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How to Play

 with You
r Children

have our c
hildren. Th

e highest a
chievement 

of parenthoo
d

should be 
that as our

 children r
each adulthoo

d, they would

choose to 
have us as

 parents. W
e have a be

tter chance
 of this

happening if 
for twenty-od

d years we have a
ll lived toge

ther

in an atmosp
here that ha

s been full
 of playfulne

ss and fun.

By playing wi
th your chil

dren, you as
 the pare

nts can t
urn

the roles o
f life aroun

d the othe
r way. You

 or they can
 be the

clowns, hors
es, babies, m

onsters, th
e ones who

 are "It," and

the trickste
rs. Your chi

ldren feel co
mfortable w

ith you be-

cause you can cha
nge places wi

th them and they ca
n change

with you. It is an optimistic 
and lighthearted way

 of life to be

able to go 
back and fort

h from the w
ay things real

ly are to

the way things might
 be.

But as we have said 
all along, th

ere are tim
es not to pl

ay

with your 
children-not

 ever if you feel yo
u are intruding

(and you ma
y be), or yo

u feel it is a duty (f
or their "own

good"), or y
ou are to

o grumpy, 
preoccupied,

 or just plai
n

exhausted 
to enjoy th

e fun you 
are suppose

d to be hav
ing

together. By
 and large as

 children get
 older, we 

have to play

with them
 less, but we have to und

erstand the
m more. At

 an

earlier age th
ey are so dep

endent upon
 us that the

y come to

us with thei
r play. At these 

later ages 
they do not,

 and we

have to h
ave a wise

r understand
ing of what they

 are about
 in

order to be of occasional
 help.

12
Conclusion

ThE SIGNIFICANCE

OF PLAY IN

PARENTING



Primarily we hope that we have made the world more fun

or at least a less boring place for you and your children. We
believe, however, that we have also contributed to your versa-

tility, and to your children's versatility, because they will
copy you, whatever you do.

ASSESSMENT

The appendix at the end of this book, which we call "As-

sessment," is divided into two parts. The first part contains a

check list that you can use to review your own progress in

these things. It asks you, in effect, how playful you have been

and how playful you think that you can become. Is it too em-

barrassing to be this childish? Both religious leaders and

psychologists have often indicated that the truly mature per-

son has the capacity to be both childlike and playful when it

is desirable. Creativity encompasses the ability to reproduce

in play all the stages of one's life. Fortunately with young

children a parent can approach this gradually. Childr
en are

enormously cooperative in such efforts. Fun beckons in its

own way and shapes us all toward its mutual enjoyment, un-

less we are determined to withstand it.

The second part contains a check list that outlines the

children's progress through the various forms of play that we

have discussed in earlier chapters. This list serves as the

grammar of their play and games. It outlines the building

blocks through which children will normally proceed. Al-

though it is only a primitive map, it is at least a starting point
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learning of emotional 
dynamics like surprise,

 anticipation,

and climax. All of this
 learning comes abou

t in a systematic

way

THEORY OF PL
AY

But now we come to the very difficu
lt question of what it is

we are talking about. Wha
t is play? What is a game? Al-

though we have drop
ped hints here and t

here on our think
-

ing, by and large we have felt that, pra
ctically speaking, it is

possible both to pl
ay and to see play's e

ffects without nec
es-

sarily knowing how it
 works. One can of

ten carry something

out very effectively wi
thout theoretical knowled

ge. Neverthe-

less, living intelligently
 requires at least a

n effort at under-

standing what it is we are about.

Play is a subject about which a great deal 
has been written,

but on which there is as
 yet little science. Aft

er all, we all

play to some extent and
 therefore imagine ou

rselves to be

authorities. To discuss play adequately w
e have to say some-

thing about our motives, our f
eelings, and our thoughts.

The Motive for Play-a Reversal of Power

Play is one type of voluntary behavior--that i
s, a behavior

undertaken because people want
 to do something, not be-

cause they must do it. They are motivated f
rom within.

Unlike other kinds of volun
tary activity, where behavio

r is

partly controlled by objects a
nd other people, in play the

players are even freer in th
eir choices of action. Ma

ny theo-

rists have written that people play because of the ple
asure of

being the cause of what is happening. This is the pleasure of

heino in nower.
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argue that in play or games the players reverse the way things
usually are. They make things happen their way rather than

the way they usually happen. Instead of being frightened by
monsters, they become the monster themselves. In the game

of "Moonlight, Starlight, Bogey Won't Come Out Tonight,"
played at twilight, the children who are "It" become them-
selves the frightening creatures. Even when they are run-

ning from the person who is "It," they control the circum-
stances because they can hide, they can run, or if they wish,

they can simply call the game off.

They get to deal with the dangers and uncertainties in this

situation in a way that is within their control, and if they feel

they are losing control, then they stop playing the game.

Either way they are safe, yet they canan have the excitement of

dealing with such real issues as being pursued by dangerous
creatures. In most of our lives we do not have such control.

If we are children, we have even less of it.

The activities of infants in their very first month of play-

when they blow bubbles on their lips in a relaxed manner-

suggest the first reversal of the flow of events. For the first

time the human subjects have stepped away from those

things that impel them (hunger, pain, sleep) and are taking
charge themselves. Since this happens so early in the first

two months and since it is the first example of such self

control, we can argue that one first discovers oneself through

play. Here is the first awareness of the self as being able to

initiate things, as being able to control the flow of circum-
stances. Of course, the control exercised in play is only a fic-

tion of what it is like to control everyday circumstances.

But it is at least an experience of what the whole pattern of

being in control is like. How else could one ever get the

opportunity when so young?

What enters into play are those matters that we cannot
control In the ouna thece are uenallr iceuee hovine to do
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of success and failure and l
ife and death become 

the more

persistent matters over which we may seek suc
h a reversal of

power.

The Feeling of Play-Viving

We have known for a long time that chil
dren do not gen-

erally play except in familia
r situations with familiar 

people.

For that matter, they do not play at unfamiliar things. Us
u-

ally the actions in play reflec
t their own lives and those of

people about them. There is enormous repetition of everyday

themes-washing, eating, dressing,
 going to work. All of this

means that they do not pla
y unless they are quite sec

ure.

When life is too demanding, dangerous, or anxiety producing,

there is no room for play. I
t is only when children can

 take

the rest of life for granted and
 be somewhat relaxed abou

t it

that play can begin. Without suc
h relaxation there cannot

be the transition to play.

But as soon as play begins, its subject matter becomes

vivid to all its participants. Even 
though the subject matter

of play can be as diverse as 
playing house, chasing, or foot-

ball, all players report being hig
hly involved in their play.

They also look as though they are
 highly engrossed. The feel-

ing quality of play is that it is a
 vivid life experience. Unlik

e

everyday affairs, which are often 
stressful, boring, or so-so,

play is vivid. This is as tr
ue for children as it is for the specta-

tors glued to their television sets watching th
eir favorite

forms of sport. All have in common this feeling of life's

being made more vivid. W
e can call this vivifica

tion if

wish, but it is easier to ref
er to it more simply as having a

vive.

we

We play and we practice sport becau
se we want to vive, to

live vividly In those societi
es and historical times whe

n peo-
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had much less time for this. Life was vivid enough in its own
stressful way. As children and adults have become more

secure in their childhood and more affluent in their society

they have sought once again to restore such vividness, but
under their own control, and play is the most universal way

of doing so. The search for vivid living through play, games,
and sports has become an obsession of modern man. It is al-

most as universal a phenomenon in all major countries as the

church was in the Middle Ages. Sport is modern man's ritual
of the chosen life.

We may ask how this vividness is produced. It is produced

by centering all attention on those things that we can con-
trol. We are not forced to pay attention to many different

things. We do not have to be self-conscious about our

worldly selves and all the myriad passing events and irrita-

tions of everyday life. We focus on only a small area-the

play area, the sports field, the checkers board. This gives us
immediate feedback. Each of our actions is meaningful in
this play area. Each action has a payoff. A good move leads to
the advance of one's checkers, a poor move leads to a loss. It

is all very clear, although it is excitingly uncertain from
moment to moment.

The fear of loss, the hope for victory, and the struggle to
boss the other players in order to carry out our fantasies keep
us glued into the field of action. Our feelings and the objects
outside ourselves are as one. Children turn wooden blocks

into their feelings of an automobile; tennis players must feel

the flight of the ball if they are to react adequately. Play
obliterates detachment and all the forms of objectivity with
which we mark the path to scientific wisdom. It asks people
to put their whole ego into it. Within the rules they are ех-
pected to plunge in wholeheartedly. This state of mind pro-

duces the feeling of living vividly. After the game is over, we
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We do not play at everything. W
e only reproduce salient

matters. Children playing house 
may run through a day's

activity in ten minutes. They rep
roduce only certain salient

characteristics of getting dressed, 
cleaning, eating, and going

to bed. Their play is a summary, or an abstr
act, of their life,

not its complete reproduction. The
 sportsmen engaged in a

struggle for victory do not repro
duce the struggles as they

exist in life. On the contrary, inin life succes
s is seldom clear

cut. We go into business, we get married, 
we engage in war,

and who can ever say when success or failure comes.

But in a game we have a capsul
e version of such a struggle.

There is focus on just the strugg
le itself, and the outcome is

clear-cut. The spatial arrangemen
ts of the playing field, the

time limits under which the
 game takes place, and so

 forth,

all contribute to condensing o
r clarifying the issue that is at

stake. We speak of play as an abstract be
cause it removes us

from the original situation. It deal
s only with general char-

acteristics and is a summary of events.

The speed at which play and ga
mes run through their

reproductions of life has to remind
 us of the technique in

films, with their capacity to sum up
 history or a life in an

hour or two. Interestingly, the most c
ommon root meaning

of the word "play" in many different languages is rapid

movement. Play is likened to flickering like flames,
 fluttering

like birds, leaping like animals, 
bobbing like a ship on the

waves. Here perhaps also lies a part of the reason for the

vividness of play-its quickness in a
ction. Apparently through-

out history players have alway
s made their own action

movies.

Just as the players show their f
irst efforts at self-control in

plav. thev likewise show their first efforts at abstraction.
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removal of themselves from the usual flow of sucking, and it

is a restatement of parts of that flow.

It also follows that because children are in charge of the

circumstances, the more they repeat these play events, the

more they will be likely to introduce novelty into their activ-

ity. Given that they originally intend to reverse the direction

of power and to make their own imprint on nature and s
oci-

ety, it follows that with repetition that uniqueness will

become increasingly apparent; that is, the more childr
en play

(all other things being equal), the more playful they shou
ld

become. If they do not become playful, this is because they

arc too obsessed with the difficulties in their life. Thu
s, we

find that in therapy disturbed children repeat the same

themes endlessly in their attempt to gain freedom from them.

They smash the adult dolls a thousand times b
efore they

begin to feel some freedom. In due course, however, th
is play

does lead to some fecling of such freedom.

But in normal children each attempt to deal with the irre-

versible problem of being powerless can only be enjoyable
 if

the problem is stated in a novel way. In play there is the free

dom for such novelty. Without novelty the play itself would

become boring. Thus, there is an inherent drive toward

statements about life that are unique.

We should find in play, therefore, unique syntheses of the

way life might be. When children put a doll to bed at age

eighteen months, they give us a forecast of many later events.

It will be another year before they can talk about such things,

however. Representation in play is much easier than is repre-

sentation in speech. In play children just have to put the

action elements of representation together (the doll, the bed,

and the putting into bed). In speech children have to use the

words "I put the baby to bed" (not just the actions), and

they have to talk to other people and make them understand
thThin in munh mara somnlov
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When children get to be fou
r, they will be able to p

ut a

real baby to bed, as four-year-olds often hav
e to do in tribal

living. But the play s
tatement of this eve

nt comes first. It

forecasts all the rest. 
Of course, this is not a very uniqu

e

example. For children who play a lot, putting the baby to bed

gets to be putting i
t under the bed, put

ting a teddy bear t
o

bed, putting baby and t
eddy to bed, turning t

he bed upside

down and making a hou
se out of it, and using th

e bed as a

boat or as an airplan
e. This is the way in which the uniqu

e-

ness becomes increasingly manifest, 
although even the pe

r-

sonal statement is un
ique at least for tha

t individual.

of the play abstract
ion chil-

Out of the uniqueness of the play
comes

dren's capacity to be creative. It is because they have developed

a repertoire of novel ide
as that they can give nov

el responses

to the usual creativity
 tests. This is the in

herent connection

between play and creativity.

GAMES

of

in

We can define play asas 
that reversal of the

 direction of

power that permits unique abstrac
ts of life to be experience

d

in a vivid manner and subsequently recorded 
as fun. Games

work within these limi
ts but deal only with the problem

interactions between pe
ople. The play problem th

ey have

mind is the character of rela
tions between people. 

They

tempt to digest into c
apsule form what we 

have called

fitting positions of chaser
 and escapee, accepto

r and rejector,

etc.

at-

the

In our judgment each of these fitting sets o
f positions repre-

sents a learming of conflic
t. One must know how

 to accept

and reject because with
out a lot of experience o

n any given

occasion we may not know which to do. Life is full of a
ccept-

amaan and reiections and we must be ready for them. It seems
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clear that games do not deal with all kinds of interaction.
They deal primarily with interactions that involve opposi

tions. A game is an opposition between players.
The types of oppositions that games deal with are three

fold. There is the opposition between order and disorder,

which we dealt with in Chapter 8, and oppositions that have

to do with approach and avoidance and with success and
failure, which we have dealt with in subsequent chapters.

Let us take approach and avoidance first. We have to learn

how to relate to people. Shall we go toward them or shall we

go away from them? If we go toward them, should it be as

pursuit; if we go away, should it be as escape? Alternatively,
should we simply accept them or reject them, be dominated

by them or usurp their role, and more dangerously should we
attack them or defend ourselves against them? It is possible

to group together games of these types and show that there is

a steady development through each type. This is what we
have been doing in the previous pages.

in

Likewise, we have attempted to show that there are games

which the main opposition has to do with success and fail-

ure. We have mentioned the opposition between being cor-
rect and making mistakes. There is also the opposition

between scoring or being outscored, as in most games of

skill. We have not given much time to the other type of suc-
cess or failure, that which occurs in games of chance. We

see this as an opposition between accumulating goods
being deprived of them by virtue of lady luck or other exter-

nal agencies over which we do not have control.

or

The original games of order and disorder often have the
players combining together against anarchy or fate, so if we

are to include them in a definition of games, we must talk of

games as involving an opposition between forces (not always
between players). This then covers solitaire and individual
anminn 1X/:+haint tha anonoratiun haharine antahlinhad
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players could not take place
, since all competition presup-

poses that the players can fi
rst cooperate on the meaning of

the rules.

The way we visua
lize the hierarchy of 

games through

which children develop is as
 follows:

an

Games of order and 
disorder (“Ring around

 the

Rosy")
Games of approach and avoidance

Chasing and escaping (tag)

Acceptance and rejection ("The Farmer i
n the

Dell")
Dominance and usurpation (Mother may I)

Attack and defense (football, chess)

Games of success and failure

Accumulation and deprivation (bingo)

Correctness or mistakes (jump rope)

Scoring or being outscored (marbles)

A game then becomes an opposition between 
forces with

uncertain outcome and 
with rules controlling the cha

rac-

ter of the events. As in play, in the game the players control

the circumstances and have 
the power over their fa

te that

they may not have outside of games; they are vividly absorbed

into action and interactio
n; and the game is a unique abstract

of the larger texture of social 
life. It presents to children

simple pattern of the way pe
ople manage opposition man

y

years before they will be abl
e to handle adroitly that opposi-

tion in the larger society.

a

It is interesting to realize that e
ach type of game has a

special flavor of life. Think of kissing 
in the ring, Monopoly,

checkers, dodge ball, and Red Rover. One can think of things

in life that are like these events. Nothing quite pa
rallels them

1 it will he with






