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In this paper I discuss the concept of the right to the city in articulation with the concept

of urban play and more specifically, the diverse body of research related with playable

and playful cities. Following a brief review of these two concepts and related studies,

I critically discuss the possibilities of articulating Lefebvre’s radical concept of the right to

the city to contemporary interventions on urban and digital play.
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INTRODUCTION

Although urban play is not a new concept, it is becoming increasingly pervasive in the language
and scholarly work on place-making, design and urban planning, particularly in regard to smart
or digital cities. Nevertheless, the concept of urban play encompasses a variety of meanings,
perspectives and urban interventions. In this paper I discuss Lefebvre’s concept of the right to the
city in articulation with the concept of urban play, and more specifically, the framework of playable
and playful cities.

Lefebvre (1968) concept of the right to the city has inspired numerous studies from several
academic disciplines, and remains today an important concept for critical scholars with an interest
in the urban question. In his work as a whole, Lefebvre offers us a complex and holistic framework
for understanding urbanization and urban life in relation to the growth of capitalism. His concept
of the right to the city as a right “to urban life, to renewed centrality, to places of encounter and
exchange, to life rhythms and time uses, enabling the full and complete usage of these moments
and places” (Lefebvre, 1996, p. 179) reveals the author’s attention to the multiple aspects of human
experience (Purcell, 2014). The notion of “play” is also present in Lefebvre’s concept of the right to
the city, as the latter “stipulates the right to meetings and gatherings (. . . ) the need for social life
and a centre, the need and the function of play, the symbolic functions of space” (Lefebvre, 1996,
p. 195).

Several scholars have drawn inspiration from Lefebvre’s proposals related to creative space
appropriation, art and urban social movements to argue for conceiving the urban environment as a
play space. These perspectives share with Lefebvre a critique of a reductionist conceptualization of
play as determined by the capital—the “abstract space,” and restricted to specific designated areas in
the cities. On the other hand, the radical nature of the right to the city concept as framed by Lefebvre
is at odds with several of its current interpretations and applications, which tend to depoliticize his
work (Busquet, 2013), and contribute to the narrative of technology as a solution to social problems
(Caprotti, 2014).
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THE RADICAL CONCEPTION OF THE

RIGHT TO THE CITY

The right to the city, as conceptualized by Lefebvre (1968, 1996)
and Harvey (2008, 2012) is a collective right to change the city
and shape the process of urbanization.

The right to the city is, therefore, far more than a right of
individual access to the resources that the city embodies: it is a
right to change ourselves by changing the city more after our
heart’s desire. It is, moreover, a collective rather than an individual
right since changing the city inevitably depends upon the exercise
of a collective power over the processes of urbanization (Harvey,
2008, p. 23).

Understood as a collective right, it necessarily starts from a
critical awareness of urban structural inequalities, and involves
social struggles for appropriating and reclaiming urban spaces.
These include struggles for claiming specific rights, such as the
right to housing, the right to mobility, the right to citizenship,
the right to participation, the right to urban nature, or the right
to rest and leisure, among other. According to Lefebvre (1996)
the right to the city “manifests itself as a superior form of rights:
the right to freedom, to individualization in socialization, to
habitat and to inhabit” (p. 174). It is both “a cry and a demand”
Lefebvre, 1968, or as Marcuse (2009) explains it, “a cry out of
necessity and a demand for something more.” It is a cry by city
dwellers deprived of basic human rights, but it is also a demand
by those seeking to develop their own potential for creativity in
an urban context (Marcuse, 2009). Thus, the notion of right to
the city gains relevance in the framework of contemporary urban
conflicts and political struggles, namely regarding immigration
and minorities’ rights (Gilbert and Dikeç, 2008), but also
within citizens’ demands for participation in decision-making
processes (Mitchell, 2014). The latter include participating in
urban planning processes and reclaiming ownership of urban
and digital technology. However, Lefebvre’s proposals have been
appropriated in many different ways and its radical conception is
absent from most contemporary initiatives allegedly inspired by
it (Purcell, 2014). It thus becomes crucial to clarify what the right
to the city is not (Kothari and Chaudhry, 2009), while remaining
vigilant toward its multiple uses and formulations.

The right to the city cannot be equated with smart city
initiatives whose main goal is that of promoting a more
efficient urban management, while maintaining the status
quo, or even increasing the dominance of powerful actors,
under the pretense of a participatory process (Kothari and
Chaudhry, 2009; Kitchin, 2015; Willis, 2019). The right to the
city is also not about producing creative cities or creative
consumers, initiatives grounded on the entrepreneurial discourse
of neoliberal urbanism (Harvey, 1989; Peck, 2005). And neither
it is about constructing uneven eco-cities projects if these are
conceived as technological fixes to sustainability concerns that
reproduce socioeconomic inequalities (Caprotti, 2014).

Although this radicality can be considered as the most
important aspect of the conception of the right to the city, there
are other aspects worth mentioning. One is the emphasis on

the “lived space” or the experiences of urban inhabitants, which
stresses the importance of the use value of urban space over its
exchange value, and provides for amore holistic understanding of
social life. Such a perspective is shared bymost of the perspectives
on the right to the city across the academic, policy and activist
spheres (Purcell, 2014). A third aspect is its conceptualization as
an open-ended, pluralist process, in line with Lefebvre’s proposal
of city as “an oeuvre,” a dynamic space reflecting “movement,
complexity, conflicts, and contradictions” (Lefebvre, 1996, p. 53).
Among these contradictions are the relationship between routine
and creative play, and also between critique and creativity, which
are understood by Lefebvre as productive juxtapositions, opening
the possibility for new aesthetic and political senses of the urban
(Gardiner, 2004; Lilliendahl Larsen and Brandt, 2018). These
conceptualizations of creativity as linked, in a non-linear way,
to the right to the city are often quoted but not always correctly
understood from the part of contemporary authors working on
(digital) urban play.

URBAN (DIGITAL) PLAY, PLAYABLE CITIES

AND THE PLAYFUL CITIZEN

The pervasiveness of urban play is visible in the growing
number of initiatives for making urban space and infrastructure
more playable and citizens more playful. Play is now linked to
multiple values, such as health, learning, efficiency, sociability,
creativeness, experimentation, innovation and even subversion.
Nonetheless, play, “urban play,” playfulness and playability
remain controversial concepts, “difficult to define and hard to
distinguish” (Nijholt, 2017, p. 7). Urban play has been used, for
example, to describe spontaneous and non-instrumental play,
not only of children, but also of young people and adults.
Some examples are young people’s hanging out practices or
parkour (Ameel and Tani, 2012; Pyyry and Tani, 2019). These
can be considered as underground practices, and examples of
city appropriation and reclaiming, in line with the concept
of the right to the city. They highlight the disruptive and
subversive potential of urban play, which has also been linked
to the playfulness of various protests and social movements
(Shepard, 2012; Bruttomesso, 2018), and to the practice of
urban exploration (McRae, 2008). But urban play also includes
forms of “digital play,” such as the sensors and actuators
embedded in urban environments, gaming technologies or
pervasive games, in line with the growing importance of
information and communication technologies (ICT) and the
trend toward digitalization of contemporary societies. This
diversity of expressions of urban play reinforces an idea of
play as inherently ambiguous (Sutton-Smith, 2001), justifying
an inductive approach to its conceptualization (Donoff and
Bridgman, 2017).

The concepts of playable and playful cities/citizens presuppose
the use of smart technology to create a “digital playground
in the city,” and appear in this context as critical, political
and human-centered alternatives to smart cities, or at least to
the technology-driven and efficiency based approaches to smart
cities (Nijholt, 2017; De Lange, 2019; Innocent, 2020). In this
framework, playfulness can be conceptualized “as a characteristic
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of human–computer interactions” that can be incorporated in
the design of smartness and in making this smartness available
for city dwellers (Nijholt, 2017, p. 3). The “playable city” is a
broader concept that can be generally understood as “a vision
of the city that makes room for play, playfulness and games as
a fundamental goal of city-making” (Rivera et al., 2020, p. 91).
This body of research presupposes a centrality of both play and
digital technologies to contemporary urban life and it proposes,
at the same time, to rethink how technology integrates with the
social fabric.

The assumption that play has an intrinsic social value is
highlighted by Innocent (2020), in his critique to smart cities’
emphasis on datafication: “Sometimes, all that achieved is
play—a problem may not be solved or identified—which is
valuable in itself as play has its own intrinsic social value”
(p. 28). Nonetheless, the author suggests that this issue can be
overcome if the focus is on a participatory approach enabling
“conversations about the city through play” (Innocent, 2020, p.
27). Bottom-up, participatory approaches have been emphasized
by several authors within the frameworks of “hackable cities,”
“playful citizens,” and “critical playable cities,” who have argued
that such methodologies allow for translating the right to
the city into practice (Anastasiu, 2019), helping citizens to
reclaim ownership of urban technology (Glas et al., 2019),
and pacifying urban tensions/conflicts by channeling these into
peaceful creative expressions (Hassan and Thibault, 2020). As in
non-digital forms of urban play, the idea of play as subversive
is also incorporated in several of these proposals, specifically
in the concepts of the “hackable city” (De Lange and De
Waal, 2019), and “critical playable cities” (Hassan and Thibault,
2020).

It is not my goal here to make a comprehensive review
of these studies on urban digital play. Rather, I would like
to suggest that, despite its diversity, this research appears to
share: an assumption that play has an intrinsic social value;
that playfulness should not be limited to places or activities
traditionally linked to play (like playgrounds or thematic parks);
a preference for participatory approaches that recognize the
importance of the inhabitants’ lived experiences as well as
their power to introduce playful applications in the urban
environment that also contribute to improve their daily lives.
This is nicely summed up by Nijholt (2017): “Whether a
smart city is playful depends very much on how residents
experience the city and how the city stimulates “playful play.”
(p. 8).

The question of whether these initiatives can be understood
as correctly translating Lefebvre’s radical conception of the
right to the city is less straightforward. Lefebvre (1991, p.
193) considers play as “a part of every human activity,”
linking it to work as well as pleasure. He sees spontaneous
and creative play as citizens’ action (and imagination) in
space, with a potential to transform the city and disrupt
capitalism norms. But not all types of play hold this potential
for social change, as many of its current manifestations
are officially sanctioned and controlled, designed to promote
private and commercialized forms of leisure, or to increase
urban entrepreneurialism.

DISCUSSION

The right to the city should be conceptualized from a
transdisciplinary, multistakeholder and inclusive perspective,
building from the dialogue between civil society members,
decision-makers, scholars and practitioners from several fields.
However, just following a multi-stakeholder model is not enough
as participation processes have often been co-opted by powerful
actors within neoliberal planning. The emphasis on a fair and
inclusive participatory process is a concern shared by scholars
working within the framework of playable cities with the goal
of co-creating “an engaging and empowering participatory place
to live” (Slingerland et al., 2020, p. 3), and of fostering “civic
conversation” (Innocent, 2020, p. 27).

I argue that initiatives for promoting the right to the city
should not neglect the key aspects of this radical concept,
specifically: (i) its understanding as a collective right for changing
the city, shaping the process of urbanization and fighting for
social justice; (ii) the importance of a critical analysis of the
inhabitants’ everyday life experiences and informal practices
of appropriation in the urban spaces, including contemporary
practices related to digital interactions and play in urban
contexts; and (iii) the creative, unpredictable and open-ended
nature of these struggles. These aspects of the right to the
city concept are not easily translatable into a framework of
“city-making,” nor was that the idea of Lefebvre. In fact,
his conceptualization of the city as “an oeuvre” actually goes
against any attempt to transform this conception into an action
framework, and Lefebvre criticizedmodels for being “abstract but
serviceable representations of a projected, planned space in which
some kinds of spatial practice are condoned and others dismissed
as pathological” (Moravánszky et al., 2014, p. 160). Rather, the
radical concept of the right to the city could be understood as an
invitation to think critically about the complexity, contradictions
and social struggles inherent to the process of urbanization,
including the relationship between critique and creativity, and
between digital and non-digital practices of space appropriations
and urban play.

The growing importance of digital technologies in our
societies is undeniable, and this is especially visible in the
cities. That does not mean however that technology should be
conceived as either a neutral solution for social problems, or as
an alternative emancipatory narrative about city-making. More
studies are needed in order to grasp the meaning and scope
of citizens’ participation in contemporary interventions related
to digital cities (Cardullo and Kitchin, 2018). A focus on the
fairness of the procedures should be complemented with a focus
on the outcomes of participation in these smart, digital and
playful cities’ experiments. In this respect, there is some evidence
suggesting that the goals of digital inclusion and participation,
often asserted in smart city projects are sometimes pushed into
the background, relatively to the goal of smart connectivity. For
example, in their study of local smart city programmes across
six UK cities, Cowley and colleagues have revealed a dominance
of “entrepreneurial” and “service user” modes, grounded on
the value of efficiency, as well as a difficulty in engaging the
general public (Cowley et al., 2018). The authors show that
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in general, the activities oriented toward political and civic
publicness tend to be less permanent than those invoking either
entrepreneurial or more passive modalities, such as service-user
publicness. Ultimately, we have to ask who drives the process,
and especially, who benefits from these initiatives, or “whose
right to the smart city” (Willis, 2019). Following Lefebvre, the
question is: Do these experiments really contribute for allowing
city dwellers to shape the process of urbanization and if so, in
what way? And how do these interventions enable us to consider
the right to the city within a larger framework, which means
tackling problems related with citizenship, housing, mobility,
work, education and poverty?

The thriving digital space has also revealed new social
problems related with digital inequalities, surveillance, fake news,
cyber-bullying, or the creation of narcissistic subjectivities, fed by
social networks. Beyond the goals of developing playable cities,
the right to the city should be updated in order to respond also to
these newer problems. Play remains a multifaceted and disputed
notion, as do conceptualizations of the “playful citizen” and
“playable cities.” These cannot be assumed a priori nor imposed
top-down within initiatives allegedly designed to promote the
right to urban play. Rather than taken as an end in itself,
play, including digital play, should be approached critically in
its relationship with social differences and inequalities, or, in
Lefebvre’s proposal, creativity should be linked to critique.

Finally, and despite the importance of creativity in Lefebvre’s
radical conceptualization of the right to the city, these two
rights—the right to the city and the right to play—have
different meanings, the former being much broader than the
latter, possibly also encompassing the right not to play. The
pervasiveness and over-inclusiveness of the concept of play in
contemporary discourse should be subjected to a critical analysis,
in the same manner as Lefebvre (1968) has engaged in a critical
reflection about the right to nature, and how it has been co-opted

by capital and transformed into leisure. Taking inspiration from
Lefebvre’s dialectical logic, it could be important to explore both
the right to play and the right not to play in the city, as some
of the city dwellers may actually highlight other dimensions of
their experiences in urban spaces besides play, like relaxation and
contemplation. Like the smart city discourse that co-produces a
normative “smart city citizen,” excluding those who do not fit into
this framework (Vanolo, 2014), initiatives designed to promote
playable/playful cities may also risk excluding citizens that do not
identify with the “playful citizen” discourse.
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