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The way a child wants to play is often very ; .

different from the way his parents want him to. The child, however, knows bes
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should be deemed their most scrious actions,”

Montaigne wrote. If we wish to understand our
child, we need to understand his play. Freud regarded play
as the means by which the child accomplishes his first
great cultural and psychological achicvements; through
play he cxpresses himsclf. This is true even for an infant
whose play consists of nothing morc than smiling at his
mother, as she smiles at him. Freud also noted how much
and how well children express their thoughts and feclings
through play. These are sometimes feclings that the child
himself would remain ignorant of, or overwhelmed by,
if he did not deal with them by acting them out in play

fantasy.

“CHILDREN'S PLAYINGS ARE NOT SPORTS AND

%

Child psychoanalysts have enlarged on Freud's insights,
which recognized the manifold problems and cmotions
children express through play; they also have shown how
children use play to work through and master quite com-
plex psychological difficultics of the past and present. So
valuable is play in this connection that play therapy has be-
come the main avenue for helping young children with
their emotional difficulties. Freud said that the dream is
the “royal road” to the unconscious, and this is true for
adults and children alike. But play is also 2 “royal road” to
the child’s conscious and unconscious inner world; if we
want to undcrstand his inner world and help him with it,
wc must learn to walk this road.

From a child’s play we can gain understanding of how he
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sces and construcs the world—what he would like it to be,
what his concerns and problems are. Through his play he
cxpresses what he would be hard pressed to put into
words. A child docs not play spontancously only to while
away the time, although he and the adults obscrving him
may think he does. Even when he engages in play partly
to fill cmpty moments, what he chooses to play at is moti-
vated by inner processes, desircs, problems, anxieties.

The most normal and competent child cncounters what
seem like insurmountable problems in living. But by
playing them out, in the way he chooscs, he may become
able to cope with them in a stcp-by-step process. He often
does so in symbolic ways that arc hard for cven him to un-
derstand, as he is reacting to inner processes whose origin
may be buried deep in his unconscious. This may resultin
play that makes little scnse to us at the moment or may
even scem ill advised, since we do not know the purposes
it scrves or how it will énd. When there is no immecdiate
danger, it is usually best to approve of the child’s play with-
out interfering, just because he is so cngrosscd in it. Ef-
forts to assist him in his struggles, whilc well intcntioned,
may divert him from sccking, and eventually finding, the
solution that will scrve him best.

A four-year-oid girl reacted to her mother’s pregnancy by
regressing. Although she had been well trained, she began
to wet again, insisted on being fed only from a baby bottle,
and reverted 1o crawling on the floor. All this greatly dis-
tressed her mother, who, anticipating the demands of a
ncw infant, had counted on her daughter’s relative maturi-
ty. Fortunately, she did not try to prevent her daughter’s
regressions. After a few months of this behavior, the gird
replaced it with much more mature play. She now played
“good mother.” She became extremely caring for her baby
doll, ministering to it much more scriously than ever be-
fore. Having in the regressed stage identified with the
coming infant, she now identified with her mother. By the
time her sibling was. born, the girl had done much of the
wo:kneededfwhctmoopcwiththcchangcinthcfzmﬂy

In retrospect it can be seen that the lcaming
that 2 ncw baby was to join the family, must have been
afraid that the baby would deprive her of her infantile
gratifications, and thercfore tried to provide herselfl with
them. She may have thought that if her mother wanted an
infant, then she herself would again be an infant. There
mldbcnoneedfotbc:mthetmacquircmothct,md
she might give up on the idea.

Permitted to act on notions like these, the girl must have
realized after a while that wetting herself was not as pleas-
ant as shc might have imagined; that being able to cat a
wide variety of foods had definite advantages when com-
pared with drinking only from the bottle: and that walking
and running brought many more satisfactions than did
crawling. From this experience she convinced herself that
being grown up is preferable w being a baby. So she gave
up pretending that she was 2 baby and instead decided to
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be like her mother: in play to be like her right now, in
imagination to become at some future time a rcal mother.
Play provided the child and her mother with a happy solu-
tion to what otherwise might have resulted in an impasse.
B present concerns, play is the child’s most useful ool

for preparing himself for the future and its tasks.
Play’s function in developing cognitive and motor abilitics
has been explored by Karl Groos (the first investigator to
study it systematically), Jean Piaget (to whom we owe our
best understanding of what the child leamns intellectually
from play), and many others. Play teaches the child, with-
out his being awarc of it, the habits most needed for intel-
lectual growth, such as stick-to-itiveness, which is so im-
portant in all learning. Perscverance is casily acquired
around cnjoyable activities such as chosen play. But if it
has not become a habit through what is enjoyable, it is not
likely to become one through an endcavor like school-
work. That we rarely succeed at a thing as casily or
promptly as we might wish is best learned at an carly age,
when habits are formed and when the lesson can be assimi-
lated fairly painlessly. A child at play begins to realize that
he need not give up in despair if 2 block doesn't balance
neatly on another block the first time around. Fascinated
by the challenge of building a tower, he gradually learns
that cven if he doesn't succeed immediately, success can
be his if he perseveres. He leams not to give up at the first
sign of failure, or at the fifth or tenth, and ot to turn in
dismay to something less difficult, but to try again and
again. But he will not Jearn this if his parents arc intcrested
only'inam.iftheypuischimoulyhdmmd not also
fortcnacious@ﬂ'mChildlenucverymsidvetooutin-
ner feelings. They are not casily fooled by mere words.
Thus our praisc won't be cffective if, decp down, we are
dinppoinwdbythckngthofﬁmeitnkadnmmachim

ESIDES BEING A MEANS OF COPING WITH PAST AND

thcitgoalo:bytbeawkwudmof Further, w

structive i is fof o child

statcments and 2 contrary one from subliminal signs
(whidldlespakcrnuybeummoﬁmking), the child
is utterly confused, for what he hears is the opposite of
what he senses is the truth. This will prevent him from
perssisting in the face of difficulties as cffecuvely as will
criticism for his failure or praise only for his success.

Some parents (usually for reasons of which they are
‘oompletcly unaware) are not satisfied with the way their
Idﬂdphys.Sod;cymteﬂinghimhowhewgbtwma
)wy.andifhcconﬁnusmsuithkownfancy.ﬁey“wt-
| feet” him, wanting him to usc the toy in accordance with
fitsincndedpmpovewdnway&ey'mw&atmbé”
* played with. If they insist on such guidance, the child’s in-
‘.tcmtinthcmy—andtosomccncntaboinphyingcm-

his parcats. Exposed to one message from verbal
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al—is apt to wane, because the project has become his‘par-
ents’ and isnolongerhisown.Suchpamnumlikclym
continuc to direct and dominate the child’s activities in lat-
er years, motivated by the same inner tendencies that did
not allow them to enjoy his play as ¢ developed it. But
now ing is happening on a2 more complex intellec-
tual level. The parents may try to improve the child’s
homework by suggesting ideas that are much too sophisti-
cated and in any case are not his own. In consequence he
may lose interest in developing his own idcas, which pale
by comparison with his parents’. What he wanted, in talk-
ing with his parents about his homework, Was appreciation
of his cfforts and encouragement that his own ideas were
valuable—not a demonstration that his ideas were not
good cnough. Such parents would be most astonished to
learn that their cfforts o help were the cause of the child’s

lack of interest in his homework.

i

A child, as well as an adult, needs plenty of what in Ger-
man is called Spiclraum. Now, Spielraum is not primarily “a
room to play in.” While the word also means that, its pri-
mary meaning is “free scope, plénty of room”—to move
not only one's elbows but also onc’s mind, to cxperiment
with things and ideas at onc’s leisure, or, to put it collo-
quially, to toy with ideas. The biographies of creative peo-
ple of the past arc full of accounts of long hours they spent
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thoughts, roaming through the woods with their faithful

dogs, or drcaming their own dreams. But who today has

the leisure and the opportunities for this? If 2 youngster

trics it, as likely as not his parents will fret that he is not
using his time constructively, that he is daydreaming when
he should be tackling the scrious business of life. Howev-
er, developing an inner life, including fantasies and day-
dreams, is one of the most constructive things a growing
child can do. The days of most middlc-class children are
filled with scheduled activities—Boy or Girl Scout meet-
ings, music and dance lessons, organized sports—which
leave them hardly any time simply to be themselves. In

discovery, forced to develop their talents and personalities
as thosc who are in charge of the various activities think

best. Today academic teaching begins in kindergarten, if

not in nursery school. Kindergarten, as conceived by Fric-
drich Froebel in the nincteenth ccntury, was a place where
children would play, as if in a garden. During most of the
period in which kindergartens have existed, they have
been play schools.

A lack of sufficient Ieisure to develop a rich inner life is a
large part of the reason why a child will pressure his par-
ents to entcrtain him or will turn on the television set. It is
not that the bad of such mass-produced entertainment
drives out the good of inner richness. It is that, in a vicious
circle, the lack of a chance to spend much of his energies
on his inner life causes the child to turn to readily available
stimuli for filling an inncr void, and these stimuli then
constitute another obstacle to the child’s development of
his inner life.
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often externally imposed, rules, by a

Play, Games, and Rules

OST ADULTS FIND T EASIER TO INVOLVE THEM-
Msclm directly in complex, adult games, such as

chc_u or baseball, than in play on simpler levels,
suchassuchngblocksoxﬁdingahobbthncora toy car.
Although the words play and game may seem synonymous,
they in fact refer to broadly distinguishable stages of de-
velopment, with play relating to an carlier stage, game to a
more.mature one. Generally speaking, play refers to the
young child’s activities characterized by frecdom from all
bt personally imposed rules (which are changed at will),
by free-wheeling fantasy involvement, and by the absence
of any goals outside the activity itself. Games, however, arc
usually competitive and are characterized by agreed-upon,
requircment to usc
the implements of the activity in the manner for which
they are intended and not as fancy suggests, and frequent-
ly by a goal or purpose outside the activity, such as winning
the game. Children recognize ¢arly on that play is an op-
portunity for pure cnjoyment, whereas games may involve
considerable stress. One four-year-old, when confronted
with an unfamiliar play situation, asked, “Is this a fun
game or a winning game?” It was clear that his attitude to-
ward the activity depended on the answer he was given.

ir own——Piaget stresses how imporant learning the rules of the

game is in the process of socialization; a child must be-
come able to control himself in order to do so, controlling
most of all his tendency to act aggressively to reach his
goals. Only then can he enjoy the continuous interaction
with others that is involved in playing games with partners
who are also opponents. But obeying the rules and control-
ling one’s sclfish and aggressive tendencies is not some-
thing that can be learned overnight; it is the end result of
long development. When he begins playing games, a child
trics to behave as he could in his carlier play. He changes
the rules to suit himself, but then the game breaks down.
In 2 later stage he comes to believe that the rules arc unal-

hich
dctmycircumm;andbc_vicw;"_ g
3s a scrious crime. Only ava still later stapé“dfscn pot
til he has become a teenager and sometimes even later
than that—can he comprehend that rules are voluntarily
agreed upon for the sake of playing the game and have no
other validity, and that they can be frecly altered as long as
all participants agree to such changes. Democracy, based
on 2 freely ncgotiated consensus that is binding only after
it has been formulated and accepied, is a very late achicve-
ment in human development, cven in game-playing.
When children are free to do as they like in‘games not
supcrviscd by adults, more oftcn than not arguments over
which game they will play and how, and what rules they
should follow, take up most of their time, so that little ac-
tual playing gets done. Left to their own devices, children
may require hours of fruitful deliberation before they
agree on the rules and related issucs, such as who should
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begin the game and what role cach child is to have in it
And this is how it ought to be, if playing games is to social-
ize children. Only by pondering at great length the advan-
tages and disadvantages of various possible games, their
relative appropriateness to the conditions at hand—such
as the size of the group, the available playing area, and so
forth—and what rules should apply and why, will children
develop their abilities to reason, to judge what is appropri-
ate and what is not, to weigh arguments, to lcarn how con-
sensus can be reached and how important such conscnsus
is to the launching of an enterprise. Learning all this is in-
finitely more significant for the child’s development as a
social human being than is mastering whatever skills are
involved in playing thc game itsclf. Yet none of these so-
cializing skills will be learned if adules attempt to control
which games are played, or if they prevent cxperimenta-
tion with rules (out of fear that this may lead to chaos), or if
they impatiently push for the game to get started without
further delay. -

When thinking about an organization like Little
League, we should keep in mind that the most important
function of play and gamcs for the well-being of the child
i1s to offer him a chance to work through unresolved prob-
lems of the past, to deal with pressures of the moment,
and to cxperiment with various roles and forms of social in-

teraction in order to determine their suitability for himself.

A freely organized ball game looks very ragged, and it &
very ragged. The children usc the game to serve their in-
dividual and group nceds, so there are intcrruptions for
displays of temper, digressions for talking things over or to
pursuc 2 pasalicl line of play for a time, surprising acts of
compassion (“give the little guys an extra tum™)—all acts
outsidc adult game protocols. If adults want to sce 2 pol-
ished game of bascball played according to the rule books,
they can tum on their television sets. John Locke wrote
that “because there can be no Recreation without Dclight,
which depends not always on Reason, but oftener on Fan-
cy. it must be permitted Children not only to divert them-
sclves, but to do it after their own fashion.” How wonder-
ful it would be for our children if we adults would heed the
advice of this great philosopher!

OR YEARS THE GROUWING CHILD MOVES BACK AND
forth among the many demands that playing games
imposes on him. When all goes well, a child can do
full justice to the game’s requirements. But when things
become psychologically too bewildering or frustrating for
him, he may revert o spontancous play. Although he may
understand the rules governing the game—cven insist that
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others follow them—hc himsclf will be unable 1o obey
them and may asscrt that they do not apply to him. For ex-
amplc, a young child may know perfectly well how to play
checkers. All will go smoothly until he realizes, or be-
lieves, that he will lose. Then he may suddenly request,
“Let’s start over.” If the other player agrees and the second
game goes more in the child's favor, all is well. Butif things
look bleak for the child the second time around, he may
repeat his request for a fresh start, and he may do so re-
peatedly. This can be frustrating to an adult, who may de-
cide that the child should learn to finish a game once he
has started it, even if he is about to lose. But if the adult is
abl¢ to be patient and agree to repeated new beginnings,
even though the checker game may never be concluded
the child will eventually leam to play better

If the adult insists that the child continuc playing when
he is likely to lose, he will be asking too much of the child’s
still weak controls. If the child could articulate his posi-
tion, he might say, “Obeying the rules when it scems I'm
going to lose is just too much for me. If you insist that I go
on, I'll just have to give up on games and return to fantasy
play, where I can’t be defeated.” Then the checker, which
had been accepted as a marker to be moved only according
to established rules, will suddenly be moved as the child’s
fancy determines, or in a way that scems to assure his win+
ning. If this is not accepted, the marker may become 2
missile, to be hurled off the board or cven at the winning
opponent.

The reasons for the child’s behavior are not difficult to
understand. Fecling himself momentarily defeated by the
complex realitics of the game—he is losing, and thus his
extremely tenuous self-respect is about to be damaged,
something to be avoided at all costs—he reverts to a play
level at which the rules no longer pertain, in order to res-
cuc his endangered feeling of competence. If ths oppo-
nent is also a child, he will intuitively understand (al-
though not applaud) his companion’s action. The child
opponcnt may say in response, “Comc on, now, you'rc act-
ing like a baby,” as if recognizing—probably from his own
experience in similar situations—that what has taken
place is a regression to an earlier stage of development, be-
cause the higher stage has proved too painful to be worth
the effort to maintain. Or he may suggest, “Let’s play
somcthing clse,” knowing that checkers has become too
difficulc.

If the opponent is an adult, howcever, such intuitive un-
derstanding may be missing. Some parents, unfortunately,
are cager to sec their child behave maturely before he is
ready to do so. They become unhappy with his behavior
when he reverts to simple, unstructured play. But cnticism
and insistence on mature behavior just when the child
feels most threatened merely aggravate his sense of de-
feat. We ought to recognize that a child may be forced by
as-yet-uncontrollable pressures to disregard, or cven to
pervert, the rules of the game in an instant, and that if he
docs so, he does it for compelling reasons.

Again we must remember that for a child, a game is not

“just a game™ that he plays for the fun of it, or a distraction
from more serious matters. For him, playing 2 game can
be, and more often than not s, a scrious undcruaking: on
its outcome rest his feclings of sclf-estcem and compe-
tence. To put it in adule terms, playing a game is a child’s
truc reality; this takes it far beyond the boundaries of its
meaning for adults. Losing is not just a part of playing the
game, as it is for adults (at least most of the time), but
something that puts the child’s sense of his own compe-
tence in question and often undermines it. :

What makes it all so confusing is that now and then the
child is casily able to finish a game even though he isaware
that he is losing. So if he can accept defeat sometimes,
why not always? Because he could act mature yesterday,

~ adults expect him to do so today, and they try to hold him

to this maturity or arc critical if he does not. What they
overlook is that they themselves act similarly in real life.

“They are able to accept defeat with relative equanimity

when they fecl secure in other important respects; at other
times defeat temporarily disintegrates them, makes them
depressed and unable to function. Since game-playing is
for the child a real-lifc expericnce, he behaves according-
ly: when fecling relatively strong and secure, he can ac-
cept defeat in a2 game without falling apart, but when inse-
cure, he cannot. Becausc a child's inability to accept defear
in a game is a sign that at that moment he is quitc insecure,
it becomes even morc important that we do not add to this
fecling by criticizing him.

Some children—and most children at some stages in
their lives—simply cannot afford to losc. So they correct
their fortune in order to win—wanting to move a checker
more spaccs than they are entitled to, for example, or ask-
ing for an extra turn (as opposed to making a move whilc
an opponent is out of the room). It is then wrong to hoid
them to the rules of the game, because they may give up
playing altogether and become utterly dejected, deeply
disappointed in themsclves. If, instcad of objecting to
their insisting on changing the rules, we silently accepr it
and in this way make it possible for them to win, they will
cnjoy the game and continue playing it. As a child contin-
ues to play—and to cheat in this way—he slowly becomes
more expericnced in playing the game and needs to cheart
less often, and less outrageously. This is why it is especial-
ly important for parents to play games with their child, be-
cause others are not so ready to let him change the rules at
will without at lcast remarking on it. But improving his
chances of winning may be nccessary if the child is to play
often enough to become sufficiently expert to win playing
by the rules. Winning makes him more and more sccure
about his ability to hold his own in the game, and soon he
will give up changing the rules altogether, although he will
by no means win every time. The ability to win fair and
square will provide him with cnough security in playing
the game that an occasional loss will no longer be experi-
cnced as such a severe defeat that he must avoid the game
altogether. And the parent’s pleasurc in playing will in-
creasc with the child’s.



