A Playground — Common Ground
A Provisional Modus Vivendi

by M. Berriet

Games, although playful in appearance, are sophisticated systems that allow participants
to assume active roles within a structured framework. They aim to establish a respectful
environment for exchange according to assigned roles.

Games are both universal and context-specific: they enact social conventions and cultural
references while providing a terrain for sharing differences, highlighting the necessity for
each participant to assume a role and to interact meaningfully.

Skill, strategy, probability, or sheer luck — winning a game requires the ability to
cooperate with others and to cultivate collective harmony grounded in respect.

Sport provides spaces of common ground — not as ready-made solutions to societal
problems, but as arenas in which methodological challenges may be explored, bridging
elite and urban-rural divides.

A place of modus vivendi bridges worlds and enables adaptation. As Kris Kanthak (2025)
suggests, it fosters an “epistemological decolonisation” of academia by critically examining
how centralised (often Western) models of rural knowledge interrogate their own methods
and “ways of knowing”.

Such an approach encourages exploration beyond traditional frameworks, revealing what
may be shared within pluralistic societies.

While all games — like organised institutions or academic systems — involve roles and
limits, they may also stimulate competition, potentially leading to conflict, localised
prejudice, or corruption.

Sport and the arts remain inclusive common spaces. They function as tools for
development, bringing together people from diverse backgrounds.

Whether acting, observing, playing, or competing together, participants create bonds and
cultivate environments in which individuality may flourish, while countering hostility and
discrimination. Today, the world of sport is evolving faster than ever, facing unprecedented
socio-cultural, legal, and economic challenges.

This context presents unique
opportunities  for interdisciplinary and
academic investigation.

In today’s critical global climate, sport
and the arts serve as provisional spaces
for courteous and stimulating debate,
collaboration, and understanding, while
advancing global values, empowerment,
and emancipation.
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By integrating sport within cultural and educational systems, we promote the holistic
development of body, mind, and will. Sport also provides educational opportunities that
cultivate endurance, commitment to achieving goals, and positive engagement with
others, encouraging collective endeavour and embracing generosity, care, friendship
across differences, gender equality, and resistance to discrimination.

Games are not solely collective.

Solitary games emerged in contexts of absence, illness, isolation, or
incarceration. During the first half of the seventeenth century, under
Louis XIV, many noblemen imprisoned in fortresses used games to
sustain body and mind, develop logic, and stimulate inquiry.

One early documented example (1697) is a French engraving of
Anne-Joulie de Rohan-Chabot, Princess of Soubise, playing solitaire.

The French mathematician Pélisson is credited with inventing Peg
Solitaire (Solo Noble) as a form of intellectual entertainment.

Beyond mere pastime, games activate cognitive processes. They
develop logical reasoning connected to creative thought and train
decision-making and action.

For young children, games are a primary means of exploring life,
space, choice, and problem-solving, while fostering socialisation and concentration.

They nurture self-awareness and facilitate connection with peers.

Play is an innate human phenomenon that shapes roles and cultures. It teaches
adaptability and fairness, demonstrates how such skills may be applied, stimulates
imagination, and offers freedom of being within defined limits.

Pieter Bruegel’'s Children’s Games (1560)
depicts a playground filled with diverse
activities (approximately ninety identified),
forming the first in a series representing the
Ages of Man. The composition demonstrates
the skill, focus, and seriousness required to
grow into a fully realised individual.
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As a platform for innovation exhibiting performative flexibility, C. Thi Nguyen observes:
“Games are as special as the arts because they let us take on alternate forms of agency.”
Across time and cultures, children innovate through play. In non-industrialised regions,
children continue to play with stones, fruit, and nuts, creating an immaterial heritage of
unstructured, creative games — an informal yet foundational educational system.

One of the oldest known forms of children’s play, hoop rolling, dates back to Ancient
Greece in the fifth century BCE, with similar practices documented in tenth-century BCE
China.
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From prehistoric art onwards, ancient -cultures
likewise valued structured play.
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Chess, one of the world’s most enduring
board games, is documented as early as
531-579 CE in a Sasanian Middle Persian
text during the reign of Khusrau I. A contest
of intelligence, it is known in Persian and
Arabic as shah mat, meaning “the king is
defeated”.

In Homo Ludens, 1938 cultural study by
Dutch historian Johan Huizinga explores the
central role of play in human civilization, in
the development of culture, law, art, and
social institutions.

Backgammon similarly trains logical reasoning, offering complex geometric exercises for
the mind.

Historically, Olympic medals were also
awarded for artistic achievement. Baron
Pierre de Coubertin, founder of the modern
Olympic Games, sought to unite aesthetics
and sport. Between 1912 and 1948, medals
were awarded in architecture, painting,
sculpture, literature, and music, provided the
works aligned with Olympic ideals. In total,
151 medals were awarded for sport-inspired
artworks.
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Coubertin regarded art as integral to the Olympic vision: a true Olympian excelled not
only in athletic performance but in all faculties of body and mind.

Since the release of Charlie
Chaplin’s  silent  film The
Champion, sports cinema has
captivated audiences, leading
them through emotional
journeys shaped by competition
— individual or collective
struggles for values — offering
provocative insight into the
human condition.
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Conclusion

From board games and playgrounds to hide-and-seek and musical games, play fosters
autonomy, strategy, discovery, and joy, both individually and collectively. Play is
a fundamental human experience, mirrored in nature and animal behaviours.

Sport constitutes a powerful platform for transcending barriers, acting as a universal
language that encourages understanding and endurance while exposing participants to
global cultures.

From personal development to teamwork, sport cultivates the individual within the
collective, nurturing creative spirit. It impacts physical and mental health and advances
peace education, development, and social progress through both individual and group
engagement.

That said, recognising the humanistic and structuring impact of play and sport does not
preclude a lucid awareness of their potential excesses — particularly when excessive body
worship, combined with monetisation, speculation, or commodification, distorts their
fundamental contributive spirit.

One may finally ask: behind the spectacle, what realities exist beyond the values
attributed to sport? Playing, competing, or self-transcendence? What drives each
participant — and what ultimately drives the athlete?

Invictus, 2009 docudrama sports film, Clint

Eastwood Morgan Freeman and Matt Damon ;
Invictus tells the story of how Nelson Mandela
uses the 1995 Rugby World Cup to help unite

post-apartheid South Africa, inspiring the

national team captained by Francois Pienaar.
| raconte comment Nelson Mandela utilise
la Coupe du monde de rugby 1995 pour unir

une Afrique du Sud encore marquée par
I'apartheid, en soutenant I’équipe nationale
menée par Francois Pienaar.





