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Introduction: Play as Politics . . . It’s Not a Game 
 

Play is the exultation of the possible. 

Martin Buber 

 

Twickster! You’re the wabbit! 

Elmer Fudd 

 

I remember the first time I saw American Beauty.1 In this Sam Mendes 

film, Ricky Fitts is the kid who compulsively videotapes everything around him 

and invites the teenage girl next door into his antiseptic neat white electric-

light teenage suburban bedroom. He asks her if she would like to see “the most 

beautiful thing I’ve ever filmed.” She agrees. In his minutes-long clip, wind 

plays with a plastic shopping bag, tossing it back and forth on the sidewalk, 

always staying in range of the camera. “It’s just minutes away from snowing, 

and there’s this electricity in the air,” he says. “This bag was just dancing with 

me, like a little kid begging me to play with it.” 

He talks about the beauty of it, that the wind is able to catch this bag 

and show its nature as it plays with the flimsy, filmy piece of discarded plastic. 

I reacted along with the girl—this somewhat scary, voyeuristic weirdo is 

perhaps only silly. But as I viewed the video, I found myself taken with it. It is 

beautiful how the wind plays with the bag. And I was taken with him, 

                                                      
1 American Beauty, dir. Sam Mendes (Los Angeles, CA: Paramount Pictures, 1999), film. 
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fascinated. I discovered that what once was quirky now connects. That I was 

more like him than I realized. His strangeness came home to me; I saw that it 

was a sensitive response to the universe. Fitts then describes himself as 

someone who finds unbearable beauty in the world, more than he can possibly 

take. 

Play is just such an unbearably beautiful energy. Play is that force, 

beyond culture, found in all life forms, that gives rise to creation. Even the 

weather, a lingering gust of wind traced by a plastic bag, embodies the 

elemental form of play. Play can be found in the simplest of life forms, working 

its way up the evolutionary ladder, from the wind and the elements, to the 

smallest microorganisms, through reptiles, birds, and mammals, until it finds 

the baby human, the highest form of life that plays without effort. 

Play embraces irrationality—patterns beyond our normal comprehension. 

But play is problematic as an activity introduced during the struggle to survive, 

to be healthy, and to create a just and environmentally friendly society. It 

seems to get in the way of these important tasks. 

Humans strive mightily towards progress and measure that progress not 

by whether we play but by how well we establish order and predictability. And 

my proposition is that playfulness is a disorderly and unpredictable core 

activity, and necessary to spiritual and societal growth. As we play, we enter 

into the larger patterns of the universe. What could be more natural? Yet we 
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insist on forcing a rational world inimical to play onto a universe repeatedly 

shown to be irrational. 

One of the world’s most playful artists, Marcel Duchamp, once said that 

“There is absolutely no chance for a word ever to express anything. As soon as 

we start putting our thoughts into words and sentences, everything goes 

wrong.2 

Play is such a difficult subject to freeze in prose, and I’ve been haunted 

by the idea that this narrative will accomplish the opposite of its intention. By 

attempting to put play, an irrational activity, into the rational fictions of words, 

I fear that naming this magic will dispel it. But I hope for the opposite, to 

invoke more, better, truer play, to help life live humans. 

* * * * * * * * * * 

Webster couldn’t get to it easily; the dictionary has over forty definitions 

for play. So what do I mean by play? 

Original play is what happens when one or more beings get together to 

have fun and experience belonging and acceptance. Nobody gets hurt. All 

animals, including humans, do it, but humans are best at it during the first 

few years of life. 

You can see it in the pretend-fighting of dogs, where the dance of “I am 

going to bite you” is observed and then suspended immediately before any 

harm is possible. You can see it in dolphins,3 that “it has been observed by 

                                                      
2 Calvin Tomkins, Duchamp, A Biography (New York: Owl, 1997), 65. 

3 Marta Zaraska, “The Play’s the Thing,” Discover, June 2017, 55-59. 
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many scientists that [dolphins] are pranksters, that they have a sense of 

humor… Play seems to be their default state.”4 

You can see it in infants and toddlers. If you get down on the ground 

with a child under the age of four and roll around without clutching, tickling or 

hitting, you can have great fun without it ever becoming an actual game or 

without any moral lessons attached to the cavorting. After just a few minutes, 

you will emerge from the experience body and soul refreshed. 

Original players know that they are playing and observe the rules of an 

imagined reality, though those rules are flexible and can be changed by mutual 

agreement. Players are spontaneously creative, and they play, irrationally, with 

no internal moral objective and no external judgment. They have no goals, 

winners, losers, or products. Their play has meaning but not purpose. The 

energy of play is ancient and predates culture but doesn’t rule it. 

And all life forms play, from amoebas to kangaroos. The trouble starts 

with the big-shot life form, humans. Humans play. Up until about age three, 

we engage in original play. 

Then along comes parents. Parents have often stopped playing, repeating 

a pattern learned from their parents. That is, when kids are about three or 

four, parents make a fateful decision: they get into their kids’ business by 

trying to teach them lessons when the kids simply want to play. They 

                                                      
4  Susan Casey, “People and Dolphins: It’s a Mutual Fascination” (speech, Seattle Public Central Library, 

Seattle, WA, August 17, 2015). 
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encourage them to use their play to pretend that they are grownups. They have 

the kids start playing games and sports that have winners and losers. Practice 

and skills and moral lessons are introduced into play, which then becomes 

games with rules, and then games with histories, so that they can keep score 

and resume play where they left off. So that one kid could compete better than 

another, so that there can be rankings. And we end up with something quite 

different from original play. We end up with cultural play, which is in many 

ways original play’s opposite. 

Society needs the things that arise from cultural play: people with skills 

and competence and morals and, God save us, purpose. But cultural play, 

based upon accumulated skills, ranking, contest, etc., has gotten all out of 

proportion. Not too long ago, two “hockey fathers” got in a fight over their sons’ 

playing, and one killed the other—over a game! Sadly, we are afflicting many of 

our young children with obsessive achievement goals in cultural play arenas, 

goals that are stifling opportunities to experience the world of meaning—

without purpose, winning, or losing—that original play brings. 

Basically, you leave original play when you enter contest. 

Now while the connection between most adults and original play is 

frayed, it is nonetheless there, and it is renewable. The closest many adults 

come is through their explorations of what Diane Ackerman calls deep play.5 

This is the play that adult humans do in their own adult human way. This is 

                                                      
5 Diane Ackerman, Deep Play (New York: Random House, 1999). 
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that “sharpening the saw” type stuff, it’s the creative function expressed, it is 

adults being in the “flow” experience. Like hiking and gardening and painting 

and flying planes and creating great food. It’s cool, but it is usually cultivated 

solo, alone. 

Disruptive Play: The Trickster in Politics and Culture is a collection of 

stories, ideas, and profiles about players and tricksters, bringers of visions for 

a society that plays more and fights less. If we take our cue from these 

characters, we’ll find that the mature adult can also connect with play and 

bring more joy, awareness, and fun into the intimidating reality we call civilized 

life. But be warned, to introduce play into the not-play arenas that dominate 

our worlds of politics and commerce is a dangerous game, and as these stories 

will show, the path to the Play Society is a bloody one. 

* * * * * * * * * * 

I can tell you how play became such an important inspiration to me. Like 

all children, I was less aware of the world at large. My world was home, 

grandma’s, my friends’ homes, my neighborhood playground—protected 

environments. By adolescence, life’s most idealistic stage, I became old enough 

to be aware of a world of multiple communities, cultures, races, beliefs, values, 

and so forth, yet cynicism and fear had not yet cut down my curiosity and 

optimism. 

Before high school there is too little worldly awareness to connect the 

dots and see play as the bringer of social possibility; after, too much of a 
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demanding world intimidates the idea. So while in that pivotal high school 

moment, I decided that I wanted to be a high school teacher. This sprang from 

a desire to help students make the most of the joys of that age—adolescence—

and to keep alive the possibilities of that age—the Sixties. 

High school in the Bay Area in the late Sixties was a time of breathtaking 

possibility, an electrifying mix of liberation politics, psychedelic drugs, rock and 

roll, new spiritual movements, an artistic renaissance, and a militant civil 

rights movement. All of a sudden, the natural tendency of rebellious teens to 

want to play and fight the power and fight the not-play world had huge peer 

support and the support of a national and international movement. The normal 

abnormalities of adolescence became less a phase and more a revolutionary 

ethos, one that validated the urges to play hard and constantly. So we reveled 

in the joyous blasts of the time, and we jettisoned the nuclear family for the 

Woodstock Nation. We were a generation of fearless and wildly idealistic youths 

whose chaotic midadolescence coincided with an idealistic, historic moment. 

Our ragtag high school troupe would make a daily practice of pranks, 

everything from playing Jimi Hendrix over the school’s public-address system 

to completely shutting the school down when we demonstrated. We overthrew 

student government, declaring that the high school would be governed through 

a consensus, town hall approach. We played around . . . a lot. 
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It didn’t feel so much like a decision as it did an organic development . . . 

to become not necessarily pacifists but antiwar,6 and to prankishly engage all 

aspects of the establishment that we associated with the Vietnam War. And 

something we learned is that one of the most powerful weapons against the 

blood and stupidity of war is the refusal to take its rationales seriously, to be 

playful in spite of war’s tragedies. Because you cannot fight and play at the 

same time. And thus, the idea of approaching life as a place for play made its 

indelible mark. 

INVITATIONS TO PLAY 

So can you come out and play? That is the earthshaking challenge. 

This amazing energy that thrives among animals and infants, what 

happens to it when culture and adulthood get ahold of it? What if adults could 

play and bring that creative, ebullient energy into the everyday world? What 

might our society look like? What if that same energy displayed by the wind, by 

romping dolphins, lion cubs, and butterflies were allowed to claim a bigger 

place and a greater moment in our lives? 

While play is universal across life forms and can enrich and fulfill our 

lives, it is controversial to consider an expansion of play’s role. The normal 

functioning of our society depends upon separating play from the so-called real 

world. Imagine the harsh consequences of presenting a case to the Supreme 

Court dressed as a clown. Or throwing a pie at the richest man in the world. Or 

                                                      
6 The very word antiwar suggests conflict, the conflict to stop conflict. 
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pretending to accidentally kill an elderly woman in a wheelchair while she’s 

accepting a humanitarian award (yes, Sacha Baron Cohen really did this). 

We haven’t yet found the way to release those life-giving waters for fear of 

the chaos they might create. History is dotted with intermittent attempts: 

tricksters and pranksters with the nerve and the boldness to be silly in a way 

that pulls down the pants of the social order and rips at its fabric just to see 

what might emerge. For example, in the first of four sections, “The Difference 

Between Playing and Playing Games,” I share an overview of trickster gods like 

Loki, Èṣù-Elegba, and Raven; of America’s quintessential trickster, Bugs 

Bunny; and of seventeenth-century European fairy tales. I offer a first taste of 

play’s assault on the seriousness of society, and how the prevailing order dealt 

with such mischief-makers. But not all play is the play of tricksters. I also 

share a story of two young men with developmental disabilities, Arturo and 

Remus, for whom play has a meaning that overshadows the meaningfulness of 

work, and they teach us that expressions of playfulness can pop up almost 

anywhere. 

In Magical Child, Joseph Chilton Pearce says that people with intellectual 

disabilities better retain special inborn talents like ESP, that the disability 

protects them from acculturation that atrophies those faculties. He quotes 

Jean Piaget: 

[For the child] play cannot be opposed to reality, because in both cases belief is 
arbitrary and pretty much destitute of logical reasons. Play is a reality which the 
child is disposed to believe in when by himself, just as reality is a game at which 
he is willing to play with the adult and anyone else who believes in it. . . . Thus 
we have to say of the child’s play that it constitutes an autonomous reality, but 



 

11 

 

with the understanding that the “true” reality to which it is opposed is 
considerably less “true” for the child than for us.7 

 

ALL THE STORIES COMBINE AND MELT INTO A UNIFYING DREAM 

The idea of childhood is a relatively new one. As recently as two hundred 

years ago, children were thought of as “little adults.” Many died quite young, 

and parents tended to look to their children as their future providers right from 

the very start; they were a nuisance to be indulged in until such time.8 

Raising a child with the conscious intention to instead enhance their 

lives—conceived by Jean-Jacques Rousseau9 in the eighteenth century but not 

widely practiced until the early twentieth—begat a new awareness and a trend 

towards understanding, protecting, and nurturing the child state of play. The 

baby boomer children were that trend’s greatest beneficiaries. Thus, 

countercultural politics in the Sixties embraced an unprecedented sense of 

play as integral to political, spiritual, and human progress. 

Liberation politics, for all its intellectual markings, is basically a reach 

back to recapture some of that innocence of the child’s play and introduce it 

into the political arena. The hippie and civil rights ethos attempted to sustain 

connection to nature’s absence of prejudice and develop a utopian view from 

that perspective. As naïve as that sounds, this Rousseau’s sense of justice, of 

idealized play and naturalism, has informed key environmental, human rights, 

                                                      
7 Joseph Chilton Pearce, Magical Child (New York: Plume, 1977), 131, 144. 
8 Lloyd deMause, ed., The History of Childhood (London: Souvenir Press, 1976). 
9 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emile or On Education, trans. Allan Bloom (New York: Basic Books 1979). 
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health, and other movements and legal decisions since. It is alive and well in 

Greenpeace, Black Lives Matter, Occupy, the ACLU, and Anonymous, and 

among some entrepreneurial “disrupters.” 

What do we most need to say about nature, if play is all about a direct 

connection to it? In his book Flow, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi talks about the 

indifference of a chaotic universe and the distance between its patterns and 

ours. He describes how it appears so hostile to us, that its purpose is not one 

of providing happiness to humans:  

It is not that that universe is random in an abstract mathematical sense. The 
motions of the stars, the transformations of energy that occur in it might be 
predicted and explained well enough. But natural processes do not take human 
desires into account. They are deaf and blind to our needs, and thus they are 
random in contrast with the order we attempt to establish through our goals.10 

 

Play means being open to randomness and irrationality—patterns 

beyond our normal comprehension. To the extent that safe environments can 

be obtained, humans can experiment with longer and greater intervals of 

playing. Play complements the flow of the universe, chaotic and unpredictable 

as it seems. Building bridges between our rational selves and nature’s 

irrationality has characterized much human endeavor. 

Béla Bartók’s approach to composition provides an apt metaphor. He 

composed music that connects to patterns taken from nature. The Fibonacci 

series, a mathematical sequence obtained when adding the previous number to 

derive the following one (1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13, 21, 34, etc.), is found in spiral growth 

                                                      
10 Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Flow (New York: Harper Perennial, 1991), 8-14. 
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patterns like cells, conch shells, and galaxies. Bartók replicated this series by 

expanding musical themes and phrases in the same ratios, two measures 

followed by three, five, eight, and so forth.11 By deliberately using the same 

patterns found in nature, the music would connect to those forces and 

patterns and, in turn, connect the listener. And this musical example provides 

a microcosm of a three-part cycle thousands of years in the making.12 

The first part is one of being in a state that is connected to the universe 

at large but is nevertheless highly dangerous and threatening. We are victims 

running from random forces—the prehistory of the cave dwellers and hunters 

who struggled against harsh climates and competed with feline, canine, and 

other carnivorous predators. 

Secondly, we developed the capacity to create safety and, subsequently, 

society and lofty goals. But the rush to accumulate security and wealth 

embraced a rationality that served us well in learning how to dominate the 

planet, yet compromised and suppressed our spiritual connection to the 

environment and the universe. This second phase is history, where people, like 

in our example from Bartók, discover patterns and adapt to them. 

The third phase creates expanding opportunities to surrender rationality 

and reconnect with the universe, but from a place of safety from the elements, 

poverty, conflict, and ill health and done through the unfettered engagement of 

                                                      
11Béla Bartók, Music for Strings, Percussion and Celesta (1937). 
12Csikszentmihalyi, Flow,  8-14. 
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play and flow—the imminent next phase of evolution that this book augurs.13 

The effect Bartók seeks to impart through his compositions. 

Like Bartók’s composition, flow can be defined as a microcosmic 

completion of this entire cycle, wherein one travels to an irrational unconscious 

where an adverse situation or challenge is successfully met. And here the 

applications of the second phase—the disciplined development of a skill 

through rational means—are ultimately transcended by a determination to 

achieve the third: reconnecting to the universe from a position of greater 

consciousness, safety, and presence. One’s preoccupation with the mastery of a 

skill is ultimately subsumed to the feelings of exultation and unself-

consciousness as one attains flow. Examples range from climbing a mountain 

to playing the violin to performing a difficult surgery. And play plays a role in 

this cycle. 

Such progress creates opportunities for play to be let out of the box of 

prevailing rational orderliness and to work its magic. 

This discussion of play requires an assumption that cannot be casually 

made, nor can its enormity be ignored. It would be irresponsible to gloss over 

the fact that a great many people still struggle to survive, and we are still some 

distance from universal safety and lack of want. For some, the persistent 

struggle is yet connected to playfulness in the face of adversity. Many others 

suffer material lack, the ravages of war, and medical tragedy in a cold and 

                                                      
13 Barring environmental catastrophes that would hurl us back to the first one. 
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lonely world. And many survive at a subsistence level. It almost goes without 

saying that humanity has yet to create any kind of lasting peace. 

The hopefulness of this book rests on the premise that, despite the 

hardships that continue for so many in this world, our political and economic 

systems could become functional to the point where peace and environmental 

balance are obtained, and the basic material needs of food, clothing, shelter, 

and health care are universally available. There is evidence both to support and 

challenge this supposition, and serious debate in other forums. But in the 

event that the material future of humanity is a positive one, we will need this 

book. 

The chief beneficiaries of material comfort—the wealthy and middle 

class—do not show strong enough signs of being able to put that comfort to its 

greatest possible use: spiritual advancement. Play is the thing that leads all of 

us to a coexistence rich in connection and beyond material and health needs. 

Once those needs have been met, the greatest remaining problem will be one of 

establishing and maintaining societies of trust. Play, as we shall see, absolutely 

requires trust in order to thrive, even to exist. Herbert Marcuse saw the 

dangers of an individualism that corrodes trust and the bonds that hold 

families and communities together. Marcuse saw the liberating potential of a 

society that breaks through and past the struggles of meeting material need: 

The technological processes of mechanization and standardization might release 
individual energy into a yet uncharted realm of freedom beyond necessity. The 
very structure of human existence would be altered; the individual would be 
liberated from the work world’s imposing upon him alien needs and alien 
possibilities. The individual would be free to exert autonomy over a life that 
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would be his own. If the productive apparatus could be organized and directed 
toward the satisfaction of the vital needs, its control might well be centralized; 
such control would not prevent individual autonomy, but render it possible.14 

 

What would the Play Society look like? This is the hardest question to 

answer. The rapid consolidation of capital and accompanying income 

disparities, coupled with the onslaught of technological inventions, make it 

almost impossible to comment or predict. Will technology liberate or enslave 

us? The evidence thus far indicates that, under current arrangements, trust, 

community, and human connection—the building of a virtuous and genuinely 

happy, loving society—are not on the horizon. We are in an age of grossly 

uneven prosperity, too many put their personal wealth ahead of helping others. 

It will take a conscious, deliberate, and sustained effort to ensure that a 

materially affluent future is also one that nurtures humanity and life. 

Answering the question—Why do all living things except adult humans play?—

initiates that quest. The stories that follow of people who play offer an answer. 

But here is the quick reply: because to play in public is a dangerous political 

act. 

ORIGINAL AND CULTURAL PLAY 

Once we understand the nature of play, we can enter into an 

investigation of what play becomes as the child grows out of infancy. My 

intention is to trace play’s natural and cultural development to the point where 

                                                      
14 Herbert Marcuse, One-Dimensional Man: Studies in the Ideology of Advanced Industrial 

Society (Boston: Beacon Press, 1964), 2. 
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the two diverge and to highlight examples that suggest the possibilities of a 

Play Society. 

One defining feature of original play is that it creates a true sense of 

belonging and love among people.15 Cultural play, paradoxical and based upon 

contest, ranking, and ego-centeredness, creates the separation between people 

and “un-belonging.”16 A single individual is a combination of original play and 

cultural play, as are social groups, communities, nations, and cultures. 

Cultural play, contest, is the basis of our adult society and its institutions—

government, business, family, and custom—and it dominates Americans’ lives 

to the point where many children and adults are uncomfortable in the 

noncompetitive setting.17 

There is perhaps no more heartfelt account of the truth and bankruptcy 

of a life so dominated by contest and competition, by cultural play, than 

Francis Coppola’s Godfather trilogy. A biography of American success, of 

Michael Corleone’s rise to power leading a Mafia family, The Godfather is a 

parable of escalating competition. In it, Corleone watches helplessly as the core 

joys of his life evaporate. Corleone’s role as don demands that he compete and, 

like a prize fighter, remain undefeated. The demands of such deadly 

                                                      
15 O. Fred Donaldson, Playing by Heart: The Vision and Practice of Belonging (Nevada City, CA: Touch the 

Future, 1993), 129-133. 
16 Ironically, our society’s conventional means of giving citizens a sense of belonging is work, sometimes 

considered opposite of play. Our work environments are, in fact, organized around “not-play” behaviors, 
though a person’s “life work” frequently embraces play behaviors. 

17 Barbara Mahany, “Jam-packed calendars: Are children doing too much too soon?”Chicago Tribune, 
September 17, 1999; Andrew Ferguson, “Inside the Crazy Culture of Kids Sports,” Time Magazine, July 
12, 1999, 50-59. 
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competition ruin the intimacy of his marriage. To keep his web of power secure, 

he must kill his own brother—and kill again and again to protect his gains. The 

responsibility of overseeing, growing, and securing power robs Corleone—robs 

all of us—of the most inexpensive gift of all, the simple enjoyment of life. Many 

of us become our own Michael Corleone; his Mafia family was just a more 

spectacular version of the work ethic, as mutated into capitalist competition, 

run amok. Further testament appears in The Big Short, another film about the 

bankruptcy of financial success: 

So let me be honest. Making money is not like I thought it would be. This 
business kills the part of life that is essential. The part that has nothing to do 
with business. For the past two years, my insides have felt like they’re eating 
themselves. All the people I respected won’t talk to me anymore except through 
lawyers.18 

 

 

DISRUPTIVE PLAY 

Disruptive Play: The Trickster in Politics and Culture recounts past efforts 

and tees up a future that rebalances cultural and original play. Its insights can 

be applied to an individual, group, or vision of a society where playing achieves 

greater value and acceptance. And the lantern held high to illuminate such a 

transformation is disruptive play. 

The introduction of play disrupts the normal functioning of society. You 

cannot play and not play at the same time. People sent to the margins—

                                                      
18 The Big Short, dir. Adam McKay (Los Angeles, CA: Paramount Pictures, 2015), film. Dialogue quoted 

was spoken by Christian Bale’s character, Dr. Michael Burry. 
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because of their class, race, gender, sexual orientation, disability, 

eccentricities, or rebel spirit—are the ones freed to explore playfulness. 

Postindustrial society looks over its shoulder to the underclass, to street-level 

artists and bohemians, to those deep in the throes of social or environmental 

adversity for artistic inspiration and the path to a spiritual connection. Their 

stories outline a repertoire of playfulness moves that challenge a not-play 

world. 

The second section of the book, “The Sin of Sins,” delves into the first of 

two modern historic eras when adults made play the thing and were audacious 

and disruptive about it. As the twentieth century dawned, the art scene in 

Paris exploded and filled the world with the playfulness of the child as it 

posited café society. Taking advantage of the freer latitude created by the 

Impressionists, the insubordinate ethos of dada—an international movement 

erupting in Zurich, Berlin, New York, Hanover, Cologne, Barcelona, and Paris—

challenged the sense and seriousness of art, existence, and the madness of 

war. For one brief moment, art broke free of commerce. Its energies were wholly 

immersed in its unself-conscious impact on society, making its “artness” 

secondary to its political impact, but being anti-ideological, i.e., being play, it 

was not propaganda. 

The most common device used by such disruptive players is the prank, 

an opening in the mundane, a looking-glass doorway that utilizes the absurd to 

make a point and change a mind. Pranks are miniature acts of public theater 
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or performance art. With one gesture, a prankster can demonstrate action’s 

ability to convey an idea and change the world. 

Less than forty years later, the Beats had their moment and made it their 

business to live playfully…and made a lasting statement. They represented the 

next test: what if we did more than talk about it and constellated our lives 

around play instead of work and career. Their playfulness was sheltered and 

obscured by the shade of cool, but underneath was the vulnerability of play. 

And the Beats were midwife to a hippie generation unafraid to declare utopian 

ideals, question all seriousness, and be playful. The third section, “History 

Doesn’t Repeat Itself, But It Does Rhyme,” recounts this era, from the Beats to 

Abbie Hoffman, from psychedelic rock to Andy Kaufman. It was play’s most 

famous moment.19 

Play is like an elusive sprite dancing around the edges of Western 

history. It’s nearly impossible to pin down or trace as a cultural movement. 

And while play is all around us and allotted more credence today than a court 

jester, playfulness is still marginalized, more the seasoning than the essence of 

twenty-first-century mainstream culture. 

Yet out of the jumble that was the Sixties emerged a critical case 

example, a glimpse of utopian possibility. That effort played itself out within a 

resistant mainstream that seemed to prevail but was nonetheless deeply 

                                                      
19 In 1967, we saw the ultimate prank, when thousands of demonstrators ringed the Pentagon with the 

intention of levitating it ten inches off the ground (The New York Times, October 21, 1967, 28.). Is it a 
coincidence that Pearce believes that one of the powers of a developing childhood allowed to connect to 
the earth, sustain their “earth-bond”, without cultural interference is telekinesis? 
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affected. In fact, David Brooks asserted that believers of the bohemian values of 

the Sixties who also prospered in the Eighties comprise the current ruling class 

in the United States, the bourgeois bohemians,20 though they have been 

overshadowed since by technocratic quasi-hipster millennials. 

Whenever and wherever it pops up, disruptive play—resistance to 

contest-based society and a public affirmation of the natural play element that 

pervades all life—is the inspiration for this book. 

DISRUPTIVE PLAY IS A REVOLUTIONARY ACT 

And an essential one. If the Corleone family makes the case for what is 

wrong with a life bereft of play, then its likely counterpart is The Simpsons, 

America’s everyman family that succumbs to the irresistibility of play on a 

weekly basis. Playfulness confounds their every effort to be serious and 

provides us a reflection of ourselves perhaps truer than the nightmare of Mafia 

power struggles. The fourth and final section, “Presently in the Past,” brings us 

close to the present day. Subversive pranksterism, while not cohering as a 

movement at this time, nonetheless, has numerous champions and 

multifarious manifestations. From that ancient form, television, come The 

Simpsons, to a more modern form, the Internet, which brings us Anonymous. 

We trace this trail of the trickster archetype from the real world to the 

cyber one. Yet play is, if not originally tactile, best expressed in person, and so 

                                                      
20 David Brooks, Bobos in Paradise: The New Upper Class and How They Got There (New York: Simon & 

Schuster, 2000). 
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the Yes Men, Banksy, and Burning Man offer the most visceral inspiration. In 

the final chapter, amorality’s value is made more transparent, as is the 

distinction between trickster-like tactics that distract us from an agenda that, 

paradoxically, serves to further bind the trickster. Authentic and liberating 

tricksterism, whose only agenda is fun, behaves differently in a liberating 

environment, like the carnival. Ultimately, I propose carnival as social model, 

the Play Society a happy future based upon a regained past. This future cannot 

be predicted, but there are signals. 

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT NOW AND WHY HERE IN THE US? 

European cultures of the eighteenth century held together through 

religion, tradition, monarchies, and a conservatism that assimilated historical 

events, providing a semblance of security and continuity. Catholicism and the 

Church of England did not rule nations but exerted considerable influence. In 

non-Western cultures, from America’s indigenous peoples to African tribal 

societies, spiritual beliefs often determined social order. 

But the philosophical foundations of the new country, the United States, 

removed that regulator by separating religion and state, creating a deliberate 

structural instability and thus more possibilities to innovate, stumble, and 

grow wild. And there is an American disposition—from westward expansion to 

Beat wanderlust, from rock and roll to the great American novel, from space 

exploration to mind expansion, from entrepreneurs to anticommerce artists 

and communitarians—to fervently explore, define, and redefine where the old 
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weird America is and what new weird characters can be fashioned and still be 

called American. Does this kind of radical expression stimulate possibilities for 

social transformation? Does it cast a light on liberation? Or is it simply a 

footnote to a trudging rationality? 

Individuals such as Alfred Jarry, Marcel Duchamp, Abbie Hoffman, Andy 

Kaufman, and Banksy burn bright trickster enlightenment, offering us worthy 

biographies and bountiful repertoire of play. But notions of a Play Society 

compel us to turn to the collective. Carnivals and parades and spontaneous 

communities can be forms of disruptive play that, albeit contained, offer a 

glimpse—challenging the traditions and political structures that stifle or deflect 

and drawing attention to the traditions that encourage it.21 Some of the broadly 

celebrated traditions of play, where commerce is diminished and the spirit of 

connection and play is heightened, hint at how to play more and where it might 

lead us. 

Noncommercial celebration art based on Carnaval and Mardis Gras 

traditions, the Sabbath, the Potlatch, Burning Man, May Day and Maypole, 

rock and roll, and the play of young children are all viable traditions of play 

impatiently waiting to embrace and enrich our daily lives. 

What is the potential for bringing more playfulness into the mainstream? 

In the concluding chapter, I will summarize the case for disruptive play and 

                                                      
21  Peter Stallybrass and Allon White, The Politics and Poetics of Transgression (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 

University Press, 1986), 1-44 . 
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dare to predict a happy and fun future for our bumbling but lovable human 

race. 

Welcome to this journey, the fun begins on the next page with an 

introduction to just a few of the tricksters and fools who have illumined history 

and our collective imaginations.
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