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The Absurd:

From Seven to Nine

Years

Mary had a baby and named him Tiny Tim.

Put him in a bathtub to teach him how to swim.

Timmy swallowed water. Mary called the doctor.
In came the doctor, in came the nurse,

In came the lady with the big fat purse.
이

"What did one flea say to the other as they
went off for a stroll?"

"Shall we walk or take a dog?"

Kirk takes his first train trip. He goes to the

toilet. The conductor calling out the stations
cries, "Dunkirk." The boy cries back, "Not yet."



By seven years of age children have acquired the main
habits of the adults around them, and they have acquired the
beginnings of important skills that they will need to survive
in the parent society. Seven years is the time when children
of many tribal societies become, in effect, small adults. They
work in the fields. They look after babies. They do thecooking.

It is a time of responsibility. In the Middle Ages children
were apprenticed at this age. In a similar manner we choose
this age to teach children reading, writing, and arithmetic. At
the same time we teach them the good habits of work, order-
liness, cooperation, and competition. We expect them to be
able to conduct themselves properly in school all day and fol-low all its multiple rules as well as to behave themselves on
the playground, which is equally bound by  rules.
The thing that saves their imagination during this high

peak of social achievement is their rich sense of nonsense in
the world about them. They perhaps need a clear sense of ab-
surdity at this age so that by the time they are adolescents
they can carry out original ideas.

GAMES AND OTHER THINGS TO DO

You will see throughout this chapter the way in which
children of this age swing from rigid order to wild disorder.

Participation

As children reach the end of early childhood, which runs
from birth until about seven or eight years, you can be flexi-

168

making suggestions, or
 ag m

and that might go som
ewhere. Your playfulness ma

y now be

just as momenta
ry and interludial

 as was your thr
ee-year-old's

with you some years earlier.
1

You can do this duri
ng meals, in the car on 

the way to

school, or at any other time th
ey can stand you. You can be a

ham for the n
ext two years 

and get away wi
th it. But after

that you will have to be more subtle. When accused of som
e

injustice or infringement, you
 can sometim

es pantomim
e

your way out 
of accusations. 

"You said you would 
bring

home a ball." "Well I got this big iron
 ball, and I carr

ied it,

and I carried it 
[miming], but it wore me out and I droppe

d

it on my foot [hoppin
g]. And if you go o

ut in the car, y
ou

will find it on the back seat." You can still play dead,
 gasping

and wheezing, as you 
receive a mafia 

bullet in the sto
mach.

It is always the st
omach because th

at is noisier. Breakf
ast or

dinner allow hamme
d-up recollections of yo

ur own child-

hood. They are still
 acceptable, but not

 for much longer
.

Sometimes hamming
 will help you through 

your referee-

ing and coaching role al
so. These are the ye

ars when children

readily call one anothe
r a cheat, and just a

s readily cheat

themselves, without bein
g fully aware of the di

fference be-

tween their freedom
 and someone else's cheating. Larceny

and righteousness reach 
an all-time high. You c

an make up a

story of a guy who played just to cheat
, with exaggerated ex

-

amples of how he would have bare 
feet so he could pick up

the other guy's marbles
 between his toes, ho

w he would kick

the marbles by accide
nt, and how he would stick them up hi

s

nose to hide them, b
ut one stuck and he 

rolled around in

agony until the doctor came.

In games with your chi
ldren you will find they a

re now

sharper about winning and losing. Th
ey can be overwhelmed



is a reality to contests of skill now, and it does children no
good for you to fudge the difference. Their concern with skill
is very real, and whether you are dealing with baseballs,
jacks, jump ropes, marbles, cards, checkers, or dominoes, you
should play with them fairly straight with mild but realistic
effort. They have to know how to play. You can show them.
They have to know what is fair and what is not. You can tell
them. They have to see what skill looks like. You should
show them.

Play, Playfulness, and Frenzy

We have said that there are differences between play and
mastery. We should also distinguish between ordinary en-
joyable play and that wildly inventive sort that occurs now
and again. We could call this playfulness. In playfulness the
players are more explosive than usual; they laugh a lot. There

is a feeling of great fun as the player spins from one play idea
or action to the next with great diversity and a freewheeling
spirit.

Playfulness sometimes leads off into uncontrollable excite-

ment, and a child gets to laughing and laughing and scream-
ing in a way that is clearly out of control. This is not unusual
during the first seven years. The feelings of self only gradually
become stabilized and often are not enough to hold back the
effects of overexcitement. A birthday party is a good example,
and one that lasts throughout childhood. The additional stim-

ulation and excitement of opening parcels leads in a crescendo

through more parcels and to even higher expectations and fan-

tasies. Thus, when children reach the end of the presents,
rather than feeling pleasure they feel let down. Then there
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expectation for the next novel objec
t, and so on until there is

no more.

But truly playful activities, like rou
gh and tumbling, can

similarly lead to expectati
ons for greater stimulation, and

children may increasingly throw themsel
ves into the horseplay.

Their usual control may 
break down so that they become al-

most frenzied with excitemen
t. Their own feelings know no

boundaries, and they are overcome with sc
reaming, shrieking,

etc. These extremes happen o
nce in a while when chil

dren

are being playful, just as they may
 get blue and depressed if

they are never playful.

This is obviously a very complex subjec
t, and we raise it

here just to point out that there is an o
pposite maxim to our

"If it isn't fun, forget it"; namely, "When fun becomes

frenzy, forget it." Practically speaking, that may mean ho
ld-

ing and calming your children, rhy
thmical rocking and sing-

ing to them, distracting them t
o some more-sober activity,

distracting to some eating activity, etc.

Improvisation

Children are generally ready for st
age behavior by now.

Fantasy roles (Santa Claus, grandf
ather) are no problem.

Portraying emotion is also OK. But more interesting is the

stereotyped exaggeration of cha
racter. This is the time

 for

children to overact. They 
can now begin to play the clowns

that they have seen played
 by the Captain Kangaroos of the

world. In order to play a clown, 
one must also have s

ome

sort of plot. The actor has
 to introduce the scene, develo

p it,

and let it collapse. For chil
dren this may be little more than

coming on stage, pretending 
to act seriously (for example,




























