpart at JVPD can 
be compared, the one in Juhu is privately run and, even though it 
is much smaller, is more user friendly and has a homely character 
due to public space-making that integrates and maintains the 
landscape created. Joggers Park in Bandra is a prime example of a 
public space that has all the right ingredients to succeed and it does 
but, due to negligence, the scope of excellence is underutilised and 
lack of maintenance unkempt.

The same people that might seem to have access to these 
spaces have other issues to meander, one that plagues most 
civilisation today, the absence of time, this issue is so critical that 
even children at the age of 5-6 succumb to it. Free play is hard 
when its not scheduled, and if it’s not scheduled, it might as well 
not exist. The daily programme eliminates any free radical that 
has an unpaired valence electron ensuring high productivity and 
low efficiency in most cases. Children in these environments have 
supervised free play for, maybe, an hour a day during the 1 or 2 
recesses while at school (if they don’t have work to complete for 
the upcoming classes), institutionalised sport is a manifestation 
of play for them through elements of disruption or simple non-
conformity to the rules of the game, the students circumvent the 
various mechanisations that are created to keep the radiation in 
check and prevent ionising them.

Children also use corridors of their school as play spaces, 
most schools do not have enough outdoor space to contain the 
activity of free play; school desks, chairs, stationery, uniforms and 
the security are all elements of play.  A rise in indoor adaptations 
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of favourite sports can be observed as play in this environment, 
a makeshift ball and use of the palm as a bat is quite common, 
contraband such as stress balls are used to play football as, even 
if confiscated, can be easily replaced. Plastic water bottles with 
perforated caps are crude recreations of a water gun. Oddities 
like a flood, bomb scare or public strike may mean a break from 
the program that their lives have turned to or a study break and a 
postponed report, in the very least.

Play in the meandering streets of slums or 5th floor corridors 
of an International School, have to adapt to the various 
limitations that development in the 21st Century has imposed 
upon its inhabitants. The resilience of children and trans-adults is 
understated and play does appear in its various incarnations and, 
like its gods, no two expressions are the same.

Children as “researchers in action”
“Listening to children could help us plan better cities for all” (Rahul 
Srivastava & Matias Echanove, The Hindu 16.12.2017)

Anukruti methodologically relies on participatory action 
research (PAR), with children in order to realise the ambition to 
see children as researchers themselves to build play spaces. The 
central aim of PAR is encouraging children to reflect, explore 
and act upon their environments and to enhance their ability 
for self-determination (Nieuwenhuys 2004). Through PAR, 
children are co-developers of space bringing in their experiences, 
emotions, imagination and thinking about space. Anukruti 
regularly engages in mutual dialogue in different phases of the 
research process on the different cultures of play in Mumbai. 
Through using PAR, local practices are respected and children 
can reflect on their daily lives. This is also in line with the general 
claims formulated in the UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (UNHCR 1989), Article 31 mentioning the right of the child 
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to engage in play. Article 12 clearly formulates that children have the 
right to be informed, to be heard and to express their ideas in matters 
relevant for their lives. Children develop and have competences in 
dealing with places like playgrounds, so they should be included as 
experts in designing and planning their environments, to put it into a 
nutshell, as ‘place makers’ (Derr 2006). Skills important for designing 
their playgrounds are, according to Rissotto & Giualini (2006: 85), 
their knowledge of physical characteristics and their function, and 
that they can evaluate their play spaces and can formulate ideas 
about their development. "Everything is about community participation 
otherwise social design is not sustainable" (Spies 2018:19) so to include 
them in designing processes means increasing the effectiveness 
and usefulness of designed objects. This could be done through 
different approaches of participation, ranging from “advocacy, 
romantic, needs, learning, rights, institutionalisation, and proactive” 
(Francis & Lorenzo 2002). Finally, there is a clear positive correlation 
between participation in planning processes and the well-being of 
children. Participatory projects concerning the development of a 
space enables them to see and experience the world from different 
perspectives and to build up stronger identities (Groundwater Smith 
et al. 2015: 86).

Furthermore, involving children in research means securing 
success of low-cost interventions (playgrounds). Nieuwenhuys (2004: 
219), mentions that PAR can be best used within NGOs as they make 
sure that “results are put into action”.
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