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MOTIVATION: THE PLEASURES OF SMALL MOTIONS


  Pool is a game of small motions. An eighth of an inch—or less—can change everything.


  Robots are good at small motions. They can be programmed to infinitesimal precision, and they can repeat the same small motion over and over, exactly. Not so with humans.


  Living things have goals and purposes; dead things do not. Robots, being dead, have no purposes, no motivation. We can design a robot to do what we want, and (unless we do a bad job designing it) we needn’t fear that the purposes dictating the design will conflict. We can design it to exacting tolerances, fitted for the precise, limited purpose that we want it to serve. Since its tasks are determined ahead of time and limited in scope, it needs no flexibility.


  Because a robot has neither motivations nor moods, we never have to fear that its motivations will be at cross-purposes to each other, or that some mood relevant to one task will disable it for another. We needn’t bother studying robot psychology; robots have none.


    [image: Figure I: On each shot, the human body has literally an infinite number of possible motions—unlike a machine built to do the same thing over and over. Mental control, not mechanical constraints, determine shot-making consistency.]


    Figure I: On each shot, the human body has literally an infinite number of possible motions—unlike a machine built to do the same thing over and over. Mental control, not mechanical constraints, determine shot-making consistency.


  Humans, being alive, have a body that serves a host of purposes and goals, and we can alter our purposes and goals from one time and place to another. Our design is full of engineering compromises, since it must serve so many purposes, many of them idiosyncratic and defined only as we go through life. Though we have some inborn purposes and goals, most concerns of most individuals depend on the specific time and place of their births, the vagaries of their peculiar experiences. The body must be exceedingly flexible, able to work within very broad tolerances.


  We do not have bodies well suited to repeat small motions, reliably, over and over. Worse, since an individual’s purposes are many and changeable, motivation displays no natural harmony—we are often divided within ourselves, with one concern distracting from another. Our emotions vary with our situations, with how these situations suit our overriding concerns. We often find our emotions undermining activities we wish to do well.


  Our strengths and our weakness are one and the same: Our bodies are more flexible than robots’, and we have complex minds, which have moods. We can do much more than robots. But we cannot reliably repeat tiny motions, over and over, precisely.


  Robots, of course, cannot play pool; the most sophisticated robots we can build, with our present knowledge, cannot perform even basic visual tasks required to distinguish one ball from another and plot a line of aim, much less choose how hard to shoot, with what sort of English. Someday, no doubt, robotics will be advanced enough to produce flawless playing machines. Whether robots ever play pool, though, will depend on whether humans care to build them to do so. The robots themselves will never care.


  THE INSTINCT FOR PLAY


  The psychology of pocket billiards must start with the question, Why do people care for pool? To understand any activity of life, we must understand its purposes. To understand motivation, we must understand why the activity matters. Our bodies are not particularly well suited for pool, but many of us love it. Why?


  Perhaps some people have only one answer: to win. That’s a bad answer, for many reasons.


  For one thing, “to win” doesn’t explain anything. Why would winning at pool matter to anyone? No one cares about winning at breathing or falling off logs. Why is pool an activity at which anyone would bother to compete—much less an activity where we pay money to watch others compete?


  More important, “to win” is a bad reason for playing because this motive will not help you to become good at the game. You’ll lose far more than you win, at least until you become a top player; and you’ll never win when you practice, since you won’t even compete then. You need some other motivation if you are to fulfill your purpose of learning to play well.


  Winning is a great thing, and surely it will be one of the motivations for any serious player. It won’t help you understand the fundamental psychology of the game, though—or keep you at the table when you aren’t winning.


  Those of us who fall in love with the game don’t do so because we love to win. We fall in love with it for other reasons: the pleasures of small motions.


  We “play” pool. Why do we play anything? The scientific answer is fairly simple: for fun. At first glance, play is a very strange activity. How could it contribute to survival? Why did we evolve the capacity for play? Scholars who vex themselves over this question agree that the vital purpose of play is to enjoy activities crucial to our survival at times when we are not suffering any threats to our survival. Play is the enjoyment at leisure of abilities that originated in our struggle to survive. When our ancestors ran after buffalo, throwing rocks and swinging clubs, they were not playing; they were surviving. When we play baseball, we use the same actions for the sheer pleasure of the experience.


  We play because we enjoy the experience. We evolved the capacity to play because play hones skills that matter to our survival. Our capacity to make up games has surely aided our evolution, because we bring to the struggle to survive the skills we have developed at play. Imagine two species identical in every way, except one lacks the capacity to invent and enjoy play. The species that enjoys play possesses an immense advantage when the challenges of life call upon the skills they have perfected in their games. This species would soon eradicate its earnest, hardworking rivals, for in their play they would have developed skills beyond the natural level possessed by the creatures who did not play. Humans love to play, because our ancestors who played survived and passed us their genes. We are descendants of players. The instinct for play comes with our genes.


  This helps us understand why we take an interest in games that depend on skills for which our bodies are not especially well suited. The things we can do automatically are not very interesting or pleasant—where’s the challenge in breathing or falling off a log? We develop competitive games around skills that matter in life, that challenge our ability. We develop them as games because we enjoy the experience.


  When we play pool, we hone and enjoy our capacities for small motions. We immerse ourselves in the pleasures of precision. Think of how often we speak of “beautiful” shots. Think of the pleasure of a smooth stroke, the thrill of a cue ball dancing with exactly executed English, the on-a-string elegance of a well-hit object ball rolling to the pocket. I would suggest that people who love the game are fascinated by the beauty of small, precise movements.


  Precision matters, for our survival, and it is precisely because it does not come automatically to humans that we can play at it.


  If you cast your mind back to why you first loved the game, and recapture the sheer delight of your fine motor control making the balls move around the table the way they should, you place your game squarely within a basic human instinct: playing with skills for the sake of the experience, rather than survival. You do much more than that, however: You discover a fundamental motivation that will serve you well whenever you step to the table. You recover pleasure in the basic activity of the game.


  THE VALUE OF PROPER MOTIVATION


  We can understand the importance of proper motivation when we think of the hardest part of learning to play well—doing drills. If you play to win, or to “be good” at the game, drills inevitably frustrate and bore you. There is no one to beat, and drills make clear just how “not good” you really are. If you have a great deal of self-discipline, you can make yourself do them; but you will never enjoy them. They will never be play.


  Our emotions—according to the current leading psychological theory—serve as barometers and bellwethers: They tell us where we are compared to where we want to be. Emotions signal “match” or “mismatch” between intention and reality. The specific emotion we feel spurs us to act in a way that (previous experience has led us to believe) may decrease a mismatch or sustain a match. If your motivation for playing pool is to win, or to be good, drills will usually give a “mismatch” reading—you will not be winning or demonstrating your prowess. Such mismatch between purpose and achievement provokes the negative emotions all of us know too well. Stay in “mismatch” for long, and your emotions say to you, “Overpower this situation” (frustration) or “This is pointless—leave” (boredom). Neither helps you learn to shoot.


  Suppose that you have a different motivation—one that practice, in and of itself, fulfills. Drills can then become satisfying.


  Suppose you are fascinated with the beauty and precision of how small motions cause the balls to move. Suppose you thrill to the challenge of doing well something that our flexible, complex organisms find vital but difficult. If your fundamental motivation for playing (and playing well) is the sheer beauty of moving the balls with finesse and precision, drills are ideal. You become curious, rather than bored, with the motions of your stroke and the balls. Every miss tells you something, if you know how to read it. A well-executed make thrills you.


  You will become a better player, faster, if your motivation for playing makes doing drills satisfying. If you don’t already play out of fascination with the beauty of moving the balls with finesse and precision, you would do well to cultivate such an approach, if for no other reason than increasing the time you spend doing drills.


  You will find, too, that cultivating the pleasure of shooting well will help you in competition. When you are five games back in a race to eleven, or fifty balls back in straight pool, nothing spoils your play as much as preoccupation with winning. Focusing on the grace and elegance of your shots, though, pushes your competitive anxiety away from the center of your awareness. Each beautiful shot becomes rewarding in itself—rather than accentuating how far you still have to go to catch up. The satisfaction from one shot feeds into your next shot, and you get into a rhythm of satisfaction. String together a lot of beautiful shots, and you win.


  PLEASURE AND OTHER MOTIVATIONS


  Pleasure at pool can combine with many other pleasures. Surely one of them is the pleasure of winning. The desire to win, like the desire to play, probably originates in our evolutionary past: The strong survive; those who play best bring the benefits of play to the field of survival. The desire to win should not be disparaged; it simply cannot be the principal motivation for pursuing the game. The desire to win is one motivation among many that help us with our game.


  Little of what has been written about pool until now emphasizes the importance of pleasure. Nearly every authority places the emphasis on shooting “right” and winning. “There is only one way to play—the right way,” we are often told. In fact, there are many correct ways to play—as many as give us pleasure.


  “There is only one way to play—the right way” is an attitude held over from an earlier time. The older regime of players who created most of the existing lore and instructional information came from a pool environment very different from that of most of today’s players. The habits of mind and play that suited earlier generations shaped the advice given to people very different in thought and purpose.


  When pool was dominated by hustlers and sharks, an ethos alien to today’s players evolved. For one thing, pool in the Great Depression, and for several decades after, was the province of blue-collar males, and the best players depended on it for material sustenance. Winning is, indeed, the most important thing when it makes the difference between having a room to sleep in and curling up in the comer of the pool hall for the night. Winning also matters in the hierarchical jousting of a male culture. One well-documented trait of men in groups is the establishment of a hierarchy of dominance. Pool was for decades a “bachelor culture,” a haven for men for whom women were not central to life. In this culture proving your ability to play had a great deal to do with your social standing.


  For many players of that era, pool was not play. Pool was survival, and proof of status as a man within one’s social world.


  Only the tiniest minority of today’s players depend on pool for their livelihoods, and the game has become less blue collar and less male dominated. For few of us does the pool hall constitute our principal social arena. Advice drawn from the experiential lessons of an earlier time does not really suit today’s players. The significance of the game differs for us. Why and how we play cannot but differ as well.


  A survey done a few years back showed that about 90 percent of the people who take a first pool lesson are not playing pool a year later. I believe this is, at least in part, because pool instructors still teach an archaic attitude, with no emphasis on pleasure. For most of today’s players, pool is principally recreation. If it’s not fun, but a set of chores and imperatives, they won’t stick with it. Why should they?


  Always, for most of us, pool is play, and the fundamental answer to the question, “Why play pool?” is, “the pleasures of small motions.” This answer can take many different shapes, however, depending on what other purposes we mix it with on a given occasion.


  With friends, we play for fun and camaraderie. The game will vary according to your friends’ different levels of skill, different degrees of seriousness about the game, and different personalities.


  In your nine-ball league, perhaps you play to test your mettle and hone your competitive skills. Every match is unique, depending on how the season has developed and your standing at the time. With each competitor you have a particular history and relationship. You have archrivals, mentors, proteges, friends, and even enemies. Your purpose in playing will vary in accordance.


  With the local hustlers, perhaps you play to learn something or to prove something, or to take an imaginary nostalgia trip into pool’s haunted past, depending on whom you play and when.


  In tournaments you probably play to win, period.


  Playing alone, you may be working on your skills, distracting yourself from life’s larger issues, or just having fun.


  This sort of flexibility in your approach to the game has much to commend it. If you always play the same, you severely limit how much enjoyment pool can add to your life. If you play against friends the way you play against archrivals (or if you play against all your friends the way you play against the most competitive, skilled friend), you will soon have few friends willing to enter a game with you. If you play in your league or in tournaments the way you play against friends, you will never finish in the money. But if you learn to adapt your game to many opponents and circumstances, you can play more often, more successfully, with more enjoyment.


  Such a flexible, varied approach to your pool-playing purposes has an added benefit: When one approach isn’t working, others can keep you at the table. If you play only to win, and you go into a slump, you will have a hard, unpleasant time showing up at the pool hall. Psychologists have learned that people need “multiple competencies” to sustain themselves—when something in which we take pride and satisfaction becomes unavailable, we need to be able to turn to something else to motivate and sustain us.


  You will gain more from the game—and improve the most—if you cultivate the pleasures of play mixed with many other motives: victory, camaraderie, mentorship, distraction from life’s difficulties, and so on.


  This is not to say that multiple motivations may not cause problems. When we possess many purposes, we sometimes find one at odds with another. That’s a difference between humans and robots. I’ll address resolving this problem in chapter 8. The fundamental point, however, remains this: Pool is play; it should always be fun. A miserable player is a miserable player. If you cultivate the pleasures of small motions, and learn to pursue them in many different contexts, you will develop into a resilient player whose life is enriched by the game.




 
  TWO



BODY IN MIND: WHAT THE MENTAL GAME IS ABOUT


  Pool is mostly mental, they say—and that’s certainly true. But the men tal side of pool is fundamentally physical. That’s because pool is a sport.


  You might think this an odd thing to say about a game a fat drunk can play while smoking. Certainly if we call pool players “athletes,” we risk being laughed out of the room. In the average pool hall, the people who run the most racks can’t run a mile downhill on a cool day. Pool won’t make you sweat unless you bet money you don’t have and find yourself losing. Playing long hours of pool—given the smoke, drink, and greasy bar food that come with it—would seem to hurt your cardiovascular system, not improve it.


  In the most important sense, however, pool is a sport. It’s fundamentally physical—bodies moving sticks moving balls across surfaces. In pool, unlike chess or Scrabble or backgammon or poker, the difference between an excellent player and a nobody is not a matter of intellect. It’s a matter of physical ability. In pool, all the knowledge in the world will not help without exquisite physical skill.


  Even so, physical skill in pool depends almost entirely on the mind. Since playing pool is purposeful activity—as distinct from autonomic activity, like breathing, or reflexive activity, like jumping when you sit on a tack—every motion you make in the game requires mental activity. The “mental game” consists of the mental activity that creates the physical motions of the game.


  Many players seem to think the mental game is something you add to your physical game to make it better, sort of like Tabasco sauce on a bland meal. They say something like, “My skills are fine, but my mental game is weak.” Sometimes that’s true—mainly in competition, as we shall see later on. In general, however, your game consists of both. Physical skill depends on the mind, and the importance of the mental game comes from its effect on the body.


  THE BODILY MIND


  Most writing about pool psychology seems to assume that the mental game consists mostly of thoughts. Control your mind, think this, don’t think that, and so forth and so on. In fact, little of pool psychology should have much to do with “thinking,” in the usual sense, at all. The parts of our central nervous system controlling our spatial perceptions and fine motor motions have rather weak, indirect connections with the parts of our brains that use words.


  If you think about it, this should be obvious: The parts of our brains that control spatial relations and fine motor control evolved long before the wordy parts of our brains. We share spatial and motor brain structures with all sorts of animals that cannot use words.


  Most mental activity in pool must consist of visual, spatial, tactile, and kinesthetic images. That’s images. Your mind should be occupied with images, not ideas, when you play pool.


  You already know this, though perhaps you haven’t realized it. Think of the experience of “dead stroke.” In dead stroke, you have nothing but sensuous images guiding your play. No calculations, no words, no numbers. You just sense what to do. That’s the difference between images and ideas.


  Scientific researchers, being logical, wordy types, originally assumed that mentality depends on words, sentences, and logical relations among them. Ideas, expressed in sentences, form the heart of intelligence—they thought. This has turned out to be false. As psychology has grown, and especially as neuroscience and artificial intelligence have entered the fray, we now know that most work of the mind does not invoke words or sentences at all. The work that calculates motions and controls muscles, especially, depends on images, not ideas.


  That’s why visualization, a popular form of improving your mental game, works. Visual images, unlike verbal cogitations, actually have close connections with the parts of your brain that control your motions.


  Visualization, however, is only part of the story. Your eyes can’t move your cue stick. More important, you cannot see most of what you must control to play well—namely, your own body. The only thing you can control in this game is your own body, and most of that falls outside the range of vision when you play. Visualization, though useful, helps only indirectly with what’s most important.


  Tactile and kinesthetic images—images of what you will feel, images of your body in motion—matter at least as much as visual images, perhaps more. Since our visual centers connect intimately to the parts of the brain that control motion, visualization pulls the body along in its train, so to speak. But deliberately improving your mental game requires that you learn to focus directly on the full range of sensory images.


  We can call the bodily mind “the sensuous imagination”—the mind’s imagining what you will sense, through every part of your body, as your body moves through your shot, and how each sensation connects to what will happen on the table.


  The mental game consists mostly of the sensuous imagination. When we seek to improve our mental game, that’s what we need to work on—our sensory images of every element of play, our images of the body in motion. We must call these images to mind, study them as we approach the table, play with them, choose among them, organize them, keep them foremost in our consciousness, and follow them as we shoot.


  The best self-talk during play is none at all. Good research in several sports has shown repeatedly that when the best competitors play well, the conceptual and verbal centers of their brains show little activity. The sensory centers, however, work vigorously.


  THE CONCEPTUAL MIND


  Dead stroke is play entirely controlled by the sensuous imagination. That’s what we aspire to in working on the mental game. Much as we would like to, we’re not able to spend all our playing time in dead stroke. We certainly cannot play in dead stroke when acquiring or using new skills, and all too often even our most trusted skills get balky. Ideas—concepts, numbers, sentences, calculations, and so forth—matter, though they play mainly a supporting role in a sound mental game.


  First, ideas are conceptual blueprints. They instruct us on how to assemble certain motions. “Do this, then this, then this, while avoiding this, this, and this.” The ideas themselves can’t move our bodies, but they can guide us in putting images of bodily motions together to form a complex picture of an action.


  When we practice new skills, we have no choice but to use ideas to think our way through new physical processes. We have difficulty performing new skills (or remedying deficiencies in old ones) because we possess neither the images of executing the skills nor the wiring that makes skills automatic. In acquiring new skills, consciously following the blueprint allows us to create the repertoire of images that will guide us when the skill has become second nature.


  When acquiring new skills (or remedying deficiencies in old ones), we also have to use ideas to catalog and compare images. We must have acute body awareness as we shoot, noticing exactly what we do and how it feels, and what happens as a result. We must deliberately commit images of our action to memory within a few seconds of executing it. Then we have to analyze which motions lead to which results. All of this requires logical, analytic attention. You’ll never learn much from practice without such deliberate analysis.


  A blueprint is not a house, though, and an idea is not a skill. You use ideas to build the skills. When the skill has become second nature—when you’ve acquired the sensuous images and habits of mind that organize them properly—you put the blueprint away.


  Ideally, we would get past needing the blueprints altogether—but we don’t. Sad to say, on most days we encounter quite a few situations that we have to think through. The sensuous imagination alone doesn’t show us what to do. We sometimes have to pull out the blueprints to plot a strategy, to calculate a shot, or to undertake something a bit above our skill level.


  This is the second way that ideas matter in good play. In physical activity, ideas matter when we don’t know what to do. You find yourself at a loss—you face the table, and no images of what to do present themselves, or the images that occur make no sense. You’re confused. You have to think through your confusion. As we will see in detail in the next chapter, the logical, analytic, wordy parts of your neocortex respond to cries for help from the rest of your central nervous system, and they respond with ideas.


  Still, the ideas alone cannot do the work. Ideas can guide us in assembling
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