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Play!: More Important than Food or Money

Ken Nagasawa 
Kanda University of International Studies, Japan

In a KUIS class last semester, a teacher showed us a series of pictures. In the first, a polar bear was pawing 
a dog. It looked like he was attacking it. But then in later pictures we saw that the bear was actually playing 
with the dog. The teacher explained that it was March in northern Canada and the bear was just coming out 
of hibernation and very hungry. But when the dog saw him approaching, the dog went down on his front 
paws and wagged its tail, which is an interspecies signal for play. So the bear started playing and actually 
came back to play three days in a row before the ice broke up and he could swim away to eat seals (his 
typical meal). The conclusion was that play was more important than food. 

I had a parallel experience this summer: I discovered that what poor people want is not money but a place 
for sports. I visited slums in south east Asia in August to understand what I study in my university and to take 
photographs.

Before I went to a slum, people always said “You must be careful because they beg or steel your 
belongings.” And also, I expected that I may be asked for money or my camera might be stolen in the place 
where people need money for their living. 

However, I found that it depends on places. In the places where they have a place to play sports such as 
basketball and football, people never asked for money. They asked to play sports with me or for me to take 
their picture. For example, at Navotas in Manila, I played basketball with local guys. This basketball court 
was provided by the mayor and people used it and fixed it when it needed fixing. 
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During holidays at Navotas, a few minutes walk from old Smoky Mountain which was a symbol of 
poverty in Philippines.

However, in the Philippines there are some slums in a cemetery and I was asked for money there (I never 
think they are bad because the reason they are poor is not just their fault but the chain of inequality).
 
It is difficult to make a place for sports in those kinds of areas but I asked myself “How would it be if they got 
sports grounds and facilities in the community?” I felt they wanted to play more than beg for money because 
this is the nature of human beings.

At Klong Toey in Bangkok, there is a football field. This is open for young people to play soccer to prevent 
them from being involved in crimes such as selling drugs. Furthermore, by opening a place for sports, they 
can make friends. By making friends, it can be a deterrent of criminal activity as a community can have the 
power to prevent the drug selling with observation of each other. By playing sports, it makes their bodies and 
minds stronger. By being healthy, their brains work well. Then they can get a better life with friends, health, 
creativity and jobs. 

The UN explains that “sports are very important for development. According to the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development, “Sport is also an important enabler of sustainable development”. “We recognize 
the growing contribution of sport to the realization of development and peace in its promotion of tolerance 
and respect and the contributions it makes to the empowerment of women and of young people, individuals 
and communities as well as to health, education and social inclusion objectives.”

Not only sports but also many games can develop these goals. What is important is just playing for the fun of 
it, for the love it! Then you will get what you need in your life. 
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Kids are playing on a railroad in Klong Toey, Bangkok.

Millennium Development Goals, declared the United Nations, tried to end poverty between 2000 and 2015, 
but left many unsettled issues. Instead of it, Sustainable Development Goals took over the roles of the 
Millennium Development Goals seeking to end all poverty by 2030. I think it will be harder and harder just 
like former goals. However, sports can be one of the ways to do this. As I mentioned earlier, there are many 
impoverished areas where there is no place to play. While work is important for the poor, places to play 
sports for everyone around the world is even more important in my opinion. Work will give them money so 
they can eat. But play creates community, belonging, and meaningfulness for the soul. Yes, let’s create jobs, 
but let us also create places to play! 

They are poor in terms of money and where they live, but it is rare to see these great smiles in my 
country.
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Announcement 
Dear Colleagues, 

On behalf of the ELI, I would like to make an announcement in advance of a very special 
weeklong event to take place in the coming December. In celebration of the 30th 
anniversary of the founding of KUIS, and to inaugurate the first ELI Academic Advisory 
Board, invitations to campus have been extended to and accepted by Prof Alastair 

Pennycook (University of Technology Sydney), Prof Elana Shohamy (Tel Aviv University & 
City University of New York), and Dr Phillip Towndrow (Nanyang Technological University 
- National Institute of Education, Singapore). These highly esteemed scholars will be with 
us concurrently, from December 6 (Tuesday) until December 10 (Saturday). Each of our 
international guests will present a public lecture during that week, and the visits will 
conclude with an open panel discussion featuring all three. Time for individual and small-
group consultations with Dr Pennycook, Dr Shohamy, and Dr Towndrow will also be made 
available. (Links to the visitors' respective faculty pages are supplied below. More 
information on the talks and panel discussion will be provided in due course.)  

Considering also Prof Jo Mynard's exciting announcement of the forthcoming visit by Prof 
Reinders, this promises to be an exciting and stimulating semester indeed! 

Again, more information to follow. 

Best regards, 

Mark 

https://www.uts.edu.au/staff/alastair.pennycook 

http://www.elana-shohamy.co.il/ 

http://www.nie.edu.sg/profile/towndrow-phillip-alexander 
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