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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.













2
Playing to learn



It is pretty well established that playing is a way that kids (and young animals) learn. We play to learn from others, through copying, testing and exploration, both what we can do, and what we may do. We also learn from others more experienced than ourselves from what they say, and more importantly by what they do. Stuart Brown writes about how the way we play develops over time. It is interesting to consider how much we continue to copy, test and explore as a way to learn our whole lives through.


Copying and attunement


Copying to learn


One of the most important ways that children play is by copying and learning about call and response. Babies are wired to be interested in faces, and adults are wired to find babies adorable. It starts, as so many relationships do, with a meeting of the eyes. The distance between the eyes of a baby on the breast and their mother’s face is, helpfully, a baby’s best focusing distance. When they are not feeding, babies copy the facial expressions of people looking at them and attempt lots and lots of different expressions. We have all, I am sure, broadened our smiles at babies to encourage them to smile back to us.


Parent and child in particular take cues from one another. They are not just copying, but modelling the interplay of conversation: one person says something while the other listens and responds in a way that acknowledges what has been said, while also introducing something new. First efforts at replying are far more like random murmurings and gurglings than real speech, but obligingly parents will continue the ‘pretend’ conversation anyway. In time, the child grasps a few key words and the conversation begins to make sense. If a child communicates nicely then the response is appreciative, if it is rude or destructive then the response will be negative: Mummy or Daddy will say no. The offender can see their impact and backtrack, apologising, perhaps trying to find out what they did wrong and how they can make things right or at least return to favour. It is through this person-toperson interplay that children learn how to pick up social cues, which enables them to venture into new territory because they know how to recognise danger signals that demand retreat.


By adulthood, picking up social cues is second nature, and we become used to the dance of conversation, venturing opinions and modifying our views according to the response. It is rare for more than a slightly hardening expression to be required to put us on notice. Humans are one of the few species that blush, that feel the shame of other people’s disapproval. Not only do we feel, but we are constantly communicating our feelings, which makes us easier to please. It also suggests that over time we have evolved into a world where pleasing others, and letting others know how to please us, is a normal thing. Pretending things are OK when they are not might then be a mistake as it makes it harder for others to know if their behaviour is off. The way we behave is informed by the standards of behaviour that we picked up from our parents, teachers and friends as kids. Through our play and interplay we learned how to live within a particular place, time and cultural context and that provided a value framework as a benchmark. However, being able to pick up social cues can help us move between and adapt to groups that do things in different ways. Kids need social play. ‘Cats deprived of play-fighting can hunt just fine,’ writes Stuart Brown,1 ‘What they can’t do – what they never learn to do – is to socialise successfully.’


Copying to teach


One of the oldest ways to teach is for someone proficient at a task to model it. The children of the San people in Africa are encouraged to watch animals and copy what they do.2 Teaching by rote is a less interesting way of getting children to copy so as to learn. I remember my fellow pupils and me marching around the schoolroom at the age of seven or eight, chanting our times tables (it was the 1980s, a time of good old-fashioned teaching methods). Children in schools do still copy letters and rote learning is still quite common in Asian societies, where even university entrance exams can be multiple choice.


This approach may have fallen out of fashion in Western schools that value critical thinking, but there are still times when learning something by copying might be helpful: in science and cooking, but also, counter-intuitively perhaps, in the visual and performing arts, at least to get started. Italian Renaissance artists worked like this. The artist’s workshop would have housed not just the lead painter but also his apprentices and assistants, who were there to learn. They started by drawing copies of symbols and designs, then, in time, went on to more complicated scenery and drapery, then hands and faces. It was this constant practice of copying two-dimensional images that revealed how to copy from life. All these copies would form the basis of a portfolio of inspiration for them to use – and copy – in their later careers. When a master painter signed a painting, he was not necessarily authenticating that he had painted the work, but that it had reached his standards – in other words, it was a sufficiently good copy. It was art as a brand. (If you fancy this approach, it is possible to join art classes in bars, where each week participants are invited to copy works of the great masters while knocking back a glass of wine.) Classical ballet and instrument classes also often begin with copying exercises, so as to learn the basic steps. This is necessary so that the performer can understand the shared language of the art and know what to do in order to fit in with everyone else. Copying is not a bad thing. There is something rather enjoyable about moving in sync with other people, or watching groups of dancers move in sync with each other.


Copying as a strategy


Our penchant for copying may be key to the human race’s survival. Go back fifty thousand years, and there were a number of different types of hominids, human-like creatures, walking the earth, with slightly different characteristics. The Neanderthals had larger brains and larger bodies, and were more individually able, but Homo sapiens were chattier and friendlier and more up for sharing skills and discoveries, and copying each other’s successes. It seems that in nomadic societies to this day, groups meet up to share food and knowledge, shift groups, dance, talk and have a laugh. Joining in and doing what everyone else is doing is not only fun, but it also allows us to learn new things quickly. Copying saves an awful lot of time and energy that would be expended on trial and error.


Unsurprisingly, copying is rife in manufacturing. High Street fashion follows the catwalk collections, while new toys and gadgets are copied and sold cheaper than the branded original. New technologies steal concepts from old technologies. Microsoft used the metaphor of a desktop with files and folders to make the personal computer interface more intuitive. Cars have relatively similar dashboards, a steering wheel and footbrakes, so that when people hop in a different make of car they can still drive it.3 Individually we may not push the knowledge dial that far ahead, but by sharing what we’ve got, and by taking on board and repeating what we’ve seen or learned through conversation, printing and now the World Wide Web, we can all benefit from the hivemind and collaborate our way to extraordinary feats of innovation,4 a process we enjoy more generally than swotting up alone.


While we may not think of ourselves to be particularly copying others as we go to choir, a tea dance, or to the pub, or as we drink tea at each other’s kitchen tables, what we are doing has been done many times before. Singing songs together that other people have written, dancing steps correctly so that your partner can follow, even the etiquette for chatting over a drink in a tavern or at home, as people have done for millennia, are all ways of joining in that have involved at some point a bit of watching, copying, learning and attunement. This desire to grasp, and attune to the world around us, can become so instinctive that we take it for granted, and only notice ourselves doing it when we are in a new and strange environment.



Pretending



If, when we are copying others, we are trying to do something that has been done before so that we can learn how and join in, when we are pretending to be others we want to either mimic the person concerned, or try on their role for size, taking on their status along the way. Little kids like to pretend to play Mummy and Daddy, or Kings and Queens, or soldiers or doctors. My mother has a story she loves to tell of one nativity play in which the text was not tamely recited but devised by the children. ‘How’s our Jesus?’ asked young Joseph, sitting down to his tea a couple of years after the birth. ‘He was a right little bugger all day,’ replied Mary. Cue, hilarity from the audience. Not only is pretend play an opportunity to act differently, it is an opportunity to be treated differently. Dress as a princess in a long gown, brush your hair and move gracefully, and your more indulgent parent, at least, might start treating you as one. Put on a soldier’s outfit, raise a stick and say, ‘Bang!’, and you are inviting your parent to die dramatically and noisily on the kitchen floor.


Whether you ultimately like these reactions or not is moot. It is interesting to put on roles to see what impact you have. For shy, isolated or autistic children, school drama projects with scripts can be a way to step out of the private worlds in their heads and learn the different ways that people act towards and respond to each other. Children observe and represent what they see in writing and drawing and performance all the time. Trying out and having people accept them in a role suggests to young people that this is something they could actually be.5 It is interesting that acting (as in pretending) is the same word as acting (doing something for real). Perhaps it is no coincidence. You learn how to act so you can learn how to act. And sometimes learning how to perform another person by copying their voice and movements can bring fascinating insights into who people are, what motivates them, how they go about life.


Harriet Walter, the English actress, has had a long and varied career on stage and screen. In preparing for a performance she tries to unlock her character by using a number of different ‘keys’.6 Some of them start with the inside of the character, imagining their feelings and goals, but she also uses the physical language and biographical keys, which are all about starting with how a person appears on the outside, and working inwards. For some actors, simply putting on a costume can be a trigger to a deeper transformation. Copy someone else’s movements, clothes and voice, and you begin to walk in their shoes. By pretending to be someone else you can feel different too, more confident, more comfortable in your skin. The most basic mask is one’s face. You may smile when you are happy, or you can smile and make yourself feel happy. Reading the room and copying other people’s behaviour is a good start for fitting in; obviously dressing the same, stalking them, and so on, is going too far.


Copying and attunement are helpful for learning but we also need to test, to try things for ourselves. We are drawn to new things and new experiences, and we find them exciting. Part of this excitement is fear – new things are risky – and so we test, engaged and alert, to see what happens. We find out how things work, and we work out what makes an impact on the world around us. Testing and finding out are practically the same thing. We can test ideas out on each other, critique a news story or a movie and prepare for the future in our imagination, but nothing beats real-life experience.


Testing


Back in the Paleolithic days, when people were nomadic, they would find new plants and not know if they were poisonous. Most members of the tribe stuck to what they knew – followed the existing menu, if you like – a few would try tiny amounts to see what would happen to them. This may have been the wise elders of the tribe, the medicine men or women, or perhaps slaves. If they didn’t get sick, then others would try. New opportunities to test were made possible when food had been affected by the elements, the sun or fire. Meat that had been cooked by wildfire or dried in the sun might have tasted better and hinted at how it could be prepared or stored. As knowledge about foods increased, there would be more and more foods on the menu to copy, and less testing required. Knowledge about which foods and plants were poisonous was useful, too, and children were taught to copy their elders in not eating them.


Obviously, there is always a good deal more testing at the boundaries of what is possible/impossible and what is certain/uncertain. The frontier is exciting, because beyond the edge is the unknown, where old rules may not apply. The scientific process sets a framework for tinkering in an organised fashion to find out new things. The knowledge frontier is explored at the edges of the known world, with information gathered under the sea, in space or at a tiny atomic level, with innovative research tools, and shared with the networked community of scientists in laboratories and universities testing, testing, testing new ideas, new theoretical frameworks, new ways to build structures, new vaccines, new forms of energy, new foods.


It is no surprise then that testing starts from the very earliest moments, when the whole world is uncertain to us. Babies seem to flail about, moving for the sake of moving. They make aimless offers that are rewarded with pleasure and information when their fists grip something that they can put it in their mouths and taste-test. Toddlers test themselves and the world around them constantly. They delight in objects, in visual contrast, in new tastes, in finding out how high up the furniture and onto the bookcase they can climb. They may not be sure what they are doing, or what things are for, as they clash saucepan lids together, but they are having a fine time working it out. The only innate fears babies are born with are a fear of loud sounds and a fear of heights (which is why parents are advised to cover electrical sockets). Kids will try new things to see if they can do them and demand their carers observe and feedback on their new skills (Look Mummy! No hands!). They delight in their progress – passing each test, each milestone.


We test things to check that they work, and when something doesn’t seem to be working as it should, we challenge ourselves to make it work. We will have a play, have a fiddle to try and get it sorted. Kids will tap, twist, tinker and bash things to see what happens. When we buy a new piece of equipment or a game, it is not unusual to try and figure out how it all works by adopting a similar process. What if I do that? Or that? Looking at the instructions can be perceived as a last resort, cheating even. Some games are designed to be so explorative that they don’t have instructions at all: working out what you are supposed to do is the game. We get the same sort of satisfaction when we mend something and make it work. We have triumphed over the obstacles and can move forward! We win! We test because we are curious. We test things to be sure about them – new foods, the depth of a lake before diving in, the strength of a tree branch before we climb on it. Testing has survival value.


The child will not only attune to but test the social world around them. Parents set down rules and boundaries, and children, who are constantly growing in both stature and capacity, see how far they can stretch these boundaries and flout the rules without getting into trouble or losing their parents’ approval entirely. Children test each other, to measure the quality of their friends, or their own power, and to see whether the frameworks they have been brought up in apply universally. For young people who are just starting to date, testing is essential: testing the relationship, the other person and one’s self. Agonising questions over how long to wait before calling someone back, what to wear and how to negotiate the transition from just friends to something more are the trials of youth.


Tests are a way of finding out more about something, or about the capabilities of someone, but they do more than that too. Tests can have a transformative impact on the thing or person being tested. They push people on to the next stage of whatever they are doing, and they can motivate people to work to ensure that they lead the pack, or at least are not left behind (back to Huizinga’s ‘agonistic instinct’ – the desire to win). Public challenges give people a rare chance to demonstrate their mastery and be acknowledged in a world that doesn’t like braggers. Audiences admire and encourage those with talent willing to put themselves forward. The ongoing popularity of the shows Grand Designs, Dancing with the Stars and The Great British Bake Off underscore that it is not conflict or cruelty that draws us in as much as the display of mastery at an activity that seems to most of us to be very difficult. Ordeals which require hard choices that test character are so compelling to us that they are at the heart of most plays, novels and films that we enjoy.


Tests reveal character.7 In the Victorian period, competitive sport like football, rugby and boxing were encouraged in schools and in the military, to develop not only physical strength and fitness, but also moral character: resilience, teamwork, good humour, determination, selflessness. One look at today’s sports pages indicates that these values haven’t really changed. Once a challenge is taken up, there is a pressure to complete the task – whether it be training for a marathon or an ocean swim, putting on a theatrical performance, getting elected or giving up something for Lent. The language of challenge reframes tests of endurance and self-discipline as something fun, rather than difficult, painful or tedious. The social aspect reframes peer pressure as supporting friends. But the pressure is still there, enough to motivate some effort! Being able to demonstrate graciousness in victory or defeat is all part of the test. This can be hardest of all.


There are stakes in play. Tests rank participants in sport and in the academic world. When people do well new opportunities may be offered them. For young people, exams and displays determine who is worthy of going up to the next level. In the feudal medieval period, a squire’s performance in the jousts might determine whether he became a knight, with salary, lands and improved marriage prospects. In the USA, performing well in academia or sport or the military can be pathways to a university scholarship and improved career and marital prospects.


Testing is connected to the concept of interplay. If testing involves subject and object (man with new radio), interplay is subject, subject with the two sides impacting on each other. There is interplay in the interaction between people, between people and things and between people and places and systems. Interplay is at the fore on a first date when both parties are sussing out and trying to impress each other. Interplay is fun in an exploratory way, opening up opportunities for more fun, while simultaneously deepening the bond between the players. This can work in a lively, friendly conversation – which is probably how adults spend the most time playing – but also between a person and an enabling object, such as a tool, a computer or a car, or for many small children, particularly fine sticks. It may seem crazy to suggest that people develop loyalties to machines, but they absolutely do.8 It makes sense – and has survival value – to develop an appreciation, even affection, of things, and systems, physical, cultural and political, that are useful to us in our tasks and projects.


The city is an enabling structural system writ large. It is physical, tangible and when it functions well facilitates individual and societal success and progress. We become attached to people and places and, by extension, the city itself because it offers opportunities to connect, to work and do what we want to do.9 Our pleasure in interplay is what enables us as a species to collaborate and to create.


Evolving play


We interplay in the present and also with the past, or at least with ideas from the past. Creativity, according to musician Anthony Brandt and neuroscientist David Eagleman, is taking old ideas and breaking, bending or blending them to create something that is new, but not so ‘out there’ that people can’t get their heads around the concept. We learn to dance by copying the teacher’s steps, but the more we are able to attune to the music and other dancers, and as our repertoire of moves gets larger, the more able we are to get creative on the dance floor when we mix these moves up, or mash different elements together to do something new.10


Evolving play to make a game better is quite normal. When kids play, they rarely sit down and establish all the rules of engagement but instead develop them over time. They create new games and meld different ones together. Artists and academics are encouraged to use other people’s ideas. Sports’ rules change to become more exciting, led by the industry; movies become more spectacular, video gaming more immersive – both pinch ideas, and employees, off each other. Structures in academic thought keep shifting, one article at a time. Legal systems are designed to evolve, to try and improve outcomes for people and to meet the challenges of the present and future, either led by politicians or pushed from the bottom up. Change too much too quickly though and no one will follow, on the dance floor or anywhere else.


Sometimes creativity is spawned by a misunderstanding or a mistake. Even if the story about the boy who picked up the football to create rugby is apocryphal there are certainly real occasions when mistakes turn out well. Alexander Fleming, investigating the antiseptic properties of body fluids, discovered penicillin mould after he forgot to put his petri dish in the fridge and it picked up a penicillium spore. When he returned, he noticed the effect the spore had on bacterial growth. What is interesting is that Fleming still worked in error. He didn’t move away from the old idea that he was looking for antiseptics, and it took other scientists to make the leap that penicillin could be used to combat a wide variety of bacterial diseases. Nevertheless, embracing mistakes even when they lead to other mistakes can set the quest for knowledge in new and fruitful directions. Because he took notes on what he observed others could build on his work while taking a new perspective. A playful curious mindset takes the bigger picture and worries less about achieving a certain outcome than appreciating and working with what is there. Ideology and theories are only good if they work in practice.


Sometimes the vision is right but the early work is wrong. In 1980, Steve Jobs heard that Xerox was developing a desktop software system called Smalltalk. One of his designers, Bill Atkinson, was able to watch a presentation and assumed the Xerox team had developed a functionality that it hadn’t. Confident that something had already been achieved, Atkinson set out to duplicate it, and ended up pioneering the desktop software that has made the Mac ubiquitous with the personal computer. A bit of peer rivalry no doubt served as a motivator here, too.11 Having a vision for something really cool can focus the mind, even if you don’t know at the beginning of the project how that can be achieved. It’s how NASA got their man on the moon.


Evolving play, evolving cultures


As Caillois noted different cultures play in different ways. In the ’60s American anthropologist/theatre-maker Richard Schechner wondered whether the tail could wag the dog. In other words, if people could play at doing things differently, could that change the dominant culture? Schechner’s research into play, ritual and performance led him to think that the theatre could be used as a form of social problem-solving.


Theatre workshops could serve as ‘play laboratories’ and be used to deepen understanding of all types of knowledge and research, including psychology, politics, social work, history, and the arts.12 In the 1960s Schechner in California, Jerry Grotowski in Poland, and Augusto Boal in Brazil led participatory theatre workshops as a way to examine behaviour and reshape it with actors and non-actors. The work was presented by Schechner as a positive and exciting alternative to therapy and therapeutic drugs – and by Boal as a way to empower the oppressed. (Interestingly, Boal himself felt that in South America people feared the cops in the streets while in the States they feared the cops in the head.) The work, however, was similar in both places. Boal’s theatre of the oppressed worked in this way: by taking turns to assume roles of players in conflict situations, and re-enacting them, drilling down into particularly difficult moments where choices are made, or harm is escalated, participants could watch and experience them at a remove. This gave perspective that helped them deepen their understanding of the issues and stimulated the participants to try doing things differently. If any of the participants could see a better way forward, he could tag out a performer on stage and take over the scene. The idea was that we learn more from seeing, doing, copying and working through solutions than from reading theory.


Pretending to deal with a situation well can be the first step towards actually dealing with it well in real life. The idea evolved into business training. John Cleese put out a series of videos that demonstrate how staff do things wrong (think Fawlty Towers) and also how to do things well. Copy the bad, get a laugh from the audience, then demonstrate the good, to be copied in turn. We learn. Trying something ‘just to see’ in play can be an excellent strategy to put a new idea into action without having to commit to wholesale change straight away. One can see how this ‘trial, error, reflection, and try again’ approach can absolutely work in other areas where there is conflict and progress needs to be made. It is not a million miles from cognitive behavioural therapy.


Caillois also conceptualised play as a dynamic way to progress. He described the original jolly impulse of play as paidia, or improvisation, that in time establishes rules, ludos. As play becomes gamified, some of the intrinsic delight in making things up as one goes along is lost, in favour of the extrinsic pleasure of winning and getting rewarded in some way. Any interplay between people, or between people and things, or systems, begins as exploratory and improvisatory, and becomes increasingly structured as time goes on. A good game has a structure but leaves room for improvisation, or chance. Balancing structure and improvisation is also key, in my view, to creating cities that are dynamic, interesting and innovative and also safe to live and do business in.


The game of football was improvised for centuries before the rules were codified in the nineteenth century and then became increasingly set in stone – but there is still room for improvisation on the field and by fans singing and bantering in the stands. Actors rehearsing a stage play will try doing a scene in different ways, to explore which movements work and make an impact before establishing how they will play it each night – but they will still continue to look for new details throughout the run so the performance stays interesting. Scientists will look for proof for their theories until they establish a solid enough framework to be relied upon in the development of new theories, which expand knowledge further.


This dynamic has been conceptualised by other play theorists as a wheel.13 Anticipation at a new task; surprise (or uncertainty) in starting out; pleasure in enjoying some wins; understanding how the play works; strength (the work in developing mastery); poise (the play has become easy) and then anticipation again. It is easy to see how this might play out in a ballet class, or learning to ski, or even beginning a relationship. What I love about this image is how it incorporates the idea of vertigo at the beginning, and then at the end poise or balance, and a desire for a new challenge. In fact, you could probably apply this analogy to any learning project. The key thing is that if you do not have to do new things then you stall and get bored. You could say that when something becomes conceptually easy but still takes physical effort, and is part of the structure of your day, then it has become a chore that can only be relieved by adding in an improvisatory element (this could be as simple as listening to the radio or daydreaming). If you have no structure or discipline at all, though, life can be chaotic and stressful, and it is hard to make progress.


You could go further and say that this dynamic applies to the whole human project. Justice, religion, politics and commerce, Huizinga felt, were all rooted in the fertile soil of play, particularly the desire to win (by being better than everyone else).14 Our systems of parliament and justice are structured as a battle of wits, with different perspectives, rather than an inquisition into one truth. Our representation of justice is vaguely reminiscent of the old game blind man’s buff: a blindfolded statue of justice holds a sword in one hand and scales in the other. But with these institutions – as in any form of structured play or work – when a newcomer wants to change that structure, it can be deeply unsettling for and resented by those who have learnt how to work the system (or play the game) as it stands. Can systems play us? Perhaps.


Bringing play back into everyday life


Being forced to do something a new way can be alarming – improvisation is a tool brought out in times of crisis. Forcing oneself to improvise, though, can be a great way of increasing one’s abilities and knowledge, is fun and helps you avoid getting stuck in a rut. How do you force yourself to do things differently? The inventor of lateral thinking, Edward de Bono, developed the Six Hat System15 to improve the way management teams made decisions. All too often, he felt, someone would have an interesting idea and someone else would shut it down. Companies got stuck, and in a fast-moving world, getting stuck was the beginning of decline.


De Bono’s idea was that there are six different ways to think about an issue:


• White Hat thinking is about gathering information (what you know you know)


• Red Hat thinking connects to gut feeling and emotions (what people want to do, or don’t want to do)


• Black Hat thinking is about picking holes in an idea


• Yellow Hat thinking is seeing the upsides and opportunities


• Green Hat thinking is about creating new ideas and solutions


• Blue Hat thinking is thinking about thinking – setting a structure around how the meeting proceeds and what is to be tackled.


The Blue Hat is generally worn by the chair. Instead of sticking to their comfort zones, people around the table would be expected to step up, take their Black Hat off and put their Green Hat on, and consider how to make the company ‘lighter’ or a product ‘more cosy’, even if it made them feel like an idiot. Instead of squashing ideas before they began, the chair could demand everyone consider their business from a bizarre perspective. The value in it was that it was interesting (slightly alarming perhaps) and discussions could reveal opportunities that could be explored in a positive way.


Brian Eno called these oblique strategies. Invited to work with David Bowie on an experimental ambient music album in 1976 in Berlin, Eno developed a series of cards with strange provocations on them. When rehearsals were getting stuck, he would pull out a card instructing people to ‘change instrument roles’ or to ‘emphasise the flaws’. The musicians found it alarming and destabilising, but trying to obey these problematic instructions took them to places musically that they wouldn’t have otherwise found.16


In academia, the term used is ‘problematising’ the subject. It is worth problematising cities and setting oblique strategies to see them afresh. Just as we take the city for granted, and need to attune our senses or play the city in some way to become more aware of what is in front of us, city councils can take existing systems and plans for granted, too. They can get themselves stuck filling in the potholes in the existing system and find it too difficult to ask whether they need the road at all. There has been a series of books anthropomorphising cities, like Consuming Cities, Happy City and The Well-Tempered City, to jolt us into reconsidering what a city is and needs to be. So in this book we ask these two important questions: what does a playful city look like – and how can you play the city?
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