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Abstract	 This essay investigates how play can function as a critical methodology for reshaping cities through 
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A Vila do Mañá in Galicia, it combines architecture, pedagogy, and art to reimagine public space 
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“living signposts” along the Camino de Santiago in Arzúa, and a literary playground created in 
Silleda. Findings show that play, storytelling, and care enable young people to generate alternative 
imaginaries, foster belonging, and strengthen intergenerational dialogue. The essay concludes that 
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inclusive, imaginative, and sustainable urban futures.
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1. Introduction: Rethinking the 
City Through Play and Youth 
Protagonism
In today’s cities, public space is losing its democratic pulse. 
Commercial centres, traffic flows, and surveillance cameras are 
replacing what used to be arenas for meeting, remembering, and 
sharing. Children and adolescents, in particular, feel this loss. 
Their voices almost never enter planning meetings, and their 
presence is restricted to playgrounds fenced off from the rest of 
urban life. Shouldn’t we ask why the youngest citizens are treated 
as guests in their own neighbourhoods?

Play offers another way of looking. It resists order, embraces 
uncertainty, and creates room for imagination. Far from being just 
leisure, play is political: when children invent a new rule or test a 
boundary, they are already reshaping the city. They show us that 
public space can be more than infrastructure—it can be an open 
board, full of moves yet to be played.

A Vila do Mañá was born from this conviction. It is not only an ar-
chitectural project, but also a pedagogical and civic one. Over the 
years, more than 10,000 children and adolescents across Galicia 
have joined workshops, games, and artistic actions that trans-
formed squares, streets, and paths. I still recall how, in Coia, when 
asked what mattered most in their neighbourhood, the teenagers 
answered bluntly: “a roundabout and a shopping centre.” That 
single phrase revealed an impoverished imaginary and became 
the spark for turning a forgotten square into a giant game board.

This essay argues that reimagining cities with and through young 
people is essential for building futures that are inclusive, sustain-
able, and full of care. Play, storytelling, and co-design are not side 
activities—they are serious tools that uncover neglected narra-
tives and open possibilities for belonging. From Vigo to Arzúa and 
Silleda, A Vila do Mañá has shown how modest interventions can 
change both the physical and emotional maps of a community.

By analysing these experiences, I want to explore how architec-
ture can learn from play: how it can listen, adapt, and nurture. 
In doing so, the essay contributes to the debates of Becoming 
Interdependent and Becoming More-Than-Human, arguing that 
the city of the future must be playful, caring, and co-authored by 
all generations.

2. Theoretical and Conceptual 
Framework
Urban space is never neutral. It always carries power, exclusions, 
and possibilities. Henri Lefebvre, in his call for the right to the 
city, reminded us that inhabitants are not simply users but active 
producers of space. A Vila do Mañá takes this idea seriously. It 

hands that role of producer to children and adolescents. Their 
games, stories, and drawings become tools to push back against 
the adult logics that dominate most planning.

David Harvey extended Lefebvre’s point. For him, the right to the 
city is not a private privilege but a collective project. Seen this 
way, a square repainted as a game board in Coia or a group of ad-
olescents acting as “living signs” in Arzúa is more than play. It is 
a civic act. It shows that collective authorship can transform how 
space is seen and lived.

Francesco Tonucci sharpened this idea with La città dei bambini. 
His claim is simple but radical: a city that works for children works 
for everyone. If children vanish from public spaces, democracy 
itself weakens. A Vila do Mañá expands Tonucci’s vision. It treats 
play not only as a sign of democracy but also as a way of doing 
architecture—opening space for creativity, care, and intergenera-
tional dialogue.

There is also an architectural lineage. Aldo van Eyck’s post-war 
playgrounds scattered across Amsterdam turned small, leftover 
sites into urban laboratories. Their strength was their simplici-
ty: a few hoops, sandpits, climbing frames. Nothing grand, but 
enough to spark imagination. A Vila do Mañá inherits that spirit 
and moves it into contemporary Galicia. A giant painted board in 
Coia, performative walks in Arzúa, or fragments of literature across 
Silleda—each case shows how small, playful acts can redraw the 
map of a community.

The Bauhaus also matters here. It blurred boundaries between art, 
design, and daily life. It encouraged learning by making, and often 
by playing. A Vila do Mañá brings that spirit outdoors. Workshops 
become laboratories. Prototypes become games. Interventions 
in public space become stages where children and adolescents 
both learn and teach.

Feminist spatial thinkers add another key layer. Dolores Hayden 
highlighted the invisible labour of care that shapes cities but is 
rarely planned for. Zaida Muxí and Izaskun Chinchilla argue for a 
“city of care,” one that values daily life and sustainability above 
productivity. In A Vila do Mañá, play extends this ethic. To play is 
to care: to pay attention, to listen, and to create joy as a shared 
civic responsibility.

Finally, Jane Rendell’s idea of architecture as “a space between”—
between art, critique, and performance—helps to describe what 
happens here. A game board, a body pointing on the Camino, 
words drifting across walls: these are all in-between acts. They 
are not buildings, yet they are architecture. They are relational, 
reflective, and transformative.

Placed within the UIA 2026 research lines, A Vila do Mañá con-
tributes to Becoming Interdependent through collaboration and 
reciprocity, and to Becoming More-Than-Human by resisting adult- 
and human-centred logics. To play is to disrupt dominant rhythms 
and values. To play is to imagine a city that is more open, more 
caring, and more ecologically attuned.
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In sum, play is not a distraction. It is a tool. It is serious work. 
Through play, children and adolescents generate alternative imagi-
naries that connect democracy, pedagogy, architecture, and care. 
To take play seriously is to take the future of the city seriously.

3. Methodology: Participatory 
Urban Pedagogy and Architectural 
Experimentation
A Vila do Mañá does not work with a fixed formula. Its method is 
closer to a cycle: play, learn, transform, and start again. It weaves 
together architecture, pedagogy, and art, and gives children and 
adolescents a role as active co-authors of their city. The key is 
play—not as pastime, but as a critical and collective way of think-
ing and acting on space.

3.1 PHASES OF THE PROCESS

1.	 Contextual immersion 
Every project begins with walking, listening, and 
looking. Children explore their neighbourhood’s 
rhythms and forgotten corners. The city itself 
becomes the board where the game will unfold.

2.	 Workshops as laboratories 
Classrooms turn into playful labs. Drawing, 
mapping, storytelling, and games reveal how 
young people imagine their town. These sessions 
are not diversions but research tools that uncover 
neglected perceptions and desires.

3.	 Prototyping and material play 
Ideas born in workshops are tested with simple 
prototypes. Cardboard, fabric, chalk, or recycled 
wood turn abstractions into tangible artefacts. 
These prototypes act as bridges: they make 
imagination visible and negotiable.

4.	 Public interventions 
Some ideas leap into the streets. In Coia, the 
abstract map became a painted game board. 
In Arzúa, bodies acted as “living signposts,” 
redirecting attention away from clichés. In 
Silleda, fragments of a novel spilled onto walls 
and pavements, turning the town into a literary 
playground. Each action turned public space into a 
stage for play and care.

5.	 Collective reflection 
The cycle closes with shared reflection. What 
surprised us? What worked? What could change? 
This stage is also playful: a time to rewrite rules, 
shift strategies, and prepare for the next round. 

3.2 PEDAGOGICAL AND ARCHITECTURAL FOUNDATIONS

The method draws inspiration from Francesco Tonucci’s 
child-centred urbanism: if children are visible in public space, 
democracy is alive. It also resonates with the Bauhaus tradition 
of learning by making and experimenting. In A Vila do Mañá, 
workshops, prototypes, and interventions are both educational 
exercises and urban experiments.

3.3 ARCHITECTURE AS SITUATED PLAY

At its heart, the project treats architecture not only as the 
construction of forms but as a relational practice. Its modest 
yet meaningful interventions show that play can be rigorous. A 
painted board, a performative walk, or a fragment of literature can 
all generate new ways of belonging.

Through this cycle, play is not an accessory—it is the methodolo-
gy itself. To play is to research, to create, and to care for the city.

4. Case Studies: Practices  
of  Care and Play in Galicia 

4.1 COIA, VIGO – THE NEIGHBOURHOOD AS A GAME BOARD

In Coia, a peripheral working-class neighbourhood of Vigo, A Vila 
do Mañá invited adolescents to look again at their surroundings 
through the lens of play. The starting point was a question posed 
at IES Alexandre Bóveda: “Which are the most important ele-
ments of your neighbourhood?” The answers—“a roundabout and 
a shopping centre”—revealed a limited imaginary that reduced 
Coia to spaces of traffic and consumption.

To challenge this narrow vision, the project unfolded in three 
playful phases:

1.	 Perception – spontaneous drawings showed 
fragmented imaginaries of the neighbourhood.

2.	 Exploration – with support from architecture 
students at ETSA A Coruña, adolescents used 
photography and Instagram to fill an abstract game 
board with their discoveries, mapping Coia through 
emotion and curiosity.

3.	 Synthesis – an unused public square was 
transformed into a giant game board, painted 
collectively with stencils and spray paint. 

The intervention turned a neglected space into a civic play-
ground. Play became both research and action: adolescents 
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inscribed their visions directly onto the urban fabric, reclaiming 
visibility and agency.

Figure 1 “A Vila do Mañá” in the Coia neighbourhood of Vigo. Children and adolescents reimagine 
the urban landscape as a game board, activating public space through play, care, and collabora-
tive design.

Figure 2 “A Vila do Mañá” in the Coia neighbourhood of Vigo. Children and adolescents reimagine 
the urban landscape as a game board, activating public space through play, care, and collabora-
tive design.

4.2 ARZÚA – WALKING THE CAMINO DE SANTIAGO

In Arzúa, a symbolic town on the Camino Francés, A Vila do Mañá 
developed MIRA!!! (LOOK!!!), a participatory heritage project. 
Here, play took the form of estrangement (after Viktor Shklovski): 
rediscovering familiar places “with fresh eyes.”

Children and adolescents acted as “living signposts”, guiding 
residents and pilgrims to overlooked places and stories. Work-
shops, walks, and creative experiments transformed the Camino 

from a tourist infrastructure into a living landscape. Their playful 
performances destabilised conventional heritage narratives and 
reconnected the community with its own cultural identity.

Through this, heritage became a game of attention—a practice 
of pointing, redirecting, and reinterpreting. Arzúa showed that 
play can be a serious tool for reshaping collective memory and 
intercultural dialogue.

Figure 3: “A Vila do Mañá” working with the Camino de Santiago in Arzúa. Participatory urban 
exploration and collective reimagining of public space through the active engagement of children 
and adolescents

Figure 4 “A Vila do Mañá” working with the Camino de Santiago in Arzúa. Participatory urban 
exploration and collective reimagining of public space through the active engagement of children 
and adolescents.

Figure 5 “A Vila do Mañá” working with the Camino de Santiago in Arzúa. Participatory urban 
exploration and collective reimagining of public space through the active engagement of children 
and adolescents.
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4.3 SILLEDA – REIMAGINING SPACE THROUGH LITERATURE

In Silleda, play took the form of literary exploration. Inspired by O 
Siñor Aframio. Ou como me rispei das gadoupas da morte by Antón 
Alonso Ríos, young participants transformed fragments of the book 
into graffiti, murals, and painted footprints across the town.

The initial diagnosis was revealing: when asked about key places 
in Silleda, adolescents mentioned supermarkets or the football 
field, rarely cultural landmarks. Their daily routines seemed “boxed 
in” between enclosed spaces. Literature became a way to break 
this cycle: an invitation to play with words, memory, and territory.

The result was a literary playground, a map of the town built from 
text and imagination. Words functioned both as an artistic inter-
vention and as a civic statement, reasserting Galician language 
and memory in public space.

Figure 6 “A Vila do Mañá” working with Galician literature in Silleda. Children and adolescents 
engage in a collaborative creative workshop reclaiming public space through storytelling, artistic 
expression, and collective imagination.

Figure 7 “A Vila do Mañá” working with Galician literature in Silleda. Children and adolescents 
engage in a collaborative creative workshop reclaiming public space through storytelling, artistic 
expression, and collective imagination.

OVERALL REFLECTIONS

Across Coia, Arzúa, and Silleda, the methodology remained 
consistent: to play with the city as a way of learning, caring, and 
transforming. Each case illustrates a different mode of play—board 

games, performative signs, literary inscriptions—but all converge 
on the same principle: play is not peripheral, it is the methodolo-
gy itself.

Through play, children and adolescents do not simply learn about 
the city—they change it.

5. Discussion:  
Lessons for Urban Futures
The three case studies demonstrate that A Vila do Mañá trans-
forms abstract ideas—care, play, and participation—into con-
crete and affective practices that reshape both urban space and 
community imaginaries. At the heart of this process is play, not 
as entertainment, but as a method of research, design, and civic 
engagement. From this experience, several lessons emerge for 
thinking about the future of cities.

5.1 CHILDREN AND ADOLESCENTS AS URBAN PROTAGONISTS

The project confirms that young people are not passive users of 
the city but active authors of its meanings and forms. Their playful 
actions in Coia, Arzúa, and Silleda disrupted adult-centric logics 
of efficiency, control, and consumption. Recognising them as pro-
tagonists affirms their right to the city while enriching collective 
imaginaries with creativity, diversity, and emotional depth.

5.2 PLAY, ESTRANGEMENT, AND STORYTELLING AS CRITICAL 
TOOLS

Play, estrangement, and storytelling act as methodological instru-
ments, not as secondary activities. In Coia, the metaphor of the 
game board transformed an unused square into a collective arena 
of dialogue and discovery. In Arzúa, Shklovskian estrangement 
turned familiar streets into sites of renewed wonder through the 
figure of “living signposts.” In Silleda, literature became a playful 
map that redefined the town through words and imagination. Each 
case illustrates how curiosity and experimentation can serve as 
rigorous tools for urban design.

5.3 CARE AS AN URBAN ETHIC

The project also makes visible the link between care and play. 
Care manifests through listening, empathy, and collective re-
sponsibility, while play creates the conditions for these values to 
flourish. Together, they offer an alternative to technocratic models 
of urbanism, fostering resilience and solidarity in contexts marked 
by ecological fragility and social inequality.
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5.4 SITUATED PEDAGOGIES AND ARCHITECTURAL 
EXPERIMENTATION

The methodology of A Vila do Mañá echoes the Bauhaus legacy 
of learning by making. Its cyclical structure—immersion, work-
shop, prototyping, intervention, reflection—shows that architec-
ture can function as education, research, and civic practice at 
the same time. What is transferable is not the exact form of each 
intervention, but the playful and iterative process that gener-
ates them. This adaptability allows the model to be replicated in 
diverse communities and territories.

5.5 CONTRIBUTION TO GLOBAL DEBATES

By merging participatory design, pedagogy, and artistic play, the 
project speaks to international debates on the right to the city 
(Lefebvre, Harvey), youth participation (Tonucci), feminist urban-
ism (Muxí, Hayden, Chinchilla), and relational practices (Rendell). 
It directly engages with the UIA research lines of Becoming Inter-
dependent—through collaboration and reciprocity—and Becoming 
More-Than-Human—through the disruption of adult-centric and 
anthropocentric logics. In doing so, it offers replicable strategies 
for cities worldwide that aim to cultivate justice, imagination, and 
intergenerational authorship.

6. Conclusion: Towards an 
Architecture of Care and Play
The experience of A Vila do Mañá demonstrates that the pro-
tagonism of children and adolescents in urban processes is not 
peripheral but essential to shaping inclusive, sustainable, and 
imaginative futures. By activating public space through play, sto-
rytelling, and co-design, the project reframes architecture not as 
the production of fixed forms but as a relational and pedagogical 
practice rooted in care, creativity, and collective authorship.

The three case studies—Coia, Arzúa, and Silleda—show that even 
modest, temporary interventions can generate profound symbol-
ic and social effects. A giant game board redefined a neglected 
square as a space of belonging; “living signposts” disrupted the 
Camino de Santiago with youthful interpretations; fragments of 
Galician literature transformed a town into a narrative playground. 
In each case, play was not simply a tool, but the medium itself—
the language through which heritage, memory, and everyday 
environments were reinterpreted as living, dynamic resources.

What makes the project transferable is not the physical form of its 
interventions, but the cyclical and playful methodology—immer-
sion, experimentation, prototyping, intervention, reflection—that 
can be adapted to different communities and contexts. This 
flexibility positions A Vila do Mañá as a model for municipalities 
worldwide seeking to empower younger generations and reima-

gine public space through care, imagination, and co-authorship.

By aligning with the research lines of Becoming Interdependent 
and Becoming More-Than-Human, the project also contributes 
to urgent global debates on inequality, exclusion, and ecological 
fragility. It argues that urban futures cannot be defined solely 
by technocratic or economic paradigms, but must instead be 
co-constructed through situated, relational, and care-centred 
practices, where the right to play becomes inseparable from the 
right to the city.

Ultimately, A Vila do Mañá affirms that to reimagine the city is 
to reclaim it as a playground of care: a place where architecture 
listens, adapts, and nurtures, and where children and adolescents 
stand not at the margins but at the centre of collective urban life. 
More than a set of interventions, it offers a global proposition: that 
the future city must embrace play not as leisure, but as a civic 
right and a methodology for creating more interdependent, more-
than-human urban worlds.
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This book and, by extension, the UIA World Congress of Architects 2026 Barcelona, have been 
made possible by a network of partner organisations that share the vision underpinning the Con-
gress: an event that is international in scope, innovative, sustainable and open to the global architec-
tural community. Each partner has contributed expertise, resources and an unwavering commitment, 
playing a decisive role in both the quality of the programme and its technical, logistical and exhibitory 
implementation. 

To all the institutions and companies that have made the UIA 2026 Barcelona experience possible, 
the Congress extends its most sincere gratitude for their commitment to architecture and for helping 
to bring this space for global dialogue to life.

Organisers and Partners

Back to Table of Contents

Convened by

Organized by

Funded by

Main Partners

Partners

Venue Partners



1247/1247

World Congress 
of Architects.
Barcelona. UIA 2026.

Becoming. 
Architectures for
a planet in transition.

From 28 June
to 2 July.


