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all work and hardly any play seems 
to be the fate of the Mumbai women. As our 
research on gender and public space in Mumbai 
revealed, there is an appalling lack of public 
recreational space for women in the city.

Parks and promenades lie at the heart of the 
city’s open public spaces and the city’s attitude 
to them reflects its attitude to its citizens. The 
ratio of open space per thousand residents in 
globally-aspirational Mumbai is a shameful 0.03 
acres as against more than three acres in New 
Delhi and Kolkata. The National Commission on 
Urbanisation (1988) suggests that the ideal ratio 
of open spaces is 4 acres per 1,000 persons. 
Where parks do exist in Mumbai, they are not 
equally welcoming to all and are often governed 
by an impulse not to include but to exclude. 
Given this grossly inadequate and rapidly 
shrinking open space, one might naturally argue 
that it is unfair for women to ask for space when 
there is hardly any public recreational space 
even for others. We contend however, that 
women’s access to open public space is closely 
connected to access for other groups of citizens 
to these spaces and cannot be seen in isolation.

Our research on parks, maidans and sea-
fronts shows that many people felt uncomfortable 
in accessing these spaces. These spaces 
often tend to be badly maintained or policed 
stringently, both discouraging popular use. 
Open public spaces are frequently seen as 
being an invitation for ‘anti-social-elements’ 
who will somehow misuse them. In the past 
decade, the pressures of liberalisation and the 
concomitant rise of right-wing regionalist and 
communal politics has ensured that the list of 
those-who-do-not-really belong- to-the-city is 
larger than ever before. This now includes the 
poor, the barely acknowledged lower castes, 
the typecast Muslims, the ‘immoral’ couples, the 

‘too different’ gays and lesbians, the ‘outsider’ 
bhaiyas, the ‘encroacher’ hawkers, the ignored 
elderly, and the invisible differently-abled.

This social segregation and exclusion is 
reflected in the everyday spatial practices in 
the city. Cases in point are the new concepts of 
public space management in the city such as paid 
parks and participation of local resident’s groups 
in the upkeep of public spaces. These have on 
one hand aesthetically improved the spaces 
under their jurisdiction but on the other hand, 
they have reduced the access to many groups.

In City Park at the Bandra-Kurla Complex 
for example, the entry fee of Rs 5 is not 
much for middle-class people from nearby 
neighbourhoods who use it regularly. But setting 
a fee for accessing a public space fundamentally 
militates against the principle of public-ness and 
also has the effect of segregating the space on 
the basis of class. Those who cannot afford to 
pay the entry fee everyday - if they happen to 
be men, hang around outside the park; if they 
are women they wait for weekends and public 
holidays. Those are the special days when 
families from nearby slums in Dharavi, Bharat 
Nagar and Behrampada come there. Ironically, 
our interviews show that on these days the 
presence of working-class people, and in this 
case Muslims, marks the space as undesirable 
for the local residents, especially women.

Thus, while these parks privilege access 
for a certain class of women (at certain times), 
this is done at the cost of keeping away other 
groups of men who are seen as threats to 
their safety and comfort, as well as women 
from other classes and communities. Such 
a method however, can only guarantee 
conditional access for middle-class women. 
The creation of the image of some kinds of 
men as the executors of violence against 
women, provides the indisputable rationality for 
restricting all women’s access to public space.

Ironically, both the perceived aggressor 
and the potential victim become outsiders 
to public space based on this premise; poor 
men as potential perpetrators and women as 
potential victims. The exclusion and vilification 
of other marginal citizens from public space is 
inextricably linked to the exclusion of women.

Moreover, even in pure materialist terms, 
physical barriers designed to keep out 
certain people, effectively keep out women 
as well. Urban designers and planners have 
repeatedly pointed out that the way to make 
a public space safer is not by keeping out the 
‘undesirables’ but by encouraging more and 
more ‘desirables’. Ironically parks in Mumbai 
are proactively designed to discourage certain 
groups from accessing them and this has the 
effect of making them unsafe for women as well.

An example of this is the Oval Maidan, 
located along one of the busiest pedestrian 
corridors in South Mumbai, and restored in 

the late 1990s though initiatives of a local 
citizens group. The project was successful in 
aestheticising the space; yet fails to engage 
with the city in any manner that would befit 
its scale and location. The maidan is policed 
more stringently and closed at night with the 
intention of keeping out ‘anti-social’ elements. 
The high iron fence restricts movement across 
the maidan and creates deep uncomfortable 
corners at the longer ends. In our interviews, 
many women users of the park reported that 
they did not always feel comfortable using the 
space. The lighting in the Oval is also found 
wanting. In setting up a variety of physical 
barricades against undesirables, women are 
also discouraged from using public spaces.

In contrast, Shivaji Park – the only large 
maidan in Central Mumbai - is a very good 
example in inclusiveness. The maidan 
supports activities ranging from political 
rallies attended by tens of thousands to 
the intimate conversations of couples. The 
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shifting activities in and around the maidan 
begin before day break and carry on late into 
the night. The low wide edge wall merely 
acts to demarcate the maidan from the 
space around it without restricting access. 

Although located in the middle of a 
predominantly Maharashtrian residential 
locality, its openness gives it the sense of 
belonging to the larger city. Moreover, the 
fact that the maidan is open at all times of 
the day and night, means that it is active until 
quite late in the night. This is another factor 
that makes women feel safe in and around it. 

Parks as open public spaces are also used 
to impose a specific ‘moral vision’ of order on 
the city. Citizens groups would like parks to 
comply with a notion of middle - class aesthetics 
and morality - timings for opening and closing, 
rules about edibles, lists of dos and don’ts in 
the park, and the presence of visible security 
signifies not just beauty but also morality.

In Mumbai, as in many cities across the 
country, this morality is peculiarly directed 
at public displays of romantic affection by 
couples. Since the home is usually a space of 
crowding, couples often seek privacy along 
promenades or in parks across the city. At 
various times police personnel have been 
directed to discourage such couples by 
shooing them away or even arresting them 
on grounds of obscenity and/or immorality.

In fact, this moral policing is also imprinted 
on the body of the city through the design 
of public spaces such as park benches with 
dividing armrests and singleton seats. Some 
years ago, in the Five Gardens at Dadar 
for example, park benches were made 
into single-seaters to discourage couples 
from engaging in ‘indecent behavior’.

Women are often the prime targets in such 
cases of culture policing. When canoodling 
couples are rounded up, it is often the young 
women who are sought to be shamed by 
threatening to inform their parents. For 
example in case of the Marine Drive rape in 
2005, a private security guard appointed by the 
local residents’ association, complained to a 
policeman about the victim and her male friend 
who were hanging out on Marine Drive, an open 
public promenade, in the late afternoon. The 
policeman on duty then took the couple for 
questioning to the local police chowki, threw 
the boy out, and then proceeded to rape her. 
Her ‘crime’ apparently was in being out with 
a boy in a public place on a hot afternoon.

Certainly, the Marine Drive rape case 
example is an extreme. But no less is it true 
that on an everyday basis women in public 
are policed on where they are hanging out, 
what they are wearing, who they are with or 
without, what time they are out and so on. 
Although there are many women in public 
spaces in Mumbai, our research shows that 
their access there is circumscribed by the need 
to demonstrate purpose and respectability. 
When being in a public park or promenade 
poses a potential threat not just to their 
physical safety but also to their respectability, 
women are prone to avoiding them.

Open public spaces reflect the city’s attitude 
to its citizens. The presence of sensitively 
designed and welcoming public spaces are a 
measure of its inclusiveness. The right to the city 
means a right not only to inhabit urban spaces 
but also to participate in a city as an ongoing 
work of creation, production, and negotiation – 
acts that are enabled by public spaces. The lack 
of public spaces for women not just amount to a 
denial of access, but actively prevent them from 
participating in shaping the future of the city.
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