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This book is for Andy, Charlie and Olivia: the play experts




‘It may be a bit of effort and you may not want to go, you may not know anyone there but you should go because you will probably have a good time. I forced myself to go to the party, met some people who became friends that would last forever and some of the conversations I had led to some great business opportunities. Good things always happen. Secondly, you should go because if someone has worked to put on an event, it really sucks if people pull out at the last minute. And one day the invites won’t come in. You’ll be really depressed that no one invites you to things any more, that people don’t want to hang out with you. Don’t even wait for an invitation. Start organising things yourself. Good things will happen and you’ll have a good time. And if the party sucks, you can leave. You get to go home and you lost a little bit of time, but you put yourself in a place where awesome things can happen. Always go to the party.’

Jimi Hunt, author and co-founder of
mental health charity Live More Awesome
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Introduction: The vital importance of play for all ages

The best first date of my life started at an inline skate store at Marble Arch, when I was living in London. Once equipped, we set off gently through Hyde Park. Picking up speed, we crossed to Green Park and into St James’s. A short section on pavements got us on to Embankment Bridge, and then down to the South Bank. We glided eastwards until we made it to the Tate Modern, and there we lay on our not-too-sweaty backs staring at The Weather Project in the Turbine Room. It looked like a giant orange sun.

We were playing, basically. Rollerblading is aerobic: you move your body, which feels good, and you move at speed, which is thrilling. Doing things that you don’t normally do and submitting to an adventure with no clue where you are heading is exciting. I was twenty-seven or thereabouts and I felt like a kid again. It is easy to associate play with childhood, when kids shake rattles, dress up, whizz around on little trikes, or paint pictures with bold, bright brush strokes, but this isn’t the beginning of a person’s play journey – nor is it the end.

It is well established that children play, but babies also play, and so do adults. Through their play people develop the physical, cognitive, social and emotional skills they need. It is not uncommon that as they get older they are encouraged to take life more seriously. This is a mistake: the more people play and enjoy their activities the more skilled and productive they become.

Humans are unique in that we play the whole way through our lives. We are wired to learn through play. When human babies are born, they are a bit different from other animals. They are not wired to get moving on their first day, like newborn deer, for example. Human babies’ brains have huge amounts of brain cells, but a lot of them are unconnected. What this means is that we humans come into the world highly adaptable and flexible. When we do something that is useful for our survival – like eating something delicious or working as a team – chemicals are released that make us feel good. What feels good probably is good for us, nine times out of ten (as long as no manipulation, social or chemical, is involved).

When we do something that puts our survival at risk, like drinking polluted water, or getting too close to the edge of a cliff, we feel very different sensations that divert us away. That we are motivated by our enjoyment or loathing of aspects of the world around us may be built into our cellular building blocks. Single-cell organisms also reach for what is good for their survival and recoil from things that damage them. They have sensors and possibly a sense of what feels right or wrong. Single-cell organisms can and do also reach out for each other and work together as teams. It makes sense for their survival but I wonder if they are also enjoying each other’s company at some basic visceral level. Some scientists have theorised that play, this reaching towards pleasure and other things and beings to work with, and moving away from pain and existential threats, is a motivating force for all life forms. Perhaps it is our particular enjoyment of collaboration and play and our enthusiasm to extend ourselves and try things that are novel that has made the human race so successful.

Research work in epigenetics reveals that the environment people grow up in can turn parts of their genes on or off, so the way that brains connect up then depends to a large degree on their play and interplay with the world around them. Everyone plays, but the way they play depends on the culture in which they live and the contacts that they have. Where, and how, and by whom a child is raised makes a huge impact on who they are, what they can do, and how they behave. We don’t stop playing when we grow up; we just don’t usually call what we are doing play. As our civilisations – and the way we spend our time – evolve, it is our capacity for play, our delight in novelty and desire to win when faced with diverse challenges, that help us to adapt.

For many adults this exploration of the new and whimsical is more mental than physical. Our ability to converse, to communicate intangible ideas and to tell stories is one of the human race’s superpowers. The process of articulation is an exploratory act, unlocking new ideas and knowledge. This puts new power into the phrase ‘putting your mind to something’. By making the effort to explain something to someone else we also get a better handle on a concept ourselves. If you teach, they say, you learn twice. Listening is key too – the interplay of ideas that reveal new things. Conversation is active. This comes through with play scripts, which are mainly made up of words to be spoken. When putting on a play, the actors will work out all the ‘actions’ that lie beneath the words, and what they are trying to do to the person they are speaking to – please them, shame them, persuade them, etc. Status can shift a lot in conversation – you can raise people up or put them down. In some comedy scenes, the goal is to top the other person. This is a bit like being in the pub trying to tell the best anecdote. Anyone who likes to chat and banter likes to play!

We enjoy experiencing playfulness with those we love and respect. Our friends are very often the people we like to play with, and it is often the people we play with (in a sports team, or a drama club, or meet at the pub) who become our friends. When we arrive in a new school or city, it is often through playful activities that we can start to build our networks. Having close relationships with others, or even a network of light ties, does more for our longevity than exercise, healthy eating, giving up smoking. Statistically, if you are obese, you can more effectively improve your life expectancy and sense of wellbeing by having lots of social interactions, than by losing weight.1 Play and sport can be so effective for combating mental health issues that some doctors in Europe prescribe art and fitness classes instead of therapy or drugs.

Families who play together, stay together. We love our relatives for many reasons, but we love the best those that are fun, who have time for a chat, who enjoy crosswords and pudding, who will pretend to be a horse for the little ones, who play card games with you, come to your performances and yell support from the sidelines of the football pitch. We are delighted to discover grandmothers entering high-diving competitions or going to dances. We appreciate people who have a sense of humour. Why then do many adults seem to like playfulness in others while seemingly feeling shamed out of play themselves?

Adults need play. Play is essential for wellbeing – which is why you need this book because play is both about expanding what you can be, and the utter joy that can be obtained from submitting to the moment. Life isn’t always easy, and taking a step outside the daily grind can be essential for morale. You may have lost the contract, but at least you have been selected to do a solo in the choir! You may feel overwhelmed with tasks, but dressing up for ’80s week at the gym is so much fun you realise you can face the in-tray after all. Each small win releases a little bit of natural chemical happiness into your body that energises you to carry on. There is value in taking time to smell the flowers.

Even when things are going well, it is important to take a break and ‘do the opposite’ – something dramatically different from what you normally do. We love pretending to be something we are not, at music festivals, in fiction, in the Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens, at the Venice Carnival, or on a night out. Princess Diana, rumour has it, dressed as a man and snuck out for an evening with Freddie Mercury and Kenny Everett to spend the evening in the Royal Vauxhall Tavern, and pronounced it the best night of her life.2 Her mother-in-law, Queen Elizabeth II, also escaped the palace for a night out on VE Day in 1945, dressed as an army officer, and did a conga through The Ritz. For her, too, ‘it was one of the most memorable nights of my life’.3 For the rest of us, when it comes to a special night out, we dress up and expect to be treated like a prince or princess. Restaurants allow everyone an opportunity to be master rather than servant, and the cinemas and dance halls of the 1920s and ’30s called themselves The Majestic, the Palais, or the Coronet to remind us that everyone should be treated royally, at least sometimes.

In this book I will explore how very broad the scope of play is, and how our ideas about play change over time. Play is ubiquitous across cultures and has survival value at an individual and societal level. Our sense of humour and love of chat and novelty is shared with only the most intelligent of species. If play is so valuable though, I ask, what is it that holds us back from playing and how can we address those challenges? I will also demonstrate how play, cities and survival are so profoundly linked. Does the way we play impact on our chances of survival? And if so, can playing differently improve those chances? Ultimately, I hope to tease out your playful side and encourage you to make your cities more enjoyable places to live, despite the various challenges we are all facing. Along the way will be loads of suggestions to bring some fun into the city to suit both shy and confident players of every type. I am hoping that this book will encourage you to enjoy play for its own sake in a way that suits you. If you enjoy life, chances are your children and the people around you will, too. You may find in many cases, despite your fears that you cannot, may not play, that you are allowed. The door is not locked. It just takes a little courage to turn the handle. This book is by no means comprehensive, but I hope it strikes a chord.




Part One:
Play and You




1
Play and pleasure: which is which?

Play is ubiquitous in our lives in different contexts and we all have an understanding of it and yet it is curiously hard to define. Play is not pleasure exactly, but they often come together. It is much easier to define pleasure. It is the happy feeling you get when chemicals are released in your body in response to your senses – touch, sight, hearing, smell and taste – taking in something good. Our senses bring all sorts of bad things to our attention, too, of course. We instinctively try to avoid or protect ourselves from nasty smells, sharp thorns, deafening noises and discoloured food. Our eyes, nose, ears, taste buds and nerve endings are forever negotiating our surroundings.

We can feel pleasure when we play. Various cocktails of chemicals are released when we win, when we give and receive acts of love and friendship, when we are praised, and when we are engaged in new, exciting, even risky endeavours. We are rewarded with good feelings about actions and behaviours that are good for the survival of the species and punished with bad feelings about things that are likely to lead to our destruction. Sex, at its best, feels great. Eating good food feels great. Exercise feels great (once you’ve got warmed up). Wearing nice textiles that don’t scratch your skin is great; love and friendship make you feel great. We enjoy beauty, nature, music, sport, going for a bike ride. Doing these things takes effort, but they are intrinsically rewarding. They are enjoyable in themselves, whatever anyone else thinks. If you want to be happy, get out there and do what you enjoy.

Play seems to be an active reaching towards pleasure where the outcome is uncertain. Drinking alcohol isn’t exactly play but can encourage it by reducing tensions and lowering the inhibitions that act as a barrier to play. Physical activities like sport or dancing are ways to release chemicals in a healthier, natural way that put you in the cheerful expansive mood that makes it easier to be social. However, there is less pleasure if one loses badly, or nobody wants to be your partner. Play is a bit like a wrapped-up parcel. Satisfaction is hoped for, but not guaranteed – but it is fun finding out!

Johan Huizinga,1 a Dutch medieval historian writing just before the Second World War, argued that play had no economic aspect; but games often involve prizes, and gambling is ALL about money. Gambling draws more economic activity than any other form of discrete recreational activity. While ideally play is intrinsically motivated, it is nevertheless the case that prizes can be a great motivator for play (as much as work). As people become more experienced at a particular form of play, the prize element can become a more important factor than the joy of the game. Then the way they play adapts – systems develop: tricks, shortcuts and efficiencies are found, so as to gain the largest rewards for the player themselves at the lowest risk. For some, adding a financial element can spoil the fun of the game.

Huizinga felt that desire to win, or what he called the agonistic instinct, lies at the heart of human motivation and success.2 The term agon referred to a trial or contest in Athenian society. In an agonistic culture the ‘best’ would be determined by the winner, whether it be in athletics, an argument or the answer to a riddle. Like the old joke asking how fast you need to be to run away from a lion (answer: faster than someone else running away from the lion) success is often not absolute, just relative. Con-test means ‘with witnesses’. Tests are conducted openly, ideally, and the winner is the best on the day. Huizinga argued that this competitiveness could bring the best out of all players and yet he also observed the agonistic instinct generally ended up in decadence and corruption: playing the system.

To add to the monetary aspect, we invest a huge amount of money and resources into play – which means that people make a lot of money out of it. The salaries of top football coaches in American colleges dwarf those of most lawyers and surgeons. Dabo Swinney of Clemson Tigers in South Carolina made $9.3 million in 2019 for coaching the college football team.3 Why? Perhaps success on the field brings in more donations from wealthy sponsors and alumni. Perhaps football is just really important to lots of people, as something they have participated in, as something they connect to, and for its broader allegorical value, to demonstrate viscerally that for everyone in life there are ups and downs however hard you work.

One might observe that the Covid recession has started to bite not because of a failure in the harvest, or over oil or industry, but because people are unable to spend their money on tourism and the non-essentials, the things they enjoy. We underestimate the extent of the ‘fun dollar’ to the point where we don’t even use that term (discretionary spending barely hints at fun in my view), but it is huge. The tabletop board and card game industry aimed at the dedicated ‘gamer’ market (not including children’s games and toys) was worth $1.2 billion in the USA and Canada alone in 2015.4 In New Zealand, more money flows through tourism than through dairy. Then there is theatre, the visual arts, music, novels, TV, crafting, sports equipment, eating out, clubbing . . . the list of essential non-essential businesses goes on and on. Of course online shopping has boomed – in itself a form of play – will the outfit look as good on us as it does the model? Is the book a good read? We hope but don’t know. We reach for pleasure but it is a gamble. It is fun partly because it is a gamble.

Play is tricksy. It is fun! – although not everyone enjoys it all of the time. It doesn’t matter – except that in certain moments it feels like it matters more than anything. Doing something ‘in play’ can be used as an excuse for saying or doing something that you didn’t really mean. Or, alternatively, for doing what you want and saying exactly what you mean and then putting it down to drink or ‘just playing!’ It can strengthen relationships, or test them. Play is associated with power games and game theory, and yet also with mucking about. Play expert Brian Sutton-Smith put his finger on it: the only thing consistent about play is its ambiguity.

It is not uncommon to be unsettled by other people’s play, particularly if it is accompanied by hysterical laughter. In drama fiction we connect the desire to play and win games with the most terrible deeds: Game of Thrones, House of Cards, Len Deighton’s spy series Game, Set and Match, the list goes on . . . Let people get away with some sort of silliness, some think, and you will only encourage worse behaviour in time. Play is amoral and can easily slip into chaos. No wonder some people are uncertain about it. Many a parent would prefer their children play without them. ‘“I would rather stick spoons in my eyes than play with my kids,” said mother of two’ in the Daily Mail (admittedly after a few weeks of stressful lockdown). It is not uncommon in adulthood to lose touch with play, and to find imaginative play a drain, forgetting that playing with peers in an activity that engages you is very different from playing with someone at a different age and stage with different tastes and different gaps in their knowledge and skills that they yearn to fill.

What play does seem to do is allow us to extend ourselves while leaving some room for retreat. We can take on a new challenge in play and give it our best shot, honing new skills while claiming that ‘it is just for fun’. Keeping the stakes low can be enabling. Conversely, professional ‘creatives’ can find the pressure to do something new and playful stultifying. Through play, we can experience personal growth, increase the store of reliable knowledge, and establish and improve societal structures from which we can take the next step (and improvise more fun things to do). Don’t underestimate play, play expert Dr Stuart Brown advises, it has survival value, even though it is risky. He argues that play must have survival value BECAUSE it is risky; what we gain from it in building our personal and societal capacity more than makes up for the risk and cost. And yet all this may still not capture what play looks like or why it might appeal!

Play looks different to different people. Dr Brown, who is an American psychologist and academic, reckons that most adults fit into eight play personality types – jokers, kinaesthetes (people who like to move), explorers, collectors, storytellers, competitors, directors and artist/creators. For him play is a state of mind. Something is play if you think it is, and can start with as little as a smile. Play is the grease that allows people to enjoy living in close proximity to each other.5 Play makes urban living enjoyable – and without it perhaps impossible.

French anthropologist Roger Caillois also thought that play could take different forms. He travelled around the world looking at different cultures, and observed that the way a society played could tell you a lot about what sort of society it was, as well as the challenges it faced. The play was a way to work through or tackle problems. In agrarian communities with lots of farmers, many of the rituals and festivals are about rain and fertility. In places where women are homemakers there are more dolls. In cultures where child mortality is high, children would even play at burying their dead. As the culture changed so did the play. What remained consistent, he reckoned, are four components of play that by themselves, or combined, would stimulate that excitement in your stomach that we associate with fun activities: simulation, chance, competition and vertigo.6 All have survival value.

Simulation At its simplest, this is pretending to be someone or something else, like dressing up or playing at cops and robbers or princesses. Simulators in arcades with moving chairs and dashboards make it easy for us to play at being pilots, or dinosaur hunters. Simulation can also be more subtle: it can involve copying what other people do as a way to learn or perform better. We may cover a song or repeat someone else’s words. Trying to simulate something can be helpful even when theoretically impossible – pretending to be a tree or flowing water can produce a mental shift. You could say that simulating one thing – a scene from real life, an emotion or a concept – with paint, or wood, or light, is what art is all about. All of us sometimes ‘fake it till we make it’, dressing to ‘look the part’ as we take on a new role. We assume a confidence we may not feel as we learn the ropes until the happy day when we realise we know what we are doing. Simulation then is a fun way to develop capacity.

Chance Whenever something is uncertain, there is an element of excitement. Opening a door, when you don’t know what is behind it, is to take a chance. The same goes for pressing a button when you don’t know what it does, or going on a blind date. Games are fun only if you don’t know whether or not you can win. Flirting is fun for the same reason. Gambling at the casino is exciting because you don’t know whether luck will be with you or not, whether you will end the evening rich or with empty pockets. Smartphone newsfeeds are compelling not because all the content is interesting but because they are modelled on fruit machines, where sometimes you win and often you don’t. Games of chance are useful in developing the capacity to manage risk, both emotionally and practically. Insurance companies and betting shops are remarkably similar in the way they work.

Competition In a competition the aim is also to win, but there is a greater focus on merit and skill. To win a running race (or a rugby game or a spelling bee) is to be acknowledged as the best. For all the competitors, the competition is a way of finding out their strengths and weaknesses, and where they sit in the pecking order, which in turn determines what opportunities become available to them. Most of us like to win (or come close) and be acknowledged for our strengths. Winning releases the chemical dopamine, which feels glorious. Losing leaves a visceral feeling of failure that can be very disheartening, and which we must learn to recover from. Knowing where our talents lie and being able to find other small wins in play can be very helpful in this recovery process. Competitions can generate excitement and focus the mind. They can bring out the best in people, and/or stress them out completely but they do motivate progress.

Vertigo This is that rush you feel when you are slipping, spinning, sliding or rushing through the air but just about avoiding falling on your face. It is the feeling you get when you go skydiving, or jump from a high board at a pool. Vertigo is enjoyed by babies being thrown in the air, and dancers spinning in each other’s arms. There is an element of vertigo in imagining falling, walking on a tightrope, looking down from the top of a tall building or even up to the rafters in a grand cathedral. The thrill of vertigo, the release of adrenalin, raises levels of alertness which makes us feel more alive. Experience of dangerous play enables us to cope better and make good decisions when in immediate danger. Moving at speed can make us feel we are reaching our goals – and this winning feeling releases dopamine – a double hit.

All these four aspects do add an element of fun and excitement to an activity. While pleasure is not guaranteed, engaging with play ups the chance of having a very good time.


Activity: Vertigo

What you need A public wall.

Method Walk along it without falling off.

Variations

• Slide down banisters.

• Run down flights of stairs.

• Spin your child around by their wrists until you can’t do it any more. Go the other way.

• Try Scottish country dancing and spin with your partner.

• Spin your partner anyway.

• Have a go at the swings, slides and flying foxes in the playground (If they are strong enough).

• Climb a tree.
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