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INTRODUCTION

Play is the exultation of the possible.

Martin Buber

Twickster! You’re the wabbit!

Elmer Fudd

I  R E M E M B E R  the first time I saw American Beauty.1 In this Sam 
Mendes film, Ricky Fitts is the kid who compulsively videotapes every-
thing around him and invites the teenage girl next door into his anti-
septic 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 shop-
ping 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 dis-
carded plastic. I reacted along with the girl—this somewhat scary, 
voyeuristic weirdo is perhaps only silly. But as I viewed the video, I 

1 American Beauty, dir. Sam Mendes (Los Angeles, CA: Paramount Pictures, 1999), film.

Play as Politics . . .  
It’s Not a Game
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found myself taken with it. It is beautiful how the wind plays with 
the bag. And I was taken with him, fascinated. I discovered that what 
once was quirky now connects. That I was more like him than I real-
ized. 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, embod-
ies 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 com-
prehension. But play is problematic as an activity introduced during 
the struggle to survive, to be healthy, and to create a just and envi-
ronmentally friendly society. It seems to get in the way of these 
important tasks.

Humans strive mightily towards progress and measure that prog-
ress 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 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 oppo-

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

3 Marta Zaraska, “The Play’s the Thing,” Discover, June 2017, 55-59.
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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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, repeat-
ing 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 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 differ-
ent 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 cul-
tural 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 that “sharpening the saw” type stuff, it’s the 

5 Diane Ackerman, Deep Play (New York: Random House, 1999).
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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 intimidat-
ing reality we call civilized life. But be warned, to introduce play into 
the not-play arenas that dominate our worlds of politics and com-
merce 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 communi-
ties, 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 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 possibili-
ties of that age—the Sixties.

High school in the Bay Area in the late Sixties was a time of breath-
taking possibility, an electrifying mix of liberation politics, psychedelic 
drugs, rock and roll, new spiritual movements, an artistic renaissance, 
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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 demon-
strated. We overthrew student government, declaring that the high 
school would be governed through a consensus, town hall approach. 
We played around . . . a lot.

It didn’t feel so much like a decision as it did an organic devel-
opment . . . to become not necessarily pacifists but antiwar,6 and 
to prankishly engage all aspects of the establishment that we asso-
ciated with the Vietnam War. And something we learned is that 
one of the most powerful weapons against the blood and stupid-
ity 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 

6 The very word antiwar suggests conflict, the conflict to stop conflict.
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Myths . . . known by the name of The Trickster . . . 
belong to the oldest expressions of mankind. Few 
other myths have persisted with their fundamental 
content unchanged. The Trickster myth is found . . . 
among the simplest aboriginal tribes and among 
the complex. We encounter it among the ancient 
Greeks, the Chinese, the Japanese and in the 
Semitic world. Many of the Trickster’s traits were 
perpetuated in the figure of the mediaeval jester, 
and have survived right up to the present day. . . . 
In what must be regarded as its earliest and most 
archaic form, as found among the North Ameri-
can Indians, Trickster is at one and the same time 
creator and destroyer, giver and negator, he who 
dupes others and who is always duped himself. He 
wills nothing consciously. . . . He is constrained to 
behave as he does from impulses over which he 
has no control. He knows neither good nor evil yet 
he is responsible for both. He possesses no values, 
moral or social, is at the mercy of his passions 
and appetites, yet through his actions all values 
come into being. But not only he, so our myth tells 
us, possesses these traits. So, likewise, do . . . the 
animals, the various supernatural beings and mon-
sters, and man.

— Paul Radin1

1 Paul Radin, The Trickster: A Study in American Indian Mythology (New York: Schocken, 1956), 
xxiii-xxiv.

Tricksters and Fools
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V I R T U A L LY  A L L  F O L K L O R E S  feature a trickster, and there 
are at least sixty-nine documented oral traditions.2 A full list would 
be endless, and Lewis Hyde states, “If trickster is the boundary-cross-
ing figure, then there will be some sort of representative wherever 
humans invent boundaries, which is to say, everywhere.”3 The status 
of such a character may range from The Fool who unlocks the ability 
to transform the social order only to renounce it to the master sto-
ryteller and powerful deity. In all cases, the disruptive nature of this 
character who personifies play calls the rational order of society into 
question and presents opportunities to transcend it. The more we 
learn, understand, and accept the Trickster into our collective psyche 
and our political reality, the more we can embrace such irrationality, 
the more our society can develop and grow.

In other words, Bugs Bunny. Universal and familiar Bugs Bunny is 
the most direct route to understanding the Trickster personality. The 
Trickster, like Bugs, is compulsively at play, and the rapid plot shifts, 
gender-bending, unresolved situations, and moral ambiguities found 
in Bugs Bunny cartoons and Trickster myths correspond to and 
define play in its most elemental form, where the ruling principle is 
the lack of one.

As Radin states in the opening quote and as his seminal study and 
retelling of the Winnebago Trickster myth reveals, the Trickster can 
in one episode be the master manipulator with wily schemes; in the 
very next, be tricked by others; and in the next, the victim of his own 
self-inflicted wounds. One Trickster tale may read like a fable with 
a morality lesson, while the next one is unmoored and adrift in the 
amoral sea of irrationality.

Like play, Trickster tales are without inhibition and venture as 
deeply into the irrational as our storytelling skills can carry us. We 

2 On June 16, 2016, I conducted a search within Wikipedia on the term “trickster.” My results 
netted sixty-nine different entries referring to tricksters of different cultures.

3 Lewis Hyde, Trickster Makes This World (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1998), 356.
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will later see how this Trickster personality shows up in the Western 
world of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, but this chapter 
delves into earlier folk tales and mythologies and makes some initial 
comparisons to Western notions of the Trickster and Fool archetypes.

Wakdjunkaga, The Winnebago Trickster

The Winnebago, or Ho-Chungra, tribe emerged in northwestern 
Kentucky in roughly 500 BC. From 500 AD and for about a thou-
sand years, they lived in what is now Wisconsin. They are the stewards 
of the Wakdjunkaga Cycle, considered the oldest surviving Trickster 
mythology.4 The etymology of Wakdjunkaga is unknown and does 
not appear in any other North American tribes. Some of Wakdjunk-
aga’s stories do show up across the continent, and some are unique 
to the Winnebago. The story cycle sets the template of all trickster 
tales, the movement from an undifferentiated and amoral psyche to 
individuation, self-awareness, and the beginnings of order and values.5

It begins with Wakdjunkaga appearing as chief and announcing to 
the tribe that he is ready to go on the warpath. In the traditional way, 
a feast is prepared for him and his warriors. He gladly eats, and then 
breaks with convention and rules and slips away to have sex with a 
woman while others are left to wonder where he’s gone and why he 
does not gather the tribe and get on the warpath. He is discovered, 
and everyone goes home, accepting yet confused. He’s able to repeat this 
trick three more times, feasting on deer and bear along the way, frus-
trating the tribe a little bit more each time. Eating food is a First Plea-
sure. Wakdjunkaga’s ravenous appetite and willingness to deceive in the 
interest of getting a free feast and forbidden sex is a consistent trick-
ster characteristic, repeated in the Raven tales of the native North-
west tribes and in the Yoruba mythology of West Africa.

4 Radin, The Trickster, xxiii-xxiv.
5 Radin, 132-169.
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By the fourth time, the angry and exasperated tribe still goes along 
with the customary feast, expecting the same prankster ending. This 
time, though, Trickster chief does lead many of the tribe on the 
warpath, but he makes such a mockery of it, flaunting yet more tra-
ditions and talking to his arrows, that eventually the rest of the tribe 
turns back. Wakdjunkaga is left to wander this world alone.

Wakdjunkaga’s wily ways continue as he uses figures made of hay 
to draw a buffalo into a clearing where he is able to kill him. Such a 
smart guy. But since all of this killing is done with his right arm, his 
left arm gets jealous and attacks the right, and a brawl of self-muti-
lation ensues. Such a foolish guy.

He convinces his brother to loan him two of his four children, for 
companionship. Wakdjunkaga is given specific instructions on the 
care and feeding of the children, which he ignores and, in his care-
lessness, kills them, bringing predictable wrath and a long chase—
kill the Wabbit!—where Wakdjunkaga of course escapes. So much 
like a cartoon.

There are more stories of Wakdjunkaga foolishness. Where he is 
swimming for miles, looking for the shore but unable to see it as he 
only looks out into the ocean, when all he has to do is look the other 
way and he would see the shore. Where he is infuriated by a man on 
another shore who continues to wave at him. No matter the ignoring, 
reciprocating, commanding, challenging, the pointing man refuses to 
change his pose; Wakdjunkaga eventually figures out that the ‘man’ 
is a tree stump with a protruding branch.

It’s of some reassurance to know that fart jokes go as far back as 
Trickster tales, as there is one where Wakdjunkaga has captured and 
is roasting some ducks, but leaves his anus to guard the ducks while 
he sleeps. Initially, his anus is able to ward off a marauding fox with 
farts, but the fox eventually overcomes the defense and eats the ducks. 
Wakdjunkaga punishes his own anus, resulting in burning it and 
somehow cooking and spreading about his own intestines, which he 
later eats before realizing what that delicious entrée is.



Tr icksters  and  Foo ls   |   37

Wakdjunkaga has both shape-shifting and gender-bending powers. 
Despite his ability to wrap himself in his extraordinarily long penis, 
Wakdjunkaga can also take a female form and give birth when the 
story calls for it or the mood suits him. Radin explains:

Trickster himself is, not infrequently, identified with specific 
animals, such as raven, coyote, hare, spider, but these animals 
are only secondarily to be equated with concrete animals. 
Basically he possesses no well-defined and fixed form….. 
He is primarily an inchoate being of undetermined pro-
portions, a figure foreshadowing the shape of man. In this 
version he possesses intestines wrapped around his body, 
and an equally long penis, likewise wrapped around his body 
with his scrotum on top of it. Yet regarding his specific fea-
tures we are, significantly enough, told nothing. 6

In this final set of tales from the cycle, Wakdjunkaga teams up 
with fox, jaybird, and a hetcgeniga.7 They find a place to live together 
but lack enough food to prepare for an anticipated difficult winter. 
Their scheme is for Wakdjunkaga to take on the form of a woman. 
He fashions a vulva from an elk’s liver and breasts from elk kidneys. 
Through a parody on the Winnebago mating and courtship rituals—
he observes some and blasphemes others—the attractive Wakdjunkaga 
marries the chief ’s son and bears him three sons. The purpose of all 
this is to obtain food, which Wakdjunkaga devours on a regular basis. 
We then take a tangential turn to a tale of the third son, who against 
normal Winnebago behavior, cries and cries until he is appeased first 
by a piece of a cloud, then by blue sky, and finally by green leaves 
and roasting ears of corn.8 The very next day, however, Wakdjunk-
aga’s disguise is exposed, and she skedaddles with her companions.

Trickster’s Cherokee version signifies an African-Native Amer-
ican literary tradition and bestows supreme divinity upon Br’er 

6 Radin, Trickster, xxiii-xxiv.
7 Unknown but thought to be a nit/head louse.
8 Raven tales of the Northwest Indians echo their own versions of this story, but on a grander 

scale.
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Rabbit, the folk character originating in West Africa as Anansi the 
Spider. This Trickster character, speaking to the oppressed status of 
the American slave, used his cunning towards survival, outwitting 
his oppressor, Br’er Fox.

Èṣù-Elegba

The Yoruba have a vast and rich culture on the West African coast, 
in Benin, Ghana, Togo, Ivory Coast, and Nigeria. One of their core 
origin stories is that of Èṣù-Elegba, or Eshu. This Trickster demigod 
represents a spirit of playfulness, creativity, and potentiality that lives 
on today in both Africa and the Americas.

In a contest of the deities before God to see who was most supreme, 
Eshu outwitted his competitors, by making a sacrifice the day before 
the contest, and was thus instructed to distinguish himself by wearing 
a red parrot feather on his forehead, signifying that he was not to carry 
burdens. As reward for this cleverness, God bestowed on Eshu the 
personification of àshe.

This central ethos, àshe, is the Yoruba word for spiritual command. 
àshe, the power-to-make-things-happen, the human capacity for the 
divine, creativity. This force to make all things happen and to multiply 
is highly complex, with multiple and contradictory meanings. When 
possessed by the spirit of àshe, a person takes on the literal form of 
the mask they are wearing. The mask is the conduit and expression 
of a pretend reality, playful but with awesome power.

àshe is characterized by generosity, the highest form of Yoruba 
morality. We might also understand it as embodying play, playful-
ness expressing generosity of spirit. Play is a form of “be here now” 
and acceptance of the moment. àshe is also translated as “so be it” and 
“may it happen.” Thus, the meaning of playfulness deepens to include 
appreciation of the moment and also an openness to potentiality.

Eshu is the “owner-of-the-power,” a royal child, a prince, and a 
monarch. He is the embodiment of àshe, full of contradictions, a great 
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god who represents many myths in one being. He is both a humble 
maker of sacrifices and a powerful god worthy of them. While he 
is supremely generous, he is also a great devourer. He is depicted 
sucking his thumb, smoking a pipe, and in other images of flagrant 
orality. In one tale, his mother offered him enormous quantities of 
fish. After eating them, he devoured his mother as well. Then in an 
act of generosity, he gave his mother back to the world, along with 
a spreading of his presence through yangi stones and shards. This is 
one example of Èṣù-Elegba’s power to endlessly multiply his force. 
And if we see the Trickster as an adult who still plays like a child, 
then Eshu quintessentially represents this as the “…fusion of valences 
that are both childlike (insatiable eating) and mature (restitution of 
what is right to those who sacrifice).”9

Avatars of Eshu always have the protuberance from his head, but 
the feather is sometimes represented instead as a knife or even a 
phallus. Eshu is often painted in red and black, red being the color 
of àshe, black to trick those who do not look closely enough.

Èṣù-Elegba’s purposes and behaviors are as changeable as the tran-
sient nature of play. His elusive and provocative nature was threaten-
ing to Westerners, who, when he emerged in early African-American 
slave culture, branded him as the devil. But he is honored even today 
in Africa, Brazil, Cuba, New York, Miami, and parts of the south-
ern United States.

He is frequently misunderstood, dismissed as the fool or con-
demned as the devil, because the imperatives of domination require 
clear distinction between good and evil and resist empowering a char-
acter who is, first of all, at play and, furthermore, amoral. Though one 
eventually sees the highest Yoruba value, generosity, in Èṣù-Elegba, 
he comes to us with tricks, demands, and evasion.

9 Robert Farris Thompson, Flash of the Spirit: African & Afro-American Art & Philosophy (New 
York: Vintage, 1983), 27.
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Eshu is complex. As a child, he was known to tell tales and lie. So 
when he met up with a pair of glowing eyes emanating from the shell 
of a coconut, no one believed him. He was left alone in the woods 
to die beside the strange eyes. When his death and the still shining 
eyes were not respected or sacrificed to, disasters and death suddenly 
erupted throughout the world. Divination priests went to the site 
of the eyes and the boy’s death, selected a special stone, and brought 
the spirit of Eshu back, to live within the stone. Thus was Eshu ulti-
mately honored, and from Africa to Cuba to Brazil, Eshu’s spirit is 
worshipped in the form of laterite cone altars.10

Eshu is a god of opportunity and referred to as the God of the 
Crossroads.11 Reimagine the common legend where Robert Johnson 
meets the Devil at the Crossroads, writes a song by that name, and 
becomes the world’s greatest blues singer and guitarist. While such 
a legend might satisfy Western hunger for exoticism, Robert John-
son’s blues are more accurately appreciated as a blessing from Eshu 
than as a deal with the Devil.

To the Yoruba, attention is fixed upon whether this god has received 
the proper sacrifices. To Westerners, Eshu represents the potentiality 
(threat?) of a different social order. The Trickster is always the one 
who gives up power—the jester, the fool, or prankster who was “only 
kidding.” In French fairy tales, at every opportunity to assume power, 
the heroic Trickster seeks more modest rewards like food or comfort.

Indeed, original and disruptive play, in contrast to our culture’s 
mammoth obsession with contest, represents a noncompetitive opting 
out of the power game. The disparity is between the non-Western 
ideal where play disintegrates power, and Western folklore and lit-
erature where play surrenders to power’s status quo.

Thus, the Puritan mindset could not accept a player, a prankster, 
the Trickster—names that strongly infer one who is not to be taken 

10 Thompson, Flash of the Spirit, 20-21.
11 Hyde, Trickster Makes This World, 108.



THREE

The 19th century seems to leave little room for play. 
Tendencies running directly counter to all that we 
mean by play have become increasingly dominant. 
Even in the 18th century utilitarianism, prosaic effi-
ciency and the bourgeois ideal of social welfare—
all fatal to the Baroque—had bitten deep into 
society. These tendencies were exacerbated by 
the Industrial Revolution and its conquests in the 
field of technology. Work and production became 
the ideal, and then the idol, of the age. All Europe 
donned the boiler-suit. Henceforth the dominants 
of civilization were to be social consciousness, edu-
cational aspirations, and scientific judgment.

Johan Huizinga1

H E  C O M P L E T E D  his best work by the age of twenty-five and 
wrote what is arguably his masterpiece at the age of fifteen, a tale of 
his incompetent physics teacher told through marionettes. He was 
under five feet tall, lived on a half-floor and developed a deep affec-

1 Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play Element in Culture (Boston: Beacon, 1955), 
191-192.

It’s Ubique!
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tion for alcohol, in particular absinthe. He died at thirty-four but is 
credited with inventing modern art before the twentieth century had 
even dawned. His life could be summarized as potently playful, an 
unshackling of the trickster spirit, smuggling in the files, escape plans 
and explosives that would make Trickster’s jailbreak via dada possible.

His name was Alfred Jarry.
Jarry (1873-1907), playwright and cultural revolutionary, success-

fully distilled and lived in the world of play. His art is indistinguish-
able from his life, and he fashioned make-believe from everything he 
touched. If protest is energy projected against the dominant culture, 
then Alfred Jarry’s life proves that to be playful in a society that is 
not . . . is protest that can reach the level of violence.

Like Monk or Mozart, Hendrix or Picasso, Henri Rousseau or Erik 
Satie, Jarry seemed to spring forth fully formed. Like play, his cre-
ations—The Ubu Cycle, poems, essays (How to Construct a Time 
Machine; The New Rifle; Virgin and Manneken-Pis), and fiction, espe-
cially Exploits and Opinions of Doctor Faustroll, ’Pataphysician—come 
to us fully formed and confound efforts at a developmental theory. 
His style can be described as scenic, where everything is happening 
at once, and dialogue emerges from the scenery, starts to make sense, 
but then dissolves back into hallucination. The perturbing question 
of Ubu Roi—the fictional King of Poland emerging from the carica-
ture of physics teacher Hébert—is answered at the end of his career 
with the dream vision of ’Pataphysics, his nonsense science of imag-
inary solutions to the world beyond metaphysics. Evidence of that 
science of exceptions is present in his early works. He made art of 
intensity and violence and fully fused it into his being.

A life so rebellious could not be sustained; he had to die young. Jarry’s 
artistic vision was so advanced that some view dada and Surrealism 
as mere postscripts, adding not much more. He lived completely in 
the realm of play. He became his key fiction, Père Ubu, who in turn 
was a parody of the rational world.
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two members of the Ku Klux Klan, stealing and donning their cos-
tumes. When their disguises are easily discovered (get it, black guy 
in a KKK robe?), Bart quips “And now, for my next impression . . . 
Jesse Owens!’” as he skedaddles, just as you would expect in a cartoon.5 
Or, for example, in the Winnebago tale where Wakdjunkaga must 
elude an angry brother or duped tribe.

Bugs Bunny and Blazing Saddles are both released and distributed by 
Warner Brothers. Brooks was inspired; this was the only movie he made 
for the House of Bugs. This is significant because Blazing Saddles takes 
risks that, for example, Disney Studios would have never abided, like 
the frequent use of the word nigger, and it’s very ribald and R-rated. 
Even the Warner Brothers folks almost refused to release it, taking 
the loss rather than risking condemnation. And many reviewers did 
not like it, reacting to its low-brow approach.

Yet it is number six on the American Film Institute’s 100 Fun-
niest American Movies of All Time, and it was a huge box office hit, 
making more money than any other for Warner Brothers that summer. 
And Madeline Kahn received a Best Supporting Actress Academy 
Award nomination.

Thus, the trickster elements of a winning and powerful prankster-
ism, mockery of our follies (in this case racism), hero in disguise, time 
travel, fart jokes, and references to the hare strike a timeless chord 
with a broad audience. Carl Jung would nod in satisfaction at how 
this ancient archetype emerged on the modern stage. And Blazing 
Saddles is relevant, clearly pointing out that we are still plagued by 
racism. Yet the film—thanks to screenplay writers Richard Pryor6 
and Mel Brooks—graces us with playfulness about something that 
more commonly inspires solemnity and testaments of suffering and 

5 You can watch the film clip on YouTube. https://youtu.be/TJkHykGRXrw
6 Richard Pryor was originally cast in the Bart role, but his contract and reputation as a racy 

comedian kept him off the screen. As part of the writing team, however, his humor is evident 
throughout. There were also three other writers: Norman Stenberg, Andrew Bergman, and 
Alan Uger.
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oppression. Disruptive play strikes again from Bugs Bunny, from the 
trickster demigod. He munches on his eternal carrot and asks us, ”Eh, 
what’s up, doc?” And the best of Western culture nudges us to incor-
porate Bugs as our own inner director, bringing us closer to the Play 
Society.

Oh, come on. How could something as silly as elevating the status 
of Bugs Bunny, of proposing what essentially amounts to carnival as 
social model, even be worth consideration?

In fact, contemporary dramas like the British television series Black 
Mirror suggest much more probable scenarios where mediated plea-
sures and corrupted play amplify the brink of dystopia.

In one of its more humorous episodes, “Nosedive,”7 human interac-
tion has been fully commercialized, and one’s status is based upon 
immediate ratings—one to five stars—texted into a social media site 
strikingly similar to Facebook, Yelp, or Uber. Your barista, Uber driver, 
friends close and distant, Facebook “friends” all get to take a shot at you, 
in person or online . . . you are continually rated and averaged on a scale 
of one to five stars. The result is a transactional society akin to high 
school cliques, but the implications of this dystopia—institutional-
ized phoniness—are terrifying and all too plausible. Greed migrates 
from the marketplace to our relationships. While fertile grist for 
humor and satire, the scenario foretells a distressingly atomized, iso-
lated, and mediated life, one devoid of play or authentic relationship.

Then there is “The Waldo Moment.”8 Waldo is an animated TV 
show meme who brings in higher ratings by harassing a political can-
didate, projecting his cartoon bear on a truck-mounted mobile screen 
and casting insults, bad jokes, and humiliations. He also enters the 

7 Black Mirror, Season 3, episode 1, “Nosedive,” directed by Joe Wright, written by Rashida 
Jones, Michael Schur, based on a story by Charlie Brooker, October 21, 2016, Channel 4. 
Viewed on Netflix.

8 Black Mirror, Season 2, episode 3, “The Waldo Moment,” directed by Bryn Higgins, written 
by Charlie Brooker and Christopher Morris, February 25, 2013, Channel 4. Viewed on 
Netflix.
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race for a seat in Parliament. Waldo is a mean-spirited trickster type, 
like a 4chan troll come to life. He taps popular frustration with the 
status quo, but he delivers no hope, just attacks the establishment . . . 
which sells well. Eventually, the CIA gets wind of Waldo’s effective-
ness, and he is adopted worldwide and used to win elections and rep-
resent the agenda of those in power. This is a modern binding of 
Trickster, not a liberation.

Bugs Bunny and other tricksters are in it for the fun of it, fun that 
is authentically liberating. Dark facsimiles like Waldo employ the 
potency of the archetype’s ancient powers to strike a similar chord that 
also resonates. Such twisted Tricksters convince us that we’re crossing 
boundaries and getting free, when in fact such trolls are vehicles for 
propaganda that binds us to an oppressive status quo. Waldo, who is a 
co-opted character from the outset, tricks folks into thinking they’ve 
upset the status quo when in fact they’ve accepted its full takeover. 
And “The Waldo Moment” has been cited as one of the more lucid 
explanations of the 2016 presidential election.

Charles Brooker penned all of the Black Mirror episodes of dystopia 
and twenty-first-century technology going only slightly more amok 
than it already has. In “Hated in the Nation,”9 a mastermind hacker 
takes social media pile-on hating to its logical next step, assassinat-
ing whoever is voted by the online masses as the most hated of the 
day. He then doles out vigilante justice by turning the same murder 
machine—GPS-controlled electronic bees—on the haters. It’s the 
meanness of trolls taken to another level. Nothing playful here, but 
Brooker paints dramatic and visceral pictures of the risk of ventur-
ing onto amoral ground.

These (a)morality plays of the twenty-first century sensitize us 
to the life-or-death stakes of social media havoc. Brooker joins the 

9 Black Mirror, Season 3, episode 6, “Hated in the Nation,” directed by James Hawes, written 
by Charlie Brooker, October 21, 2016,Channel 4. Viewed on Netflix.
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