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This thesis explores the nature of the camnmicatiw p-ss - 
Emongst children. It argues that play is the cbrhant language of 

The first chapter a&dresses i tself  to the study of childhood in 

use' of clinical &&Is and the q h a s i s  upon assessing only verbal 
1 

urderstanding is seen to be antithetical to the nature of childhood. 

By contrast, etholqical  studies oonentrate p n  the natura l  environ- 

nwt of children, but give l i t t le  ccmsideration to  the influenae of 

verbal understanding. The chapter introduces the central point of 

thesis-that play, rather than language, organizes understanding and . - 

camamicatim m g s t  dlildren. 

The second chapter review the defhitional l i terature on .play in 

an attenpt t o  u n c o w  a met&hor suited to the analysis of children's 

play f m  the perspective of the players. Traditional & f a t i &  are 

to be inadequate explanatory metaphors. - They concentrate upon the 

on of children's play in the adult cultural context only, giving 

m i d e r a t i o n  to the maning of play for children. The,metaphor 
- 

of play, as W c a t i m p - a  w a t i v e ,  interpretive fom-r-is seen to 



and poetic functions. It is argued that play is an alternate means of 
?- 

-standing and perceiving reality •’run language, scmwbt mre 

anhiguous, analcgic and suggestive &an langua&, but no less intense q 
- 

- , *  
encatpassing. 

?he fourth chapter prcrlx>ses that thc basic structural unit of p2ay 
, 

I 

as a language is- ' e~cbnen t ' .  The &apt&,explores the nature of play . 
& .  

as a language system which is sys-tically and significantly related 

to  verbal-  language. The particular arrangerrwt of behaviour w h i c h  t 

\ 
\ - 

distinguishes play as a syntactical system in its ah right 1s described. 

Ttte -tic system of &ildren's play is described as one in which 

msaning is encoded in  action. and cbject as w e l l  as in verbal language. 

Finally, it is argued that play is a living language w i t h  its awn 

conversational convention. 
\ 

Having established a theoretical basis upcsl which  to  examine play 

as a language, the I&&s proceeds. to develop a'mthodology for the %, 
\ 

exmination -of children's play wkch wi l l  reveA sanething of the maning 
# 

, of play for children. It is proposed that children's play is always an 

or  t@hgs being played with,  and ritudls of interaction w h i &  are devised 

by children and ham a discourse all of their m. / 

?he 'fo- chapter mnsiders the activity of the playground-the 

gates ard h q p s t i c  rituals--* a language ming both action and sound. . 
- 

Y 

sour& and r&mhgs rather than as a system of synhIs Is  and a s .  
i; 

Playground chant and sohg is described as an a d j k t  to &an and as a > 
4 

mans by fich children syndvcnize their hteraction and ad-iiem grow 



v 
- -. Rituals ef i&erwtiols and ethical mdes a m s S t u t e  ardxCr 

level of organization of playgromd activity. Play is seen to reinforce 

children's sense of themel- as a group as well, to cultiMte a 
3 

sense of individiudl identity w h i c h  is not mediated by adult categ-es. - ,- 
i 

, ' 
Play establishes a culture of childhmd. 1 

. i The thesis concludes that play is a medim of mmmicatim with its 

a"m logical and coherent dis&se. Further; play &s a s y s k  which 7- * - 

presents mre than ane reality to the players, each of which rep'resents a 

valid and significant perception of experience. It is arcjued that f a  
- 
- 

children, Uis End of sys& does not pkcipi ta te  paradox. Children 

live quite mafortably in two' -Yealities--that projected by the adults . - 
- around them that created througtt interactions with o& another I 

in play. 
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I forget hdw real they are, those childhmd experiences 
which we gram-ups call fdntasy. To the child it i s n ' t  

/ fantasy: the fear of being abarhened, the widced m l f  , 
, the darkness in the closet-it is a l l  real, One puts a 
nae on it in order to  ca l l  it sa t~ th ing  else. mt is - 

real we say is a f antasy-and that is Che fantasy. 

Liv Ullmann, -Changing 

pain*-ges is said to br as siqni 1" lcant as the painting i t se l f .  

not yet exist in children 

image of c h i l d h ~  as wll 
- 

and shapes the child's 

I lack' of knowledge. ?his thesis explores the blank white space in the 

a-c painting of childhmd and pcses that it represen& a dimmion 

of c h i l d h e  which is ri& in mderstanding and d g u e  'in point of view. - 
To be mre precise, i n  the tradition of academic research into the 

f 
nature of c h i l d h a  and children's behaviour, ;theorists have tended to  

fccus upon describing the paramters of the child's lack of knowledge as 

a definiticnal feature of childhcd and as an orienting mtaphor in 

de*lopaental resear&. Children are desnibed in tenm of what they 

i n w h i c h t h e c h i l d i s  the h u ~ n  being w i t h  everything to  learn. 



Further, frcm a psychologicdl perspecti=, to learn' is 

pr imr i ly  defined by intellectual grawth. tle regard for 
* 

the nature and e x i s t k c e  of instiricrtivr-or knowledge and the 
i 

dynamics of its unfolding. 

This predmhantly negative imge of childhood is not solely the 

culture 4 a' whole. C h i l d h d  is viewed as a tenporary 'and 
- - 

dependent fan&. T•÷-e child in each of u s  is expected to disappear a t  1 
a soci- w b&cally &termin The nmmerisns, behaviours, 

- - edia4e- - . - - - 

' and perocptions whi& are adoeptable' and even endearing i n childreri are 
vim w i t h  dk+,$g i f  they appear i n  the adult. We make reference t o  such 

' inmature and unacceptable behavim & 'childish . 
J - 

sociAlly, epaotionally and %&llectually., -licit in tkis sense of , 

-I;- 

b, 
is doing because -the s- of his intellect are dcnplete. Similarly, 

t 

the child not 'I&', a h  often his or hcr childish b e h a v i o u r s b  
,A 

gerceptians are not only eircused, but dLso disregarded & this account. 

There is no validity associated w i t h  childhood perception i n  WS& 

culture. W e  do not place intrinsic vdlm m children, nor do we +sign 

to cfiildhxd a contributing role in humn affairs. 

a 

X- = te mre than accidentally or incidentally use& in understanding the 

. : :-+ y e .  subtle r e a m i f  the huaan pssibility. In addition to its per: 
i . n  - I 

d p i e n t  h m ,  I am inclined to- believe that  there is cansickable . - 
* I 



* * childish vision. 

ac&mic pursuit. ~h.5qt.l studies 6f cQlildrents behayiour, a l tbqh 
f 

thy pxdke results are e q e r h m t a l l y  valid, dlso reveal that  

the mticulobs ~ t h o i f s  of the d e n t i f i c  epr i r rent  do not sit canfort- 

ably with the f luidity of the child 's  approach to the world. This 

qpmac5 is one w h i b  das mt require consistency or fixity of definition 

for unikrstanding, nor does it see any xeason to respmd c w i s t e n t l y  in  

s td ies  which aim tomamre cognitive grmth. As Hardman points out, 
- 

P 

for Csrildren, "there is no rea_son why fac t  and fantasy should be "discrete 
= 

ways of leaking a t  events an3 cbjects" (1974:128). The &ld does not 

need to -*an absolute or mchqhg reality. Because of this parti- 

cular mikrstanding of f3-e mrld ,  cfiildren are continually breaking 
? 

throw bmdaries khicfl the exprircwter did not kmr wsre there. For 

-Despi te  the mst exacting of mth&lqies, or indeed, perhaps . . 
' 9  

-us& of their exactzess, the results of m y  studies of children are 

5 swt transferable intSa basis of interpretation for  the explanatim of 
L 

--life e x p d c ~ 3 e 5  w i t h  children. Piaget, for  instance, ccarres to the , /' 

of thinking. lhis w, hmever amclusively he presents it, is 

hqpel-ly m e .  Children do mmamicate e f f s t i v e l y  w i t h  one another 



are cojntinually devising &sterrs of axrmunicating with one 'another. 

mir mmmicative system as a whole is different f m  that of the 

a, L 

adult, perfiaps less differentiated, pr i se  and organized, but no legs 
- 

intense or encapissing. Fkrleau-Pone m n t s :  
@ 

S a r e t i n ~ ~  d1dre.n understand me another, for exanple, as ' 

they uderstard that a flattened cube drawn by another c h i l d  
actudlly represents a cube. As soon as a mde of expression 
is understcd by the partner, it mt be taken as valid a t  
this particular level." With his g l M  language the child 
mkes himelf urderstmd by the other, who plunges into his 
consciousness and grasps the total i ty  of the wen-n 
thrm *e rational order of his mrds. This ccme~ fPaPn 
the fact that in drawing, where children do not project the 
abject to be repres&ted on a single plane, in language 
they do not project the significatim m l y  rn the plane of 
logical speech. Cre muld have to study language as a lived 
state, that  is not the language of the logician but that  by 
which  the orator, the w r i t e r ,  or even the scientist  makes 
himself understood. One muld then see that in certain 
respects, ,language cannot help but k "egocentric." (1973:61) 

Mxleau-Panty irktnQ1113es a notion wh ich  is mtrd to the p&"sent 

.argment: the language of lqical articulate spee& is not the d-dd's 

a l l y  form of meaningful camnmicatim or understanding. This  notion 
'P 

explains in part the fluidity of the child's understanding, i.e., &it is 

an understanding which is not yet fixed by the categories of language. 

Further, it intensifies the intractability of children as the subje- 
4 

of c & y i ~ ~  psy~hologi~al  Asem and thmvs i n t o p e s t i o n  the masis 

of cognitive mdx,1ogy U p m  assessing krwledge i n  vsrh l  terrrrs. I 

i t y  of children's understanding is a definitive aspect of their behaviour 



children's play is ethology. 'Ihe great adsmntage of ethol&ical t e c h n i ~ ~ s  

wer the methodology of clinical psychology l i e s  in the investigation of 

behavim i n  the amtext of the natural e n v i r o ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ t .  H m m ,  ethology 
I 

runs the risk of going to the apposite extreme f r ~ n  psycholqy in dealing, 

only with observable p a t e  of behaviour, wi#  l i t t l e  regard for the 
# 

influence of language and vexkd understanding. 
% 

The techniques of ethology derive fran the st* of animal behaviour. 
\ 

%at is realized by the ethologist is that &ldren use ritualized 
\ 

k etholq$cal s d i e s  of &ildlm are refreshingly different, but the . 
J 

mthcdolcgy had not k e n  sufficiently adapted t o  the abservation of h u ~ n  

bhaviour for the pmpses  of the present study.' The researcher/abserver 
h 

is s q p s e d  to beccne effectively invisible in the natural habitat before 
+ 

observation can r ea l l y  begin. This approah represents a distortion of = 

the natural context of children. Mults +-e i n  fact a p x t  o•’ the 

rdtwal habitat of the child and children engage i n  manhgful exchanges 

-verbal as w e l l  as noslverbal-with adults and. other children. In 

additicn to the dmllenge of 

to respond , to  t?x entreaties 

beccaning invisible the researcher's refusal 

of children in a p-group muld surely 

rqresent  a bizarre circurstance t o  a child. r 5 
4. ~ 

Ultimately, the ethological t e d - m i p  lacks followthrough on two 
O 

counts w i t h  respect to h m  behaviour as umnunication: the refusal tq 
----. 

,enter into t k  dynamic of the natural context' and the isolat im of 



+ 'C 

a 6 

n~ synthesis+'of w q r o a ~ - t h e  psychologid, the - 
ethological-provides a basis for understanding the mmumicative p r e  

b 

cess ammgst children. Ckme of the 'fascinatians of psychologicdl investi- 

gation into language acquisition is the process whereby language is pro- 

gressively freed of & amtext of its actian in the speech of children. 
/ 

The ethologist, c a ~  the other hand, is fascinated by the language of 

action and mx~esrrent in children. mat  emqes fran these notions is that 

the cmpmicative process of children consists of t w o  aspcts-a 
i 

&velaping verbal u-derstanding which is to a large degne still dependent 

upon the context of a e o n  and as ~ l l ,  'a syskm of ~aningful  sequences 
- 

of nonverbal behavioural canmunication. Ws thesis proposes that play 
* U  - 

is the ordered system which m i n e s  these t m  mdes of representation-- 

the language of a d o n  and the 1-sf articulate -&into & . . 
language of enactnwt. % i s  larquage of play in turn orgahzes under- 

standing and anmmi&an anangst children. 

My research mterial is drawn frurt the oral tradi'tions and say- 

grourid culture of cfiildren in tk beginning stages of literacy-fran ' 

% 

'seven to  eleven years. My intenti& is to  arguz for the amptanoe of a 

iretaphor for play as a a;mnmicative process. amongst children-the 

dcminant language' of chi ldhd.  . I &EIE &s work as a synthesis of 

1. -.. - e 
to be filled with l a m w l e 3 ~ ;  the poet idalizes .f&e vision and h. t ihc t ive  

- 

knzLng of the child. In "W St* of Chil& in Social Anthropology, " . . 
QMlrlotte Hardmn (1974) describes her investigation of &ildren as an 

I * 

atterrq?t to discern an order i n  what w a r s  to be dm-. I have found I 

,' 

myself searching for a redlity in what .appears to  be fantasy. 
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PLAY: THE CmAK O F ~ R  

i 
' 2 

Since the publication of Ham LL$%ZIIS in. 1938,. m y  writers fran 

m y  disciplines have set themselves the task of t h ~ r ~ g  upn the 
e 

nature of play. Jean Piaget , Brian Sutton-Smith, R q e r  b i l l o i s  and 

Helen S d d r t P r r r n  join .;7ahan ~ ~ z i n g a  as mjor  theoretical m t r i b y z s  - 

to an e a t i v e  'definition' for play. "&e purpose of this chapter 
'b 

is to  cament upon these &ceptualizatico~,~ hoping to extract and put '.- 
3 use that whicfl is i n s i g M 2 u l . a ~  welloas r0 cdnsider and crit icize each 

theory • ’ r an  the perspeqtive of its suitability as a metamor for the 

s t d y  of children's play. - .  J 
In my consideration of each of these theorists, ' 1 will  k-'garti&arly 

conom-& w i t h  the ibp-ess of the -or i t se l f ,  i.e., w i t h  the mmner 
c. 

in wfii&-the definitim is defined. What k i d  of a thing is play consider- 
r? 

ed to be? A r e  the trnns of the. definition themselves &find? Pihat kind 
i 

of 7 bias is h p l l c i t  in the mtaphor? In these -1es alone, I have 

fcm$3 a & mount of 'blatant asslnption w e l l  as m i d e r a b l s  

linguistic e n t a n g l m ~ ~ ~ t  a& incongruity in the usage of teTlrs. LikPe 
a 

t e m ~  are errployed in entirely different senses, in sane instances within 

the sam thearetical C O I ~ S ~ ,  ard w i t h  ' l i t t l e  or no concern forr 

I 

tiandl literature of play is  that play can always be view33 as a gam of 



E30l3-i Huizinga (1938) and Caillois (1961) use these 

aL"Pst interdmngeably, posing thAt 'play' is s y n m u s  w i t h  'game' 

and/or that the game is the mncrete IMnifestation of the play. Thi% 
i 

renders play isolable and thus rmre readily studiable; haever, it is a 

highly questionable -ma& to  its &jet  mtter. All play is not 

reducible t o  games. A s  Bate- (1955) suggests, games tend t o  'rule out' 

play. bbreover, the gane rrodel , wh ich  generally inplies winners, 1-s 

a d  a cmptitive dynwic, cannot account vi ta l ly  cmperA- 

tive spirit of children's play nor for  its t f luidi ty  . 
I 

Another aspect of the. 'play as gamr' .lietaphor is developed by 

Suttm-Smith (1971) and Piaqet (1951) who argue that there' is a develop 

mtal relationship &sting kbeen play and g a s .  In these mnceptions; 

play is amsidered td ke the u n s w ,  undifferentiated p Fsar Of 

the more. social and +sticated inst i tut ion of g e s .  I hope to show 

"that this is an h a d q ~ t e ,  as All as an ihaccurate lretaphor for  the 

st* of childrenJ s play. ~dn;ar;zman's theoy (1978) substantiates the " .  1 

notion izhat play and garres m y  in fac t  belong to different levels of 

analysis. 

Another misfkept icn in the existirig l i tera ture  is that the 

taefinitim of play is dependent upon mtrast. Play is &st +often defined 

'mt play ' . Further,_ therei i s h  errphasis qm the functional relation- 
/'- -P= 

ship be- pl& and norplay and a reliance qm their d i s t i n e e s s  in 

acadennic research. This approach is indicative of the triviality assoc- 

iated w i t h  play and tb playful in Wtern culture in general. MWartPnan 

cannents upan tbe negative definit i& of play which emrges as a result: 



In the West, our understanding of, play has been mst 
significantly' influenced by shared attitudes about wfiat 
play is not. Play is not mrk ;  play is not real; play 
is not d o u s ;  play is not pr&uctive; and m forth. 
These attitudes, which are related to  that ccrrplex of 
beliefs that has e c n ~  to be h x n  as  the Protestant Work 
E t h i c ,  have mde it very diff icul t  for Wzsternus to see 
that  work can be playful W e  play can scmethes be 
experienced as mrk. (1978:4) 

A s  this thesis w i l l  at-t to i l lustrate,  the distinction betseen 

play and nonplay is a tenuous one a t  best, particulaily as it is inter- 

preted as a distinction be twen  t k  serious and the ranserious. Play, 

as this thesis will argue, incolpo~atrc and addresses sam of the mxst 

serious and amseqwntial aspects of h m  culture. 

With the urceptim of S&mrtmm, the theoretical perspectives 

'under consideration in this chapter articulate their definit ims of play 
f 

within a f r m r k  of mitiom and contrasts. In the definitions of 

Caillois and Huizinga, play is understood to be a which is not 

mrk, not real, not serious and not'productive. Furthemnre, it is 

described as an activity which is s pleasurable and voluntarily 
1 

-. This mnceptim cts sosrre of the mst cbvious 

- characteristics of children's it is very real, s5rious a d  

-tial fm the point child, and that it is not 

J, 
, always a pleasurable e q e r i e n e  nor ow whi& child&n have any do ice  

about being involved in. Amording to Piaget, play is not rational, not 

logical and not mture. Almg with Sutkm-Smith, he praposes that play 
a 

is a tffiich mt be u;aderstood in its functional relationship 

enculturative JSuttoak-Smith) processes. Although Sutton-Smith very 
I 

signifi,cantly prcqxrses- further that play also generakes new cultural 



f m ,  there "is little sense in either of these definiticns that  

children might have their reasons for playing. 
d < \ 

contrast fZ an integral feature in any definition of play, these 
I 

distinctiqns are rmre appropriately thought of as 'other than' rather 

than 'not ' . She describes play as prcductivc, m t i a l ,  interpre- 
d 

tive behaviow which is aratianal, &, and alcqical. .?his point of 
* - 

view teccneS particularly significant in  the q l a n a t i m  of children's 

@e-believe play whic3-1 is so often o p p s e d  to  'reality ' 
\ 

A third problmatic area a&es in  the wabulary of play in that - 
- 

the definiti'on of terms is often -taken for granted. Of particular < .  * 

significance to the present work is the usage of the tenk 'make-beliex' 

arsd 'ma1 I .  These two t a r t s  are used repeatedly i n  the l i t e r a w e  of 

play and yet they remain undefined and are chviously king used differ- 

ently. In Huizingals conceptim, make-believe is an attitude, and. g char- 
d 4 - 

3 acterist ic quality to be specific kind of activity: a category of * 

play. Caillois refers to  a quality of 'make-believe' which characterizes 

all play in s a ~ ~  -11 as to a category of make-believe play 

(mimicry) in his classification for play and garns .' The moeptual 

fountdatims of these theories are quite different f m  one another on 

this level. Y e t  t h e n  is 03nsensus an me point: rrake-Believe is not 

red. Marewer 
a .. , extent that  play is s y n m p u s  with me-believe, 

play is not real either. In carmentthg up& this distinction in the 

- 

is being taken cmpletely for'qanted in these definitions: reali ty is 
r 

In  s a ~ ~  sense this thesis is very directly addressed to  the 



assmpticm thap children ' s mke-helie- play is not real. As-wil l  

apparent in the next chapter, make-believe play is ccnposed of 

elmrents of the 'real' as well as the"unreal'nvvulnVVUltogether by belief 

and $%sign. Ironically, as Huizinga himself notes, 

In play as we conceive it, the distinctim be- belief 
and We-believe breaks dam. The concept of play meqes 
quite naturally w i t h  that of holiness. (1938:25) 

\ 

~ i s t i n c t i a n s r k h e e n  reali ty and unredl ie  are irrelevant mes, particu- 

larly in the st* of dlildren' s play. Play transcends qyes,j&ons of 
L 

truth and falsehood, reality and unreality, 

My criticism of these theoretical works is intended t o  reveal the . 
significant aspects of each perspective as well as to  damnstrate the 

ways in which those metaphors w h i c h  attenrpt to delineate the nature of 

play as a kind of activity, obscure and m c e a l  its true dmracter. It 
-7 

, is my belief that the pmblemtic aspects of these definiti- &*&I 
certain respects the result of attenpting to define €sing language that 

which (play)&sts an alternate process bf  definition fqm language. 
- 

The chapter m c l u h s  that it is the mmmmicative a .  of play whi* 

are definitional &.that a camnmicative mtaphor is rrrost l ikely to tell 
a 

us s ~ ~ ~ t h i n g  of thk true nature of play, particularly the play of 

The pervasivvemss of the play eLemPJlt i n  the his- of hurm 



Al- the work w a s  originally p u b l i d  in 1938; it d s  today one - 

of the most &finithe in the literature of play. H a m  Ludlens is, in m y  

respec&, a hmble work, one which belies an intuitive understanding of 

the transandent, epkmral qualities of play and of its perplexing con- 

sequentiality in h& affairs. Huizingats -is is that play' is an 

original level of human experience, "an absolutely p r w  category of 

l i fe"  (pg. 3) , and that culture i t se l f  originally fm play. 

Ham Ludens is essentially h i s t a r i a  docmentatim of the evolution 

of humn cultural fmm -.play. Play is seen to "permate" all of 

the "great archetypal activities of human m i e n c e "  (pg. 4) : language, 

myth and r i tual  ul t imtely give r i se  to art, -9, science, econanics 

and l a w  throu#~ ccmpetitivk play. Civilization is "waged" fran the outset 

as a contest or a gam and play in all its farms is ccaopetitive. 

Play is, in essence, a quality of mind-an eindependent, irreducible 

concept, "not susceptible of cwc t  definikcn either logically, biological- 

l y  or aes*tiCal.ly" (pg. 6) . Huizinga elaborates the main chara&istics. 

of play as follows: 
P 

sunning ug the f o n d  characteristics of play w e  m i & t  
call it a free activity standing quite consciously outside 
"ordinary" l i f e  as being "not serious," but a t  the same tirne 
absorbing the player intensely and utterly. It is an acti- 
vity cmmcbd w i t h  no rnaterial atcrest, and no profit  can 
be gained by it. It proceeds within its m prcper,bounda- 
ries of t i r r e  and space according to fixed rules and i n  an 
orderly manner. It pram% the formation of social grow .- 
pings wfiid~ tend to surround thenselves with seaecy and to 
stress their difference frun the cum-m m r l d  by disguise or 
other mans. (pg. 13) 

/ 

/ 
j' These fcw LLrn an often quoted in the aedanic fi6eratm-e as the 

mst caqx&asive definition of play available. Yet the definition is - 
in saD.2 senses nruch less usem than the ~ ~ c a l  mtaphor f r a n  which 



it arises. There are sime pxblemt ic  notions in tiy mnceptim. XU. 
. , 

7 - 

play is not in fact voluntary, nor is it always nonserious or even dis- 

tinguishable from 'ordinary l i f e  r whatever that may be. Huizinga him- 
I 

self admowledges &he limitations of h is  definiti'on when canfrmted by 

the pr&es of play: , 
D - r - 

We can say: play is n ~ i ~ s s .  But apart •’ran the 
fact that this p q m s i t i m  tells us  nothing about thk . positive qualities of play, it is extraordinarily easy to 
refute. As soan as PE- proceed fran "play is non-s&iaus- 
ness" to "play is not  serious," the contrast Leaves us in 

% 

the lurch-for sme play can be very serious indeed . . . 
Children's games . . . are played in profomd seriousness. 

ff .' . L  (pg. 5-6) - _  
C I 

i ', G -/-- - . b 
%he naflire of Huizinga I s  elaburation of this antithesis be- play 

\ 
&d ndio&ss elucidates his u n i q ~ l y  architebcd explanatim of the 

'. 
' 3 

play amcept; In additim to the philoscphical paradox which Huizinga 

' 
. , . desmibes abov&, he also camk~ts upol the semantic peculiarity ass- 

b. 

- ' iated wi* the antithesis betvhen play and seriousness : 

The conceptual value of a2wrd is always mnditianed 
by the k7urd which expresses its ppposite. For us the c p  
mite of play is earnest, also used in the mre special 
sense of work; while the apposite of earnest can either. 
be play or jesting, jaking . .' . . . . The significance of "play," . . . is by nb 
mans defined or exhausted by calling it "not-earnest," 
or "not serious." Play is a thing by i t se l f .  The play- 
mcept  as such is of a higher order than is seriousness.- 
For seriouslmess'seeks to  exclude play, e e a s  play can 
very we11 include seriousness. (pg. 44-45) 

There are two significant notions which emerge fran this quote. The 

mxessarily W l y  exclusive. This is particularly useful in the study 

: o f ~ d r e n ' s p l a y w f i ~ ~ a n d l o s i n g f o r i n s t a n c e ,  areneither 



is a transendmt p h r m m m ,  o m  which l i e s  

Play lies outside the ankitksis  of wisdun and folly,' and 
W J y  outside those of truth and falsehood, gccd and 
evil. A l t h o @ ~  it is a mn-mterial activity it has no 
moral •’unctim. The hluatim of v i e  and virtm do not 
W ~ Y  - 0  (w- 6) ) 

In m y  respects it is this awareness of the existen* of play in a 
* 

realm which lies beycad the logicdl amfigurations of language which 

rrakes Hare Ludcns an &ired and enduring work.. 

Curiously 4 L t h o q h -  the irrport o r h i s  / entire w x k  seens to tx 

saying that the &dk of l i f e  is play, Huizinga mkes a very clear dis- 

Ld' tinction between play ordi@y l i fe :  play is a 'step outside' of 
f i  

ordinary reality. It platz in h bounded arid separate sphere of 

action. The child rho p r e M  is l i te ra l ly  acting "beside himself" (pg . 
14) . ?his quality of 'rrake-believe ' is understood top be a ' representa- 

tim' of real i ty;sal l  play is h s i s .  
C 

Along w i t h  mke-believe, Huizinga argues that onpetit ion and aontest 

are qualities characteristic of a l l  play: 

The function of play i n  the higher forms wh ich  concem 
US here can largely be derived •’ran the two basic aspects 
under wfiid.1 we meet it: as a cantest for scnnething or a < 

rtpresentati6n of sanething. m s e  .two-functicms can mite 
in such a way G t  the gam ''represenW' a mntest, or else 
becam a contest far we best q r e s e n t a t i m  of sanething. 

According Ghis pint of view, all play then 

-ts; " p i q w  tqethern is a lin&tic 

beaxes a contest be- 

rrrm-sequitur and a practical 



inpcxssibility (pg. 47). This noticm fails t o  wider--* essentially A- 

-ti= spirit  and pmpse of ' copltest' as it exists ih the realm of 

play. For exanple, in children's play-fighting, contest can be a 
C, , 

a 

of the - cooperatian be- cfiildren, and preventing" fighting. 
n ' 

I n  Htiizinga's co~=eption, lay revolves around the agonistic prin- . 
9 

ciple: it is an "urge to be first." The pmpose of 

play is to iority" (pg. 50). This mtaphor errphasizes 

the divisive qualities afming, to the exclusim of the integrative 

features of play. Gaming should be understood as om of several form 

-1 of play -vim. - - 

It must be noted, h e m ,  that while Huizinga proposes that all 

play is a contest of sane kind, he is careful to point out that the 

intrinsically ccmpetitive quality of play is not s y n a n m  w i t h  "a 

desire for or a w i l l  to dcminate" (pg. 50) . ul&telY, Huizinga's 

particular characterization of the cmpetitive aspect of play must be 

understood +ithin the mnceptual framvmk wfiich he develops of play as 

an aesthetic: 7 
h Inside the p1aygrou-d-an absoluk and peculiar order 

+ - reigns. H e r e  we axre amass another, very positive feature 
of play: it creates arder, is order. Into an inperfect 11, 
world and into the 03nfilc:im of life it hrings a terrporary, 
a limited perfe&im . . . . The profound affinity between 
play and is perhap the reasan why play . . . seems 
to Lie to sucfi a large extent in the field of aesthetics. 
Play has a tendency to be keautiful. It may be that this 
aesthetic factor is identical w i t h  the inpulse to create ' 
orderly form, which anhates play in all itc, a~~ects. 

+ 

- 

(w. 10) 

Play emqes as a v t i t i v e  aesthetic, vital enough to ha= given 

rise to civilizatim. Elmever, Huizinga dces not deal directly with the 
, . 

inplicatians of surfl a mtim. Somfrre it is pcetic profanity to  



a~rply the agonistic principle, for instance, to the quest for Btauty, 
*. - - - -  - - -- - 

. - 
Likewise a part of the rise of civilization. To strive and strclggle 

far Beauty is one thing; the notian of Beauty arising solely fran the 

oppositian of forces-an advenarial dynamic--is quite another. 
V I - 

Ozae of the m t  fascinating & a p t u s  in H a m  Ludens explo=s the ' 

h q u s t i c  origins and character of the play concept as it is exp-ssed 
- - 

i n  several  languages, ancient and cantenporary, PecuLiarities in the 

English language spring to  mind: 'play fa i r '  and 'play it safe' are, 
6 

technically spe*, gr&tical ly  incorrect. It muld seem that the 
C 

play concept lies samhere hew noun and verb, i.e., it &ires the 

characteristics of a thing-namd with an activity. 

In similar vein, H u i z i n g a  notes $hat the ~ermantic carparisan 

betieen the expressions ' tb play a -' and 'doing m r k  ' A d a -  

sizes that "the act of playing is of such a peculiar and independent 

Csle dces not ordinarily\'dol a gzme or 'play' wmdwork. Playing is 

'applicable to certain activities ,and not others and ~ l e  there are 

variations and ~ i s t e n c i e s  be twen languages, Huizinga notes that 
4 

many of these -les are inexplicable. H e  c i tes  the illustration in 

the Ebglish of the hwran voice a s  the only musical i p t rumnt  i&i& is 

m t  'played I .  Tkzk m l e s  reinfarce the notion that play l ies  

-"the l og i ca l  confiquratians of language. 

.In further suppart of this notion Huizinga argues that there 
- - - '7- -- - - - - - -- 

h m  society in recorded his- with an idol & a divine figure 

play, although there are rmny stories o•’ the Gods a t  play. Wle 



I" 17 
. s  0 

3 

d 3  in hunan culture, his analysis werloaks the c$;tral educative role of 
- 

7315 IFkkSter in primitive ardl. cultures hnd as Gll, &-centrality of 
0 

such figures i n  the culture and belief system of ~ & l d h m d . ~  Trickster 

figu+s er&dy the sp i r i t  of play in the sensesense that they upset or invert 

expectations. oral cultures, the trickster figure reveals sane kind 

personalities of childhcd w h i d l  are significant elements in the creation 
1 * 

i & fiaintenanoe of the culture of children m g s t  t h e m s e l ~ ~ .  

" 
Iiuizinga's explurqtion of the senantic origins of the play concept 

further reveals an association be- play and leaping o r  play and 

-id, rmtim in several languages, both ancient and roodern,, - 

Expressions sxh as the 'play' of sml igh t  and the 'play' of a steering 

&eel are dismissed by H+zhga as a t t e n d t e d  usages of the term, 

haever, ,evcke a sen& of the' elasticity and flexibility in mnwrent 
\ 

w h i c h  I believe are intrinsic play. Play is perpetual mt im;  it is , 

-- 
also ~ c e d m t i o n ,  tho~@~ often this is an assymaetricdlcedbalance. W 
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Piaget: me Intellectual Dixr?nsian of Play 
-.-----I 

-i - 

Though the writings of Piaget on play are perhaps amongst the 

.mst inflwntial  in the literature, hrxe they are probably the least . . 2 
useful, •’ran a mlosophic as well as a pragmatic viewpoint. According 

to Piaget, play represents a d d t i o n  of the intellectual processes of 

the assimilatiG of reality over the acoamodatim to  realit$=& it 
3 

w 

thus 'bends' and 'distorts' reality. Piaget does not oonsider play to  

be a function of the mtme intellect. It exists only to exercise and 
n 

r e f i n  those COgni-tifTe structures which e already apparent in&F - 
w 

tual functioning. Ckla cognitive s t r u ~ t k e s  are fully mtered, play 
I 

disappears. In other words, Piaget proposes that play is a tmprary  and 

cmsemative elenwt in the process of intellectual devel-t. 

In Piaget's conception, play is divided into three hierarchical 

develcprmtal stages-practice play, synholic play a d  gamesr'with rules. 

Tfiis progression outlines a trend •’ran the solitary play form of the - 
infant to the social game f- of the adult. This clas~if icat ion 

s d m ~ ,  haever  inherently lqi cal, does not a d n t  for all of the data 

o play, nor e n  for all kinds of play and here, as elsewhere, ~~~- f. 
lating e r rp i r i d  evidence threatas the pillars of Piagetian wisdan. 

Garvey (1974) has q w t i o l e d - t h e - a s h  progression f n  solitary to - .  

social, arguing anl derronstrating tl;at play is primarily a social 

activity, e& mngst  - y-g children. She pmp;scs that the - - 
miqbal rrpdel for play is t o  be found in the rrrothqr-infant paradigm. 

- -- 

f 
Ri* E i f u r m ~  (1971) has refuted the claim that participation in  

h with $ e ~  -s a steady increase w i t h  age. In a recat - 

article, Eli- t&ml&oux (1977) points out that it w&ld be theoret- ' 



idly hamsistent  in Piaget's scheme for a ganr with -rules to have 

a s y t b l i c  aspect as well. She mikes: 

The fact that in classification we were often forced by the 
data t o  make the ha&issable m i n a t i o n  of synhl ic  play 
ard r u l e b ~ ,  argues for the inadequacy of Piaget's theory 
and classification, with regard to synbolism, synbolic play, 
and rules. (pg. 204) I ,  

In additim to being a p h k a l l y  inpractical, Piaget's thew of . 
play is philosophically and categorically mnfining and accounts for 

cmly a very mall part of the data of play. According to Sutton-Smith, 

~iagec/-i& play to be only an "aborted variant" of intelligence 

(1971a: 334) . H e  a q ~ s  that because Piaget is averridingly concerned 

with mvergent intellectual processes, he cannot explain a process such 

as play which essentially represents divergent thought (1971b:340). 

Indeed, as Suttcn-Smith suggests, play can be "best thought of as an 

entirel? different type of p r e s s  rather than sinply a fonn of thought" 

(1971b:340). Furthemre, the strong under 7 t in Piagetian psyc3-1- r 
logy that the hmmn infant is asocial a t  birth and that sociability is 

a quality learned and aonmulated during the. maturation process, is both 

cmtroversial and suspect. One eventually gets thg distinct sense that 
.? 

v 

the data of play are k i n g  m1.W to bolster and enphkize the staging 

mtaphor of intellfftual grarth as &served by Piaget. 

Sutton-saith: The hculturative A s p c t s  of Play -- 
Brian Sutton-Smith is a d e v e l ~ n t . 1  psychologist and folklorist 

who is primarily interested in play as an-enculturative p r e s s .  He 



20 

the develcpnmt of theareticdl models. Unlike Piaget, Sutton-Smith 

conkiders to )z an adaptive behaviour, although not i n  a survival 

or  acQLievkment~riented context. The most significant aspect of Sutton- 

Smith's =roach for  the present study i s  the notion that  play has a 

fmdmmtal role in h m  culture. The notion that the s t r u m s  of 

play represent reversals and inversions of cultural forms is qennpne t o  

hi's explanation of the role  play in culture. ~ & r d i n ~  to  Sutton- J 
\ 

Smith, these phezxz~~na  (reversals and inversions) .can be "considered as 

prato structure, that is, as a source of novelty or as a source of new - 

SuttorrSmith's contributi& to the study of play i n  +fed 

mnst i tu te  a micrccosn of developing mthcdological and mt&$orical - 

trends in play research. His early mrks are a s e l a g e s  qf anecdotes; 
A'- 

his  rmst recent material prop3ses that play be vim.& as a mawmication. % 

Sut-Smith's work in play research began in the early 1950's as 

folkloric collections of New Zealand &ildrenls g m s .  H i s  interest  - 
i . . rapidly expanded to  include a concern with the possible maning of play 

and gaes. In "A Formal Analysis of Game Meaning" (1959) appeared the 

begrnnings of an inventory of gan-e elarents as follaus: garre cfiallenge 
-a 

and the tenpral structure. This inventory has undergane SCEIE rdifica- 

o u t ~ ~ ~ '  as an e l m t .  It has been used-as a structural n d e l  in the 

analysis of inf- play epiKdes as w e l l  a s . in  f o n d  games. 
- ,  . . I  

using this inventory and the classificatory schem--games of - 
Physical skill, g a ~ ~  of chance and g-s of strategy-as developed by 

Raterts, A r t h ,  and Bush in " m s  in Culture" (1959), !$&torSmith began 



cat& and analyzing the play and games of a variety of different 

to  be his tra+mk in the discipline. ?his is a- oorbhkng of psyd~olog- 

i d  and hnthropological perspectives &ch identif ies an enculturative - - 
p&ss that is animatgl and enacted through play Kd g m :  child 

training practices w h i c h  create psy&olcgicdl confl ict  in children are 

replicated and configured by them in their play and s u b s e q ~ ~ ~ ~ t l y  are 

trans•’& into adaptive xrial behaviours. The authors pcse that play 

is instruentdl in resolving the conflict between individual-and culture 

by rrrodelling confiict in ~ s ,  i . e. , in s a u r e s  of role reversals 
. - 

which assmge conflict and prciiOte the mastery of culturally appropriate 
\ 

behaviours. The hypothesis was tested and validated in moss-cultural 

st* by Roberts and Suttogl-Smith (1962). 

As mti& previously, the notion that  the encu l tmaem function 

of play is  related to the reversal and inversion of culturA form in 
I 
t 

. garres is germane t o  Suttm-Smith's theory. In a recent thearetical. m r k  \ 
\ 

I 

Sutwn-Smith (1976) attempts, I believe, to synthesize the enculturative 

function d t h  the structure of reversal by proposing that  there is a 

J 
dialectical relat icmhip &sting beheen play and nmplay (see 

/ Sd-Martzman, 1978:225). In a still m e  recent a r t i c l e  delivered to the 
b 

Asmia t ion  for the~nthrapolcgical  Stu5-y of Play in 1970, Sutton-Smith 

its refatiomhip to naplay context is a cmmmicative one. He bases his 
4 

analysis of rrother-infant play accarding to the of professiandl 

spM ups the m t i b  that  the.struct- of play are the" infrastructures 



4 
cammicative ore, haever, I cannot agree w i t h  his choice of metaphor, 

i.e., &rt, nor can I accept the notion, central to his theory, that 

play s+=mctues only prefigure the structures of g m .  

In Child's Play (1971) , a -dim of art icles representing 

various thkoretical approaches to the study of play, editors Herron and 

Sut ton-S th  sta te  that  mch of the study of play has been the study of 

an "epiphencmnmn (pg. 2) a "derimtim response system for expres- 

sing affects, m t i o n s "  (pg. 344) , and a stm of context with l i t t l e  
2 

regard far text. Rhile Sutton-Smith I s  theory retains a +ky strong sense 

of play as a response system, he sees a dynamic, systematic and revealing 

relationship between play ahd that  which it expresses. In play can be 
3 

seen3 structures which "parallel, reproduce or present + t ransfon~t ions  of ' 

naplay structures" (Hcrron and SuttnrSmith. 1971: 194) . It could be 

said that Sutton-Smith sees play alnostfentirely i n  the service of non- 
, 

play: there is an inplicatim *at a l l  of the data of play ifs correlative - 
d 

in  way with the data of nonplay. H m v e r ,  his real interest lie 

the dynamic aspect of the interaction between play behaviops and nonplay 

behaviours. me structure of this relationship, he argues, is one of 

reversal. A s  S d w a r b m n  pmks.qut (1978:209), Sutton-3nith thus sees 
\ - 

play as b3th generative and expressive of cultural and personality pat- 

terns. 

In contrast to the Piagetian sckm upon which much of the study ,of 

p ~ ~ ~ ~ a n d ~ ~ ~ ~  i t se l f  on the knx tu res  of the in- 
- 

SuttoR-Smitfi a t t e r p b  t o  develop a structural mdel for play 

which w i l l  enploy ludic mepts, believing that 



the use of a structural descriptive sys tw agpmpriate 
fur one class of functians to  desuribe another class of 
functions can result in oversight as to the peculiarities 
of that l a t t e r  class. (1971c:298) 

He sqges ts  that  the structuraJ descriptive concepts derived •’ran gan~s 

can mre appqr ia t e ly  and less injuriously be applied tb the subject 

m a t t e r  of play than can concepts derived fran ego-functions, cognitions 

or affects (l97lc:298), H m v e r ,  as I w i l l  eventually atterrpt to show, 

--'this is an equally inappropriate rm3el for the study of. play and in saw 

senses, quite a misleading one. 

9 
A key concept in understanding Sutton-Smith ' s theory of play and 

garrres and the relatianship he establishes between the tm, is an under- 

standing of 'voluntary control s y s t e ~ ~ ~ ' ,  Sutton-Smith links this notion 

af voluntary behaviour w i t h  the concept of intrinsic mtivatimal system 

as developed by Berlyne (1960) and he considers this to be an essential 

feature of play. Play is m y  play i f  it is voluntarily-undertaken. This 

imnediately excludes scrrre of the data of children's play. In Child's 

Play (1971), Herron and Sutton-Smith describe a voluntary response as one 
< 

d c h  is not directly lhked  to survival. It 

. 
inplies various fornr; of mastery, such as the anticipation 
of outccmes, the choice of instruental behaviours, fw- 
dcfn- fran M a t e  sensory m t r o l s ,  a capacity to sustain 
the direction of behaviour over a n m h r  of responses, se- 
quential organization an2 sk i l l  in nmbilizinq resources. 
(w- 186) 

1971, Avedon and Suttan-Smith desaibe both play and games as an exercise 
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In a gate, the particiLwts voluntsry c o n 6 1  over pm- 
cedures has -been s u b o m  in anticipation of, but 

% without guaran- for, a given goal. (pg. 7) 
-+. 

Play wodd thus h distinguished f r a n  g m s  as a total exercise of 

voluntary ccjntrolq. H m v e r  the central foci of the difference beheen 

play an3 g m s  revolves around the specific nature of their 'outmnes ' - 

and the degree And kind of organizatim which they display: 

Games are repeatable because of thei r  sys tamtic  patterns 
and their predictable outccrres. Play, on the other hand, 
is less systemtic  ard open-ended with respect to o u t c a ~ ~ s .  
(w. 7) 

uncertain" (pgi 7). mever, as 

a t  least two different senses in 

I 
is meant here by 'open-ended1 is 

i". 

gmrrr is described as " determined but 
' 

WE shal l  see, the o u t m  of play has 

this schem. Fur&enmre, what exactly 

not redlly hde  clear, haever ,  I assure 

that Sutton-Smith is hinting at a result which is ley determined by 
i 

rules than is the cut cat^ of a formal g m .  

m r d i n g  to  Suttan-Smith, both the o u t m  of play and the out- 

of gams are inherently disequilibrial. In grnes this is easy & to 
I 

mkstand. Avedon and Sum-Smith (1971) define garres as . 
an exercise of m1unta.q control systems in which there is I 

an CFPXitim be- forces, ccnfined by a p-e and 
rules in order to  prodtuce a disequilibrial outoxw. (pg. 7) 

T h e d k q n h b r  
. . ial outarrre is represented by the winner  aid'"& loser, 

miginally Mined by HMCsl and Sutton-Shlith as "an- exercise of vo un- 

mtrol system w i t h  disequilibrial O U ~ S ~ ~  (1971 : 344) . H Jew% 
* 

f 



according to Sutton-Smith himself (1971a), the disequilibrial out- of 
\ 

3 

play has nut quite the 5am s- as &t of ms. It does not refer 

only to the result of the interaction bebeen the players-this is what 
/-- 

the 'cpd-ended' out- refers -but rather t o  the result of the C 
* .  

interacticm bebeen play and. nonplay . The 'o&ccam ' of play in this 

the i n t e n t i d t y  . . . to do things differently; *to make a 
unique response to c=ustaMlry c ~ t a n o e s ;  and to m events 
away •’ran their cognitive and a f f e c t i ~  equilibria." (1971c:300) 

According-to Suttan-Smith ( 1 9 7 1 ~ ) ~  it is the intention of play to 

make nonslse out of senst. He suggests that play is characterized by 
f 

an "illogic 'of nahlsense" or  a "paleologic" (1971c:300). This disequili- b 
brial  quality is not, as Pia*t would suggest, a temporary function of . 
the intellxt, but r B t h e r  the quality of play wbich makes it play, and a 

characteristic of the structure of play as a whole, not just of its 

A g a i n ,  it is my awn prejudice that one of the d.&iculties 
that play pses to any theory of mnvergent intelligence or 
equilibrating adaptation, is that it has a r e l a t i ~ l y  high 
ccnpollent of disjunctive intent. That is, it is disequili- 
br ial  on pcnrpose--not by mistake, by cognitive deficit,  or 
by affective deficiency. Like festivals and Gras, 
l ike muntaineerkg arad tight-- walking, it is tension- 
enhancing. Equilibria1 themists often reduce this  pheno- 
mmcm to saae higfkCT-order adaptation. But that is like 
reducing the game to its out-. The players are inclined 
to insist instead that  their intent is not .the ultimate re- 
solution but t h e  nnrmtary irrbalance. In start, to s t d y  
play structurally is to  study the character of disequilibrim 
txMve~y. ffw*342) - 

Suttm-mth sees play as a f m  of ktdance with respect to the rest of - 



the m r l d  and yet he -cedes that play m y  also be a k f m  of 

balance: 

/ I  or again, though defined , our discussion 
suggested that there is a them and other 

, and the 
our is here balanced by 

Presamblyl this  feature of 'disequilibrial equilibrium' is a part of 

&at Suttan-Sth has identified as the enculturative of play. 
I 

H m v e r ,  with specific reference to the child's perspective and the up- 
I 

setting of familiar balances+& is .so characteristic of rflildren's 

play, there is great siqnifi&ce in the notion that  in doing so the 
/' 

child is also actively'exprirenting with the creatim of alternate * 

balances. 

According to SchwartPMn (1978:225), in  The ~ial&cs of Play (1976), 

Suttm-Smith characterizes diseguilibrial aspects of play using a 

mtaphor of reversals and reversibility. The notibn of reversal becaTles 

the daninantmtaphor of analysis. It encQtpasses the reversal. i n  the 

relatianship between play and -lay , i .e . , nonsense and sense, as w e l l  

as the role reversals and alternations which &re a part of the internal 

s-we of play and g&'es. In The D i a l e c t i c s  of Play, ~uttcn-Sanith 
i 

prcpses that  play is a "reversal w s n  built  in a t  birth which early 

in life permits the  dissociation of instrurrrental fran goal behaviours" 

11976:l; -, 1978:226) . Because of this qudLity of rev&sal, 

Sutton-Smith argues that the r e l a t i d P  betwen play and nonplay is a 

dialectical one. He describes tm dialectics: the lu l ic  dialectic, 

&ch describes the relatianship be-' play and its antecedent socie 
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. the adaptive dialectic, which describes the relatianship between play 

and its postcedent contexts, o u t m s  and influences . Iri a. sense this  

scheme* represents a reinterpretatim of the proass  of conflict and 

enculturatim. It is Suttan-Smith's aonceptim of haw text is 're- 

introduced' to context in  play, taking into account the innovative 
L 

functicms of play a s  wll as its ~i%g!ativle functions ( ~ 1 9 7 4 3  1977:231). A 

Ultimately the schegne is quite neat, but scnk+hm inaccessible. 

Con+&x, for exanple, the follcwiig operati? &finition for play which 
L- 

L 

emerges fran the dialectical mtaphor : 
a W 

Play is a subset of voluntary behaviours involving a selective 
a s n  tlkicfi reverses the usual contingencies of pmer so' 
as to  pennit the subject a controllable and dialectical simw 
lation of the moderately urms-ed arousal and reductians of 
everyday life, in a way that is alternately vivifying and ' 

euphoric. (1976:5-6; 1978:226) 

While there are cerbinly many instances of reversal in play phenanma, 

particularly in children's play, I qutstion the notion that reversal , 

is an- all-enarrpassing dynamic, i f  this is irideed - the implicatian of 

such a definition. Furthemme, this h o l e  perspective rests h e a ~ l y  

u p  being able to "distinguish bebeen play and n q l a y .  This makes 

the theory prcblenratic as an explanatory model for children's play 

-where the distinctim between play and -lay is not always ciear. nor 

is it always a s i g n i f i k t  or re- me. 
I 

~ h c n o t i w o f ~ ~ t h e n ~ ~ s a l o f - r e f h t o a b c r ~ e i s  

also a prablermtic me, Although this is not a new theme in the work - 
of Suttcm-S~&th, it a q 5 r e s  p r - m  in €his defmtian. Gmeswzre, 

f i r s t  described by --Smith as models of social power in - The 
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O u r  m r k  on the e n d t u r a t i v e  end of this theory has led 
us  to  the fonrrulation that games are, amng other things, 
models of social puwer, Ggws are, suggest, mdels of 
ways of s wer others, bylMgicalpmer (as in 
g a ~ s  of = b y  f o r e  (as i n  physical skill gams) , 
or by cleverness (as in gartles of strategy). Me have 
speculated that in gams children learn a l l  th& r x ? c e s - a  
sary arts of trickery, deoeption, harassnent, divination 
and foul play that their teachers m n ' t  teach them, but 
that are mt ' t in swcessful h m  inter-rela- 
tiCBlShips in roz business and war. Fbrther that 
boys played gmtles of physical ski l l  becaw this is the 
pmer f m  that t k y  can mt easily carrrrand; and that 
girls sh& a preferene for games of stra* and chance 
because these are lesser pmer forms available to then. li 

(w. 339) 

Although I am scrcrewhat affronted a t  the suggestion that play fosters 

the mgalananiacal side of h w  nature, this concept of is one 

which I find not so much erroneous a s  ill-named and uver-simplified. 
4 

C h  another level, 1 find the above quotation to  ly sexist, pihpu.~ and - 
p r e s q t m u s .  . Strategy is not necessarily a 'lesser pwr form' than 

physical skill. Further, playing dirty, i.e., using the 'arts' of 

foul play, trickery and deception in human relationships, is often q d t e  

adaptive, h m v e r  it is not the only mans of social efficacy. Social 

sk i l l ,  even social p m e r ,  involves much mre than underhanded tactics. 

Further to its irrpracticality as a model, is once again, the 

inability of such a concept t o  describe the realities of children's 

play. The structural categories established for the rwkive and action 

patterns of. garoes as -1s of social m r  are inadequate to describe 

the spogltaneous informal play of children as we11 as to explain their 

seduce " may all well be transfmmtions of d a l  skills related to 

sharing and 

having fun, which  are so m& a part of cfiildren ' s play. 



I 
Another serious drwback in Sutton-Smith's overall theory of 

play and g-s is i n  the hierarchical kvelqmrnttal relationship 

which he attempts to establish bebeen the W.  carding to Sutton- 

smith, play s e s  the ludic infrastructurds of g- (1971~: 

299). In an' a d p i s  of the gam of football (1971~305) for instance, 

Suttm-Smith identifies a mnbinatiai of the earlier play fonns of 

dodge-ball (attack-defend) and tag (chase-elde) . This is an ingenious 

analysis and prcbably an accurate ax on soarre level, but - it has staggering 

implications for the value and purpse of early play as w e l l  as for any 

sense of enduring r ' f o m .  In this analysis, play is represented as =-b- 
the imnature undiff-&M activity of the pres&ooler; g- by the 

nnre differentiated mature activity of 'childhood prcper' and the 
f? 

adult. 

The definition advanced by Sutton-Smith of the difference between 

play and g m s ,  is that play is a test of powers rh i le  games are a 
d 

contest of -s (1971c:299) . Implicit w i t h  this test/contest distinct 

tim lies the s t r k t u e  of -tition: i n  the case of games Sutton- 

Smith describes this as an ~ i t i o n . k & m e n  players; in the case o•’ 
/ 

play it is an cppsitim, within the self or a test of one's am capa- 

bil i t ies .  The contrast is apt, but disturbing. It as-s a m e  

sol i taq, less social quality in play than in g w  and it is alien t o  -\ 

comt fm3all the data of play anl in fact  exclcades saae of its mt 
4 

cansequential a s p z t s .  Play is nut a 'thing' of -able or& to  

garues, and it is miy in a t7ery specific sense rather than an -ive 



one, that play can be d t ~ e l c p r e n t a l i ~  related to  g m s .  
- 

Are there mature form of play other than gams in t h h  scbem? 

Although Sutton-Smith states that daildren' s play bwcmes dif ferehti- 

at& in a 'variety of ways ' r he does not explicate what those ways 

might be. Ihe assmption that the play of children is undifferentiated 

is an erroneous one: children' s play is a struct&ng activity. 

-=re, this assuption is om which is inccplsistent w i t h  Suttan- 

Smith's m notian of play as the source of navel culture. Far purposes 

of analysis, Sutton-Smith places play on a continurn w i t h  games such 

that it is of the sam or an inferior order of be-. The s i q n i f F a l  

of play as a vital creative' fokce in h m  culture dwindles when itb+ 

quashed into the game mold. ul&telY, Sutton-Smith ' s mthodol& 

does an injustice to his notim o f s l a y  as i'rinovatim form. .: 
$< 

Caillois: A Classification for Play an3 Gtms 

Frcm a philascphical point of view, Caillois' definition of play 

. . 
and g-s is a t  best a brittle one. It is based upcn a -pt .of 

humn nature as savage and brirtal and a notion of play and reali ty as 

separate, inccnpatible and antaganistic spheres df action. Khile his 

definiticm is thus rigid, categorical and of uttle -to the present 
\ 

work, the classification schZrne f i c h  he d e v e l q  for play and gams is, --. 
-3 

m t  surprisingly, f a r  more flexibie than the theory which gives 
- 

Caillois ' appnich &cfi are significant to the p r q t  study. A brief 



1 children's play. 

'Bere are kn +istinct levels of analysis in the cl+ssification 

4 &i& Caillois ckelcps for play and garres . The f i r s t  of the& 

describes the different kinds or types of play. The four. categories 

of play represent h b  psychological attitudes and are described as 

the desire to  w i n  by me's -it in regulated arrpetition 
(agun) , the dmission of caie ' s will in favor of anxious 

passive mticipatian of where the wkel w i l l  stop 
falea), the &sire to as- a strange personality {mimicry), 
and, finally, the p r s u i t  of vertigo (ilinx) . In agm, the 

(- player rel ies only upn himself a d  his u-t efforts;* 
q aha, he mmts on everything except himself, sufrnitting 
to tk pmers that el& him; in mimicry, he imagines that 
he is  else, and he invents an ifidghary universe; 
in ilinx, he gratifies the desire to temporarily destruy C 

his bodilye equilihrim, escape the tyranny of his ardinary 
perception, and provoke the abdicaticn of cmscience . 
(1961 : 44) 

I 

As Caillois . s q g e s t s  these a t t i tdes  are not unique to the playsphere; 

they are also a t  mrk in 'real' l i fe  but with different mnsquences. 

These classificatory principles are quite different - fran t h e ,  
I 

/ -- , articulated in other rrodels, specifically thuse of Piaget 61951) and' 

- ' \  
Rdxkts, Arth a d  Bush (1959) , In the f i r s t  place, Caillois ' categories 

i 

, -roach ccmtrasts in particular w i t h  Piagetian =rk *ch describes 

the three catecffiries of phy-prwti- play, qrdmlic play and gams w i t h  - 
3 

rules--= separate ck- s w  and fobs  of play. -, - 

r 

-. 
- 



each ca+eqory in Caillois' classification enampasses qams of physical 

as d l  as rental  skill. This differs f m  the s c h e  of Rcberts e t  ale 

(1959)--garrres of physical s k i l l ,  g m  of chance and g m  of strategy- 

in which t k  distinction bebeen.physical and n r n w  prauess is i tself  

a prcminen classifica@ry principle. F 
These differences by themselves &ht be of l ittle significance, 

but for the fa& that Caillois' classification has Qem applied t o  the ' 

t 

data of children's play in caparison with -each of the alternative 

s described &me and found, in  both cases, to be a mre inclusive 

analytic Eramemrk.' In a cxmparative application of the 

sckses of Piaget and Caillois to data of children ' s play, Mouledoux 

(1977) discovers that Caillois' schexre has a greater degree of differen- 

tiationand is a mre suitable -1 for the explanation of the play of 
, 

school age children in  particular. A study by Royce (1972) amparing the 

classificaticm s&&s of Caillois and Roberts e t  dl. foud the latter 

be confining because of its co~lcentration upon ccarpetitim play. Cail- 

lois '  s c k m  then, is suited to the analysis of d-iildren's play in that 

the qtegories are not mixally exclusive 'nor are they developmtally 

staged, and in that it can acmmt for play and garrrcs w h i c h  are not 

a q e t i t i v e l y  stzu;rtmed. . 

In &idition to the distinctivene~s +of the pr-inciples irpon w h i c h  - 
Caillois organizes the types of play, the addition of another level of 

amlysis-tt.le ' q s  of playing1-further dis- Caillois' sckm 

frcm other claSSificatOry - - -  - nxdels as wIJ as-- 
- - its &licabiliQ- 

to the s t d y  of d.lildrenls play. 'Ways of playing' as an analytic con- 

mt to the present s t rQ in that it adawwledges that play has players. 



In general, classifications of play describe kinds of activity. , 

References t o  the attitudes of tkae players are the indirect result of 

such classification categories as canpetitive or cooperative play.- 

In t h  prototype of Caillois' s&&, tbe ccmcept 'ways of playing' 

is quite distinct •’ran the categories of play; it represents another 

level of analysis, which describe the play forhs in each category in 

temts of their relative degree of" gratuitous difficulty. " The notion 

expresses a continuum-smmhat awkwardly lakelled paidia to ludus- 

which describes the degree of expertise, calculation and control reqcFired 

by the play. The discipline cultivated in play forms is described by 

Caillois to  ke gratuitous and inpractical. k t  is this quality, i .e. , 
n 

degree of gratuitous difficulty, which bistinguishes play frcm other 

Caillois describes W& c o n t i n m  'paidia' to 'ludus' as f o l l m :  

A t  one e x t r e  an almst indivisible principle, oxrmn to 
div&sion, turbulence, free inprovisatian, and carefree 
gaiety is dcminant. It manifests a kind of uncontrolled 
fantasy that can be designated by the t e n n  paidia. A t  the 
cpposite cxtrew, this frolicsaw! and impulsive exuberance 
is a b m s t  entirely abmrbed or disciplbxd by a ccmple- 
mtary and in  s a ~  respects inverse, tentaenq . . . to 
bind it w i t h  a.rbitrary, irrpcrative and purposely tedious 
a~nventians, to  oppose it still mre by ~ l e s s l y  prac- 
tic* the mst enharassing chicanery upon it, in order to  
make it m e  u n a  sf attaining its desired effeqt. 
This la t te r  principle is canpletely i~qracticdL, everi 
though it requires an ever greater ammt of effort, patience, 
skill, or ingenuity. I call this second ccnparsent 1ud.u~. 
(1961:13) 

Paidia ertl6rges as tkre essz~ce of play. It is a pure instinct-urrstruc- 

tured, unbridled and in need of the m t r o l  and discipline of ludus, b$ 

essent ia l ly  'capziciotr;' rather than wanton, as Caillois portrays other 

h m  instincts (1961:27-28). L d u s  is a mtamrphcsis of paidia and, 



d e v e l v t a l l y  q e a k u q ,  si&s the onset of a taste for gratuitogs A 

difficulty wh ich  is exapl i f ied by  and discipline. Lcadus is 

i -  
ccmplerrrentary rather than consequent in its relatianship t o  paidia. 

PaMia is apriori; luttus cannot &st wi-t its 'lprirmcy p a e r  of 

inprovisation and joy" (w. 27). 

The ~ l a t i o n s h q  befxeen paidia a d  ludus is not develcpmntal with 

respect to  the maturation of play and game fbrms. cai l lois  finds dani- 

nant expressips of paidia in wture play f o m ,  e.g., horseback riding, 

racing, wrestling. Further, ludus is not  the only metarorphosis of paidia 

in Caillois' origindl sckm.  BE &an of 'wan' describes a contempla- 

ti= attitude, also a part of play in culture, which in C a i l lo is  ' wrds 

"designates the act of hdefinitely caressing a piece of jade while 
\ $ 

polishing it, in order t o  savour its smothness or as an a c m n p n h m t  to 

reverie: (w. 33) . 'Wan' is also a ~ t a r o r p h o s i s  of paidia. Wuledoux 

(1977) adapts Caillois' notion of paidia to lcadus and p i d i a  to wan for 
>- 

use as categories of play, f- them particularly suited t o  classifying 

the early 'preplay' farms of infancy and childhood. In this regard, the 

notian of pi& refers to  the unstructur& practice play of infancy and 

2 wan to the 'onloaker ' behaviour characteristic of preschooler's play . 

(see Partens, 1933) . 
To suumrize, the significance of Caillois' s&ere w i t h  respect to 

an analysis of children' s play is in its inclusiveness. As has been 

demxlstrated by applicatian to  the data of children's play, the s & a ~  

can accc4nrt for play farns which are not ampti t ive,  for play a@ games 

&ch mine elarwts of nrake-believe w i t h  rules, and for play •’oms 

which in other sche-es are classified as  'pre-play' or w h i c h  are unclas- 

sif iable as play a t  all, e. g. , onloaker behaviour . Further, and with 
f 

\ . 



strength of this s c k m  is its inclusim of pople  as a part of .the 

classificatory rrdelling. The usel of psychological urges and desires 

to describe and classify gams esnphasizes the player rather than the 

T .  Caillois' developr~nt of the analytic cancept 'ways of playing' 
d 

lends f m t k r  significance to the sense in which play involves and 

requires players. Ws latter concept w i l l  be useful i n  the develop 
B 

m t  of a method0'1cgical frarmmrk •’or khe present shdy. 

An examination of the *mrk of Helen SchwartPMn 'in play' research 

reveals a concern w i t h  develqing an anthropol& of children's play 

wkich can account for the innaativt functions of play in culture. 

SchwartPnan views p l a ~  as a amtext for behaviour rather than as a 
L 

behaxiour per se, and as a generative m c a t i v e  form. As her bc& .< 
\ 

Transfonmtims (1978) illustrates,,this notion represents a departure tr 

fran the characteristic persp=ctives of an&cplogicdl, psychological, 
-- 

ard  sociological studies w h i c h  mnsider play to  be expressive, reflec- 
, 

tive, projective or cathartic behaviour . ! % w a r t ~ ~ n  is one of a 

grmirq nurSser of theorists who are looking a t  play as a canmunicatim 

a b u t  behaviour or, as SdrwartPMn suggests, a series of camnmications 

Ln brief, play is an arientatim or f ranhg and defining 
--that players aiIopt tcrward scmethjizg (an cbject, a 
p ~ m ,  a role, an an e m t ,  etc.), hidl p r e  
d u e s  a text dmracteri allusim (not distortim or 
illusicm) , preservation) ; arad "pur- 



puported im&tionn'of th~ dsject, person, r o h ,  etc. 
In this way, play gives shape as w e l l  as expression to 
M v i d u a l  a r ~ I  societal affective and cognitive system. 
Tkse are play's products, and they are extremly 
amsequential. (1978:330) * 

This definition is, in part, a direct result of the concerns of P 
a 

Schwartp~n's enpirical research. She focuses p n  the socio-dramtic or 

rrak&elieve play of preschool children. The setting is naturalistic: 

SchwartPrran is interested'in using the social context of children's play 
., 

to interpret the text of their play. She has attempted to apply the 

anthropological te&niq-& of participant-observation to the data of 
Y 

children's p l q .  In the process, she discovers an entirely new d h s s i o n  

of children's play: 
/ 

This dinrension is referred t o  here as the sideways =spec- 
tim of the child in play. For to the side of,  or across 
fran, one child there are often other children-his or her 
peers. Adopting this sideways p e r q x t i v e ,  it is proposed 
that make-believe play is i t se l f  a text or "a story the 
players tell themselves about themselves" (see Geer t z ,  1972) . 
(1978: 237) 

S-' s endeavour is arrplicated, both philoscphically and 

practically. In the f i r s t  place, she is extremely conscious of the 

nature'arid influence of mta@or and the process of 'mtaphorizing' in  

M antfkopological study of huinan culture and behaviour. Further, she 

assesses that in  much of play research to date, the fesearcher's perspec- 

tive has been assuoed to  be the sare 4 the player's perspective and the 
0 

p l w '  s perqe&iw has therefore been ignored. Tf?e neglect of the 
I 

P-='S has, in part produced the separatim of text frm 

Context to which -' s study of children's play is so directly 

addressed. *her mthodological ttchnip thus involves careful consider- 
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atim of her awn role as nsearcher, a s  well as ccmsiderable attentian 

.to hcw i n f ~ ~ ~ a a t i o n  can be gleaned froan preschool &ildren a b u t  their  
9 

cwn understanding of their play. Ultimately this involved positioning 

herself in the midst of the playgroup, taking notes and asking p s -  

tions of clarification. Suewhat surprisingly, it mrke& 

- " 

-'s major theoretical work, T r a n s f ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ t i o l l s ,  is very 
A .  

mq&qmcerned w i t h  the way in. ~ c h  explanations of play have been 

influenced both by concepts of culture and concepts of &ldhood. In 

much the smne way as W l o t t e  Hardman (1974) advocates in "The Study 

of Children in Social Anthrapology," S c h w a r t m  works fran a positive 

and purpseful irnak of childhood, one in w h i c h  children act  according 

to reason and design. She propclses a rrretaphor for play as a 'transfor- 
< 

mation' of reali ty ( s e  also Garvey, 1977), rather than a distortion or 
-4 

negation of it. The paer of her argmmt as to the influen- of m&phor 
3 

beaneq evident when, considering this sh i f t  in perspective, i.e., t o  

play as a transfomatim, questions such as the relatianskip of play and 

mke-deve to  reality and of play to g m s  open entirely new areas of 

thought rather than presenting canfining oonceptual structures. Because 

of the significance of SchwartpMn's perspective w i t h  respect t o  the 

present work, I w i l l  be presenting a detailed outline of the orienting 

principles of her writzings and research on play. 

'Mtaphort and 'transformationt are integral m p t s  in Helen 

Mmartmm's theory of anthrapology and play. She uses the term in 

several different senses. Transformtian is i t se l f  a particular kind of 
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mtaphor. ~ d n n r t k  poses it as a new netapbr, an alternative to 
6 . 

the notion that anthrapolcgists engage i n  the 'preservation' of cul- 

tural  data,,or that play is a 'preservation" of ail-. She suggests 

instead that the anthrapologist is a-lp engaged in s c n ~  kind of 
' 

the culture of 

pective of the 

of that  data, as children #at  pla< are &aged in the 
-0'- \l 

F - 
of culture. Essentially this point of view all- for 

the anthropologist t !3 be taken into account: the pers- 

researcher is acknckJ1edgeable in Schwartman's m e w .  
\ 

To restate. the above point brief1y;the anthrapologist at  mrk  and 

' b the child a t  play are engaged in a process of m;t@orical transfom- 

'L tiw, or transformation through mtaphor. S c h w a r t m m  argues further 

that anthrapokqists have in large part b&n conccrned w i t h  making the 

t-, strange and exotic custaus of other cultures as familiar, pre- 

dictable pat- of behaviour : i 

. . . anthrapologists transform houses into settle- 
rent patterns, food into subsistence @conany, mthers 
and fathers into kinskip system, and peaple into cultures. 
(1978 r1 )  

Hawever ,  all too often these metaphors assm definitional status, their 

original netaphorical a i t y  and arbitrariness dis~pearing fm 

mnsciousness : 

In theorizing about play, a metaphorical transformation is .- 
often mde (e . g . , play is likened to  a psy&ol@cal pro- 
jection, or play is vi& as a cognitive p m s s )  . War- 
tma te l y ,  this transformation is often tlisrtgarded and soon 
play is a mcg ics l  pmje-, +r play is a M e n  
of cognitive prooesses, as the rretaphor is & taken liter- 
a l l y  . . . . When this happens, a reduction of play t o  sane 
other phenmmm occurs. I m l d  suggest that  by forgetting 
the ineinsicdllqr layful, "as i f "  quality of theorizing, an 
injustie is done dl pImen~mena, but an injustice is done 
particularly t o  play. (1978:7) 
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perk& the nnst significant theoretical point is rewaled in 
b 

- ' s  i l lustration of the ways in wh ich  concepts and mtaphors 

can be, and are, s i g n i f i m t l y  transforred by other wncepts and mta- 
1 

P-. This is essentially the wject of her reast m k  Transforma- 

tions : An Anthropology of Children ' s Play (1978) . 'The work is. intended 

as a critical review of the ethnographic literature an children's play 

fran the p i n t  of view of the n-etaphorical basis of individual studies. 
- r. 

It is also a specific examination of children's m 

S- amceives of children's play as their 'tr 

their  experience. A s  she describes it, children, l ike ethnographers 

are continually cmstruccting and transforming the contexts 
i n  ~ c h  they &st in their efforts to make sense, and 
m t i r n e s  nonsense, cut of the worlds in which they find 
themselves. (1978:l) 

WwartPnan assures that culture and play are cc-exkmi~, that 

they 'rmtually influence' me another. A f t e r  Huizinga, she nates that 

has been 'played' from the outset. pCoplcepts and explanations of 

have been transforrred by a particular concept of ' d t u r e  

and similarly influxad by a particular m o e p t  of childhood. These 

metaphors, SctwartPMn points out, are orienting concepts that "are 

relative to  temporal or-historical circlprstances, as w d l  as d o -  

cultural context" (1978: 10) . Transfanmtions thus begins w i t h  a d e s m i p  

tion of the history of WS& images of childhood. , &e various descrip- 

tions of children ' s play are then mntexted by the specific cultural 
- 

r 

mtqhar in *& they a n  grounded. ?he w r k  is mticulous and -re- 

hensive. - concludes w&th a transformatian of the transfama- 
-J-T 

tions: sqgestianszof" new mta@ms for old." 



b) Play as Generative F m  
/ ,  

C )  AS Scfnrartpoan' s definitim oulines, play gives s h q  as w e l l  as 

eqxession to  exps5ena. This she calls its generati& function. Q1 

the' sirrplest level, this mans that play acts to make sqse  out of real 

as well as apparent mmense; it generates or* and sensibility out of 

chaos. Schwartman suggests that children interpret, reinterpret and 

c ~ m n e n t  upon their experience through play, thereby creating their  awn 

pculiar logic of people and events. I n  the description of play as 

, p e r a t i v e  form, there is inpl ici t  the notion thAt this interpretatim 
\ 
i> in turn fed back into experience creating nw, pdssibl~ even n m l  

behavioural ;Iltematiws, i.e., that  the text of the play'can signifi- 

cantly .affect the social ccmtexks with wkiich it is associated. ScHwartz- 

m ' s sense of play as generative form is- closely align+ w i t h  severdl 

recent theories which suggest that it is a saurce of novel culture 

(Bruner, 1972; Reynolds, 1976; Sutton-Smith, 19741. 

The interpretive functions of play as well as its critical and 

Satirical -cts ha& largely been ignored by anthrcrpologists in their  

studies of play. SchwartPMn cites several reasons for this. In her 
2 

-tation of play research to  date, . S & w a r t m  finds that  the 

proportion of anthroplogical studies view play as a mecimnisn of 

d a l i z a t i o n .  The primary function of play they s u ~ t ,  is encultma- 

tin, i .e.,  through play children learn and p r a d o e  culturally-appro- 

priate adult roles. M a k e - W e v e  or sociodramtic play is believed t o  be 

prkmrily a process of the imitatim of adult activities. S h v x W n m  



' By errphasizing the sccialization function of play contexts 
researchers ham ignored the"sa t i r id ,  critical, and 

. interpretive qualities of play texQ. (1978: 329) 

Socialization strdies of play are •’requently studies of context without 

text. mat is apparently ' apprapriate' behaviour may in fact  be a 

grounded in ItlDCkery or reversal of the existing social order, i f  text is 

' is beginning to be explored by researchers as a f-k for the explana- - - -1 * 

tiori of the texts and cantexts ~f play. (Sutton-Smith, 1974) 
2 

Pnother ream for  * ~ l e c t  of the interpretive function of play 
- 

in p a r t i a a r ,  has becn a rather narrow understanding of play as imitation. 

A notion of imitation as mre than a cqy is integral to Schwartm's 
\ * 

theory of play as generative form. In her definition of?&a$, Sd-~wartz-  

Z man qualifies the term 'imitation' with the mrd 'pwprted, arguing 

that the imitation i t s e l f  is unique, i .e. , that it has no 

\ 

the imitation of reality (1978: 328) . 
aside frcm its m. Play only gives the appearance o f a r  purports to-- 

Similarly, recent stdies of child language reveal utterances i n  the . 
cbild' s spe& w h i c h  bear l i t t le  relationship to anything in the adult 

mrpus: speech prd&on and Wge acquisitim involve the 

qemratian of form as -11 as the imitation of utterance. In effect  the 

generative aspects of language acquisition are a part of $he child 's  

p l q  with language. In play then as in' language, children use materials 

gererate a play text which m t i t u t e s  a miq-ce representation, rather 

than a q, of reality. 

Finally, s&artmm a t t e s t s  that anthrapologists have been unable 
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to acanmt for the diveryent aspects of play phenama d e f l y  because 

they have a t t eq ted  to force play into an inappropriate interpretive 
0 

mold. I qmk a t  length: 

Anthrapology w a s  formulated, in part, as a way to  mke 
the familiar (our actions) novel by making the navel (others' 
actims) f d l i a r .  Therefore, anthrapologists w e r e  •’ran the 
start both playful and exploratory in their theoretical and 
-aphid interests. Early in t k  discipline's develop - 
mt, h m v e r ,  ethncqraphers be- attached to various defi- 
nitians of culture that were used to transform other -pecple's ' 
nmel actions into expect&, predictable, and m x t  inpr tant ly  
familiar stages, traits, structures, patterns, damins, beha- 
I vlours, and ko forth. Anthrapologists began to W these 
transfommtions (i . e. , theories of culture) very seriously, 
and field mrk  became the ethnographer' s tradenrark. P 

In the process of "warking" on other cultures, anthro- 
pologists neglectesd the study of play. This is reflected in J 

the discipline's history in a variety of ways. In the f i r s t  
place, anthropolqists forgot about the ' original interest 
in transforming familiarity into novel familiari-ty . 
A paradox soan develc@, . . . whereby apologists, in % 27 their theoretical "inventims," began to ine rn as 
basically conservative and uncreative. For exanple, m y  
diffusiccists believed that h u m s  were by nature uninventive 
meatures given to  b h c d n g  rather than creating cultures, 

- 

dxile structure f u n c t i d s t s  examind how societies main- 
tained sarrretless rather than hcw they might produe differences 

(-xyd novelty. Naturally (and culturally) anthropologists would 
ke perpltxed by the phmmenm of play, and so they w e r e  led 
to ignore it (ai they did their am theoretical inventions) or 
to preseme, categorize, socialize, pattern, or structure it- 
once again turning the novel into the familiar. (1978:326) 

In t he  above qcaatatian, !khmdmm draws upon & distinctions rnade 

bebeen play and exploratim by C a r b  Hutt (1966), i.e., that play 

t r a n s f m  the f a a r  into the novel, while exploraticm transfom the 
6 

novel into the familiar. W L k  k t ' s  distinctian is a cmtmv&sial 

are, and there are theorists wfio maintain that exploratian is a part of 

Our play (see SchwartPrw 197$:316), the notion is consistent 

with those thearies which p r q m e  that play is involved in  the develop 

m t  of variability, f lexibil i ty and adaptability, that is, w i t h  the 



oea t im  of nwelty (Br~mx, 1972; Miller, 1973; X e y r n l L  

Sutton-Smith, 1974) . -'s point is that anthr 
2 

l&g at play as i f  it m e  a transfometion of the novel into the 

I familiara rather than fhe familiar into the novel, have p.rodw=eQ resqlts 

which are-both i n q l e t e  and misleadhg w i t h  resp=et to the nature of 
w 

' play. 
A 

d 

1 
of cognitive anthrcpology (ethn&&ence) a d  ethology. Fran *ti= 

anthropology she takes the ephas is  upon the player's understanding of 

+. the play, though this need not, as in pure cthnoscientific studies, be a 
d 

terms. R a u  ethology ocfllcs the natural setting for research, In an - 

agprcacfi similar to  ~d (1974) , she gathers dad •’ran a. mtext 

&ich is familiar to  her infomants-the childiren--and unfaniliar to 

herself-the &server. This kind of -roach is Wt unheard qf i n  

studies of  child^^^, where custanarily even 'natural' settings are 

artificially created, the cslildmm are often estrangers to me another. and 
/ 

I 
L - - the &server r d  irmcbtrusive behind W y  glass. 

3% 

Sd-rwartm's researchwas c a d w k d i n a d a y - c a r e  center h a  1- 

inccrae, rmlti-t$hnic axmumity in Chicago. She oberyd the free play 
- 

of Wdren in the day-care by p i t i m i n g  herself i n  the midst of a 

points out, the children w e r e  quite 

quite disruptive, but as Mwarkmn 
'r 

- 

cqable of dr&w with her in this 

role while cantinuing their play: 
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Of ten the childrenwould ask what I was doing @*I wuld 
infarm them that I was w r i t i n g  dawn ' h a t  they did and 
said ' . Occasionally I muld ask them to clarify what a 
particular +ject stad for in the play situaticn, or. what 
role such an& sucfi a person had in the play event, or why 
they were doing sur3-1 and such. As I was ,  in fact, do* 
exactly what I chixed to be doing, this explanation of my 
activity seem& t o  be satisfactory to both the &wen and 
the staff. (a9761 1977:209) 

.mis represents a milestune of sorts' in the study of children. m i l e  -. 

W m a r k m n  had gret potential to dislvpt the flav of the play event, 

partiharly as an adult asking qrrstians. about the ongoing activity, . ' - b 

e 
r ? - 

her role was in smr? way perceived an acceptable one for a player - > 

She suggests that children are sol~tims cbservers.of other children's - 

play ard that this i tself  is a type of play behaviour . lhis is also 

mnsistent with my m view that children readily an3. continuously s l ip  

in and out of the play mode in their interactions with I Cau3 another as 

w e l l  as w i t h  thk adults ar-ound them. Play does not negate reality for 

U, &Id. FLnth-re, it is not a bounded reality: play can in- 

/- rate other r r d e s  of interaction. - 
2 

Charlotte Hardman too has put much thoqht into the nature of her 

role as an &servtr an the playground-her playground per&ty, as 

the child's warld sinply because of their size.  Nonetheless the viability 

results of their stu3h.s. .The infmratim yielded is quite different, in 
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scrrre senses rmmd.1 rim than what has g c u ~  before.. The researcher 
- - * - 

k h h d  the glass has traded aaxss ib i l i t y  for objectivity. A s  

at-ts, the participant-absemation technique as she has 

a p p l i e d  it to the s q  of children's play opene3d up an entirely new 
.t 

dimmian for s*: the 'sideways' perspective. 

My awn research . . . illustrates the inportan- of 
interpreting play tats in specific social contexts. 
?he nsidewaysn approach . . . was revealtd only *en 
the researcher b e c a ~ -  familiar w i t h  the social cantext 

- 

of her infdts. In this way, it was possible to , 
see hew play, can be both a text and a a n t e x t ,  on IPlany 
levels, because a sideways view portrays t&e texts i n  
00plte.xt and the context in the texts. (1978:247) 

The si-s perspective is proposed as yet  another way of 
> - * describing play- S d m r k m m  a p a m k  upon her <~wn mtaphor , describing 

imitatiopl/prepkatian nretaphor; 2) the hward-dutward perspective or 

q r e s s i v e / ~ a t h a r t i c  metaphor; and 3) the backwards &spective or re- 

-/inversion nrctapha - ( [l976]'1977 : 20 8) . The sideways perspective on 

play 1- at play texts •’ran the point of view of the social milieu of 

the child. M w a r t h n ' s  mei31030logy re& that the players' relation- 

ships to other players is acute-ly inportant i n  the interpretation of - 
their -believe play; it is i n  effect  what they are playing with, or a 



(1972) and Ehmmn (19681, wkreby hams text within a larger 
=.-. 

$ context and players can be both the s jects and the cbjects of their  

+ 

In this s t d y ,  individuals' play styles w e r e  described in 
referen* to the way they armaznicated th& intention to 
act as both a subject and the object of their play. In 
these terras, in order to be a successful player, o ne must 
be able to ccmmrnicate information that s ~ t a n e o u s l v  
(and -ally) defines me as a play srb'ect (e.;., 

& play role of a witch, nother,  --1?_ etc. a d  as a 
person in the defining social context (e . g . , the day-care 
centk) and therefore play cbject. For exar~le, a child 
(Linda) mst be able to cxmmrnicate to other players that  
she is both Linda (i.e., a persan who leads, daninates, and 

,- directs activities, as she is knclwn for this in the general 
: classroan setting) and not-Linda (i.e., a witch or a mother) 

in a play situation. In brief, the purpose of this study 
w a s  to descr* play texts i n  context and the context in 
play texts. (1978:236) 

N 

When l M e d  a t  fran this kind of a perspective, the 'gadmls of the 

imtlature of the species' take on a smmhat more'sophisticated ccmplexion. 

S c h w a r t m  organizes the data of pl* as a series of ccmmnications 

about specific kinds of transfomtions in  the &belie+ situation. 

) Eer inventory is a variant of that  developed by Garvey in  Play (1977) . 
(1978: 237-239) outlines nine different play statcrrrents as 

follacs: \ 

1) f~~ s t a t e m ~ t s e . g . ,  '"Lat'splayhuuse." 
2) cmmxticm statemwts e.g., "Can I play w i t h  you?" or 

"You can be the sister. " 
3) rejectim statercrents e-g., "You can't play here." 
-& -ts e,g, X5t-not-playkg a y m r e  2 -or 

"I 'm not the sister arry~llore. " 

5) raaintenance statenwts - statments whi& transform a 
potential d i q t i m  into part of the play them, as in 

case of a child hurting himself e.g., "Daddy hurt himself; 
quick, Mary, bring the bandages ! " 

6) definition s t a m t s  cig., " I 'm  amking dinner." 
7) aeptarmCe s t a m t s  e. g. , (of the definition s & m t s )  
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*OKl n m  I ' m  eating i t . "  P- 

sta-ts e . g . , "No, this is m a t ,  not rice. " 

on or disintegration sta-ts e . g . , "Let ' s not 
Ir or  "Let ' s play cxwbqs now. " 

S c m  is careful to  point out that children use these 'cammica- 

tiom ' in a variety of ways, i .e . , they m y  be verbal or nonverbal and 

their fmctions an dependent p the context of the play, the larger 

srrial cantext, and individual personalities and play-styles. In any 

event, the s ~ ~ t s  are contin-;. t h  amtext of the play is conti- 

nually being defined and 

is play" is not a single 

Bateson, but r a m  as a 

e) Play vs. N a p -  

redefined and transf armed. The -sage " this 

signal, as mny have chosen to interpret 

series of 

The relationship &.tween play 

rrqn as the mst perplexing problem 

illustrated in connectim w i t h  the 

signals (1978:220). 

and n q l a y  is referred to by k Z 9 m r - k ~ -  

in the study of play. A s  has been 

theories discussed ppviously , this 

relationship f o m  the foundati& of many of the of play. It 

inplies an entire structure of oppositions and have been 

used as definiticml cr i ter ia  in the study of play-play Vs. reality, 

play ys. ordinary l i f e ,  play vs. wmk, real vs. unreal, productive 

rmproductive, serious vs. nanserious, e t a  It has been argiaed that 
A 

these distinctions are irrelevant fran the point of view of the child, 

i . e , that play is real, serious, prcductive, and very mu& a part of 

based upon a definitian of reaLity which is organized by language and 

adult culture, and is therefare not always cansistent w i t h  the 

k l i e f  s and values of cfiildren' s culture. 



Mwarbmn addresses herself p x t i a d a r l y  to  the notion that  the 

distinctim kbeen play and nonplay is analogous to tha t  beheen 

real i ty  and unrealityP H e r  research m t r a t e s  that make-&lie= play, 

for instance, is a scq?histicated and often astute camrrent upon 'reality' 

rather than a negation af it. Sbarhmm proposes tha t  play and nm- 

play are systemtically related, but rejects the not im that  "play 
- 

creates a separate ' reali ty '  characterized either by i l lus ion o r  imita- 

tion" (1978:328). ,She c a m m ~ t s  •’urth&: 

Children1 s play is of& viewed as a distortion of real i ty  
(i;e., the adult's view of the mid) that functions to 
canpensate children for  the fact  that they c a r k t  be adults, 
but over tim, these "illusi-" increasingly c a ~  to  cor- 
re@ t o  "realn reality as play devel-t is concept- 

- ualized as ,the unfolding of stages that  m x ~ e  d l d r e n  f m  
p l a y - - $ g m e ~ ~ ~ ) ~ & l i t y .  In  contrast to this- view, it is 

8 

argued here tha t  play creates and contains its am "reality, " 
v.kic3-1 is characterized by allusion to, not distortion of, 
events. Over the content ard process of these allu- 
sions m y  shift, but these changes can in no way be charted 
by the construction of linear stages. (1978: 328) 

In S-Is theory, play and nonplay ake mutually influential 

states, rather than mutually exclusive ones. Play is s e n  to be distinct 

frm nonplay; haever, nonplay is not synonymus w i t h  reality. Play is 

distinct •’ran -lay in that it cc~ltains its bwn reali ty,  a unique pic- 
+- 

ture of events created in play constitutes an interpretation of the 1 

events of n a p l a y .  I n S c b a r k m n l s  cc~lception, the importan= of the . 

use of the cppositions between play am3 mnplay as definitional c r i te r ia  

. . .  for play dxmmdms. Play presents a unique picture of e x p z r i w  ' 

particular arganizaticn of events which is real on m level, a d  ctne 

which is different f r a n  other rrbdes of definit im. In this sense, 

-*s theary lays the fwn;datim for 1-g a t  play as a 
\ 

l aFvge- sys -n*  



theories of play discussed earlier in this paper w a s  the 'play as game' 
,,' - 

rrre.taphm. S & a r t m a n  su&ests that this is a canceptim of play v h i c h .  

has already tsen badly overused and nau requires' S ~ I E  careful rethinking. 

In the f i r s t  place she refutes autriqht the linear m e m o r  which pro- 

pxes that games are the nore fonnal, conventional, institutional 

culmination of play forrrrs. After B a t e m ,  (1955) , SchwartaMn attests 

that gams i n  effect 'rule out' play: 

In g m s ,  the paradadcal reference system of play i S  
exbdied in a codified system of rules that organize 
tt-me use of objects, spa-, and +&re, as mll as player 
activities. Here it is not neessary for mctacunnunica- 
tion to occur amtinually to define or "frame" the play- 
ers' actions, as this is achieved by the game's explicit 
ru le  structture. In g;mres, the mbiguity and paradox 
inherent in play, which necessitates mnstant metaccm- 
rmmication for mintenance of the event, has hen "ruled" 
out. (1978: 219) 

I 
G ~ E S  are rigid, play is flexible . F u r t h m  the player's p e r m =  r 

proven to be of such significance in ~d-;wartzman's am st*, is eas i ly  

ignored when 'play' is viewed as a ' g a r r e t  . Games can be studied as 

ccaplexes of action  stt terns g r d  rules, and thus, made ccmprehensible 

irrespective of tkir players. Ultimtely Schwartzman advocates a clear 

separation of play frtm gams suggesting that to "play a garne" may be a 

"cantradiction in te.ms," and a linguistic,trick (1978:220). 

Ihe final chaptrr of hawforrnatiars propsses that th&propriate 

alternative to the old xretaphors-play ZS garner play as s o Z a l T z ~ o F ~  

agent, play as psy&l@cal projection, play as cognitive process and - 
so m-is a view of play as a definbq activity: 



Finally, play is also, and always, a defining activity, 
which is p r h a p  wEry it is i t se l f  so diff icul t  to define. 
Because of thi~ quality, play requires interpretation and 
resists qerationalizatim. The study of play, perhaps mre 
than any other tcpic, requires that researchers adapt them 
selves to the &amcter of their subject and not the reverse. 
Resear* who have a ccmpulsim for organization, predicts- 
bility , and exad5.q definitians and methodologies produce 
only illusory theuries and explanatiopls, which distart play 
and fool only researchers. On the other hand, investigarns 
who are m r e  tolerant of disarganizatim, unpredictability, 
and lmse a d  fuzzy definitions and methodologies are mre 
likely to produe Wr ies  that  allude to play (and this is 
the best we w i l l  ever do) and help to elucidate the nature 
of foolishness. (1978:329) 

m e  purpose of this chapter has been to revim the major theareti- 

cal m t r i b u t i m s  to the definitional literature of play considering 

the significant & w e l l  as  problematic aspects of each perspective. In 

this pursuit, I have been looking specifically for a metaphor which can 

explain the data of children's play and, as w e l l ,  for one wfiich acknu?- 

ledges that children's play is  maningful for children. 

The work of Johan Mzizinga, Ham Ludens, is a Seminal mrk in  play - , _  

theary. Its si-gnificance to the present study lies principally in 

Huizinga's developnent of the notion that play creates a transa%dent 

reality which belongs in a r e a l m  bqmd the logical categories and 
' 

antitheses created by -, This notion is cansistent w i t h  a oentral 

thene of this tksis, i.e., that play is not described by l$e & & c o n  

between reali ty and unreality nar by that between the r e a l  and the 
7 

w. -, Huizinga describes pl& a s  an aesthetic form wkich 
I 

creates order and wfiich has had a detemmmg . . influence upon the evolu- 



tion of human culture and society. This notion is cansistent w i t h  an 

inwretaticm of play as a process of definition and as w e l l ,  it 

presents a metaphor of play as a coll~eqc~ential hspect of h m m  culture. 

Although Huizinga's broad conceptual frama~nrk m e r e s  to  similar 

principles as those pnpcsed in the present work, the articulation of 

his definition for play becatles problematic in that it proceds accor- 

dingdto a series of established contrasts beheen play and nonplay. 

TAe nature of definition by apposition and contrast axrplicates Huizinga's 

theory as a whole: Acmrding t o  the transcendent noti- described abwe, 

Huizinga's description of play as 'not serious' must be reconciled w i t h  I~ - 
LJ 

the notion that play lies be- seriousness i t se l f .  Similarly, Huizinga's 

characterization of the inherently cmpetitive nature of a l l  play must be 

understood i n  terms of his portrayal of the deeply aesthetic quality of 

p l ~ y .  These notions are not irreconcilable, but $hey make Huizinga's 

overall frarrrework k e l d y .  H m v e r ,  the mt unacceptable aspect of 
B 

this definition w i t h  re- to  an investigation. of children's play, is 
f - *  

- Huizinga's characterization of play as an activity F c h  is pleasurable 

and always voluntarily crndertaken; This ignores the child's perspective 

of play in that children mist play in order to cakmicate w i t h  one ( 
., 

t 
amther. Play is often coercive a s  a result,  and it is not always a 

- I 
pleasurable activity for children. 

Piaget's catlOeptim of play as a tenporary intellectual funddm 

is of l i t t l e  use to the p e t  m a .  H e  a q u e s  that play is a form of 

thougQt found in the inmature and v i a l i d  miads of childhood, and 

the sdle function of w h i c h  is to  exercise evolving mtive structures. - 
This represents a narrcrw CO- notian and ignores vast quantities 

of the data of play. Play &serges as a periphesal with 



-<&ial developllental significance and few mature fo-. -e, 

the implication that play is an asocial and solitary activity mtre 

dicb  the central point of the present work: that play is a systtm 

- devised by children as a means of cantmicating with ane another. 

S&tm-Snith develcps a cm of play as an innovative cult& 

•’om, i.e., as a source of novel culture, which is particularly sig- 

nificant to  the present st*. This metaphor a s m s  a dynamic and 4 

,evolving relationship between play texts and play contexts which foms 

part1 of the fomdat im for the explanation of play as a ummmicative 

process. Sutton-Smith' s characterization of this relationship between 

text context in play is one of revers+--a dialectic-in play 

makes nonsense out of reality. Although the notion is an accurate me 

an sane levels, I have •’mud it t o  be an oversinplification of the 

relationship bebeen text and context in play. h e r ,  Sutton-Smith's 
i 

ders tanding  of the contexts of play is related onl to adult culture, Ir 
and the significane of play texts is thereby mnsi- d y  in terns 

of their c o r r c l a t i m ~  with adult cultural narms and behavi&s. Sutton- 

Smith ignores an c+vious corollary of his own thesis: that  play is the 

source of childhood culture. Finally, -tk rrrethodology w h i &  Suttm-Smith 
I 

evolves far  the errpirical st* and analysis of play is inapprapriate. -- 

He  proposes that the strictures of play carrespmd to, and coincide with 
- * -? 

these of games. E3is articulation of a structural -1 and syntax for 
? 

play and games focuses a c a p e t i t i m  dynamic as a result. This in 

q o i s '  contribution to  the definitional l i terature of play is , 

highly prdXLe9~tic in txms of its foundatims , haever ,  his 



* 
icaticm SCME for play and g w  is perhaps the mt inclusive 

& 
5 

and fl&Me in Ur field. In contrast.-~a the f r m k  proposed by 

C 
, - 

~ u t t o n p t h ,  this sd~ne can account. for ~%mcmpetitive play • ’ o m .  
i 

In amtrast to the categorization prapased by Piaget , Caillois ' classi- 

f i ca t im ekqasses and acknowledges mature play forns . Further, it 
is a scheme which is mre flexible in  application to  the data of play 

than is the Piagetian ccmcept of the staging of plafloms. Finally, 

Caillois' classificatim a ~ l e d g e s  that play is played by players. 

Cultivating an ukkrstanding of the player's perspective of play 

' is a p e t  aspect of the definition of play dewlopsd by A e l a  

-, and her mrk ,is of considerable theoretical and practical 

c~cl~equence to  the present st* as a result. According to 

there is a context &dl has been ignored in the study of children's 

play: the society of children amngst themselves, or the "sideways 

perspective " of play. H e r  investigatim of children's rakebelieve play 

pr- that play is a transformtion of reality--an allusion to 

reality rather than a distortion or an imitation--and further, that  

make-beli&ve contains its um reality. Schwartpmn argues that children's . . 

e 
play is a means by wfiich cfiildren give shape to experience. Af t e r  

(1972) she develops an interpretation of children' s play as a "story 

the children tell thgCLStlves a b u t  themselves." The -cation -be- 
.. 
1.. 

tween ~ l d r e n ,  i.e., their relationships to another, farms the 1. 

the rnsmhg of children's play for dlildren. 
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for an analysis of play as a (XIIIIILZnicatim fom. She pqxses that 

play has gemxative characteristics and critical interpretive fun- 

tiow w i t h  respct to society as a &ole. In this regard, her con- 

cept builds - that of Suttan-Smith, hmever, unlike ~u t ton -Mth ,  

W m z t m m  praposes that play and q m  are not axnparable categories 

bf  ph-, maintaining that it is theoretically inoonsistent to 

define play as a game. Play, she concludes, is i tself  "a defining 
4 G 

ac t iv i ty .  . . whi& re'quires interpretation and resists aperationa- 

A notion which emqes clearly •’ran these atlxnpts t o  define play 

is that play is difficult  t o  define. In keeping w i t h  -Is 

cmclusion, I propost that tbt entire questicm of definition may be 

antithetical to  the nature of play. What SchwartaMn's study and those 

like it reveal, is that d-iildren's play creates a kind of sense of 

reality and a logic of urperimoe which represults an alternate d e  of 

structuring reality firan language. More particularly then, the obstacles 

encountered in the attglpt to define play may be a 

rent m u r e s  of language. As' Huizinga scrggests, 

This chapter as a whole has been addressed to the mtaphorical bases 

of the mjor definitions af play and th& applicability to the study of - 
childmn's play. The discussim reveals that the mst appropriab mta- 

further that tbe cammimtive metapbr is an encapassing &. It can 

explain all of the various fmctions of play proiposed by other theor- 

ists-projective, reflective, cathartic and expressive--and aPs w e l l ,  it 



can account far tk meaning of play far children, an aspect of play-- 

the interpretive functim-vhich in general has been ignored. 
r 

The & chapter w i l l  be w i t h  developing this mtaphor, 

i . e. by consid&& specifically those aspects of play which &is%- ' 
\ w 

' uish it as a ccmrrtpricative form wfiich is in s c f ~  sense the amplemint- - 
of language. as as those aspects w h i &  area indicative of the para: 

llel structuring of play and language as cammicative processes. The 

devel-nt of the cu-cmmicative rrrewor poses the central aqments of 

# is  thesis: that play is ap ordered system of behaviow-a &urn of 
Cj 

rh * 

oonmclnication in its awn right as well as a language-system w i t h  a 

*tax,, a m t i c  and a sociolhgujktic -t; and further, that 

play i s  the daninant language of childhood mdzrstanding. <I 



Paradoxical l&tacamnmication: Play Frames Interaction 

Gregary Bateson's w r i t i n g s  (1955, 1956) on the subject of play 
F)L 

rndce'hn thiigs eminently clear: f irst ,  play is a =sage about behavim 
r -  

as wll as a behaviw; and seccnd, that  the message "this is play" tends 

to "precipitate" logical paradoxes. Aaxrding to Batesm. a l l  anrmnica- 

tion takes place on a mlticiplicity of levels of abstraction. In the 

particular case of play as ccmnyicatim, pl@@limits "a class or set 

of messages (or meaningful acticms) I' (D9553 1972 : 186) . Play includes 

-sages an -& l eve ls .  ?he f i r s t  level represents a psychplogical 'fram , 

-a mtaconmnication---Wfiicfi tells the players hcx they are to perceive 

the mssages on thc seccmd level--those wi th in .  the frm, i.e., t& 

mtent of the play. Bateson rmhtains  that every actim and utterance 
- 

in play is framed by thc mssage "this is play." Text and mntext are 

inseparable: the amrmnication and the.mtacamamicaticm occur simul- 

taneously. 

Bateson states that all psychological f r m  are'rnetammnmicative, 

'but in play the psy&o.logical • ’ r e  is a paradoxical premise system. 

?he paradox of play is a result of double framing, i.e., the attenpt to 
- - ~  ~- -- 

In a play 

fight for instance, a bite is franEd by the mssagq "this is not a bite" 

• ’ r e ) ,  such that the •’ram "this is a bite" is subsuned by the fm 

5 6 



Which signal "this 

.a the bite itself is 

real is unreal and 

"this is not a bi*." Batf3-m maintains that the actions Wcfi denote * 
that "this is a bite" are not of the sane logical typeT,= actions 

A\ is a bite w h i d l  is not a bite. " As Bateson, says, 
t 

also unreal, making play a s i tua t i  

?""* the pretend is real. He writes: 
e 

IT 1 
/' 

We •’ace then two peculiarities of play: (a) thak 
the rrressages or signals exchanged in play are in a - 

certain sense untrue or not meant; and (b) that that 
whi& is denow by these signals is nonexistent. 
(119553 l972 :l83) - 

- 
- 
- 

?he cmbining of these two characteristics of iplay can precipitate 
./ 

A s  Bateson h(=ribes it, in play map and territary 

s a ~ ~  psycholcgical reality as it is representative of, without the ac- 

tual mmtqumces of that c i rh tance  or  set of c i r m t a n & .  Bateson 

1t w a s  stated . . . that, the playful nip denotes the. hite, 
- but does not denote that which wculd be denoted by the 

bite. B u t  there are other instances where an mite 
phMonenon occurs. A m experienas the fu l l  intensity 
of subjective terror when a spear is flung .at h h  out of 
t h e 3 D ~ o r w f r n h e f a U s ~ ~ f r c m s ~ p a k  
created in his a*n mind in the @tensity of the nigh-. 
A t  the mnent of terror there was  no questicning of 
Il reality," but still there was  no spear in the narie 

house and no c l i f f  in the bedrcan. - The b g e s  did not 
~ ~ t w h i d ~ t h e y s e e r e d t o d e n o t e ~ b u t t h e s e ~  
h q e s  did really evdce that  terror whid.1 muld-have been 
eMked by a real spear or a real precipioe. (119553 1972:183) 

- - 

P 

- 

t 
- 

P ~ Y  is Batescn's way of describing the relatimship betwen play a d  -. 
reality. H a e v e r ,  Ba&m does not deal with the ~ 0 1 1  of this e, - 

-ty created 
t * 

T 

of play. l l l is  notion of the psycfiological 
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by play is a -'me in describing and unf&stan@ng 

of children's play for the child. -Other theorists have 

parallel notions. Schartaaan (1978) &tains that play aea t e s  and 

a, 
contains iks 6wn reality and that it is the child's maris of shaping 

e x p r i m .  Geertz (whose work w i l l  be discussed presently), prcposes 
d 

that play is a social ttxt w h i c h  is characterized by its "use of emtion 

far w t i v e  endsn (l972:27), i.e., that the intensity of the psy&e 

logical reality created in play s h s  a critical sccikl tural  functim. 

M d r e n '  s eqerience of their play is real, in a psychological as w e l l  

as an ~~ sertse. -ree, it is an' expression of children's 

real -1 

?he "Saying &,the Playiq:" . 
Play Denotes a Non-Litu:al State of Engagement 

Bateson's a ~ p t  of pIay a s a  message &out behaviour as w e l l  as 

a Ixbviour has been the met@or in several stuc'iies of 

dxildren's play. Helen S d m a r t m  develops an interpretat&cm of 

children's play as a series bf metaammicatims in which the child ' 
b 

paradaxically must be both hiqh=r self and a fictional character (1978) . 

play as oontext in  her investigation of preschool Mdren's rrake-believe 

s igmIl ing behavicxlr , i . e . , the  &catim of the pretending is a 
- -  - -- - - pp -- p-pp 

significant feature d the play, in that these metacammicative cues 
. . 

play fran ather X d E S  Of  lx2havi0~~. famey's eqmssian far  , l' 



ncnverbal as well as verbal, & actions yl&actmnts. 

Fcrrther , the sayings. of play context for action as w11 

37'- as the content o the play. Garvey's mtaphor reiterates the intimate 

and inseparable relatianship be- play texts and play contexts which,  

is posed in l3atesanrs analysis. 

the m e r - i n f a n t  paradigm, Garvey enphasizes that play is primarily a 

Gamey's resear& is based her obsgrvatims of t h e  spantan- 
-, - 

ems social play of previouisly-aaquainted children, aged three to f ive-  

years, * - grouped as paired ag8-r prnposes of the s-. 

C Z i n q  defines pby  as a'speEial subjective orientation t o  resources 
- 

- 
atd eqerieme-om *mi& is characterized by a &ity of non-literal- 

-.% ness (1977:103) . According to Garvey, the ability to  t m a t  exprience, 

nowliterally derives originally fra-mother-infant play. Working f m  

social activity and not a solitary cme (1977: 8) . Further, social play 
- - 

involves the developllent of certain s k i l l s  and cmpeten$es: 
4 

Lq 
1 

Social play is def a state of engagmnt 
in which the m s s i v e  behaviours af one 
partner are cantingent 1tera.l behaviours of 
the other-. V i m  standpint of either 

, partrmer, M s m a n s l ~ a ~  oes in  one's behavim 
for the other's acts. and rrolifying one's successive beha- 
v i m  for the other's acts. ([1974]1976:570) 

Garvty -likens play to  a r@e of interaction, one of several that 

of interactim rests upm the cantrast which the child is able to 

makc betmen this and other mxks of interaction: 



The exis& gf other orientati- contributes to the 
identificathn of play i t se l f ,  w h i &  is thus marked as 
a special state. This mrking is particularly clear-- 
and critical-when the &ild is interacting with anather 
child, for in that on the tvm must ccimnmicate to 
ea& other whether done is done as play or as 
nonplay. Success on be- children depends 
o n t h e p a r t i c  ss of whethwc they are 
playing or  not p&. (1977: 15) 

In the child's 

and 'bretend, " 
/ 

wxds, this  ojhtrast is the difference be-" really" 

althoucjh m y  is careful to point out that the child 

may be using these ixxm in an entirely different sense fran what ah 

adult wuld suppose. The distinction betsees play and nonplay, in her 
- 

theory, is one of contrast rather than apposition. 

d-. 
Garvey devotes h i d e r a b l e  attention to how the child disting- 

uishes &I action or ut&ance as a part of the enacbrent of the play •’ran 

an action or utterance which is designed to explain or clarify the 

players' roles or what should be happening rpxt. S ~ I E  of these cues are 

enacted, e.g., a child identifies h h / k r s e M  as a baby by a d q t h g  a 

baby voice. Hoc l~ever ,  much of the pretend camnmication m i s t s  of 

explicit statemnts of idenkity and directions for actim, e . g . , "You 
, 

be thebaby" or "Pretend you're tired." These statements are- \ 
skillfully into the fabric of the interchange rarely interrupting the 

C '  

flw of the enachmnt. Garvey finds nmerous instances i n  f i c h  children 

mke several mcnth transitions be- "reallyn and upretend in the 

the noticn that w h a t  is irrpartant in children's imaginative play is the 
- 

fact that the child is pretending and is not really who they say they 

are, i .e.,  that the make-believe is not real. In play, children orga- 



n i z e  t&ir eqeriemes of m l e  and events. There are expressions 

of real and develop& understandings, for m l e ,  of what it mans 

to-be a Doctor or af.lcarmy. 

in her analysis of children's make-believe play. She notes that sans 

of the transfonmtions are quite realist ic,  while others take great 

liberty with the real  qualities of things and the relationship be- 

people and objects ard events: 

When a child is able to arrange utensils an a table, serve 
another child, tell him not t o  eat  with his knife, and warn 
him that the food is very hot--all quite realistically-- 
she may also appmpriate the iron to  serve as a teapot, i f  
a praper one is missing. She w i l l  drastically abbreviate 
the t i n e  needed to coak a supper and w i l l  be quite happy 
to  serve apple sauce f m  an q t y  pan. She m y  be obli- 
vious to the fact  that the dining table w a s ,  mts ago, 
the family car, or she may tell her partmr to use a stuffed 
animal for a chair. Scme aspects of this episode are only 
suggestive or sdexratic . . . It appears that the ocmplex 
action plan, here the notion of serving and dining, has 
be- mre important than the abjects th-lves. (1977:46) 

In this kind of play, the child is acting according t o  a mtal  

concept of an event and is isolating salient features of that  event, 

making decisions as to what is important and what can be discarded in 

the enacbmmt. In this sense Garvey maintains that there is an internal 

consistency in the way in which the child approaches pretending, al- . 

A d u l t s  who ray have accidentally or intentionally found 
t h e n s e w  i & p ~ ~ ~  b&il& w i l l  have - - -  

natic.ed that make-kelieving is not entirely free; one cannot 
behave ad l ib i tm.  There are restr ic t ims and, al~parently, 
guidelines far behxiour, since a "wrong" msve w i l l  often 
be pointed mt by the child. & might n k n w k g l y  sit dawn 
on an hinary p l a p t e ,  pour invisible coffee rather than 
the dmmlate syrup an imaginary ice meam, or even forget 
m essential item of clothing and be told, for urample, 



T k m  F t  m i d e r a t i o n  in m y ' s  analysis is d e  m- 

catim of the makebelieve and the process whereby children attain a 

/ 
mutual understanding as to  the mropr ia te  course of events in  a sus- 

tained sociodrarmtic enactrent. In Garvey's m e ~ t i m  I pretending 

beams an index of the child's understanding o f  reality, rather than . 

of what he or she misunderstands of reality. , 

Carbinatorial Flexibility and " G a l q h m g  It . , 
Play is a Particular Syntax 

Stephen Miller has written t m  fascinating ar t ic les  an the subjeqt . 

of play. In the f i r s t  of these, rather enigmticdlly entitled '!EndsI 

&am and GahWing, I' Miller (1973) describes play as a system of pre- 

tense, a particular o ~ z a t i c n  of- behaviour: " . . . a synkx, not a 

mcabulary" (1973:94). 'Organized' behaviour is defined as " . . . 
involving scrre kind of coordination of ends a& mans" (pg. 92) . Like 

m y  animdl ~tttolcgists,  Miller sees in  play behaviour which is UIECCP 

-. j 
"anical, characterized by a " . . . lack of stream1 ining or task-oriented 

* 
efficiency" (pg. 91) .  In other words, play is an organization of beha- 

vim in,which neans are not organized or determined by ends, as is the 
0 

- - -- 

sam sense as Peter Reynolds explains the s h d a t i v e  nature of the play 

m=de, Miller suggests that  in play behaviour is unhooked •’ran the dermands 

of *realw goals (m. 96). F k r t h e r ,  goals in general are maningless in 



In other wxds, adaptive behaviours - are W f i e d  and manipulated 

by play. The particular syntax or organization (and reorganization) of 

end-related behaviour ~ play is the mans by whi& the mssage "this 

is play" is undersW: This syntax is also the -text of play? Play 
t 

contexts are characterized by a systematic ccmplication of mans (pg. 

92), a process which M i l l e r  &ens to Lewis Carroll's notion of "gal- - 

mpkhg.". Galmphirq  involves a looser t m p r a l  orgzzation of acti- 
' 

vities, incluimg the exaggeration, reordering and repetition of 

seqclenoes of behaviour (pg . 90) . It is " . . . in general, the volun- 

tary placing of obstaSes in one's pathJ' (pg. 92) . It is not, haever, 

a m a m  without an end. 

Miller speculates upm the redsms for the evolution of play as  a 

caaplication of prmess i n  the h m  behavioural repertoire. A s  he sees 

it, sam of the benefits of play derive •’ran the actual activities 

involveh, i .e. , the text of the play constitutes an exercise of skills 

f i c h  m y  be of use in other mtexts. B u t  Miller is really mre con- 

cern& w i t h  the benefits which accrue fran the ccmtext or contexting of 

play. As n o t e d  he -hasizes the pattuned elaboratim of mans 

characterizes behaviour in the play can- (pg. 97).  Play is 

not a rartdan or trivial mniplaticm of nreans, but rather " . . . gives 

us mercise in the cantrol of m" (pg. 96). Pldy is thus charac-kr- 

to wer, the resulting "&htor i a l  flexibility" renders us mxe 

mde of behavim dmackri& by a circuitous route to an end--with 

*/ 
pmblmsolvirq-a rrPde of behaviour i n  f i c h  the end determines the 



selection of ).he neans i n  pursuit of the shortest route to its gdal 

or solution. H e  y t s :  
w \ \ 

', 
I f  a successful so lu t im im a prcblein is used in undbnging 
fm to the pint  of sterotypy, , then there is the dariger 
that i f  the prcblem is varied, the solution w i l l  be too 
r ig id  ta adapt. This danger d d  be snaller for an oqa- 
niSn that  varies its solutiolls, m t i r r e s  perfarming in 

- less direct, less "efficient" ways, i.e., an organism that 
galurphs onoccasim. (pg. 95) 

e 

Jercre Bruraer and Peter Reynolds have also canmnted upon the 

adaptive role  of the cmbinatorial exercise of play. Certainly the 
- 
- 

mcmmitant notions tha t  play develaps f lexibi l i ty  and the capacity 

for n-1 response .are carmm arcmgst' play theorists (Bruner, - 1972; 

Rqmolds, 1976; -, 1978; Sutton-Smith, 1974). HOERW, 

Miller's awn approach to  the adaptive role of pldy in h m  devel-t 

is not solely related t o  the survival of the species, for  he sees also 

in play a poetic v a l ~ .  Play cultivates the h m  desire t o  shape and 
d 

- 

change destiny. In the f ina l  Lines of the article -he writes h : 

But clearly there is &OW sazlething v e y  desirable 
a b u t  acting, a t  least for a the, in a f r m k  designed 
by ourselves rather than by the existential forms that 
run rmst of o$ l i f e .  (pg. 97) 

The Playful, the C r a q  and the Na.ture of Pretense": 

Play Pllediates Our Pereptions of Reality Creating New Mqzpings of 

1-._ 

In this the semnd of h i s  a r t i c les  an play, Miller (1974) is * 
i 

interested in play as a q&m w i t h  a specific canmmicative functim 

w i t h i n  the larger carplex of systems that -rise humn culture and 



f nythology. In this w a r d ,  Miller proposes* that h m  systems be viewed 

as a q l e x  of mappings-mries and mythologies--wfii& organize and 

Ckbsdne our peroeptions of the world. Each system is capable of dealing 
1 

d y  w i t h  certain kinds of information: 

A theory is a myth: that  is, an organized system of qmbls 
M c h  map and unify a field of confusing events. Wries  
can be nmipulated a t  w i l l  while data cannot, though theory 
largely (and often unamxicusly) detennines which data m 

+ 
w i l l  k able to perceive and v h i &  data wz w i l l  blind our- 
selves to. (1974: 38) 

A m d i n g  to Miller, Play is o m  of these w i n g s ,  theories ar mytholo- 

gies. It is a self-regulating system and can be represented by a feedback 

circuit. . However, Miller a r p s  that a single feedback loop is hadequate 

as an explanatmy -1 for living organism, for as Bateson states, ". . . 
the haoaostatic controls of biological systems rmst be activated by varia- 

f-- 
bles are not in t h d w  hann€ulW (Bateson, 1972:443; cited in 

a 
- 

Miller 1974 : 33) . 
Miller prcpcses instead that  play and hman systems be represented 

as double feedback loops, in wbi&  one loop carries inforrnatian about the 

other Locp vhich Qcsn't r e d l y  exist as it would be lethal to the system. 

H e  states that in the h m  breathing syshm, 50r imtanoe, i n fomt ion  

is p l ~ r ~ s s e d  about & amqnt of carban dioxide rather than about the 

m u n t  of oxygen in the envipmmmt: 



system 
abstraction 
about the "purpse" of breathing. (pg. 34) 

?his paradigm is, thus paradoxical in mwh tfme sam sense as Batesm out- 

lined: the playful nip denotes the bi te  which doesn't actually exist 

because the con.text is play. 
- 

According to Miller t h q ,  pre-ding is a m i n g  of a real i ty which 

is i t se l f  but  an abstraction: the prettnd is "real" and the "real" is 

fictional. In tbt play system, "•’un," w h i &  ". . . has sarrething to do 

with giving i n  to  the tendency tg entropyn (pg. 3 5 ) ,  is a mapping of the 

abstract quality of "flexibility" w h i c h  is identified as the real  furaction 

or  prnpose of play. 

Miller g a s  on to &velq  the notion that the reasm why play evolved -. 
in the huaan species w a s  to maintain a flecibifity in the relationship 

&kbieen map and territary in all of the nythologies and theories that make 
2 

up humn culture. He argues that  the origindl purpose of theory ard nyth 

w a s  to establish and mintain pattern and consis- in the int~rpreta- 

t im of what muld otherwise be d~aos. B~eory therefore ". . . has a 

A- kind of --it W a t e s  visim, so it bl& distinctions t h a t  tend 

39 ) .  Hcwmer play, i n  &nm of in•’o&tion theory, (in which the data 

which is amshered to be irrelevant and/or dasn' t f i t  the theory is 



(and scientific revolution, and good therapy) uses that noise to build 

nsv systems of assmpkionsn (pg. 47) . Play is therefore a " d a t i v e "  
V 

system rather than an i n s w t a l  m e  (pg . 44) . It patterns the . 
"irrelevant" infomation that exists be- map and territory (pg. 47). . 
In a sense, play ensures that the m p  is kept m c i o u s  of its territory, 

thqreby facilitating the creation of new mythologies. 

Miller's 'theory' fits with sane of tb lrpst intemsting peculiari- - "  -- 
b 

C 

ties of the data of children's play. Ccnsider the child's delight in 
Q 

collecthq the used a d  discarded relics of adult culture, both rmterial 
- 

and ideological, as w d l  as their often surprising play w i t h  the inam- 

sistencies of adult language and behaviour. In a certain sense, children 

l i v e  in betwen & and territory, a t  least k a n  an-adult perspective, 

Play is a CamMlicating System Betweem the Rwimmmt 

and Ncnplay Systems 

Peter F&ynolds' notion of blay as behaviour in the simulative d e  

(1976) is a usehil ane in that it incarporates several other r e l a w  
4 

thepretical notions. Firstly, it defines plali, as a kind of paradaxical 

w y ,  it -rats those theories (Loims, 1%7; Miller, 1973) - 

dete-ined byrmeans: ~&qmolds cbscribes play as behaviour without "real" 

or "rxxmdLn -. Finally, to think of play as behaviour in the 

sijnulatiw irrplFes that is a ftedbadc -city in play w i t h  
1 



re to other hum& systems. This enarcpasses those theories  of play 

has a generative, cammicative funqtian t i n  

1972; Miller, 1973, 1974; S d w a r t m m ,  1976, 1977, 

1978; Sutton-Smith, 1974, 3976). Rqmolds himself puts  it thusly: 

Play has been said to bc causally related to the acquisi t iqn 
of skill, enviraxm-kal irdormation, and adult social beha- 
viour. Perhaps it wuld be mre rewarding ~ ooasider play / 

in the l i g h t  of a m e  general proposition about the proces- 
s ing  and f l m  of informatim. If w e  think of a system as 
cperating in conjunction w i t h  other systenrs, so t h a t  its 
output is t e q o r a r i l y  uncoupled •’ran its normal input, rela- 
t i n s t o o t h e r s y s t e r r s w i l l b e s a i d t o b e f u n c t i ~ i n ~  
s L t i w  -. It on i n  fact be b- that play involvzs 
the simulative execution of systens a t  several levels o f  
biological organization, and that the function of play must 
be understood in the l i g h t  of  the func t im of sixnulatian 
in general. (1976:621) 

0 

s i r r o l l a t i ~  involves the placing of one a m t e x t  w i t h i n  

amther. Bxis simulation -lies- paradoxical s ignal l ing  behaviour: 

"'The abserver is not misled into -,g o f  the cc&unication ds real 

1976 : 32) , and Miller 

about a "•’lexibility 
.,> 

e y n o l d s  r e f e r s  to this as the "intercontextudl 
X 
+ 

a r e d e f d t i o n  of an ongoing context. 

and B m  (19 72) , &ynolds l inks  play w i t h  

refers to a "1- of the prinrate bond" (L1972] 

to  a "cmbinatarial f l e x i b i l i t y  . " Bynolds talks 

carplex" described as "an adaptim caplex involving 

&tqenetzic p l a s t i c i t y  in behaxiour, infantile dependencyd a capacity for 

learning fran. previous action, a d  parental care" (1976 : 622) . Further, 

gressive @ylogenetic elaboratim of the f l e x i b i l i t y  cmplexn (pg. 622) . 
Play is a part of this uimplex of behaviours, a result of  increasd fld- 
7 & 
bility* .It is also the context in wh ich  novel behaviour merges. This 



is in large part dw .to the buffering of the play amtext fm r i s k  o r  - - 

functional pressure. As Bruner pug%$, play ' W z e s  the consequenaes 
A 

of one's actions" (El9721 1976:38). 

&ynolds also proposes that in a phylogenetic sense a t  least ,  the - 
advent of observational learning significantly a l M  the nature of 

When the [&ild] &server warns adul t  organisms, the 
behaviour I e W  will confonn to the goal-oriented beha- 
viour of adults. While s,@ imitated behaviour may be 
playfully acecut4 by the observer, as he see in humm 
children, its non-play ex~cut ion w i l l  conform to that of 
adults. If  hwever, imitaa behaxiour is fKm - - - 

the play behaviour of other oryanisns, then the schematic 
representation should generate behaviour structuzraUy 
identicdl to play i t se l f .  This phermmmn I term mta-play . 
(1976 : 627) - 

Further, Reynolds points out the inportanoe of the mnsequmces of 
- 

' b e h a v i m  as well as tte behaviour patterns themselves in the observa- 

tional learning process. Thus "intitaeon" is the irnitatian mt of isolated - - 

, behaviours, but of -1s or schems of interaction. 

The concept of n ~ t a - p l q  is the basis of Reynolds' notion of play as 

a ocmmrnicating system bebeen the environment and nonplay systems. &ta- 

play facil i tates the aeat ion  of behavioral patterns wh ich  are truly novel 

w i t h  mspc t  to mnplay system. Play takes on a " p i v o ~  role in M a -  

vioural evolution" (1976 :628) with the advent of me--play . In the. truly 

simulative sense then, .play h x a ~ s  mre than just rehearsal; 
P 

.- ,-' ' becames possible to " . . . evolve cc~rplex fbm of behaviour 

behavioutrs. Play then becaaes a rrodel for nonplay system as ell as vice 



-ierszi; a d  play b~haviours, i n  a very significant evo~iitio&ry -, can 

be unders- to prtcede as wll as imitate norplay behaviours. 

kn an anippmtic sense and with particular reference to children's 

play, the conapt of mta-play is insightful. Rqnolds p i n t s  out that 

eta-play makes possible a " d a t i v e  transmission of behaviour" 

(1976:627) . lhis is a large part of what cfrildren's play and childlore 

is a l l  about. Much of a &ildVs. pla&havi6ur is behavim wh ich  is 

imitatim af other children's play. It is the purpose of this thesis to ' 

demmstrate tfiat the play of childhood is a re- for the transmission 

of cultural information and themby for the fonnatian ~f a children's 
r~ 

d t m e .  Much of thaf cultural infonmtion is the result of children 

learning frrmn OW children those skills and behaviours whi& are deemed 

related to adult 

in *ir am culture and thus which may or may not be 

+-&play dt-. 

of children's play-the mta-play - - 'w--has largely - 

mnfunctimal, the elaboration of fun. mt researdmrs 

have preferred to view play phamma as fAey raake cantact w i t h ,  or are 

analogous to, adult dr mnplay behaviour, and not as they &st a m  

mxlsly as self-generating behaviours. Much of the lore of childhad can 

be described and investigated as ~ta-p lay:  a result of a amnumication 

p m s  between children thenselves. 



- - 

71 

notions of play as commrnication s h i c h h a ~ ~  been the sutrje&of W - 

discussian . 
The cockfight is seen to be a sirnulatian of the BdLinese social 

mtrix, i.e., its pra 

TIE M i g h t  is "really real" only to the &-it does 
not k i l l  anyone, castrate anyone, reduoe anyme to  aninal 
status, alter the hierarcfrical relations amng people, nor 
refashion the hierar&y; it does not even redistribute in- - in any significant way, (pg. 23) 

' 
Haever, as other theorists have done, Gee* identifies another 1-1 

d 

of re&ie in plq. +RE coc4tfight is a co~~sete - 
- 

interndl, ideati 3 reality. &x tz  likens its expressi~ import to that 

of King Lear Cr i xe  and P u n i d m m t  in wstern society. It pi& up on e 

uiierlying cult ma.^ --in this case "h sangery, male wcissism, 

aippo~lent garbling, status rivalry, mass excikmnt, bldod sacr i f i a"  

(w. 27)-and organizes them-into an "enocrrpass~ slxwtme" thereby 
- 

r e v e d h g  a "particular view of their essential na-" (pg. 23) . 
Geertz' analysis of play involves a view of culture as an asssblage 

of m, f i c h  like literature a d  literary texts are " . . . imaginative 

works built  out of social mterialsn (pg. 27), and which like lim 
r-7 



, , 
event-that is, a m  that tells us less what h a m  than 
ttae kind of that wwild --ST =*&a- - - -  - - - - + 

case, life wxe  art, and could be as f ree ly  shaped by - _  
styles of feeling as -th ard David Copperfield are. 
(w- 28) C 

--", 
Geertz' analysis intimat.e3s that the status of the coddiat  i n  

P 
Balinese smiety is Likc that of  ariy art-fom. Ihe +$c$h.s an 

m t  whicf i ,  although ccrcposed of the expekienes of 'everyday ' life, 

- is separ& fran that Life, ard in fact has a life of its as do all 

art fonm. In the article "Ritudls in Culture," Abrahams (c19772) explores 

this dual" nature of the art form. He suggests that ri tualsz are ena-ts 

(p=fo=ceS) vdxich hawe fim of *Lr' & asj T * aspects of culture (pg. 19).  Abraham c i t k  
Burke as wl1 as Gdertz in his'-t. Fmn Burke 

f0q-s of art p m + ~ f  fo- of exprier& outside of 

the mrk of Kenneth 

mms the notion that 

a r t  (m. 18) .  Fraq 
. ,. , - 

d -.. 
&rtz  (as above) the ,& that ritual e n a v t  (play) can -be 

(Hynzes 1975:ll). PlayCas an a r t  farm must therefore be understood as a 
, 

form of w e r i c e .  m& itself as ~ 1 1  as a •’om of exp r i ene  outside 



hierardry of Balinse 
- - - - - - -- h e %  -- A.- iLis enac-kd and reenap--thE!. - - 

e i g h t  beomw for &e BdLinese a mms of understanding and W i n g  
\ 

w i t h  thir feelings -' @ hetmztwhg of their society. -fi@ts 

are also, Rwit i~  agents in the creation and IMin-'! (1972 : 28) of 
., 

t k  sensibility wfricfi t h y  express, 

??- Accclrding to m, the Balbese &fight is a play fann w h i c f i  

derives i-intensity of rosaning f r a n  the subject i~ exprienoe of 

. repeated enacfzmt. Play is thus a form of ritual as w e l l  
r, -+ 

in &erix' analysis. This notion of play as a ritual l i f e  * 
~ d ~ ~ ~ f ~ ~ *  "*& trs fess*athqpms man 

thmgthatwould if, . . = lie were art; and could 

as an art fm 

be... 

' d L  4 
of tfiildnm's play, lIhen is a &jective expericqce in repeated episodes 

the explanatim 

u L r 
of p l a y 3  hoke, far -let whi& is akin to the involverrent of parti- 

f 
4 - 

dpaticn h- &, rasi& or dramatic 

pLying w i t h  fire: play in Wch the stakes are 

form of "deep play," o r -  

too hi@ to j u s t i fy  

p& at all. He l c m a i n t a k r s  that ttr 1- of the M i g h t  is -ti&; 
- 

it is a "sent_inrrr+a'l echati 3y its "m of emrtian for 

tint's ttfros a d  his prim* sensibility . , . 
when_-* 



d 

(and maps also its mmetary consequences), but not its social a m s e  P 

qclences. This d o n  is similar to Bateson's perception of the equation 

of mp and territory in play. According to  &ertz, the perceptual 

transfomation of .social status relations into the collision of rmsters 

is "at  onoe a descriptim and a judgmnt" (pg. 26). It is a story the 

players tell -ves a b u t  thanselves (pg. 26) : In a sense then 

Geertz remmecb p l q  w i t h  its mnsequences, both for the indivi- and 

@e society as a whole. 

G e r @ z '  analysis also re& a view of play in which text and con- 
- 

text are inseparable, al tkm@ not i n  the sense of signdl_ling behaviour as 

has been previously discussed. His u n i h  sense of text-amtext relatiam 

in play mn be explained as follms. 'Ihe &fight is a context within 

Wcfi an inernal context-in this mse the Balinese rmlest pereptians of 

the hierar&ical social ar&&ng of ~d~irre& society-is represented as a 

text, vihose axtext external representatim of the in- . 

ternal conkxt, i.e In m e  generdL terns, our 

pereptions ,of tbe 
L 

on, normally the umtext of 

camnmicatim w i t h  arother, % i n  play the s&ject or cantent of 

PEW culturally ordained patterns of interaction. 'Ihis concept is - 
--"'also Wressed *by J- (1968) i n  sawwhat different terms h e n  

play is tbat play is an -irk of abstract antextual information i n  
- - -- - - -- - - - -- -- 

textual f m .  that dsemational learning i n v r > l e  not 



only matching behaviour to a W, butplso a knmledge of the rein- 
- 

forchq properties of that  behaviour. This he maintains, is -1- of - 1 

"a very abstract and inferential sort" (1976 : 626) . This kind of abstract, 

inferred -ledge is r r e t a a m m i q t i v e  infomtim, and it is a rich 

resource far children at  play. Geertz '  m e m o r  then is consistent w i t h  a 

view of children's play as a vehicle for the 

Children configure mnceptual understandings 

able to do so W y .  

expression of abstract nemhg. 

in play 1- before they are 

\i 

- 
- 

a Process of Definin - 
The p u p s e  of tbe p A ceding section has been to outline the 

distinguishing featwes of play as a a m m m i c a t i ~  system in an atterrpt 
-h, 

to dcvelq a themetical foundation far the analysis of play as a language. 

Bateson (1955), Miller (1973, 1974), -and Reynolds (1976) focus upon 

the p h y l w t i c  jqlications of play as a system of cunxnmication. Each 

of t k s e  theorists O=L(EII~~ upcn the relationship bebeen map and territory 

w h i c f i  is articulated in play. Bateson refers to, the s i r a u l t a ~ ~ u s  and 

has irrplicatims for t k  evolution of netaaxmmicative functioning. 

M i l l e r  ard ~ynolds, in sam&at similar senses to me another, suggest 
- - 

of w t  v t l y ,  that play has a mntinuuing sig- 



I 
't 

I 

9 76 I 

M i l l e r  p-s that play naps irrelevant data, i ,e . , data w h i c h  no 
A 

. lager f i t s  the m p .  Reynolds characterizes play as a mcmmicating 

' - 3  

feedbadi capacities of play derive •’ran its simlat ive nature. F&ymlds ' 

devel-nt of the rmtion of mta-play as the a n t e x t  in which n o d  beha- 

- d o u r  =ges provides a theoretical construct q c m  d c h  to base an 
\ 

I 

, understanding of play as a w r a t i v e  form. Further, this notion is ger- 
- 

~ ~ n e  to  an a c k n o w l ~ t  of the dirtasion of childhood play and culture f l  

f i d - ~  is the creation of childhood. 
\ 

2 

3 - Both of these theorists argue that the'organization of behaviour - 

wh ich  distinguish& play as a particular carbinatorial activity is a 

uniguely adaptive functiq-~. The particularities of the playful organiza- 

t im of experience are described m ~ s t  fully by Miller in the metaphor of 
9 

.( 

- .  "galqhing. " T h i s  he describes as a patterned elaboration of mars, " jkt 
\ 

. for fun. " The "errda' of such a prooess is flexibil i ty in cmbina- 

torial exercise. Both M i l l e r  d Iieymlds propose that  the evolutim of 
* 

flexibility depnds p play ard has been critical to the survival of the 

h u ~ n  species. 

Garvey's work explores the &&believe play of children as a systan of 

m u m -  i n  which the.&- of the play is F t  upn the suble- 
-L 

elucidate e m q b g  mm@xd. understandings. 
- -- 

Geertz interprets the play mnext, i.e., t k  player's relationships 



to another in play, as a text w i t h i n  the larger sociocultural milieu. 
P - - -- - - 

This inbeqretaticn creates an understanding of the players as both the f -% 

subjects and the obj k of their p l q .  Geertz' argu~lent  establishes the 

critical interpre-ti= and poetic functions of play in h m m  aulture and 

derrrmstratcs that this functim is a critical one in the creation and 
- 
, main-- of nature social behaviour, as well as the d ~ m l q i n g  r 

& u 3 . a  
- 

presents a perceptual transfarraation of wrienaeb-Social  status rela- 
*- 

ixionships are expressed in the collision of roosters: play is a synbolic 

What m g e s  •’ran a synthesis of these, in SCXTE ways di-, starting 

I 
points of analysis, is a mncqt of play as an ordered s y s k n  of behaviour 

v h i &  articulates a particular •’r- for interaction and whi& acts u p  

real i ty  in ways &i& transfarm our perceptions of d e n c e ,  generating 

I n  a less elaborated fomulaticn, there -sts a theoretical as A11 as a 

practical foundaticn for identifying play as a syxxblic system ~h orga- 

nizes &d infl- behaviou~ and the perepticn of reality. Vpcpl this 

&is, it is KW possible to exmine play as a language system w i t h  

w i b l e  to anpan the linguistic of definition hth the playful/ 

ane. l h s e  are, the topics of the next section of the argment. 



W i t - f d n  this &-is play is considered la be an enachnent. The 

notion of ena-t encxnpasses b t h  physic al action and verbalization. 

A c t i m  can be organized on a nudxr of differtnt levels i n  children's 

patterns of physical interaction, e .g . , biding hands. Verhdizat im 

contains three elerrpnts, any m e  or all of whichmy structure it. The- ' 
z 

f i r s t  of these is the ehwnt  of phamlqical organization whi& i n c l e s  

&p, &ythm, pitch, loudness and intomtianal features, i.e., the 

p m c  features of 1-. A seoand elemnt of organization is the 

s t r u z h x e  of #e utterance. \ 

me psition taken hcre is that (at least at the age 1-1 of the* 

&ildren who were  the subj 9": of this inmstigation) , enactmnts s&sm_*, 
1 , 

&cm and ve&&kati addi t i x l y  . 
3 In d-Lapter, a n d = d d l w w i l l b e - - @ m  

and differences be- tht two as r u d h  of oonnaplicaticn. * 
.. 

is to build a case #at play is a . . language w i t h  its own 



The overriding emem w i t h  play as an ingredient i n  processes of 

humn ~~WU-I  and d e v e l ~ ,  particula~ly in thb evolution of fo& 

fonn i t se l f .  Play not only facilitatnc and precipitates the deT~10ps-k 

of' f o n d  language, but also evolves into a 'language ' i t se l f .  play i s j a  

l a ~ $ ~ g e  like painting or m i c :  it is a u n i p  and mixanslatable way 
P 

of vicxing ~ a l i t y ,  - - 

Both play and language are prooesses of defining, organizing and 

giving shape to reality. Ftnther, the syntax of play is significantly 

related to  the syntax of 1- and strikingly similar in same respects. 

But play does mt *t solely in the Service of l a n q q e ;  it does not 

--P theaseto%language. Whatthen the characteristics 

Linguistic definitim of reality? 

is clear ard_succhct. 'Fhs '  reality; play is "that special 

way of violating fixityn ( B r . ,  1972) . B u t  to suggest that play is the 

is never free of the context of its,enactrnsrt. Language, by 

umtrast, derives rm& of its s i g n i f i m  as a murnmicative fom in its 

p e r  to free "tb attentian of the u s e r  -from his imcrediate s ~ ~ s ,  
a 

B 



Interestingly enough, just as the --d of language by a speaker 

' is subject to ever-increasing facility and a r t i c u l a ~ s ,  .so to> play 
'r 

in its evolution is sh jec t  to cansiderable refimmmt ard technigule. 

K n w h g  how and wfien to play can create entirely new redlities for the 

adult as scientist, poet, or peda*. Or, as Miller has suggested, 
4 

play can produce new, mxe' appropriate w i n g s  of ewchanging territory 

a xea.& of giving shape to thought and deEh i t im  to reality. For the 
, c 

I wish to aqw that pl& i s  tfie 

reality. 

fd l&ggqe is rot the p r h i q  vehicle for the expression of nerming, 

mr is it the central feature of the Ixmnmicative dynamic. Language is ' 

---ti= in the W d '  s -1: it punctuates actim. Play i s  thr 

197'7) and particularly w i t h  the prarsses of the assignatim of meaning. 

In the c h a p t ~ ~  the d u n  of play as a systan of axammica- 



lkbe Syntax of Play: Play is A c t i o n  

theorists that language is , 

and flexibility organizing 

It is currently the viaJ of se~ra l  

amtingent u p n  the develo@ment of skill 
#@ 

cbjects into pat tens  of skilled activity and therefore is i n  sore' way 

'k' related to play, whi& is a x b b t m i a l  activity (Bruner, 1972: Greenfield, 
I 

N e h  and Saltm, 1972; Byno~ds, 1976): Accepting this t, it 

is quite logical to find that the syntax of play is in  
n 

- 

of fonnal laquige t&n te found in the playful manipulation of cbjects, 
v 

by children as - w e l l  as other 2 l a n h u ~ n  primates. 

To'say that play has a syntax is tD suggest that play is a system in  I 

&at play is a spedfic synbctical  arrangemmt of behaxiours and cbjeds 

which fixes a oertain nutual -tanding and relaticnship amngst 



writings of Jeraoe Brumr (1972) Feter Reynolds (1976) identify nore 

carefully the ways in && the syntax of play is s i y f i c a n t l y  related 

to the syntax of forml language. They also discuss the processes involved 

in language ~ c h  are prefigured and practised in play. ?he- argments 
a 

rely upon the established correlation be4xea-1 language and action (Green- 

field e t  al. , 1972) and bebeen play and flexibility of s k i l l  ( B r m e r ,  

1972; Miller, 1973; Reynolds, 1976) . 
In her st* of ~childmn's m p u l a t i m  play w i t h  seriated nesting 

cups, Patricia Greenfield has established a f o d  as wll as a d e ~ l q r  - 
parallel be- action and granmar. She identifies three consis- men9 

-. Ishe -s further that each ofo the stra-es represents a trans- 

f-tion of the linguistic structum actoraction-a- upon. ihe 9 

developmka.1 seqwsme in tbe use of -the mnipulative s q t e g i e s  w i t h  
-7 

the d a t e d  cup w a s  seen to  correspond to the aSquisition of related 
a- ---- 

-tical s-. Qeenfield mqchiks as docs Bnme.r, that very 

p s i b l y  it is a single cxnpetency whi& mrl ies  skilled a d a n  and 
- 

9 - 9  

-% 

transfo=tim af the of skilled action: 
P 

c .  

d 



- 

;taxare 
extensions of the structme of action. syntax is not 
arbitrary; its cases mirror the requirements of signal- - 
ling about action and ?presenting action: agent, action, \ Cbject, location, attribution and direction are amng its 

OC 

cases. Whatem the language the agent-actim-&ject 
structure is t k  form soan redlid by the young speaker . . . . what fh W d  hinself shows us is that initial 
developzlent of language follclws and does not lead his 
dewlopcent of skill in action a d  thowt. It is only 
a f t e r  a distinction has been mstered i n  action that it c I 
appears in initial language. ((197a 1976:SO) 

8 
?he significana of these f-gs i s  that action and language may 

possess caman unckrlying. f o m  of organization. In mu& the S~IIE sense, 

fran a phylogenetic perspecti=, Bruner has suggested that languag~ and 

tool use (the "hmrporation of cbjects into skilled activity* c197a 

1976 : 38) , emerged sirmtltaneously and were deriV13d fm camon p q a m n i n g  

capacities of the h m  brain. 

me M o n  of play i n  relation to the &el-t of both-active 
i 

strategies and h g u a g e  is related to the devel-t of flexibility of 

skill. There is n m  substantial evidence to s v t  that initidl play 

w i t h  nraterials is qitical to the use of those &?$is in p m b m l u i n g  

(Bmner, (19723 1976 :42) . Flexibility of skill involves the abili ty to 

perfect features of a task as &sen& fran a -1 and then to  anbins 

tfrem into nme extended behavioural m c e s  in o r t k  to meet tfie W 

+f a s p x i t i c  task. As Brurrer points out, this is similar to the Ling- 

r uistic ability to -: in skilled action, a dif fer tnt  m i n a t i o n  

BE relatiatlship of linguistic play to language ikvelqnerrt also 



appears to be s t ruc tura l ly~r ien ted ,  i.e., pl* ClGvel- f l - C y c y ~ ~ ~  

and ammd the strwturcs of linguistia organization. B r u m r  cites the 

- sttdy of Ruth Weir (1962) as a case in p i n t .  The nonsensical utterances 

of child are all organized ac13ording topic and c;oamwt. B-r 

exterads the f o d  strwturhg of p d  P tion to actim play as *ll: 

m e d  a t  l q k a l l y ,  play has tm crucizl f& patterns: ' one mists of a function an3 its argunents; the other an 
argunent and t k  fmckiu-ks into which it can f i t .  A bal l  or a c 
stick are f i t t ed  into as mny acts  as pssible; o r  an act,  elk 

D 
I bing, is perfanaed on as mny & jects to wh ich  it can be applied 

'.., appropriately. lhis pattern, I wuld speculate, is close to one 

---'./- of the wiwss%l- of hmguqe, pdcati*, a& is 
organized in terrrs of tcpic and crrmwt. (c1972]1976:43) 

P e ~ y n o l d s  also focuses ugm the language-like nature of the 

pmpeses  a t  mrk in play. Like B n m e r ,  he argues that the evolution of 

language is contrrqgent rpn the evolution of play, i-e., that the natural 

selectian of play Itd to t.k n a w  sefectia of 1angtr;ige and tool-us€?. - 

With particular ref- to langcrage as prcps i t iana l  referential 



acticm and the grmmtical struztmes: a fluency w i t h  the rules of orga- 

nizatian rather than the mttrial being organized, To this end play , 

lmnipulates, d f i e s  and occasiomlly scranbles the structures of other 

\ 
nizaticn sucfi that 'the -ge "this is play" is maintained. The syntax 

of play is based upon predication (like d language) and charactxzized 

cise which puts +ocyetfy.r Seemirmgly d a t e d  aspzks of e x p r i m  into 

narratim or *tic of e-, Play makes ooccprehensible the 

/' ', CQbinatorial. kholes. The syntax of bkpage describes an analytic process, , --. 

synthetic, i.e., it puts reality arul@xprienu3 together. a 

- - -- --- -- 



-. , 1 Play is manmgful. Like language it-derives its msaning fmd. its , 
- 
u. 

+ 
* 

capacity ta refer "to $he absbmzt, - the invisible and the absent. For 
i 

f 

-+ 

exanple, in playing b u s & *  &i3&&1 make refereme to suEfi abstract m- 
& a  

+. 

YI L. 

- 
o e p ~ s  as the qsteq of family r@~tiomhips-the roles, kttitudes and 

- 

-7 

incident a& the child has newz witnessed in his or her own family and (y 
constitutes the d d d ' s  interprctatim' of the role of the fa- in the 

9 ' 

. _ family. Play -la*- a x E p t  into enacment. 

- - -  - - - 

dd~ it, htM& also- a life and a nrjanLngof i& own. The  trans- 2 
.+ -4 

rediity created in play has IIlwning 50r children in their rela- t 

tmmhip to me h e r  (see Wwartmm, 1978) as d l  as being a tool 
"t 

f o r ~ e r s x e s s i o l ~ ~ a r r a r r o r ~ & ~ ~ o r -  - 

' * 
i 



tion of that relationship; it can also becam a s y n b l  ~f that experid=. f 
i 
9 

For instance, mnongst a specific group of children who play *house regw r 

' larly, su&-an interactim (or a similar one) may beo~ne a ritual occur- 
i 

i; 
It 

rene betwen the mther and the father. This is i l lustrat ive of the $ 
"& 

C 

ritudlized syntmlic nature of the play semantic & w e l l  as of its nzfer- "? 3 

ential  aspect. 
3 .  

A s  I w i l l  i l lustrate;  the relatiomhip between Uthe syrbol and its i 
, + 

referent @I play may be arbitraryU as it is in  language, but is often 
* 

- - - - 
-iconic *? Gsociaffaaal iE=kds 15 be a suggestive, arrbiguous 

Y 

reference in carparisan w i t h  denotative mmmica.tim. Further, and in 

significant contrast to language?, the signifier in children's play is 

invariably cmcrete-an 'abject or an action. Besides having their own -~ 
A 1 

B 2  

identity, & jects and actions in play can be made to  represent iw , 

acquires its m ~ermantic. &%aning is encoded in action apd abject as 
I 

W l  as - in words. 

S-tic growth in language is a wnpl&& mystifying procees and, 
i 

~ o u s l y  em*, ane of th&, least  studied and understood aspects of 

the processes of syntactic and +@tomlogicdl growth in language by the 

of language long before he/- understands the conceptual iTlpli-  
s- I 

rmrmal children q&e no syniaztical, g r k t i c a l  ar mistakes t 



*. * . 
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in their A&& production after the age 'of f-4 while-tic -- - - -- 
carpeten= i n  language is in s a ~  ways an adjunct to cognitive nraturation 

and the developrent of conaeptual thinking, a prorr?ss which runs into 
- 

a d o l e s m  and achrithma. It is m surprise then to find that for young -.4 , 

r=hildren, language is mt  yet. an adequate yehicle for  the expression of 
L 

5 ,  

lTEaning. 

Semantic growth in languacp involves not only the acquisition of a 

broad repertoire of q r a p r i a t e  diqkipnary definitions for wards and an 

understanding of the mrd as a label for a category of things rather than 
- 

a specific thrtng, but th5 growth of an abil i ty to refleck q o n  - 

larrguae and to pcrcei.~ r e m h g  outside of the context of action. In 

language this capacity for  referenae requires an understanding of the 

axbitrary ~ l a t i o p h i p  existing between the word and its referent. The 
O 

set of netal&uistic/netacam~lnicati~ rules vhereby we understand a 

signal to 'stand for1 smething other than i tself  allows for the develop 
- - 

mt of the e l m i x  s k i l l  of being able .CP translate what a p e r m  says 

into what they new. In other words, smantic under;;- i n v o l ~ s  the 
- 

gratTth of an avamxss of the processes of representation--in lbguage, of 
# cb 

the r e l a t i o n s ~ p  bebeen the word as a synbol and the &ject, event or idea 
..**, 

to which it refers. 
tZ 

. >  
c a + , . 

In a &vela~p~lental sense, it is i n  the area of mtaamrmnicatim 

convention, i.e., in the- rules v&exe@ signifkr relates to signiked, 

r as to possess a unique -tic dmracter. In language the referent is 

mt only a&itrary, but also invisible. I wuld like to - @at play, - - 

by using visible referents-ajects and actions-for invisible realities- 

, r *  



develuping use 'of language as a m e a n i ~ g k  referential sys&. 

notion. Speaking famn the point of v iew  of the evolution of ccmmmication, 

Bateson prcpses that play is a part of a mnplex of behaviours including 

threat, ritual, histrimics and deceit, which by their  very nature and 
* 

existence, inply mtaamnmicative functioning a t  a prehumn and plik-al 

level. This he notes must precede the a h t  of deraotative ocmncmication: 

P 

~ e n o t a t i ~  caummipcation as it o m  a t  the h m  level is 
only possibIeafter the evolution of a ccsrplek set of meta- 
linguistic (bu- verbalized) rules which govern how words 
and sentences shall be related to objects and events. . . . 
It appears . . . that  play is a phmmmmn in wh ich  the act- 
ions of "play" are r e l a w  to, or  denote, other actions of 
"not play. We therefore mt i n  play with an instane of 
signals standing for o t k r  emts, and it w, therefore, 
that the evolution of may ha* Qen an inportant step in 
the evolution of v & x l  cammznication. ([1955] 1972:180-181) 

\ 

evolution of human w c a t i v e  behaviour. A s  F&qmolds (1976 :63l) dese 

ribes it, play "simulates" o r  refers to om oo text w i t h i n  another. In a "\ 
way Hhich is significantly fma 1-k then, the -1 in 

play a q u i m s  its meaning to the context in which 

it is expressed, i.e., the context of action. 

Reynolds (1976) also refers to  the cb je& play of m n h m  p r k t e s  

as a ~ ~ t a l  but maningful use of cb jects. '&ere is a tenpting - - 

to be made with children's ;lay. The child a t  play also uses 
%L 

the oonventimal sense of the use of the object. A h m ,  for instance, 

cim be- a machine gun & a bridge or a car or  any nmber ef other , 



the referent is .neither determined nor fixed i n  children's use of languaw . 
The child a t  play is i n  sme sense exploring the boundary between the 

s y n b l  and its referent in the proaess of representation in general. 

How does the child a t  play use abjects and actions to represent other 

objects, events ard ideas? A s  i l l u s t r a W  &w, the child frequently uses 

objects to refer to other objects i n  play +I rwh the sarrre way as words 

refer to objects in  language. The relationship be ab i t r a ry ,  haever  

the reference (syrrbol) is conmete. A s G l e  cbject can be used to rep=- 

sent many other cbjects in an arbitrary a id  often &insicdl fashion. h 

plastic c o n e  bottle can beocrrae anything by sinply naming it thusly. 

'This is perhaps not as much an indication of an un&rstanding of the &i- 1 

trariness of the q n b l  as of a reversal i n  the understanding of the 

referential process. It m y  well be that, for child, the~COmte 

cbject represents the wrd rather than the abstract word representing the 

object. 

Children also and very s'ignificantly use abject.  and'actions in their 

play to refer to peaple,*aq well as to i&&, emtions, oonaepts and 

relaticmihips. lfiis t t ~  child does ~ I I  00 1 cia a as ~ 1 1  as unconscious 
/ .  

ways.' Wre the difficulties of mg play a?i referential ~ a v i o u r  

from play as synbolic behaviour be- evident. The &ject beaxes a 
3 - 

- - 

SphI in tn&st sense of -the wdrd. 
4 

-mxxnrs*-ry-m*cr= a a l l S ~ - l m e r e n o e s  ' mi ' - -- 

adults identify in children's play. Play cib jects and episodes often bear f 

an iconic similarity to -ay even& a a t i i n s h i p q .  ~clavart~oan 

(1978:146) cites an ewmple fmm Fred (1920~33-34) of a young child dwse 

I, 



and re- again) which was i n r n r c t e d  as the dnildTs rnans o f b l e v i a t i n g  

the anxiety created by being unable to oontrol the amings and goings of 

h is  mther. Emtims mgea l  specific therres or synbolic-cbjects. 

These kinds of expressions in  play have been particularly useful to the 

The child is an actor as w11 as a puppet i n  this p r e s s .  What 

associatid'ns do children themselves make w i t h  the objects and actions of 

their play? The objects excflanged between children or  p s e s s e d  by them; 

and the actions perfomd chi1 n a t  ppy,  frequently a w e  the 

status of symbols 9 9 
friendship, secrecy, mutuality, or  proficiency. 

Further, objects may becam associated by the child with a certain person 

or a cxzrtah Mationship or  event, or a kind of experienoe. 
* 

-u- 
A s  we have seen, children assign ma.ning to h j e c t s  in play. This 

m g  is never fixed: it is i n t h t e l y  associated with the mtion a d  

displacemnt of the objects and the actions of the d l d r e n  playing. The 

maning of the abject cflanges in acoordane w i t h  the cngoing play. Garvey \ 
suggests that in children's play, the maning of objects is s-dinate to 

the "action plan" o r  s&m of the play and dnanges to suit those pulposes. 

Charlotte Hardmn dewlaps the notion that the cbjects in the playgroud 
+'"& 

acquire msaning & thzir relationship to one another (1974:178) . Anyone 

vlho lias etched &il&en a t  play will haw notid the d f u l  
=% 

an invitation to play 

T b e S e - r a n d i n  

(a standard fo rm of greeting between children) . . . 
theexchange of ob;j&, constitute - . -- 



Vygotsky. who is directly mncerned with the relationship be- mrds 
4 

f -  
\ 

and meanings (as opposed to that bebmen mrds and referents to produce 

W g ) .  His argment is &velapnental; he?. i's interested in the role of 

by i n  the aap+siticm of abstract ,~-tal prosesses., Yrgotsky proposes 
. '  

that  through play the child m s  towards the nunnal relationship bebe& , 
action and meaning. i.e., that determined by speech. In play, meaning 

* 
be-s mxe i r rpOrhnC than the action or object that represents it. This, 

writes Vy-tsky, arrrounts to a separation of the word f & n  the object it 
* 

represerrts <an inversion of the child's habitual way of perceiving) and as 

sudl is a steppirg stone i n  the develqnent of abstract intellectual 'pro- 

oesses. In  Piagetian tradition, Wgotsky assums the linguistic process 

to begin with a fusion of the word w i t h  the object. Through play, word 

and abject be- spara te ;  the cfiild is acting i n  a mtal realm rather 

than a physical one and language b e m s  f r e  of the context of action. - 

'1 ding of relationship betvieen the visible and the semantic fields. Play is 

"mvemnt in the f ie ld of meaning" (09661 1976 : 550) . 
Curiously enough, hmever, play is mi- to be neither referen- 

tial mr s p b l i c  behaviour by Vygotsfil. Objects, he &tains, arq used 

not as synbols, but as pivots. Vygotsky proposes that d i ld ren  use the 

. cbjects of the i r  p imts  between the real and the imaginary. i.e., 

tfiat in order to imagine riding a hcase, mst children sane kind of 

claim that play is based upon the distinckon b+een the real and the 

imagined, I muld like to borrm the mtaphor of play "as a pivot and re- 

the precrding discussim. Play is a 

. . 



p i w t  betmen the mrd and its referent i n  the gradng mdemtarrling of 

l h g k g e  as an invisible. intangible, arbitrary and abs&act represen- 

tation of eqxrihoe. 
I 

In surunary, the -tics of play are related to, but different 

frcm, the -tic processes of language. In  the preceding ,disclrssion, 
I 

it has been propcsed that, fmn a d e ~ l o p n m t a l  perspective, the relation- 

ship hetwetn the q&ol and referent i n  play ikpresents' an intermedia* ' 

stage in the understanding of this  relationship in language. Children 

use t h e  mncrete enactments of play to join the *trect of 

w g e  tlle events of reali ty &ich they purport to represent. On 

another level of analysis.' the peculiarity of the -tic process of play 

lies precisely i n  this & of concrete synbls and e ~ c t c d  forms to repre- 

sent the experience of reality. F'urther, and i n  a way &iCh is quite 

different' fran the s u ~ n t i c  process of languagc (exepting poetry), play is 

characteriix!d by a,ritualized use of cbjed and action (the signifiers) as 

synhls of events and ecprience (the signified) . 

Play as Canversation: Language i n  its 'Lived' State 

. Catherine m y  is interested in looking a t  the stsucture of 

in- hhaviddk i n  children's play. In her analys* of the 

"s&i.ng is the playing," she at-ts to relate the structures of play to 

, the "productive uses o•’ language" (1977:l). After ck Laguna (1927). she 
I * 

maintains that the basic un i t  of languae ispme oonversatim rather than 

the sentence. &rquage in its ccmmmicative function always has a context: 

the relationship betwen people. -y pmpces th* social play aqd 

particularly ritualized social play ~~1~ skills similar to th8se of 



oanversational exchange. In a develcpgta$ senge, she wet the 

structuring of interaction in play provic%s "a basis for the acquisition 

. of 'mre  specialized ammsational exdmnge types"" (D974'j 1976:582). 

Garwy's thesis is a logical and child-oriented way of approaching 

** subject raatter of childrents play and assessing its re la t i a sh ip  to 

d-rildren's language. The h p r k m t  aspect of language for the child is, 

after a l l ,  a oonversational one. Children first see language atwork in  , 

', relationships. B e  s&stance of camMlication in g e r a l ,  ard of language 

@nd verbdl 'exchange in particular, is mssagcs of &lationship rather than 

thQse of information, 
, - 

Another attractive feature of m y ' s  metqhor of play as conver- 
3 - 

sation is that it tends to highlight s- O f  & mpetencies underlying 

&ildrmt s play. me interactians be- children a t  play are ca-pos& 

of ' turnst a t  acting or speaking i n  much the S~IIE way as conversation is 

of turns a t  speaking. 2he taking. of a l t e m a t e b ,  pausing 
P 

c=w the other to respond,. implies the abil i ty '  to identify a unit of 

d a l  interdction, says Garvey. This inwl-s an abstraction of  cr i t ical  

features of an act frnm a mdel as m11 as  an interpretation of the 

function a particular act  i n  an .overall relationship. . F'urther, play ig 

based on the abi l i ty  to generate patterns of social interaction from 
I 

I 

specific incidents or experiences. The exanple cited in the previous 
4 

secticn-the father bringins hane a thousand doll& frcan w o r k  for his  
I 

Garvey praposes that play, like conversatim, m i s t s  of altkrmting 

contingent beha~ours  and &ing patterns of inbraction. -&e Shedefins 
I )  - - 

social play as a state of engagemnt i n  which the nonlitbzd behaviours of 



, 
T J  

t 1 - 
.3 95 

each player are amtingent upon the otkberd. She notes &er that social 

- play is characterized by r i tua l  inMaction, i .e . , by exchanges *& are . . I 
IMlSked by repetition and * regulation of the tenpo oflthe 

d 

i n m 9 a n p . -  ~n f a k ,  s that the mutual  regulation of the 
1 , ( .  s 

I .  a 

tefcpd of th& interchange is what distinguishes play from other modes of 

interact&, ' She i l l u s t r m  - : 

& Tm children stand close together i n  a playman near a wcdm 
car whi& both wank to ride. One shoves the other who inned- 
iately shows back, sad simultaneous shaving occurs u n t i l  one 

, child-is displaced •’ran the area of the car: The behaviows 
are imaediate, not spaced; neither d-dld w a i t s  for the other 
to ccrrplete a b e h a v i a .  The sam setting can result  in 
social play. Both d-iildren stand near the car a d  one shoves 
the other, the seocnd shoves back and waits; the f i r s t  r e p a t s  

/- 

the shove arid waits for the other to shwe in turn. The tenpo 
of the adtivity app5ars to be mutually regula-. ([1974] 1976 : 570) 

Garvey's study remals a high dqtxe of mutuality in children's play, 

findihg that children as young as three participate oonsis-tly i n  sus- 

tairaed episodes .of social play. She pro&xes that the most general rule 
r, 

of d d d r e n ' s  ritual play w i t h  me another is recipmcity. Reciprccity 
' 3  

is, in  turn, the wde~lyinng principle of conversational &mge be 

~EY-I adults. k e  highly ritualized quality of the exchanges be- 

very young children a t  play give way to forms of social play i n  older 
r, 

chil& which rely 1- upcn ritual for the regulatiol of interaction, 

J , and+xe rmre like the natural flow of amversation. Throughout the 

older children. 

In keeping w i t h  her mttapho; of play as oormersation, carny clas- 

sif ies  the interactions of &ldren a t  play in terns of the characteristics 



of their suocessive modificatims of om action or statemnt by another. 

A st.a&mnt or an action and a response constitute a 'round' or ore 

turn fur e a c h  &ild in the dyad. A sequence of rounds constitutes an 

epi& of play. turn my  be a p a r a d i p t i c  or k t a g m t i c  respcnse ' 
I t '  

to another. Similarly, a round my be paradigmtically or sintagmatically 

related to'& other. rounds of a -ce or episode of play. 

The sinplest f m  of paradigmatic response is an exact repetition of 
. 

the o&inal response. The reply to ''Hi Mamy" i~ " H i  -" reproducing 

not d y  the words, but also th4 intonational and pit& features. A . 
/ 

syntagmatic respanse, on the other hand, has a linear or sequential rela- 

tionship to the initial statemnt. The response to " H i  Mamy" might be 

" I 'm  not the m." Further, the resulting round of interaction my be 

P 
symnetrical, i.'e., a turn for each turn; o r ~ a ~ s ~ t r i c a l ,  b.e., an mem 

distribution o turns. Garvey i l lustrates (119743 1976 :573) : ? 
symne,trical- "Bye Ikmny" %ye btmmy" q 

"w w" "me Wmy" k 
9 

assymnetrical - "I have to go to  work." "You' re already a t  mrk . " 
"NO , I 'm not. 
"I have to go to school. " "you're already a t  school. " 
'No, I'm not." 

2 

b 
hcm a devel-tal perspective, &meY sees an i n i t i a l  use of para- 

d i m t i c ,  symre?trical responses i n  the form of exact repetition by ore 
, 

child of the actions or  mrhs of another, acanpanied by apprapriate cues 
- 

as to  the'playful interpretation of the respcmses and pauses for the 

I 
rime ccnplex ways. The exact repetition of an action or phrase is replaced 

by a raodification of .the original, i.e., t k - c h i l d  substitutes another 

- abject of the s a ~  class for W e  i n i t i a l  cb jcct . "Hello Mr. Elephantt' 
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beaxes "Hello M r .  Tiger. " Gradually this g i ~ s  way to mre frequent use 

of a syntagraatic or sequential response to the original staterent or 

action, a mre <xroplicated relationship between rounds and longer sequences 

of rounds i n  each episode. Ultimately, the exchange is structured less by 

ritual i n k a c t i o n  and be- i l l u s t r a t iw  of sucb amverd t ima l  te&- 
\ 

I I 

nig~les as the synpathetic or ktmiserative re&-. Garwy il l lstra-s 

X. W y  do bmthm and sister always laugh at  re?" 
Y. "I'don't m." 
X. "w once a week they go out playing and s w  l a w i n g  a t m . "  
Y, 51 know, un, that ' s  an awfu l  thing." 

- L * 
Garvey's analysis also reveals e x q l e s  of assertion and c0unterasserti.m 

' .  

in d.lildrenl s play and invitation questions, i .@ . , questions which r & ~  

m e  than a "yes" or a "no" a n m x .  I n t e r e s ~ l y  enough, q y  - finds. 
1 

that children "play w i t h  mnversational amventions even before they are 

able to amduct what adults would m i d e r  a ccherent and 'sensible' 

dialoguen (1977 : 73) . This supports the notian that children's play is 

very 0% play with pattern. 

Sumrrary: Play is a Language 

The prnpose of the preceding section has been to explore the 
e 

relatianship betxllFeen play and verbal language, amcentrating upon articu- 

lating the_syni@-cticL szmnltic and sociolinquistic f eaa_ures of p - 1 ~ ~  a 

precursor to v a h l  language and as a language i n  its 

given particulz cmsideratim to the nature of these 

appear in children's play. 

own right. I have 

p-ses as they 

. . 



organization of play as 

defined as a systenatic 

98 
& 'h 

- -  

by p r o p o s p  that the basic un i t  of structural 

ge is the ' ' ena-nt. ' E m c h m t  is 
a 
organization of verbalization and physical actim. 

The chapter goes on to explore the fLnlctional s-hilarities betseen play 

and verbal language. Both are seen' to 

1 q m ~  reality to give shape and maning 

the linguistic mde of definitian with 

1 

be processes of befining which Bct . 

the playful me, it is a r p d  that 

play is an alternate mode of structuring reality frcnn language--a mre 

anbiguous and analogic system and one which is never free' of the context 

of its enacbmnt. 

Ihe syntax which is characteris,tic of play i& described & a cabins- 
( 
L 

to r ia l  process in which *re are' many possible ways of saying "this is 

play." The basic rule df syntactical organization in play is thc mainte- . . 

n a n e  of this 'framing' of the play. The specific processes which. -rise 
/ 

t h i s  .ck&hatorial activity distinguish play as a syntactical systal 
." 9 

in its awn right can be understcod as patterned manipulations of the 

o r g a n i z a t i m - ~ ~ c t u r e s  of other modes of behaviour and interaction. 

Play cmbines the s&ural elenen- of o t h r  m f k s  of organization, e.g., 

fighting. in ways w h i &  represent a reor&cg, remi&; or exaggeratio; 

terizfby the repetiticm of individual elements as well as the substitu- 

tion of ane e l m t  for another. with* specific reference to children, 
- - - 

play &hes often disparate and &saptin- ( f r a n  the adult perspec 

of _reality. In these cases, the message "this is play" my  be a serious 

rather than a r i f i d o u s  OM, and the reorganization of other rides of 

behavim is expressed in the ritualization of patterns of interactim. 



- 
V - - ---- -- - L pL---p --  - 

The elaboration of play as a -semantic in its am realm involves the 
-, 

use of cb jects to refer to other 'ds jects , ideas, emotions andwelation- - 

ships. Further, chifdren's play is charackrized by certain k e  of 
I 

maningful a&-, e .g. ; the proffering of an djject a6 4 fom of greeting 

and an invitation to play. Play is a r i tua l  of childhood: the invitation 

-f-- 

_C 

to play is a standard fom of greeting m n g s t  dnldren. TIi4nature of 
/ 

play as a synbl ic  system is also considered in %the use of 6bjects to re-: 
a -\ 

present friendship or  popularity, for exanple, and i n  t h e  use of ritual P- 
I 

action& t o  repr&t roles or occupations. This syrbolic aspect of play - 

- - 

is seen as a critical feature of its capacity to  establish in a 
i 

. . 
r e a l m  which lies beyond the play reah i t se l f .  

' 
The conversational m i o n  of play is seen as one of the mt pro- 

minent indications that  play is a'- of ccmnunication k n g s t  children 
-- . 

and a language sysk in its ma l'ight. Cather* d y  s analysis 

distinguishes the cmversatiaxd a s p e e  of play f r m  v e W  language - 

(and other mdes of behavioural organization) by the ritual and mutua l  

regulation of the h q ~  of interaction & play. 

. The discussion of play as a syntactic and semantic precursor to 
e 

verbal language includes a consideration of various theories about the 
I - 

0 Y 

phylcgenetic selection of language as cxmamicativc behaviour as RU. as 

w i t h  those OElri- w i t h  the language acquisition plmmss of young 

children. 

(1976) and Bateson (1955) all implicate play' in the evolwtion of hurran 

d c a t i v e  behaviour as language. Bniner 0972) , Sylm\(l976\@ 
- \ \ 

Greenfield e t  al. (1972) •’urther irrplicate play i n  the 1 *7tion 
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a process of. young Mdren. .c 

~ * sQ 

t  he s- in'&& play is necessary for the onset of language both 
4. 

phylogemtically and mtcgenetic&ly inwlves a correlS'bion be- play 4 

apd pd acquisition of flex&b&f skill in action, and bs w e l l ,  bi =3 

P 
P 
4 * 

Ween -the develcgent of skilled action and the grmth' of language. Fknn 
-A. 5 

2 

the point of vim of individual grawth, it has h e n  established that play -- -. 
-- 

greatly faci l i ta tes  the developent of skilled action (prablesolving) - 

3 - . involving abjects (Sylva, 1976; cited i n  Gawey 1977:50) ; that oertain 
/ 

' : strategies - exhibi$e&&i&e p l ~ - - m a n i p ~ a t i m s  of abj- are st- - - - 
i 

turally related to ceqhm 
z=- 

,- 
stages of language -acquisition (Greenfield et 

d 

dl. , 1972 ) ; and •’&her; that the mastery of active sequences i n  the play 

* corresponding linguistic develapnents (Bruner , 1972) . Bruner  ' s argunmt 

eas i zes  that it is the playful nranipulatim of + objects, i .e . , action 
0 

mcfi is play•’dly organized; that is syntactically related, to -- + 

--ge. Aamrding to  B m ,  B praninent feature of the syntactical arga- 
i 

dkatim of play is the arrang&knt and rearrangexrent (par-) of ex- 

prienoe according to topic * a i 2 0 3 ~ r m e n t  (predication). ( 

Frrro a phylogmetic ~ k e r  suggests that  the agent- - . ,  

1 
7 - '+ 

actim-abject 'fonn of language is reafiY an extensid of the arran-t & 
t 

bjects into patt&ms of skilled a-m a d  originally was an auxiliary to 
i 

t h e  a c t i a s .  FUrihcr, ,he Illaintains that  flexible skilled ~~~~~was 
- - - - 

i 

in, play before it wasqused i n  pdlem-solving. In a similar 

ar&t, Peter Reynolds p-s that the abject play of nonhunan primates 

k trandatim of the causal arrangertlents structuring & ject play, i .e . , #he 
i 

* 



to Ileynolds, this allwed sound to becxm ca-rized by cause and effect, 
C 

thereby making possible the advent of -propositional referential camnnzi- 

cation. According to th- theorists, the playful, IMnipulaticn of &jects 
I 

rrrade possible the organization of 'action and'cbject into instnmntal 

(tml 'use) a d  &so + (sindtaneously--B"yune?r, 1972) the c a d  - * 
.2 

- arrangawnt of sounds into W language. 

Bateson- (1955) suggests that it is the referential nature of play 
Y 

r&i& was a critical ,influence i n  the selection of language as h m  . - -- 

COnmLznicative behaviour. H e  maintains that pla$.cld, crucial to the 

d e v e l o p a t  of t k  linguistic relationship be& the signifier (map) and 

the g&pified (terri tory),  i n  that it consists of actions whi& stand for, 

but are not the same as,- a&ans to whi& they refer. As Reynolds 

describes i t , ' p l ay  simulates, or refers b, one mntext v i i t h i n  amther. 

Fnm the discussion of Geertz, iLTwas unders&od that @Layt often consists . , 
of cancxete syrbolic r e f e n c e s  to abstract mmxpts, i .e . , it is a 

- 
symbolic representation of' an un-cious reality. As a synthesis of 

these v i e p i n t s ,  I have su~ges.fed that, ck~lqxrentally speaking, play . 
is an in-ate step i n  the use of l a n g u a ~  as referential bdmviour. 
+ 

In language, the &ild 5s d i n g  w i t h  sylCbOls w h i *  are both arbitrary 

and invisible, and with refera- that are abstract and often absent. 

Play, by wing concrete, often iconic, &jects to refer to absent, 
- 

abstract 'rdity ,- a pivot between the word and its referent. 



Developing a Child4riented Approach to Children's Play in Groups 

The methodological appro ad?^ to the study of d S d r e n 8 s  play as 
J 

reviewxl h e a r h r  chapters ha=, for the mt part, focused upm the 

analysis of imaginative a d  sociodramatic mterial. There has been l i t t l e  

'attempt made to develcp an interpretive classificatim for children's 

plaYgrbmiib activity. ~y intent in  this chapter is to extend these* nethcdL 

o l a $ ~ ,  particularly those of S~~ and Gqvey, to incorporate &re 

than the irmginatiw and soc iodrmt ic  ;ispects of children's play, These 

analyses f a l l  short of explaining children's play in that they i@ore the 

active dimmion of playground gams. This is an area of play whi&  is 

in tegra l  in defining the culture of childhood. Traditiomlly these play 
I t 

forms-including a . the skipping a@ handclapping cpms and acacarpanying 

, linguistic r i tuals wh i& •’om the data base for this thesis-have been the 

subject mt* of game collectors hnd catalogw?rs rather than interpreters. 
G' 

Firstly, mu& of play research conenra tes  upan the play of individual 

studies'of the play of children i n  groups a d  of the of play in 
b 

the society of children. ~ec%dly, and prhaps -t importantly, there = 

are only a handful of sMies hi& approah play fran the point of v iew  



i 

i 
i 

103 I + 
of the &ld's -standing. Classif icat ia  schms fof  chil&'s play - ! 2 

app'ear to be axbitrarily derived and primarily concerned w i t h  organizing .- 

the data of play i n  such a way as to elucidate its correlations with a 

- selected sociocultural variables. 
\ 

What is needed in  the shzdy of children's play is a mthodology wh ich  

account easily and a&quately for the unstructured play episodes of 
I 

L, 

children: for those 'g- ' whid.1 have no beginning or  endjng, no w i n n e r s  + 

or  losers and w h i c h  -e and fade-in seeming~whimicality. Further, an ,- c 
-2 

appropriate npthodology for d.lildren's play must in sane way address the 
I T 

- - 

child's par-ticular understanding of the relationship be- reali ty and . . 
J ,  

unreality as being an importqnt defining feature of thejr  play. A t  the 
L s 

b q i s  of this thesis is the notion that ghildren play, arad must play, in A 

i' 

order to  ammiicate w i t h  one another, Any mthodology for the analysis 
5 

of diildren ' s play must also give consideration to the organized dynamics - 

of interaction cm the playground as w e l l  as to the kinds of activit ies 
* 

1 
As was developed earlier in this thesis, the>jor defini- of 

play, and by implicatim their whative ~thodolcgies ,  'articulatk I*+ . 
conceptual categ&ies which are a a r  to adults. Gy descrhe what 

a play activity or utterance would rean to an adult were he or she to 

act in the manner described. H m v e r  , children ' s play is an expression 
-- 

of their  developing understanding of one another i n  a world &at& by 

peer categories. AS Charlotte H a r h  (1974) points out, and as 1 h a p  

5, My concern in the present discussion is w i t h  articulating a methode 
e C 

f 



the play of children in  groups 4 as ell, whi& admmlpdqes the ' 

concerns of that dimension of ch i ldhod  d c h  is the sole praperty of 

ckildren. ' Before outlining a possible Tramwork, I w i l l  giw brief 

caplsideratim to those methodolcgical approad-ies wki& wlere particularly 5 
useful in its - a 

-- 

c. 
-2 - 

$ Finding out what is really going on in children's play is difficult  . - 
. task for an adult researcher. F ' u r t k ~ m ~ r e ' ,  varqr with children of 

different ages. Various methcdologik, approaches have been tried. ' : . y  

Mmgst the nost reoent of these is the ethmscimB+c approach. In 
- \ - 

these studies &ildren are asked to describe their play and ~ a m s  W J y .  

Linguistic categories qnd the raarrres of thi.ngs_then form the basis of 
- . - 

interpretive classificaticm. W e  such an ap~roach is limited in the 
er 

s t d y  of children in that dsildren understand and amnm2cate cm 1-1s 

which are not yerbdl, this approach produoes & revearing insights as 

to the nature of children's qwn perceptims of their plsy . 

SLE Parrott at-ted to get Mldren to describe classify the* - > ,  

recess actiVities v & d l y .  A gmup of, six bq& acted as 
4 



niles'which carry n, sanctias ard g- w i t h o u t  specified mtcanes. - These 
fbdiqs  beoame significant w b n  axpared with the mrking definition of 

5 

- gams put forward by A& and Suttoar-Smith: 
, 

At its most elaoentary level then can define a as 

- 
- : 7) 

P 

cfrild.rwls understanling of their play. The child's perceptim that sane 

ga~rres have h f i e d  out#xrres substantiates to a &gee the notion that 

for the child play has no,begmmq . . 
or ending; it is never-edhq, ' unbounded 

away of inber-. child's purpoee in play is not to action " 

t o w a r d s a n e n d , b u t r a ~ t o ~ a c t i a n i n s u c h a w a y a s ~ r a a i n t a i n  

the pl&. Play episodes do nut oanclude w i t h  an outocnre in the sense that 

gaarres (in an adult definitim) en3 w i t h  #inners and lasers. aLey end in 
B . 

boredan or fighting or are because of an outside' -tra.int, 

e-g*, &Jm*.' -\ 

/ 

, m-, children aOBKzive of a d  understand their play in ways which 

These d c n s  are variegated and a&ful r a w  than absolute - and binding. 

-, Wimring and los& do not -ily signal the end of ~iay, 
B 

I '  , 
but r a m  are part of the, propllsiaa which keeps the play going. "Olly 



olly, outs are in t heganeo fHk ledSeek in  

a sense, -, beginning t k  dmms~of *not ' 

it: which w i l l  detedim the new seeker. Similarly, "not to winn is not 

"safe," "first" or "mt it.' lheae distinctions are also inedmngeable, 

i.e., being "itn may be a desirable as wel l  as an rmdesirable role, de 

penaihs upcm the particular g m e  - a d  the players' definition of that gsae. 

In a similar sense, children m i v e  of the 'niles' of their ganes 

in a different way than an adult wuld. Further, *hat is indicaw b the 

r child by the word "g- " is d i f e t  fmn rhat is indicated to. an adult. 

rules, i.e., children mrtain activities are organid  by , , 

analysis, the "game" *of Fr* is oqarized sinply by trying to cat& the 

whereby kept track of the n m h r  of "missed thmws," for instanoe. 

FIpvler the rules of sac games carry no m t i e s  fcr infractim. Panmtt's 

inf~zmants described this as f 0 l . l ~ :  
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w i t h  the gaoe of chess. In Tag the are not fixed as 

manipulak to determine tk choioe of & "it" player. Often of I .  

. , 

l&kship  and popularity S f &  who w i l l  cf#x>se the gat2 

rules, i.e., aspects of tbe &ldren's 

toaneanother. 

Parrott's study and thxe Like it 

least s e m r d ~ a d e  children define the 

are comrincing evidence that a t  

paraneters of their play and garmes 

in ways wh ich  are' different •’ran what an adult wxdd suppose, Interpre- 

tive analyses of children's play rarely take into acoa~lnt t h  possibility, 

raised so clearly in Parrott's stuay, that children may d v e  of such 

ancepLs as 'rules' and 'gams' in a significantly different way than hh/ 
adult W d .  I&search into children's play must now seek to understand the 

oryanizhg p r w p l e s  of children's play acoording rn children's cawories 

and definitims. Althaugh these may seen W an adult to be logically 

incpherent, the fact that the &Wren in Parro t t ' s  studp could 

amqst thenselves as to what qualified as a " g a d '  and what should mre 

prqerly be labelled as "fooling araurd," suggests a t  l&st the exis-' 

of saoe kind of h fz r rd  cons is^ i n  the~r understanding. 

rC 

% central notion & Catherine Garvey's analysis of presdwol children's 
L 

fiu' 



pwis that play is a- of i n b r a c t i c m ~ t h a n a ~ o f ~ .  

It is distinguished from other mJdes of interactiaa, 
C 

b y a m t t u a l a n d ~ c r e g u l a t i c n o f  thetenpoof 

ticipants. Alony w i t h  her developaent of a way bf loakhg a t  play aa3m- 
* 

ding to the s- and culventiom of axmm%atim, Gamey's approach 
I' 

.is ansistent w i t h  a carept of play as a systen of ccnrrmnicatim 

. . child&. In particular, her description of ritualized play, i .e., play 

wh ich  is lMIked by nmtroIled and regulatiaa of 
r 

tmpon is pertimnt to the analysis of linguistic ritudls-songs, taunts, 

inherently social ~ t u r e  of play*. Ray ta& are cmsidered fmn the point 

1 
of view of a social cantext, -5n this case tkme relationship be- p r e  

viausly aQllMinted nursery e l  chilhren arranged as paired agenates. 

Arw,ther significant aspect of Gamey's analysis and ane which is 

Uniquely suited to the data a d  Perspective of the present, work, is her 

use of an entirely different principle for classifying types of play. 

In contrast to the many schemes whi& at- to distinguish kinds. of play 

a- to kinds of e v i t y ,  Garvey chooses r a m  to organize play 

- i w t i m  posed by k r  analysis then is "What %are the chi- phykq 

with?" 6 result is an imm~w of what Garvey has called the wmsmmes" 

forplay. S h e d e s c e i b e s t h e s e i n t h e ~ p a g e s o f P ~ :  

- - 

T%& resouroes are actually classes of experienoes. mq 
incl* rrotian and dxlrqes i n  peroeptim resulting primarily 
frun Fhysical mwmat; &jects and Wir physical as wll 
as their axbinatimal ar associatianal Koperties; lanpage 
and speech, which offer many h w h  of organization that can 



be trnned to m; social ma&; - as r o j ,  situatiG, 
and attitdies-the va rhs  noti- cumemhg the way the 
social wrld is aanstmcbd; and finally limits, following 
rules ar amscbusly breakbg is the primary for 
play. -, they- 
possible &inatim a d  integratian into q l e x  episodes of 
play, a r e q  aeRtral eics. (l977:9) 

The inclusioar & rules as a material resours for play is a campi- 
h - 

cmus featureofthis SdEse .  AscarveydescrLbes it, plal;ingwi#tk 

rules involves "violatirrg a ocannenticn, wttiny expqztation, or 

taking apart things a t  shwild go together" as s e l l .  as "risking thi! came- 
# 

quenaes of tramgressiq the b o m 3 a - k  of t b  permissible or the passible" 

that they are fascinated w i t h  the IMnipulatian of the 'rules of the 

the is& of rriake-belime. 'Make-believing orpretsndingishereinseen 

to be an operation of transfomatkm performed by children upon W re- 

souroes of their play, rather than as a kind of play. This prsped5ve 
m 

erphasiaes thle arnrarnicative mtum of play as a process wh ic f i  acts upan 
/ 

& to organize it in  distinctive ways. It further aqhsizes that 

kind of play. 



a t  the l e v e l  of values, ml~, ganres, beliefs, aid oral 
traditions, there may be a dinwsiogl exchive to* the 
child--it might be called an analogu~! ? ~ f  W t y - i n  which 
iadultsappearinaveqdifferentguisefruntheanethey 
-1- m t u a t e  i n  &ir models of society. (1974:127) 

In reviewing the &ars an-logical mJdels used in the analysis 

of children's play, Hardmnls chief criticism is tha t  they are arbitrari ly 
\ 

derived and give little consideratian to the meaning of tkhe analyti 

*) & carnies for the child. In a camenti upon tlae Cpies ' classificatmn, 

wh ich  identifies conspicu~us features of gams fron an &tilt perspecti vet 0 

sllggests that children may perceive different principles of 
- \  

organization: 

Possibly for the dl- important agpect of a garme, its 
refemme point, is *ther a ball is being used, e t h e r  the 
actim is q i r q ,  whether they join the 'it1 &en they have 
been 'tigged (1974:186) 

1 

W i t h  this perspective i n  mind, Hankpn attenpts to classify ~ l d r e n v s  

4 

useful in describing SIIE of the r i tua ls  of interaction bebeen dldren.  



- 

k' 
P " 

111 
i 

main aims of.scfioo1cfiildren h their am -Id, I 0 .  

suggest; are as ~~: to enjoy -ves and have fun in  
camertwithothers; totrickarrdmakefunoftheirocrrpan- 
ions, of adults, and #e adult -Id in gweral, and lastly, 
t o h n a r d a n d c o l l e c t ~ s ~ & h a v l e s a n e - s p e c i a l v a l u e ,  
SU& ti-t~, f- e, a old clothes, raake-~p, 
Mils, etc., reject& by adults. (1974:131) 

. A significant aspect of Hartanan's mkrstanding of the -1.d peculiar. 

to is her perception of the chi ld's  "apm-ed&" vision of the 
0 

world. Children', she w r i t e s ,  live in a "Protean" wurld (1974:176) where 

there is n, EEXI for a "rigid distinction be- fact and fiction, &ty 

andt illusionH (1974:128). This quality of f luidity in the cfiild's & - * 

s* is oantrasted by Hax&an w i t h  the rigidity of the adult nodel- J 
R x  scfmol&ildren, in &h am spontaneaus mrld, there 

is rr, reasm why fact fantasy should be diqaete ways of j/ looecitlg at events ard objects. In their esthatian the mrId 
maybemadeupof things,vhi&hawmtarlfrarreRleaning, but 
ate-t imeanother ( ~ a c u n t r a d i c k q a n e ) , a n d -  
ther and another. There is alnsst no limit to what thiqs 
m y  k a d  yet they are mm i 3 ~  less real far that. F'ran an 
adult's point of view the child's grasp of the cximepb ' fact '  
and 'fan+;lSy' seem blurred or 'intermingled, but to the child 
the rigid distinctiaa applied by adults is merely irreleverit 
unless-call forit. Childboodisatimefar 
t e s t i n g ~ t o p l a c e t h e b o l l n d a r y b e t m m t h e b m .  I t i s  
this aspect of the child's mdel of society a c h  to a large 
extent sets it apart frrm adults ' . (1974: 128-129) . 

Hardnran's analysis is therefore quite amsistent w i t h  my own cbser- 

vatim that * child's m a n  and understamling of the world is c m  

which is mt yGt fixed by -. . The &tinction between M t y  and 
- 

illusicn, an3 the lmmledge of dm.-e to pLeoe the bornrkry bebeen Ue 
- 

ixo, is c u l h r a l l y  determined and to a large extent it is h q u q e  which 
* .  

fixes this reality. Far children, the meanirrg of words and thhgs and 

m t s  is n e w  quite fixed. Mlreow, as Haxdman points out, children 



w 
instanae, that the biophysical emrirolnwt can be interpreted as an G 
alteirnative fonn of cammication a ~ n a ~ l g s t  children. Children assign and 

of a particular game or shared fantasy situation. An cbject " . . . 
squires n+ng or value thnxlgh its relative poeition w i t h  other objects 

of the specific =text " (1974 : 178) . In a similar sense, the orientation 

as the mmirg of &jjects in the chim~s)orld is mt fixt i ,  but m e s  
I 

to suit the W of fAe game, so too children's relatianships to c m  - 
in play- are mt fixed but fluid. This nuti& of fluidity of 

identity -ad relatianship is, I suggest, critical to children's under- 

standing of  thenselves as players d ' t o  their abil ity to distinguish play 

f j r o m , o t k r  nnhs of interactian. 

-, Helen sdwartPmn is oDnoerned w i t h  studying the play of 7 

amratmicatian ibf make-believe by preschoolers. Her stutty is significantly I 

different f r a n  Gamey's, hoclllevler, i n  'khattshe amsiders the text of chil- 

dren's play within the natural social amtext of the chQd and not i n  a 
4 

laboratory. EkhWwmm's- analysis is thus particularly relevant to the 

Urderstandirsg of the player's perspective of their play. Players are - 

tell thetrselves about themelw?s."b In tfris f-k then children's play 
- I 



ii 

also by the evolving relationships between specific in a specific 

social setting, 
, Y- 

the hmdiate social =text of the children is aff- by and reflected , 

in the pby text. 'Infamatian regarding the popularity and natural leader- 
* ? 

of the &ildren an3 mmxsely  hcrw the d r e c  play of the children in .,. 

mderslengs of o m  amther are thus seen> have an interpretive signi- 
- 

ficanoe in SdnuartPmn's analysis: the players have a-social history. 

and the "rifivlln of interactionn is inten&d as an in-an-and defi- 
J 

ni- of mwpiate cbaipt ive  tenm faf the t3fplanati.m of ' foruc3 

of &&---I- ~ 0 ~ 1 ~ ~ ~ ~ t D ~ a ~ ~ ~ V e  - - 



plary involving interaction. EEokRm, as I hope to shcwc,in the laext 

-, kinds of p l a y - f m  are predaruMn 
6 tly play with me, or 

i 

resames rituals i n  particular, e.g., ritual insult is 

* predaninantly play w i t h  the-rules of inter 7- . In this Section I w i l l  

be in-ing and defining l&e ISnw in a general sense; in the next 

/ 
chapter, I will . ~ l y  t k m  specifically to my am field -tiom. 

< d  

The players cmstitute a group of children, me, two or many, who play 
b 

together. There may be a social history ammgst the players as S c h w a r t a ~ n  ' 
d 

~sugges&whi&idaffected&andref lectedinplay.  Ihegrapof  * -  

players is -zed bjr the fluidity of their relatiost$hips to me " 
\. 

another and of their individual identities. players are a m t i n d Y  
- - - - 

devising systats of acmra;mication in the creatim of an evolving 

dfnmic interaction. ~ener-gll~ speaking, the players foster a spikt  of 

, -  --- 

mtian and i n t & c t i o n , - a a ~  ~actim" gi urn &A, A, as ~ e l ~ , ,  I && I 

-- --- 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ P l a y  ~a -. -Glay&ySis in &next =ter will t 

be particularly canam& dth pl& involving action, interaction, la*luage 



Each c a w r y  belw w i l l  be briefly descxibed in terms of the kinds - 
of play it encqrpasses. As @rvey points out, the categories are I& 

mutually exclusive and generally the&-qe a t  least t w o  involved 

1. P l a y M 1  virrg Objects 
i 

lhese wn be objectis which are played wi th ,  e.q., ails, or cbjects 
I 

play are frequently transfonaed or wwen into fantasy narratives. In my 

discussion o f  the semantics - of play, I described the ways in which children * 
use objects in play represent emtiFxls, ideas a d  relationships as well 

as other objects. EWtkmme, it wds p- that objeccts b e a m  

T h i s  includes the category of practice play developed by Piaget, 

the category of " i l h x n  as deelniped by CaiIlois 

" gra& play and active gams of children wfiiC9.r 

w i f i c  sequences of skilled action. 'Ihis category incfhes play 

&vkyts p- for the S e s a u r ~  of play s+ts that thi9 k i d  
4 

- z 

of play frequently sucfiplay form as the 

"mqh anl tumlk" play of the prescheeaer studied ty B 1 u r t o n - J ~ ~ ~ ~  (b67)  
- 

are a case in point. Further, the skipphg songs rhi& f+tk basic data 
k -- - - - 

3-- - - - -- - p -  - - - 

for W present study are an exaargle of the regulatian of interaction 

3. Play imrolvirrg In- + 
1 m the o$ play put forth in this thesis, i.e., 



invol- interactim ta a degree. Children are seen to  play w i t h  t 3 ~  
3 

rules of interacltion aPd aboeptable pattans of interpersonal behaviour. 

This is particularly evident in the content of the taunts a& teases of 

'are ule ritkls whi& determine the taking of h m ~ ,  who will be "it," and 
d 

r&owillgo first, etc. lheseayllimctcs are intyphmediatedbythemde , 

of ethics of phygmmd which d e c k s  mt shall have a faFr 

and -a ".turn." 

4. Play Involving Language and Sam3 

T 

Childrrrr play with the struchrw of as s d ,  Le., as 

arxrustic canstrucls. aBey perceiw manirq in prosodic features, i.e., 

m, intamem, pilxh, tenpo, and 1-s. Nansensical rfrymes, 

jokes, riddles, cfiants and the intonational s- of tame and 

of the -tsMeic amqdment to action, e.g., ~ imitated sound of 



5 .  Play Irmol* Social Materials 

i 

lhis is perfiaps the singIIP-mrst studied a&t of ~ h i h ~ s - ~ l a y .  

It is in this kind of play that ve mst readily i c h e  anzelatiolls 

cab2gory of play as follcrws: , 

Features of the social wrld, and of sodalxy learned a d  
txmsdtted expectations of the way objects, d o n s  and 

4 

peaple are related, p d d e  the p r h d p l  resaurce of make- 
believs or pretedng. This type of play, w k n  it involves , 

reoognizable "cfiaractiers" and plots of stow Ilnes, has . 
aIso been called dramatic or theatlatic play. (I977 :79) 

,' 6. Play Inml* Ehzlies 
1 * C 

Much of &ildrenls play involves playing with $he rules-the rules 

of d m ,  of interaction, of langmge and of 'social umvention. Mldren 

tend W reorganize the fixed Oanaeption of adult reality in certain 

ritualized kinds of ways. -, organizing prhciples of chil+nls 



1977) .' For purpo4es of the presat'slxdy, I prcpxq that cflildren's play, 
SL 

can be described in t e m ~  of a n m b r  of ' r i W  of intemckictn' ' RiizuaJ.~ 

are d & h d  here as culturally .qced-upan mles for beha- 

cne or anotber$aspect of interactim, such as teasing or pretending. 
/- 

?he rituals of i n t e m q a n  of the p1aygmm-d provide s w  in / 

for behav ia  in children's make-&= play, i . e . ,  in fhe ritual of 
\ 

prefxding. & (1974:132) d e s w  the "cdrerent discnwew of 

"having h." yl awn analysis of children's pbygmml activity w i l l  ex- - 

plore the social dynamics of taking turns, ritual insult and ritual decl.ii- 

-"and the insights of those w r i t e r s  who have been parti- 

view of the child, T ~ E  Ust is rmt intended to be aha'llstive, nor a m  the 



categories mutually e~clusive,~for exanple "having fun" is an almost sacred 

r i a  of all of cMldrenls play. There arre alnrost $ways several rituals 
k 

of interactim in rmy olne episode of play. I have tried tn incltkk ,only 

those dyxdcs which I believe Wt &ildren themselves oauld describe thew 

selves  to be doing. . . 
Sharing-of plans, ideas and secrets as wll as &jects - 
-tending 
Bel i ev ing  
-g BettFthg 
Taunting and Jeering 
Teasingandmakingfunofaneanotherandattults 
Gtmfing a r m d  and being si l ly 
Havingfun 
Making up *gs--g.8nes, stories, sangs 
Ccmpethg and aantesthg - 
'Qwshg - 

m m r  -EaepeaW,v  Wins 
aaunting-out, Singling-out, (zb06ing F'avOriiY33 
Ritual Declaration and Chanting 

CollectFng and Listing 

flnmdry: Play is an l%adnmlt 

dauinea in ule p-m chapter, this thesis prqeses that enact- 

ment be used as tkbe s t m z b m l  me-r for the description and interpre 

tation of & i h ' s  play. m e m r  anbines ebmnts fran each of 
\- 

the dsscripti~ c a + e s o r i e s - p ~ ,  resources of play and rituals of inter- \ ' . 

action. . . 
I Q E ~  of epa-t is attractive in that it can be used lm des- +- 

tribe &ldrenls -lie~ play as well as th;eir ~lrrre a&& gams, 
I 

players in d 3 ~  rituals of having .fun, prelxndhg and making up stories. 

' T k y  are playing w i t h  a$jects (often transfomed) ad social materials. 



in the rituals of fun and taking turns at playbgwith objects, 

mtian, intEtracrtim and language. It enacb ckildren's concepts of 

inclusivity and the setting of s m  of exoellenoe an3 quZUfication 

for the group. 

The mtim that pk@ is always enacted is a distinctive feature of 

play as a sys- of annnmication. T f k  feedback amacity of play as an 

enacted form, functions to expand and &velcp dldren's canceptual 
, 

understandings. Makebelieve is tkte creation of enactment shared 

imagination. *, * enactmnt9 of play represent a omfiguration 

of oancept d d ~  is largely m-. Play  is a rwnsystematic (vis a - - 
vis language) f- of amceptual loaauledge. 



W e ~ m i d e a o f a s a n a r a u s a n d ~ o u s l a n g u a g e ,  
spoken as m& according to sounds as it is according 
to words. 

Fmsseau, On hl Origin of Lanquage (lb66f 

soundwhich energes fran a large groolp of children i n  a playqmd.  Tfie 

sound of children in groups is quite different fran the sourd of ,an adult 
I 

Crows. As I began to listen mare -fully and purposefully ta playground 

scnmdandto thes rx l l adofch i ld ren in~ ingenera l ,  Igraduallycame 

to redLiz that one of the attractive Eeatures of playgmmd dience was 

its mus ica l  qualities. Fbr, in addition to the 'sing-smq' delivery char- 

acteristic of so'hwh of children's speech, the language of the playground 

itself oonsists mainly of songs, rhymes, and chants. I cam to reaognize 

and understand these as the natural language of children, , 

related data on the use of songs, &ants and rhymes in specific activities 

and social situations. Zhese -1ded circle-g- songs, skipping songs, 

* ball-bauncirrg solngs, hand-clapping songs, counting-t rhymes prYl taunting 

mts. My informants w?re children aged 6 - 12 years fran 10 elakmtary 



\ 

schools in the Gmater V a n r m w  area. T h i s  initial part of my in-&a- - 

tion of children's play took place in-151, m y  -une of 1977. I spent 
+. ', 

, 2  - 3 days a t  each scfiool and warked w i t h  xepresentatiw groups of chi*? 

a t  Bach grade h-1, in their class- situation (20 - 25 children) anS!m 

m y ' m  purpose m to,jog tbeirmries. In addition to this mthod-of 

data collection, I also spmt reoess and noon b u r  on the playgrcmd, ob 

senring the activity and occasionally asking children to 'damnstrate a - 

car in 19483" This was also dcne i n  sevqal phys . ed. classes. I kept 
f 

aaiiy records in *form of  fie^ notes olthese activities and w- 
e i. 

ti-. play of the 

various age &, but rather w i t h  a a p h i q  'sample of 

actuallYp&irrg and what I thought 1 was hearing or knew the rhylne to be - 

were fmquently different. The qies make a relevant oomrreat in the 



12 3 
'\ 

.7 Thus w find that variations, even apparently creative ones, 
occur more often by accident .t-han design. Usually they 
cam about through *hearing or  tanding,... 
'&a, b m s ' ,  no longer f a m i e y o u t h  today, teaone 
'canical breeches ' . "Elecanpane ' b d u n s  'elegant pain ' . . . . 

A t  c a ~  sdmol the pledges "Die on oqth', "Dianothe', and * 'Diamnd oath' were a l l  faund W be 'current a t  the same tine. (p.8) 
C. 

Frcn very early on in m y . m  observations then, I became aware that the 

significance of the rQms is rarely i n  the inherent maning of the 

mrds, but is rather in the use of the utterance in a specific situatim. 

For the mst part tbe mMial collect& was a part of what  Hardman 

(1974 has called the "aulxwmms .sub-culture" of the child, i .'e . , a - 

part of the lore that  pas- f& child to child rather than fran adul 

~ d l d  as i n  the case of nursery lore, and thus are a creation of the , "( 
children thenselves. 'I I did a preliminary analysis of the mterial fran 

9 

the point of view of its mica1 qualities, the cabination of mel* 

and chant and tEae use of repetitive rhythmic stmctues as a basis for 

endless Variation, 1'- very much interested in the musical use 
3 

of language by children and in' the relationship be- speech and song. 

S e d  r&mths la te r  I used parts of this cbllected material as 
"0 

wll as other children's songs i n  amhding music sessions with three 

group of sevaqear old children. I was interested in gaining mre 

infanuaticn m har chi,dren used their mi- as w e l l  as in seeing-if 

sam of the predardnant organizing features of the playsround lore - 
- 

the faechat im w i t h  repetition, substitution and variation - could 

be elicited using other kinds of mica1 m a t e r i a l .  I atknpted to foster 
- 

P spirit of play by enmurag- children to participhte in the direc- 
- 

tim of the, session and by al lwing for freedan of nrrm3stlent as mucfi as 

possible. the axuse of the sessiq wh ich  were a t e d  on 

tape as well as in field notes and c m & c b d  twice weeJcly over a period 



of five d, I began to gain sarre real insights into &ildrenls percep * 

I 

*ti- of the nature and functionof language. I becaarr! cONiinoed that 

in their use of hnguage, dldzen appear to make little distinctian b e  

been spech and song. their is often pitch& or sing-song, a 

so their song- is often an enthusiastic fom of shouting. H u m v e r ,  of mt , 
amsqw?nce was  the0disamry that for cfiildren there is an intimate and 

F carefully dcula ted  relationship be- sound and action. ul+tely, 

r; I have to reaqnize that the partid& i n w t i o n  of these tk 

basic e-ts i s , a  distinguishing feature of the cumumicative system of 

Verbal language, a m t i c  gesture and action are CCCtS3ined and in* 

g r a F  by chi- - -an evolving system of interaction : the language 

of play. Action is mre than the cnntext of children's use of verbal 

language; action itself is mmhgfu l ly  structured in children's cxamnnri- 

?tie system. ?he interplay of sound and . . action as systems of repremi- 

l&ol creates ule language 

another. 

This chapter ini t ia l ly 

of play: they mtudll? contextualize one 

Z P 
addre- itself to the dxildl s perception of 

verbal language and its place within the language of play. I w i l l  then 

i l lustrate  the ways in which sound and action are integrated in the 

p l q g m u d  a c t i v i t y - g m s  and linguistic rituals. Ws discussion w i l l  
f- 

include a arnsideratian of h m  the dynamic interplay of sound and action 

functions w i t h i n  the structures described by three of the rituals of - 
- -- - - - - 

interactim of the pbygmmd-taking turns, ritual insult and ritual 

declaration. The'ehcidaticm 03 this oonstr-uct of sound and action as it 

c k m z b d z e s  the mediation of interaction through ri tual,  i n  turn forms 

an intx&titR basis for the d t i m  of ule & of p- 



ga~rres and songs in 

develap the noticm 

* 

ule sodety of chi&dren. ~The'final section will 
Y 

that  playgrourad lore contains a cultural ethic and 
* 

deScribes a systematic process of est+blish+y I.rreaning which' is based 

quite specifically qxm the child's unique perception of tzsperience. 

The rituals of interaction will be seen to h x t i a n  an both syntactic 

and semantic leveh in the language of play. Unless otherwise noted, all 

cited are fran my own collection. 

- 

words Without Meaninq: 

In describing the child language mdel and ccmparing it w i t h  that 

of the adult, SanW and Kirshenblatt-Ghrblett (1976 : 77) argue that  
P- 

children'&Language exhibits a rrare strongly organized phawlogical am- - P 
- 

mt than that  of ~urther, p1~~101ogical patterning is seen to. 

be a generative feature of the child's &velaping model of language: 
- 

/' 

We would have to acaount for the priority of the 
phonological stmcture over both % semantic and ~~l;aatr 
m a t i d  in order to generate q "child" utterance, part- 
icularly that of a young child as distinct from an 
adult, and to delx3mi.m the "- *t 

s" of the parts 
of the utterance. (1976:79) 

4 

Acmrding to S- Kirshenblatt-Girrtlett, similarity of sound is 

a principle of generalization as e l l  as classification in children's 

Ue a d  in effect. wiulin the linguistic structures thqr p* 

in the ourt,the dcnkqr wants to speak."  he phon01~ical similarity 



naticn, an3 dynamics. It has wpq&edthat d-dldrenbegin thia 

.I 

p ~ i n e a r l y s t a g e s o f i n f a n c y .  Z h e f o l m o f h b b l l n g i s e e a n t o b e  - 



I 

abject. ~cwew, when t& eon- of the chiliits initial ' 

A d r i l d ' s m n 3 d o e s r w t . .  . ~ t e a ~ d s j e c t c x a ~  
ar an act; rather it signifies l a m l y  aold vagmlythe cbject - 
--*i--& the acts-Whw-- - - 
whi&itiaarnnmlyassodatdintfis~feoftheXild.  
aphdsmaybenowonone, rwrwmamther, ofl-sapects, 
~ t o t h e e x i g e P E i e s o f . t h e ~ m c n ~ c h i t i s  
waed, (1927:90-91) ' 



hutr#or;rs i l l ~ t i m  of this point arose in ny own dmmmtians. In 

px&hg far zm inem- of "MwAjueara, marijuana, ISDn"(dtred belaw 



by interacetion thrcnqh action, and is a siqnifiantd- wkreby 

&Ukm ritually s- rad organize that aclticn. the playgrand, 

a or a phF.ase signif& or signals a acclplm series of acti& rat.her , 

than an i&a 01: -. In play, as I will dmmstra*, bngmge CT 



they m y  mean. %is particular dynamic w i l l  be a reaxrent mic of 
disarssim in my ocnsideratian of the rnBaning of t b  gims and rituals of 

t3Y2 playgrrxard within the society of ddldren aImgst WePasel%es. 

prescnlbed by patterns of skilled mtor activity which i n  turn are accuw 

panied and regulated by pa- acoustic or appropriate 

. xumication are a part of the fabric of interaction anmgst children. 



or stand for, a p a r t h i k  a u t h  or of actions. Sound adds 

dhmsim lm action, clariQdng it and making it mxe predse and 

focussed, Action strwbres  in-on amustic ritual, 

Ihyll.res- These are ~barratiw in style and often bear no relation- 

ship to the activity in cphstion and in fact are inbr&mpable frem 

axes to be aSsociatsd with kinds of a&vities in the rrdslds of 

1) h k i l y n m b & h e r -  
Ridizhg an a buffalo 
Buffalo died, Marilyn cried 

' A n d t h a t w a s  theendofthebuffaloride 

-bIlbaBkiFpingsfng: exa0pI.e # 2 w a s o ~ ~ a s a c ~ ~ p n g .  
-7 scargs often haxe no particular defining features, 





prrspose that childxm use ,aA- of narrative devices su& as tfie 

Tkf lcmrwas&adsoIbOughtabed  
Tk bed was hard so I bought a card 
Andthisiswhatthecardsaid: 

these &via28 as 

i t isalsaccmnantofind 

Cosbcatenatian fmrozt~s joining a dyne w i t h  anather rAym? 
or w i t h  a series or list. T b s e  dynes ,and series can also 
occur -y. oarmran is t b  use of fW 
order s;eries, such as the alphabet, n-, .days of the 
w e k ,  mths of the year, ar lisb of ~ES&XS of classes 
(~rmes of people, p-, ocrcupatic+ns, kinds of fruit, etc.). 
Tkse series get a- to the end of a verse by naans 
of rmc91 fanntlas as: 



of adefidencyor lackof syntqnatic s & c t m h g i n & i l d  laamguage as 

Sanches and Filatt-Ghblett -t. Ra-, sud~ W o e s  aze a 
C 

feature of oral cultures i n  gmeral (see HaveW, 1976) and their 

repetition is a function of tkre ritualized nature of the language of tke 

playsround: Ruther, the use of a xbyn~ or a s q m m t  of a r h p ~  in 
' 

several situatim is also indicative of the -dd U 1 s  predisposition 

meanitBgful use of * -tic pecvliaritie$ ad patterns of hncpqe by 

d o n  of rfiynre amm tro both wuuld differ prirtlarily i n  of k 



Mat-- 
Just the size of Montreal 

r a w  #an being the mt of a deficiency in syntagmtic stn;actures. 

Finally, the follcwing exanple of a narrative scng used &s acospani- 



m g e  in pLay is a& used to refer M a specific actim or se- 

qwoe of acticns. A d  or aphrase signals or s t a d s  for, a oomplex 
I 

series of dm,  ram than an idea or a mrwept. Saoe of thsse . r 
L. 

dlm&&'p the p* require omsiderable t2oadhatiiar to perf0.m 

rmpletely rq9tifyingr eeg., hcw does a m  perform the "tweedtes" and 



Drm't f-t to pick 'em up - Joe 

turn the a#---ner. Here the mrd carrier is elmgated for as lcaag as it 

takes #e skim jmpbadc in, To "slan&,the brakes," the skipper 



17) Girl Guide, Girl Guide, dressed in blue 
lhese - the actians you nast do 
Stand at atbntion, stand at ease 
M your eUxklEi, bend yuur knees 
sabtetothecaptain 
B a w t o t h e q l E ! n  
a a e n t u r n y r x a b a d s t o t b e d i r t y ~  
Icandotheheel-toe 
I can do the splits 
I can do the wiggle-wzqgle just l ike this  

' 

.. tn the emrate patterns of actions and interactf.an of playgraclnd gaples. 

As Gamey mggesb, am of the critical defining fea- of &ildrenVs 

play is a mutual  and Ifiythrrric regulatim of the t m p  of action by the 

the s a q  "Hello, hello, hello sir." Sand (and song) punchate actim 

and chant. In this 6, t 2 ~  linguistic rituals of the phygmmd are 

?he ritual of taking turns is a significant aspect of cfrildren's play. 



a prardTlent aspect of childhood culture. It repmssents a smlified 
\ 

fq and for how icng. Taking turns is a ri- of interactipl used by 

order of 

players ,, 
licated. 

'=- 

- -  
the skippers. As skipping gams often involve upwards of ten 

gets a turn. In & game of skippins is usudlly sarre kind 



" 

which results in variaticm in the length of individual turns. . 

d t i m e s  use series or lists--& nmbers, letters, mths, etc.-in a 

20) A, B-ee, M a n d  M and O-o 

In example #19 the I& nay be tun& "bv%or," "outdoar," or "fmntdborn 



25) a h ,  Liradoln I 
Nhatthehedthweyou 1 

r - a c k s l i F c e w a t e r , ~  
Oh ny gosh, it's (i0di.W) 



to assist the first skippr in leavitag: 

AndvEdoa'tneed 
Shut the &or 



of p l q p m d  lare, is We scarg about the "two little dickie birds:" 

skippers at prescribhg various foaaulas for jurphg in and out. 

EsGanples are: 

35) All in together *Is 
!this is f h  ma- girls  (We are the w&er girls) 
Jurpoutthemthofyourbirthday 

(W of yaur 
(n* of yaur birthday) 
(initial of your -theart) 

variants,cnlyafewofwhicharelistedabae, I tcrmalsobefurWer  

byarequMng that skippers jutp back in according to similar 



each tire until all are in T ane skipper j m p  out an each 

repetitim until all are out. &se soap often involve a dozen skippers 

or mre at the sane & and decisions as to which skipper has missed the 

rope are oftien difficult and sumwhat deucate, 

the many skipphg smgs wh i&  pase a question at the end. T h i s  question 

?he pepper test usually involves a n e  series, and is often carpli- 

cated by additiondl rqukmmts ,  e.g., "yau m t p g e t  past your age ar 

you're out." Ihe following enlings and variatims -upm appear in 
4 



40) T e l l  the first initial of ny -theart 
A , B , C , D , .  . . 

These narrative devices are mt i n  that *y help ~ detePrrirae the 

of each individual turn. H a e m ,  the actual con-t of the 

question and the cfiildren9s respcllse to a skipper &o kissed a snake 50 

t h s  (as in a variation of exanple t 3 ) ,  is a source of mu& teasing and 

hilarity in the p- . The narrative endings are functianal, but 

lTIilly begin the series anmt imrrediately after the qcrestim has been posed. 

'Jhe follckling are additional exaqles of phrases whi& appear -tly 

in anm?r to q~lestions and are ski@ in "pepper:" 

T k  last 

anmber 

44) 

e x i m p ~ i s a ~ a m m s k i p p h g s m g a n d F c r w k e  (1969:70) lists - 
of intriguing variaticm upon the ending: 



What Mnd of dmss wiU she marry in? 
Silk, satin, oottm batting . . . 

What kind of hrcruse will she live in? 
Big hewe, little house, pig pen, bam . . . 

mre variations, often s e d  wi th i n  the ~aane playgroup. Other examples 

of this pkmmm are "Two Little oidcie Birds," "Spanish Dancers," " A l l  

in Tbgetker  G i r l s "  and " C b k e l l a  dressed in  Y e l l a . "  

in theiexcflancp as anelaborate actimpattern. Each tum of p&-here 

specifically in skipping-is d e w  by appropria* ~ ~ ~ ~ O L I M I X ] ~  

of a mre ar less ocrrplicdted of d o n s .  l n m m  is thus 

based qxm an imitative and in sam cases, ocnpetitive perfopllil~hce of an 



represents another aspect of the way in mch children use p l a y g m d  

rhyrres to pmctuate and regulate action and i n t e r adon  i n  play, dis- 

' cussed in the previous section. The present discussion has illustrated 

that interaction in play is described by ritualized action. 
b 

> 

Ritual Insult: 
I 

?Tae Medrq of Intonational and Rhythmic Sixucbxes 

~faunting, j e d q  and making fun of others is a famurite pas- 

of children in gmups. Garvey has suggested that the child is breaking 

the rules of interpersanal d u c t  in such exchanges in an effor t  to 

test the limits of other peaple''s tolerance (1977:108) . These rituals 

can occur bekeen two m i n g  &ildren, anrrngst a gmup of children 

about am* Mld or  group of children, and very significqiI3.y 

ammgst a group of dhildren about *ache.rs and adults. Thy  f requ~~l t ly  

involve pmfanity, or the blasphemy of the sacred in adult tenns. 

Rim insults  are created by varying popular phrases or retorts f r a n  , 

y, -0, e*., by -ins popular sang nursery rhym, and , as 

w e l l ,  in the use of specific n-elodic and m c  strucltures. 'The 

cansistency of ritual insult in tenns of fom is -le. 

The interaction smmmdbg the ritual camarnic21tim of derisfm 

may be friendly o r  unfriendly, hue=, i n  the truly playful sense these 

sayings are not really IIPBlt. Ritual insult is fEqwntly U d e r k h n  as 

an escalaw exchange bebeen children to pruve who can say it bigger 
.) 

and better or who can have the last mrd. hetimes W sheer humour 

of the ex-e Ca;l tramform the d r i m d l y  into the friendly. ~y ' 



~ ~ l l i n g  in rim insult, children, in effect, practioe a ri& 

dislSp for o m  another. 'Ihis has a temkmy to defuse potentially 

hostile encounters and thus premt incicknts w h i &  attract adult 

in-a. Ritual insult organizes -t. * 
In t3-e tme spfrit of play, .t.he maning of ritual insult is in 

pmoass, i.e., there am few messages andmany wags of saying each. Ihe 

45) t@yournosewitharuWerhose 
M o e  as far with a -late bar 
Further yet w i t h  'a j\arbo jet 

In your ear with a case of beer 

In your" jeans with a bibg of jelly beans 

gizzard w i t h  lizard 

In your aadc w i t h  a Big Mac - 

wh i&  is also reoorded by .t.he Opies, is: 

46) Smtl3 &,yau and IIDE of it , 



nythical and indeterminah quantities & a killion, a dillicn, eta, 

'I'aunting and jeering is also used in other kinds of soda1 am- 

For ins-, in the'- of basebdll, players ritually taunt the pi- 

 and^ batter: - 

47) We want  a pi-, not a belly-i- 
S 

48) We want a batter, not a bzdcen h&W 

- Fa-" lhyme is but one -le of many. In o w  cases, children are 

tormnted me of .a specific incident or disposition. There are many 

rhpms enshrLning ~ "cry-baby," the "tattle-talen and the l ia r .  S t i l l  

ather &yms are used as7=.torts fca: such j-. 

i 

form is rnost usually bm bars of 4/4 time, sung or chanted, &ually tb 

the tune of "Rain, rain go m~ay." ?he fouxkting taunts are only a few 
1 

exrmples of possible viiriati.0~~ of this. p$rticular f o d  pattern: 



- -InkpinkyaustMc 
Riding on a dcarkeyls 

/ 

; Stare, stare, liloeabear / .  
Don't fcGg?t your llxkmmr 

Ymyunbubbleguin 
St ick  it up & -IS bun 

~ ~ ~ ~ f Z t ~ f S a z ? e e x t e r a d e d b y ~ a ~ ~ ) t h e r ~ k ~ a ~  

in the following exanples : 

51) Ymyunbubble gun 
Stick it up the teacher's bun 
When its brawn, pull it down 
Y r n y u n ~ l e ~  

lhis *cuLar melody is tk classic exaorple of & i X h n 1 s  sarag, 

m t d y h g  the charac.teristic rising 2nd and falling minor 3rd. It is a 

melodic pattern w i t h  K, uards, i.e., nya, nyat6 as a taunt. Ihe two 



Fp.2- - 
@,ir 

l ine formal pattern is probably m n g s t  the mst camron and widespread 

in all of children's lore. It is mt often used i n  derisive omnnmica- 

tion, h w ~ v e r ,  it also craps up in parts of other 'gm songs, e .g., in  

the introduction to the following skipping song: 

52) M g e  fudge te l l ' the jhge 
Mam's got a newborn baby 
Pearl, pearl it 's a girl 
Papa's going a a z y  

b 

Another ccmrmon ream of creating rh-s wh i&  can be used to tease 

and make people lo& the formdl of 

popular song or nursery rhyme and variations. Nursery 

characters, TV personages, teachers, adults and social institutions are 

often the brunt of these songs. The creation and exchange of these 

rhymes m n g s t  children generally involves a certain amunt of ommisera- 

tion as well as a large dose of fooling around. I found variations on 
I 

songs. I include s a r ~  of the mre oolorful variatlions: 

53) F&sss are red 
Violets are bronze 

- 'You're a nerd 

pnd I Irn the 
/ 54) See see my hippie 

out and m e  with m 
And bring your LSD 
Clinbupmygroovytree 

down my Honda 
my mini-bike 
'11 be outa-sight forever mre  

on children's song "Oh Lit t le  Playmate") 

55) McDonald's is your kind of place 
H a & u .  in  your face 
F'renc5 Eries up your nose 
Pickles be- your toes 
And don't farget the chocolate shakes 
Straight f r m  the m r  lakes - 
McDonald's I want my m e y  back 



I ' just had a heart attack 
McDonald's is your kind of place - 

56) Jesus Christ S-tar 
Who in the hell  do you think you are 

5 

57) Mary had a little 1- 
She also had a duck 
She put them on the windowsil~ 
To see i f  they would f a l l  off 

' 

In dealing with material similar to that in ewnples X56 and X57, ~an&es  

and Kirshenblatt-Girrblett (1976 : 104) write : 

Children of this age [14 years) are delighted by the 
obvious violation of the sociolinguistic rule of style 
level: one does not use profanity in  a religious speech 
act. The beautiful "pure pun" i n  the follaving ex;nple 
fmn a fourteewyear-old, mined w i t h  the sex them and 
the perversion of the original "lbther Goasel' into a "gmse 
mtherl1 rhyme. mke this r h p  attractive to the o l e  
child who-will enjoy his abili ty to di-iguate a true 
pun: 

f Jack and Jill went I$? the hill riding on an elephant = 
Jill got off to help jack off the elephant. 

?his, section has been ooncerned with children's ritual insult of 

ll- 
one d t h e r  in  play as w1l as with the characteri tic childhood riotion 

that eveqthmg i n  the world is worthy of being made,fun o f .  In this - 
discussion of ritual insult,  I have been particularly, crnoerned with 

i l lustrating hav children use sound and i n t o n a h n  to express m g .  

The literal v M  rmtent of playground taunts is seen to be an erbel- 

lishment o r  an onwentation around a wry s-le acoustic npssage.. The 

parodic song cycles (X53 - 57) are characterkfrlc $ play •’0- Jn that 

Urey upse t fd l i a r  M a n e s  and- expectations by rphkinsrphkins fun&•’ the mrld.  
- 't :* 

The section as a whole highlights and aphasizes the child's peroeption 

of pattern and fascination with its mmipulation and variation. 



Ritual' Declaration: Achieving Consensus 
1 

The nature and function of ritual declaration in,,children's play 
8 

- is a colorful and fascb t i r fg  m a  of study. Ritual  declaration repre- 

sents a specific B of language by children, as w e l l  as a consecration 

of word in deed. The Opies wribz "the gestures with w h i c h  the signifi- 

can- of the language is stressed, for exarrple, spitting, crossing fingers 

and t o W n g  cold iron, are gestures which have been accepted part of 
i. 

ritual since ong before our m" (1959:121) . In cannrtnting upon 

the relationship bebeen play arid poetry, Huizinga remarks upon the 

Wrtance of poetic language i n  the rituals of archaic culture: 

In archaic culture the language of poets is still the mst 
effective means of exgression, with a function much wider 
and m r e  vital than the satisfaction of l i terary aspira- 
tions. It puts ritual into mrds , it is the e i t e r  of 
social relationships, the mhicle of w i s d a n ,  justice and 
mral i ty  . . . At this stage cultural activit ies are per- 
font& as social games. (1938: 134)- 

I use these two qmtations i n  order to  @asize the iqmrtane of the 

ri& action as a part of the r i tual  declaration. Huizinga's cammt 

-% 

-\- 
suggests that the r i tual  i t se l f  preeded the words which acccPnpany it. 

The ritual declarations of childhood reflect not only the child's belief 

in the power and raagic of language, but & the extent to which actions 
eu 

'are considered 6 be nean ingf~ ,  and further the extent to which language 

is i n h t e l y  intertwined with action in' the af firniation of maning. 

Language lies saazwfiere be-en music and magic i n  the ritual 

declarations of childhood. The Opies desmibe these sayings and a- 
> 

panying actions as the means by which children conduct the business bans- 

i 

tc 



- - - - - 

actions of their society: 

The school&ld, in his primitive ammmity, conducts 
h i s  business w i t h  his fellows by r i t ua l  declaration. His 
affidavits, pranissary notes, claims, deeds of mnwyance, 
receipts, and notices of resignaEon, axe WW, and are 
sealed by -the utterance of ancient mrds w h i &  are recog- 
nized and considered binding by the whole mmmmity, 
(1959: 121) f < 

/' 

- 
- 

Qlarlotte Hardman makes reference to the elemnts of the supernatural 
- 

wh ich  are evident in such rituals: 

- 
The supernatural world, whi& for adults is evil and 

disordering, and therefore must be placed outside of soe 
iety,  for children is an a c e s s  to order. Their figures 
of authority are the wor'ds whii seal their  transactions, 
their decision-making--the toss of a coin, a counting-out 
rhyrae o r  the f i r s t  to cry 'Bags not ' . , ,. . ,wy appeal t o  
the pms of a m r d  alone, calling out 'Done', 'On', 'Quits', 
'Square', expressing the agreerrrent and &ligation to the fom 
of a bargain . . . . There is nothing earthly about the i r  
routines; they rely and refer to-fiigher powers . . . . and 
given that  they have their am yie*,  the preoedures make 
sense: no me child would have enough authority to achieve 
the effective order maintained by these w f u l  words and 
gestures. (1974 : 152-3) 

'Ihe association of ritual declaration with #e supernatural is 

exenplisied i n  the saying "Step on a crack and you break your mther ' s  

back." The Cpies classify these as statements of half-belief. Haever, 

ritual decl&ations as a whole require that  children believe. Uttering 

the q r o p r i a t e  words o r  phrases and performing the acccrrpany&g actions 

can bring good fortune, verify the truth, determine possession, resolve 

with a prescribed action, although there are in s t anas  where words alone 

can decree and transform. Consider the following earples fm the 
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Cross my heartsand h p t o  die' . 3 
King Sayer,  la& Magic, 1977. 
T O W  the black to make it true 
Touch green eeTl~ make it very t n ~  

'%are mn - player must to& hcxe base 

Wot it" - player frequently touches another and runs m y  
- % 

Touch bla&, no,bcks 

much teeth, tou& leather 
No backsies f a  ever and ever (sa~t i roes  perf- with little 

fingers hooked; Cpies, 1959:132) 
7 

In order for any declaration to ha? pcwer, &e utterance and ac- 

cc~apanying act must be performed correctly according to  local custcan. me 

@ies cite several local variants, for instance, an the appropriate way 

to "cross" the heart (1959 : 124) . Children are bound by these declarations, 

although there are rituals whereby their power can be reduced or eliminated, 

e.g., cmssing one's fingers during any k i d  of praniqe or vx mans that 
I 

you protect yourself fran recrimination should you happen to be b?lling a 

l ie .  The player is thereby reliewd from acting accor,$ng to the state- 

nrtnts. Hardhnan raakes an @ interesting case for the interpretation of the 

use of spi t t le  in &ldmn's ritual transactions as a sdstitute fqb lood  

(1974 : 151) . The above exanples &aff i n n  the notion that the performme 

of the ritual action is as inportant as the utteranae itself in ritual 

declaration. In fact 

Ritual Ckclaration 
t 

the utterance i tself  is viewed as an action by the- 

ritual declaration in children's play and games are 

the way as t k  previous discussions have re~aled. 

is used in beginning play, e .g., in choosing team, 



-boun&ies. C r i e s  of "not it" 

(skipping) are exanples, as. well as 

. 
player mles , rules and identifying 

I 
i 

(Tag, Hide and Seek) ar;d' "First up" 

the entire repertoire of counting-out rhyms. During-the game of H i d e  

and Seek, the seeker w i l l  c'=sy "1, 2, 3 an I' when he/&@ sees 

ano t̂.her player and then w i l l  race the player t o  " H a  Free. " A t  the 

end of' the gam, and by implication the beginning of another, the seeker 

aies "Olly olly outs are in  free" which signals the beginning of the 
% 

chorus of "not it" to detennine the new seeker. 
d 

By far the largest and lfiost easily accessible collection of this - 
kina of mterial is to  be found in  the oounting-out rfiymes of the plap- 

* 6 

ground. Children peraeive counting-out to be a way of giving all the 

players an equal &an&. Children use oounting-out i n  a variety of sit- 

uaticms, both in thz? playgrouhd and outside of it to make decisions. 
e 

munting-out rhyms are used t o  detemdne who w i l l  k " i t "  or who will go 

first, to choose team, to h i d e  who w i l l  wash and who w i l l  dry or who 

w i l l  get to sit i n  the front seat of the car, and even to choose who w i l l  
Z 

be =&unter in the munting-out rhym (see exarrple U59). Rhymes my 

count outbxties,  hands, fists, or  feet. S a t e  Ihyms decree by custcHn 

2 shall be "it";  other rhylnes ,declare the 7 
I 

that  the f i r s t  person counted out 
/ 

4 

last person l e f t  to be "i t ."  The l a t t e r  process beaxes very involved - . 

out and furthek, is increasingly sus- i f y y  players are being munted 

players remain to be coimted out. 

IAat mst &ldr& errgage i n  sanre form of strategic manipulation of 
t - 

muntingsut in or&r to influence the out- to suit their am 



p-es. Fra-n a very early age for i n s ~ c e ,  children know w h i c h  

people of two tb begin the xhyme " e b y  meeney miney mom with in order 

to control it$ outcarne. Goldstein -ports that the mst carmon means of 

,maniPula& is by an extension of tk rhym i t se l f .  ~ s s e n t i a l l y  this 

gives the oounter the opportunity to pick another " i t ."  Exarrples of such - 
exknsions •’ran my own material ame: 

I 

63) , and - my mother said to  pi& the very best om 

64) and you are not it 

W e s s  of the oonsciousness of the mnipulation, m e s s  the aanges 

are perceivqd to be unfair, the &clamtion still holds paer. 
f 

One aspect not explored by Goldsein is that which deals with rhyllles I 
whi& add m r e  of an el-t of chance by asking qclestions of certain 

players i n  the grow as they are pointed to. Their answers are then in- 

carporated into an extension of the rhyme: 

65) Midcey Muse bui l t  a house 
H a v  many bricks did he use? ' (the play& pointed to on the 

t word "use" pidcs a nmber, e .g . , 
10 and the rhyme contimes) 

66) My rmther and your rrpther were hanging out the clothes 
Y.T mother punched your mther right i n  the nose 
What color was  the blood? (the player pointed to on the word 

"blood" pidcs a color, e.g., purple 
i and the rhyme continu%) 

Purple--P-U-R-P-GE spells purple and you are not it. 

c. 

Curiously en- these are u s m y  rhyms which declare the l a s t  persm 

left to be "it." In ewnple #65, it ispfeetvhich are being munted out 
- 

wfiid.l mans that both feet  must be counted out before a player is out. 

U s e d  in this way, the rnunting-out rhymes becane games all in themselves. 

Many of count input  rhps are nonsensical, far rmre so than in I 



other game rhm. This exenplifies the phomlcgical organization of 
I 

language by the child as w e l l  as eqdmsizing the notion that it is not 

the Itreaning of the words but the mntext of their  use which is signifi- 

cant for the child. Further, with specific reference to the nature of 

ritual'declaration, it& the magic and nystique of the sourd of the 

words, the aura created when uttering the utterance, which &fords power 

to the ritual declaration. me follawing are representative ex~nples :  

Aka, baka, soda cracka 
Aka baka boo and out goes you. 

I die chickadie 
Lhbun bony * 

Ala ala whiskey 
Chinese checkers 
Icky bicky boo 
And out goes you 

Entry kentry country corn 
Apple cedar and a ~ l e  thorn 
W i r e ,  briar,. lirrS3arlcck 
?hre geese in a flock 
One f l w  east and ore flew VES 

One flew over the cuckoo's 

Rhythmic and Phonological Organizatim of Playground L o r e  

- Ad,, tk outset of this chap,ter it was arm that  children attribute 

meaning )d the s a m l o f  language a d  itS prosodic Teatti%%, of€% with 

apparently l i t t l e  need ar regard for its conventional system of refer- 

ences. Furth&r, w i t h  referend to  the Sand-res and Kirshenblatt-Ghblett 

stcdy, it w a s  pr- that children's organization and production of 



(particularly in speech play) is dminated bq phomlogical 

patterning rather than grammtical or semntic mnvention. Ihro~@out 

the chapter I ha= remarked upon instances of the rreaningful use of into- 

nation, r h p  and rhythmic structures. I would II~W l ike to expard, using 

specific exanples, on the nature and axplexity of rhythmic 

in children's playground language as w e l l  as on the peniliar m i n a t i o n  
" 

of rrrelody, chant and speech w h i &  is a characteristic feature of children's 

use of language i n  general. A s  befoxe I w i l l  focus upon the ways i n  which 
2 5  

sound and language are related to mtim and interaction, hem specifical- 
- 

l y  with the incongruities between the mtgr of language and the mter of 

rrPtim and the ways in which they are reconciled with me andther. I 

w i l l  wc lude  with a discussion of the use of rhyme and assonance as it 

refl& the phonological organization of language by dlildren. 

Mu& of the language of the playground.exhibi a regular rhythmic 9 
form, one whi& is W a n d  i n  term of mter and rhyme and which is 

appropriate in terms of an adult nodel; Hwewr, there are as w e l l  mny 

ewnples which exhibit a mixture of rhythmic fonm and mters, frequently 

MKlY of these rhymes can be sung or chanted or spoken interchangeably, - - 
s0"etj.m~ depending upcsl the tradition of the pla &up or the context of 

use. Further, the use of rhyme by children is h looser than what an 

a t  would define it to be. In much of playground language, rhythm, 

popular skipping song w i l l  serve to i l lustrate  

several of these t h a ~ ~ ,  as w e l l  as to intro&m the notion of metric 



irregularities i n  children's playground language: 

Fudge, fudge, tell the j d g e  
Maroa's got a new born baby 
Pearl, pearl, i t 's  a g i r l  
Papa's going crazy 
Wrap it tp in tissue paper 
Send it dam the elevator 
F i r s t  floor simp 
Seoond floor stop 
Third floor turn around 
Touch the ground 
Get out of this izum 
T-0-W-N -- TckJn 

Lines 1 - 4 are sung to  the tune of "Rain, Rain, G o  Away," while the rest 

of the song is chanted. Lines  5 - 6 and 9 - 11 are &anted a t  twice the 

speed of the rest of the sang, hcxever, this  affects neither the speed 

of the rope nor the actions of the skipper. A close analysis of lines 

5 - 6" reveals a considerable degree of phonological mnsistency in the 

use of aspirated mnsonants and the "s" sound, as w e l l  as in the inper- 

fect  r h p  of "paper" and "elevator" (also ''babyW and "crazy" in lines 2 

and 4 ) .  Lines 9 - 12 constitute an example of metric irregularity. Being 
1 

&ant& a t  twice the speed of the restr of the sollg, lines 9 - 11 consti- 

tute om mssure of 5/4 mter, as does the final l i r e  of the song which 

returns once again to the regular ta-qg.'l ihe rest of the scng is in  

4/4 meter  including lines 7 - 8 w h i &  apparently have only 3 beats. me  

implied mica1 rest is reinfored by the action r&ted of the skipper 

i r regu lar  m e t r i d  extension to tlie skipping songs "Spanish Dancers" and 

Metrical inaxlgruities are found w i t h i n  the rhymes and songs than- 
@ 

selves as w e l l  as in discrepancies whi& exist * be the new of the 



~c~cmpanghg mtion.  In a aertain sense these are related phenarena and 

as I hape to show, irregularities in the rSym!s are IMnipulated by child- 

ren i n  order to bet ter  f i t  *kith the metric regularity of mtion.  Children 

employ a variety of means &ich &ange the rhythmic dklivwy of language . 

to suit the rhythm of a particular mt ion  or  a presmibed intor$tional 

pattern. The mst ev5dent of thes? techniques is to alter the e x p e w  

patterns of stress and intonation. This i nc luks  stressing unstressed 

syllables, elongating words and -1s and pausing i n  order to 'use up' 

beats, and gamaing m y  syllables into a single'beat. 
- 

Irregular swess patkerns often appear a t  the  end of skipping songs 
G 

&en the action changes and the skipper is required to skip "pepper." 

Usually the song itself constitutes a kmplete rhythmic form without the 

qxestion. Often the question *ti& precodes "pepper" belcmgs mre to 

the realm of conventional speech rhythms and the norrml stress pattern 

m u s t  be IMnipulaW to suit the rhythm of the rest of the song, giving a 
3 

a t  awkward i n t o n a t i d  pattern to the question. The follaJing 

exanples should i l l u s t r a t e  the contrast bemeen the regularity of the 

scmg's rhythm and the regularized quality of the' final qw&i&see also 

#44) : 

72) Blondie and Dagwood went wtown - 
Blondie bo-t a wedding gmn 
Dagwood bought a pair of shoes 
He also bought the daily news 
How mu& mney did thq spend? 

73) Policeman, p o l i a m a n  do your duty 
B Here comes the bathing k a u w  

Skre can do the m l e  
She can do the s p l i t s  
She can l i f t  her dress right  over her hips 

. How ~ ~ n y  inches did she l i f t ?  
9 

One of the m t  d e a l  ways i n  which d l d r e n  adapt the rhythm and 

d' -\ 



structuree of speech to  su i t  the design of playground &ant and rhym is 
5 
\ 

+a by craTrming as many syllables as pss&le  into a single beat, frequently 

trying to t r i p  one anoker up on appropriate pronounciations. Often 
8 

these exanples appearin adaptations of popular songs to su i t  other 

purposes as i n  the following: 

74) 'Ihe Old Grey Mare she s a t  on an electric chair 
Burnt off her m d e r w a  
In cam a polar bear and out mt she 

75) 'On top of old S r r n k q  
A l l  cover& with sand 
I shot my p a x  teacher 
With a red rubber band 
I shot her with pleasure 
I shot her w i t h  pride 
For I could not m&s @r 
She was 430 feet  w i d e  
I went to her h r e r a l  
I went to her grave 
Instead of red roses 
I th rew a grenade " 

4 

nLis tedmique tends- to heighten hilari ty because of the sheer ridiculow- 
% 

4 

ness of the thought of old grey mare on an electr ic  chair and a 430- 

foot wide teacher, as weil as because of i$e staccato rhythmic effect 

produced by reciting "electric chair" and the exaggeration of size conjured 

in the sound of t'1430-foot wide." Other exanples of rhythmic staccato, *. 

which is quite m n  in children's r f i p s  can be found i n  exanple #15- 
J 

L. 
tissw ppr, send it d m  the elevator." Rhythmic form is meaningful 

farm in t h  language of play. 
-L-L ' 1 

AIIO- wans of expldining the metrical incongruities in the 

langu&e of the playgrorrnd is by examining the rhymes as a ambinaticn 

of song, chant and spe&. In the exampfes cited previously, s p s h  was 
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IMnip.ulated to f i t  the muld of the meter of the action or the conven- 
* d 

tional meter of rhythmic fom or song. In the following examples th&e 

appears to'be little concern with adjusting the natural syllaQic acoents 

of words or intonational @terns of phrases to su i t  a precon"ceived 

rhythmic fonn. The rhythrrrs of speed and song and &ant d i n e  in an 

evolving rhythmic narrative:. 
r 

76) Marijuana, marijuana, LSD: 
Scientisq make it, teachers take it 
So why &' t we? 

77j NO IIDE beetles in tea 
Making gaqly  eyes at  E 
Trying hard to mike ICE laugh 
N o  m e  slugs in my dinner. (Hardman; 1974:148) 

Sanches and Kirshenblatt-Gnblett explain the notion of metric 

incongruity in children's spee& as the result of a "stringing tcgether" 

of several shorter rhythmic •’0- into a longer song or r h p .  m i l e  

th&s is an accurate i n t e r p ~ ~ t a t i o n  and a ccarman occur~nce,  it does not 

always present a carcplete picture of what is going on. It is here that 

- 
,' the context of the use of the rhyn-e &g a critical consideration in  

the interpretation of speech play. A s  I w i l l  damnstrate presently, 

what is m t l y  an irregularity is m d e  regular in the game i tself  

by changing the expe&ed stress p a w  of words or lines of the song. 

?he first aanple is cited by KirshenblattaGir&lett (1976 : 87) and taken - - 1 
fmn tbe Abraham collection Jmp. Rope R h p s  : A Dictionary (1969, 119) . 
Tbm ewnples fram my rn collectim corroborate WE notion that children 

, 
oftM string t o g e w  d i f f e r e n t  rhythmic form to make a longef song: 

78) Caroline Pink she f e l l  dam 
i 

She caught the scarlet fever 42) 
Her husband had to lea= her. (3) 1 



She called in Doctor Blue (4) 
And he c a q h t  it too-- (5) 
Carolin5 Pink •’ran ChinatrxJn. (6) 

79) ~ittl;? Tiny Susie had a bike 
Li t t l e  Tiny Susie went on a hike 
She f e l l  d m  a hill 
She laridd i n  the m i l l  
L i t t l e  Tiny Susie had t o  take a p i l l  

80) You put ants i n  ny pants and mde m dance 
You put je l ly  on my W y  a d  mde w smelly 

-YOU put &eese on ny knees and made me sneek  C 

YOU put per i n  my ear and made me v r  
Ski& it in your ear m e r ,  you're a qwer 

Curiously enough there is a sense of finality i n  each of tfae examples in 

spi te  of the segmntation of fom. In example #78, the repetition of 

"Caroline Pink" has the effect  of rounding off the ,rhyme; in e-le #79, 
8 

the l a s t  l ine  has one rmre stress than the f i r s t  two lines haking the  
.! 

effect  of balancing or  ooncluding; in exanple #80, the l a s t l l i ne  contrasts 

w i t h  the repetitive nature of ,  the rest of the rhyme, while maintaining 

the sam internal r h p ,  once again creating an inpression of f inali ty.  

In discussing exa~~ple #78, Sanhes and Kirshenblatt-Ginblett remark 

that  the " r h p  is irregular because, i n  terms of rretrical organization, 

the coupkt  structure begins w i t h  the s d  line" (1976:87), where it 

would n d l y  begin with the f i r s t .  me f i r s t  line produces a "pseudo- 

coUpletn fran two h a l f - l k s .  The overall structure of the r h p  is thus 

bm rhyming couplets, one p s e t i b c o ~ l e t  to b g i n  and one odd last line. 

The authors state that the s e g ~ ~ ~ t s  are r h p s  unto themselves and further 

that  the children who cmpsed the r h p  "did not see the organizatian ,J 

1 I 

of the s i x  l ines . . . as a totality" (1976 : 88) . This they a t t r i b u b  to 

the limitations of the child's s y n t a g ~ ~ ~ t i c  organization. 

H m e v e r ,  if the sarne rhym is analyzed fm the point of v i m  of the 
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context in which it is used--skipping-a d i f f m t  m e t r i c a l  organization , 

appears. Sanches and Kirshenblatt-Ghblett refer to the difficult ies of 

assessing mtrical units i n  oral verse. In their  own analysis they , . 

choose to interpret this rhyme as being amposed of six four-stress 

mtrical units.  This analysis b e m _ s  prablemtic i n  lines 4 anda 5 in  

particular, which yithout inserting a musical rest ,  are diff icul t  to 
a + 

think of in four beats. The natural accents for lines 2 - 5 are as 

follows : 

 he caught the s&let fever 
/ / / 

H e r  husband had to leave her 
/ / / ' 

She called i n  m r  Blue 
/ / / 

, And he caught it too 

In al l  likelihood, lines 2 - 3 are recited with four stresses such that 
1 

both syllables of words l ike "feve~?' becane awxked, Icieking these lines 

read as: I 

/ / / / 
She caught the scarlet fever 

a / / / / 
Her husband had to lea* her 

~ines 4 - 5 hum& q W w e l l  retain only 3 stresses in the action of the 

skipping and may rmre appropriately be one line of 6/4 ~ b ~ r  rather than 

as two lines of 3/4 or 'two,lines of 4/4 w i t h  '-licit rests. It is nrzre 
,. 

difficult  to speculate here upon hm a gmup of -children 'yould use the 
- - 

r h p  than in the previous bm lines, or to know whether or not this 

wuld be given 4 stresses i f  "&r Bluev becam "Doctor Purple." 
' .  

Certainly it is unnecessary for We-skipping meter to b t a i n  a 4-stress 

l ine in either l ine 4 or 5. A s  an k t i v i t y ,  skipping has an even and 

7 
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regular terq>o, -ever it red not be mderstood within a musical or 

poetic form. 

A similar e l e  occurs in lines 7 - 8 of +euanple 1171, cited a t  

. . the kegmmq of this discussion, hcwever, here the integration of 

language w i t h  notion is clearer. The s k i d i s  required t o  stop the 

7; the pause, or musical rest, is implicit in this action, tho@ the 
? 

meter my not always be rigidly rrkhtained. In any case, it is the 
-k 

rhythm of the action which takes precedence over the rhythm of the 
-1 

acmrpany+gdsong. The skipping songs then do to the rhythmic 
= rj \ 

form of poetry, but rather need d y  reflect  the regulqr 
2- 
1. 

@ 

Counting-out r h p s  tend i n  g e m r l  to be metrically-r&ar, \ 
hawever the addition of extensions introduces incongrdties. These - -:*\ 
extewions my  add any nurber of addrtynal stresses to  the rhyme ccmrollly 

in 4/4 meter. E'urther, the extensions stress each a m t  evenly, inclu- 

d i n g ' ~ &  like "and" and "the." Usually there is person counted 

out &for each word. A s  i n  the skipping 'songs there is a discrepancy here 

betww the mtur of the r h p  an3 the metric use to which the r h p  is 

put. In the following exmrples, which are both written in  4/4 mter 

(I have l e f t  out extensions), the f i r s t  is divided into 16 regular 

stresses for purpcses of counting-out, as would be expected. The secand 
' 

'ewmple, hawever, is divided ihto oarly 13 stresses far countiriS-out 

although it has 16 beats. paus& inh&t in the musicdl analysis 
e 

do not functim as beats for counting-out, th~ugh they my be apparent 

in the child's recitation o•’ the verse: O 

81) Engine, engine No. 9 
Going down Chicago Line  
If tke train ws off the track 
Do you want your mey back? 
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82) Icka, blicka, blinda 
The monkey washed the winda 
The win& brake 
The mpkey got soaked 
Icka, blicka, blinda 

rhythm and mter of the acampnying action .reaches its greatest ccmp1e~- 
- 

ity i n  the clapping ganes and songs. Tra$ltimally these are chanted or + 

sung at one speed, clapped a t  another. The clapping songs are in 4/4 

E&-- accented strong, weak, medim, wak; the basic clapping pattern 

is a-6tbeatpattern as follows: 

1. Clap both hands down on knees rP 
\ 2. Clap own hands together 

3. Clap right hanfis with parher 
4. Clap own hands together 
5. Clap left hands Nth partner 

. 6. Clap own hands -the. *d 
.. 

t This juxtapsit iming of duple arid'triple meters mans that  the accented 

b a t s  of the song do not always f a l l  on the sarae clap. This is further 

canplicated by tlae tqmxdous n u b x  of additions and variations to the 

basic clappihg pattern as well as in  consiikrable variation •’ram one song 

to the next as to which clap w i l l  f a l l  cn the f i r s t  accented beat of the 

song. This generally varies according to the n m b r  of upbeats in the 

clapping song. 
-=-- 

In the f i r s t  exanple below there are 3 qbeats which place the 

first acoented beqt of the song on the fourth clap of the 6-clap pattern 

as above, and thereafter, the s-trong beats appear on claps 2, 4, or 4.  

In the second exarrple, there is anly one upbeat whi* p l a e s  the initial 

stress an the 2nd clap of the pattern and thaeafterxon claps 2, 4, or 6. 

?he third example has 3 upbeats, however, there is another a d o n  adeded 
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to the clapping pattern for the wrd "moss," leauing only two u@x?ats a 

in the regular c l m i n g  pattern and placing the f i r s t  strong a c m t  on 

the 3rd clap of the pttem and thereafter on clap 1, 3, or  5. 

2 3 4 i-2 3-4 
Oh /lit/tle /play/mate 

out and play w i t h  ~tle 

And bring your dollies three 
Clhb up ny apple 
Cry dawn my rain-barrel 
Slide down my cellar door 
And we ' ll be. jolly, friends . 
Forever m z  

& 

4 1 2 3 4 1-2-3-4 
My/ boy/fkiend's /name /is /~a' t ty /" 

caws fran Cincinnatti 
With 48 taes and a pickle on his nose 
mat ' s  my boyfriend Fatty 

2 3 4 1-2 3 4 1-2-3-4 
C r o s s  /down /when /John/ny /was /orre / 
He 1- t o  suck h is  thmb 
'Ihm&-sudcer, thurrb-sucker 
Half past m e  

Cress dawn when Jchnny was t w o , -  etc. \ 

Musically speaking, it requires considerable concentration and co- 

ordination to a d q t  and IMintain different speeds in the song and the 

actions of the clapping gains. Children do this unthinkingly. 

'Ihe incidence of rkyme and assonance in playground langua s' e is 

frequent. In addition to tbe w i  pread use of perfectly rhyming mrds, Y 
there is as wll mx& made of words whi& almst rhyme or w h i c h  children 

use in rhyming patterns Because of other phonological similarities. In 



dhpers/wiaashicla 'pers, baby/gxavy, kiss#splits, hips#splits, chief/ Z police, eight/brak dive/tides, Hope/goat, nine/behind, l i t t l e  lady/ .': 

ukelele, sweet/cheek, soldier/told her, soap/throat, shopping/talking, 
't 

mini-bike/outasight. Many other mllectims have similar mteri-a. 

?he use of rhyme by children is much b g + e r  than the 'rfiym' of 

adult understanding. I n  its broadest sense, and i n  a per-orient'ea 

context, rhyming is an example of San&es and Kirshenblatt-Ghblett's 

notion that dxildren organize language phonologically. Sare of & pairs 

cited above are probably the result  of cakeless or 'uncertain-pronuncia- 

tion, e.g., battjer/hdder, hmv5r, in others the *rfiyr?er-is obviousiy 

the result of a repetition of a v m e l  or ccnsonant group, e.g.! meet/ 

cheek and mustard/busted. In still others, it is the repetition of a 

metrid pattern i n  canjunction with phonological s&arity which ax- 
I 

st i tutes  rhyme, e  . g. , little lady/ukelele and mini-b&e/outasigh$: Freq- 

. uently, bm or even three mrds stnmg together rhym w i t h  one, other. 

There is evidence also wi th i n i  the pairs cited k ayfs-of ~ l o s e . p h ~ 0 1 0 -  
9., 

gical association between "t" and "k" and between "mm" and ?n#" t h o w  a 

thorough linguistic analysis might reveal a mre amyLcated relation- 

ship than just this, e.g., me involving long and ~ 0 l - b  as ' 

N l  . * - 
,$ A 

In addition to these exaqles of rhyme in  the linguistic rituals of 
a '  

wi th  o m  another rep=atedly i n  playground lore, owing both to 

I )  

association, e . g . , bubbleguqlfm ' and ants/pants/dano;?. m 

6 
'6 

P 

'Ibis sectim has outlined several of the aspzts of phonological and * I  
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- - 
rhy&mic pat&ning which emrge frm chiIdrenTs playcp?ound rore &ing 

I 

.selected exauples fram other, resources in addition to my w n  collection 

of mteri&. I h&e momstrated again upsn the nature of the ?kfikxface 
1 ,  

betwen acti-here specifically w i t h  the ways in which chil- 

dren adapt e ITTanipulate the mter of p t y v  and song (characteristic 

of may of their kingGistic rituals) to f i t  the mter of the action of 
c 

the gam (or v i i  4). #I have tri4 to aphasize the-lexity and 
1 

e s t i c a t i o n  of the dynamic interplay of sound and actim in children's 

play, as w e l l  as to illustrate the kinds of mnipulative &vies enplayed 

by &ldren to maintain e i o n  be- the active and acoustic dimn- 

s i a  of playground a d v i e .  

-3d5vity. Ihe present dismssian will fQcus upl the semantics of play- 

- g r w l d  d v i t y  and its l m d n g  far cililarm amongst therueelves. It is 

viously estabUsbes a peer w i W  -play ~IWP which in 

turn cmata zm qe-lFnk cul- built u p a ~  culturally agre&-upan codes 

\ 

h~nsu ish lns  thw fmn & rest of socfety. ~~ children be q; 2 



vides an CPpartuniQ for children to share m i x h d  understandings of 

the world and to make reality and experience ccacprehensible according 

to  their  am perceptions. The elaborate linguistic ritbls of the play- 

ground constitute a part of 'the folklore of childhood: -they speak of 

the real everyday espriences of children, of *eir principal com=erns 

and u n i p  v iew of the world. They serve tb validate cfiildren b inter- 

pretations of their  experiene. Play is truly a story &ildren tell 

In addition to fostering a sense of gnBq.and establishing a societal 

order, in play ch$ldren also develop a mncrete ursders€anding of their - 

*w 

identity i n  relationship . Tfie scbolage child spends a 

proportionately large armun~of time pl&ing w i t h  other c h i l d r q ;  - This is 

a t i r e  of greatly expanding awareness and knuwledge of the self i n  rela- 
''--'+-? 

t ion to o ~ e r s .  In play children align t h e v e s  spatially, physically 

and verbally w i t h  orae another. The ertlergiq self is a central focus of 

c b i l d h d  on the playground. I n  mtrast to the adult approa&, the 

&ildts identity in h i s h e r  peer group is to a large exbznt detennimd . 

by what heishe can - do rather than who they say they are. 

me purpose of the present disassim is to i l lustrate  hm the garnes 

and d~ymes of the playground function to reinforae children's sense of 

thrmdves as a group as well as lm cul t ivab  a sense of self-identity 

which is not e a t e d  by adult categories, To this gnd, it amcentrates 

qa-~ the semantics of the utterma i n  the and chauts w i t h i n  the 

self-images are articulatid in the etkical codes of the playground and 

in the rituals of interactim discussed in m e o n  w i t h  the present 
* 

mterial. The initial part of the discussion w i l l  f v  upon the ritual 



of fun' of the world, both as it is indicative of a deliberate 
/-- 

counter&ing of adult-defined reali ty and as it is a function of a 

qualitatively different &tern of otegorizing exprienoe. I w i l l  

illustrate this latter pint by trying to describe the organizing prin- 

ciples underlying a specific notion, i .e . , tbe association of f&d w i t h  

the body a d  its functims, w h i c h  energes as a reaxrent  mtapliorz in" the 
3 

present collectim of playground lore. I w i l l  then q discussion 

df content by examining the recurring ~ s ,  characters and,cariacatures 4 . 
of playground lore for what they disclose of the salient features bf 

I 
- 

childhocd -Pene, as w = l l  as  for what they say of children's interpre- 

tations of that exprience. Finally, I w i l l  deal with the r i tuals  of 

interaction-ritual insult, taking turns and r i tua l  declaration-as 

focussed interpersonal dynamics whereby &ldren can 'align themelves - 

w i t h  one another in very specific ways. They are seen to a n t r i b u t e  W 

children's sense of thenzselves as individuals, to enhanoe their  awareness 
4 

of other children as i n d i v i d d s ,  to pram* their sense of bdonghlg to 

a group and to maintain hesion and unity within the group. 
3 

Play is the language which all children understand: it is their 

respmse to (the incmprehensibility of) adult-conceived reality. This 

respmse is bui l t  around the creation of an alternate reality or rdities, 

organized aamrding to children's perceptions and categories. These 

a l m t e  and uderstardable realities are based qmn real experiences, 

of the world ard the peqle i n  it. . 

cu l tu ra l  pse. . This is the back- against which d l d r e n  enact the 



am particular views of the world. By munterposing the perspective 

of ad&t-defir@ reali ty in ritual. ways, children are better able to 
\ 

define and clari&,the salient features of thir arm viewp0i.k. . The 

assertion of independence •’ran adulthood is both a group concem, i.e.. 

sanething whi& childreq acamplish w e t h e r  in 'making fun of' the 

\ 
%rid; .as well as an attitude which is i-equirrd of individuals within the 

p u p ,  i.e., a test of their loyalty to childhood. 

&cording t o  the dictates of childhood culture, a &ild must be 

able t o  discard adult viewpoints idorder  tb establish his- awn self 

m n g s t  peers. To a great extent th is  ability to counterpose adult reality 

\ 

abili ty to stand apart fran adulthood very highly in their. estimation of 

one another, e . g. , in the worship of a schcd misfit. A t  a less exb$n~ 

level, it is a rite of passage into the mainstream of childhood cultur& 

This r i t e  is d x d i e d  i n  an ethical &"hi& considers the s p i r i t  and 

understanding of the child to &e preoedence mr thatlrepresen'ted by 

the adult. It be- hprhnt, i n  fact sacred, for a child not to be 

a tatt letale,  a cheat, a spoilsport, a crybaby, a scaredy-cat, or a . 

goody-gmdy. Further, the child is often required engage in  forbidden Q' 

activit ies as a r&ns of winning the qproval and acceptdnm of fellow 
\ 

thk playground is harsh and m c i v e  i n  pne 

respects; it a m m m d J M p m d e n ~ e ,  p a r t i d x l y  f r a  the 

interventim of mothers and tea %iving disputes or  dealing with 

by children of one another. 
L 

T h e  rejection of &t culture is e-ind in play i n  the ritual 

of 'making fun of' the world.-: This is a re- . . to the seriousness 
, . 
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adult warld as h e l l  ay to its avcmd fixity. ~nythins can be mde 
a 

fun of including those institutions and personalities which children 

t?mnselves hold sacred. The parody of the "McDonald's" song (#55) is a 
. 1  

good exaqle, as are the r h p s  in which Papeye lives in a garbage can 

eating wo~nr j ,  E3&& and -in lay eggs and Santa rides i n  a 'crashed up 

Chewle t  ' : Making fun of the world produces laughter m n g s t  children. 

Anything that ' l s  upside dam, inside out or othewise altered fran its - 
now state is funny. - Children's cult- places v a l z  on the Ludicrous; 

they mck and transform the solmmity and seriousness' of adult cul ture .  

Children not only find adult sqiousness umeessary, boring and slightly 

beyond tbe grasp of umkrstanding, but they are also often excluded from 

adult culture on occasions of significanm (a t  least  in Western cul d e )  . 

counteracted in this ritual. 

' m g  fun ofi the world and of adult reality is often a deliberate. 

and conscious ritual adqted by childreri in  or& to,pruduce an effect. 

A s  noted above, it involves upsetting, inverting or reversing the fami- 

liar, expected adult conceptions of the world. Children understand very 

clearly that  what they say and do produces responses which can alternately 

'3 aue, horrify, upset or shock adults and other children. Being able to 
i 

\ induce or precipitate desired responses in others appears to be a fccus 
'd 

of mastery i n  chilcihood. %en children play tricks on adults or other 
i 

a b i l i w  to effect that  reaction. 
* 

In making fun of the world, children are manipulating pat&!rns of 
a .  

expectation in order tb produce certain kinds of responses and effects, . 



usually hm&@us ones. OIE of m y  illustrations of this p m e s s  is fomd 

in ewnple #57,'a slightly off-colour version of "Mary Had a Li t t le  h!' 

?he child usually refrains f r m  making the last l ine rhyne knowing that  d 

the anticipation on the l i s d r ' s  part is mre  effective than the utter- 

ance of the profanity i t se l f ,  particularly i f  the listener i s < a n  adult. 

This is also an exanple of the notion that children use words for which 

theyn do not yet haw meanings, b;t which are, in their exprience, assoc- 

iated with a definite response. In tJx case of the above exarrple, the 

child knaws that  by uttering the profanity itself, he my  cause a violent 

response in  an adult o r  p r q t  another child to tat t le tale .  

In additi9n children's deliberite attempts to upset and s&vert 

adult m&ls and concepts, .there are also ~ ~ n y  exanples in  hi& the child 
\ 

only appears to be making nonsense out of adult reality. %ese are 

actually atterrpts to make a kind of sense out of the world: they are 

the result  of a quahtatively different categorization of experience. 

It has already been p r o p x d  that children's nonsense rhyms actually 

make a phonological sense out of language, i.e., the child is not w i n g  

to mke samtic sense or m t i c  nonsense, but rather is fascinated by 
7 

his or her abil i ty to create ph01101cgical patterns, organized by rhyn6, 

~sSOnance and rhythuuc features. Ewnple $71 i l lustrates each of these 

features. In the b m  lines 'wrap it rrp in ssue paper" and ,'send it dcmi 
0 - L 

the elevator."( which refer to a baby) , mankig is organized i n  th 

of 'gqer' with 'elevatort, the prt?dmhance of short vcmls and 

tition of the syllabic and stress pattem--a seven-syllable pattern 

accented cn the f y t  & f i f th  syllables. Children never give pause to 

va-ider what &@t do to the baby; this is not a part of the organi- 
c.c 



features of ve&al language play a subordinate role to the creation .of 

lneaning through phonology. 

The child's mans of categorizing q r i e n c e  is different f m  that 

of the adult. Studies of d i ldren '  s a m s i t i o n  of appropriate conceptual 
- . . 

categories for things suggest that ini t ia l ly  children do not group e l e n t s  

according to a feature which is commn to all elements, tending rather to 
I 

construct ''ccmplexes " (Wgotsky, 1962) or to devise ? groqing strategies " 
(Bnmer and O l w ,  1963) which are based up08 physical similarities, 

associational characteristics and functional t h m s  (Sanches and Kirshen- 

blatt-Ghblett, 1976:79-82). Cognitive irrmaturity is not a deficiency; 

'it is a different point of view. In "The Study of Children in  h i a l  

Anthropology", Charlotte H a r h  demnstrates that &ldren have a differ- 

*ent conception of the boundaq between nature and culture 
C . 

.analysis 

of child&nls categorization of anirrals and %heir relationships to people 
P 

(1974 : 140-149) . Fran the present collection. of raaterial there energes' an 

association of food w i t h  the body and its functions which is further 

evidence of a different conception of nature and culture as w e l l  as of 

+%he sacred and the profane. 
.-.../ 

The body and its functions are a central focus of childhood. As the 

activity of the p1aygrom-d illustrates, mastering mtor-sk i l l s  and physical 

activities is a predcminant nears of self-knmledge for the child. In. the 

preschml years, children leam how to dress, feed and toilet themselves. 

Much of €h&%en's IAeS cenkEe mmd muri 7 t and its mmxpmt, 

carpleuentary activit ies as w e l l  as around apidly expndhg kxwledge 
/ 

of the b d y  and what it can da, ~t is natural in scsne sense, that children 

should associate t k s e  categories of exprienae with ane another. 1 



J~hreover, andwith .particular reference to this  phemrmon, i .e . , the 

association of f o d  w i t h  the body a@ its functions as it appears in the 

linguistic rituals' of the playground, the child ' s beginning vccabulary 

contains m y  'food' and 'body' words. The parts of-e baty and mrious 

kinds of food are a natural basis for the learning of language. The 

schoolage child has acquired colzsider&le fluen& with this  vocabulary 

making it perfect material for play. 
- * 

j Recalling one ag* the child's predispsition to the phonological 

organization of language, it is no surprise to f i  such rhyming pairs as ?r 

Hckyever, there are also many rfiyms and sayings in which children use 

food to explain or describe the various functions of the body. 'Passing 
P 

e 

pungent arazla of sane m e s ,  this is a logical ca 

' i f  not an a p p q r i a t e  ore w i t h i n  the adult cultural context. Other exaw 

ples of this practice araongst children are as follows: 

86) Milk,milk, lemma& . 

Around the oorne,r, fudge is made 

87) Mami mia, papa pia 
Baby's' got the diarrhea 
Mama said it wouldn't hurt 
So FR had it for dessert 

.r 

These exanples demwtrate that for d-Lldren food and was4 products , - 
b 

are not dissimilar &-. ' For the adult, the association is appalling, 



'hew children are assessing these substances in relat ion to body 

functions and to incidental physical similarities. Usually food goes 

into the body and w a s t e  v s  out. Haever, the first exanple makes , 

reference to breast feeding w h i c h  is an exmple of food c&g out of 

the body. This y strengthens the basis for the association of food dth 
I - 

k&y w a s t e ,  as do the abvious textural similarities between the two. For 

the presd~ool cfiild, the similarity is unconscious: the schoolage child 

ig mare of the distinction which is mde by adults and uses the material 

largely for  i t .  e f f e  and ,its asser$ion of indepe f m  adulthood. 

In exanple 887, for instane, the child is m c k h g  the 

social order as w e l l  as creating a phonological construct. ' Exarcple #88 fv- 
is used as a taunt. To an adult, the sqmblism is cbvious; for  children 

it may be less so. Children of- repeat rhyms su& as this one i n  

appropriate circumstanaes without ever mders- what they really 

nean. The repetition itself 4s sam kind of an attenpt to bain ari under- 

standing through clues,garnered fran the responses whi& the r h p  pro- 

duces in others. For their awn cultural it is often 

d i f f icu l t  or unacceptable to admit ignorance: 

The association of food with b&y waste, and in f ac t  with anything 

whi& is excreted •’run a bcdy orif ice,  is not a confusion be- eating 

and defecating. This beccxnes evident in the rhyn-es in which children use 

this d a t i m  ih de r i s iw  ways in order to taunt one amther. The 

89) Pick your nose, rub your bun 
Then you'll  ham bubblegun 

90) Fatty, Fatty, lqm by four 
Couldn't ge t  thraqh the bathroan door 
So she did it on the floor 

4 



. Licked it t q  and did sane rmre 

91) Yun yun, bubbleglan 
,Stick it up the teacher's bum 
When it's ripe, take a b i te  
If it 's not, let it rot  
Yum y m  bubblegcan 

The body and its functions is a categoq of experience which M U S ~  

appear highly anbigwus to the child. It is not only riddled with taboo, 

but things are not as, they agpear to  be. Furtbenmre , for the child 

? 

A learning that there is a word for everything in the world, here is an 

entire category of experience for wh ich  there are few appropriate words. 

The words whid.1 are m d  to describe basic body functions are either 
t 

inpolite, e.g., poop, or overly scientific, e . g T  . Children use - f 

food, which is a familiar s&stance, in order to descr' e and understand S these functions. For children this is not a profanity, although they 

recognize and manipulabz! the sense in which this is not the case for the 

adul ts  ar& them. 

a Children live! in a world wh ich  is, to sam extent, autonamus fran 
% 

adult culture because of viwpoints such as the one described above 

( H a r d m n ,  1974) . In my discussion thus far, I have sugqesw that the 
L 

rhymes, songs and garnes of the playground can be viewed as an assertion 
-1. 

of inde&ce flcm adulthood and -1-tarily, as a recognition of 

\ the autonauy -licit i n  a uniqye rmde of perception. I have p r o p s 4  

that the cultivation of this au- identifies children as a graup and 

of experience in play, gong w i t h  its ritual manipulation% adult 
\ 



conceptual approaches, is the process wher&y childhood culture is 

established. I w i l l  now turn to  a discussion f what the concerns of 7 
that culture are. What do children ccmramicate 'about in play? *'What are 

the 'Uen~s and who are the characters in the elaborate linguistic rituals 

of the playground? 

A t  the outset of this discussion, it was stated that the linguistic 

rituals of the playground were a part of the folklore of childhood and 

that they spoke of the ekprienaes, attitudes and c o n ~ r n s  of children 

in  their daily l ives.  In addition to the focus upon the body and its 

functions referred to earlier, children's lives m t r e  around their 

families and growing up, their teachers a d  going to school and one another 

and playing. N o t  surpris' gly, it is these thems and characters.which 

predaninate in  the .songs 2hJh yms og the playground. -re are also - 
repeated references to certain e q d a y  kinds of exprienoes, e . g. , going 

to the store, going to the doctor, going to the mvies, getting a haircut, 
4- 

as w e l F a s 4 0  the peculiar childhood fascination for things like b ~ l e g m  

and uxknear. To an adult, this list of conems may appear amrphous 

and lacking in a e s i o n ,  playgromd lore as folklore acts to 

integrate these otherwise disparate e l m -  of experienae into a cccrpre- , 

and sayings of the play- hensible whole. I h q e  to shclw haw the rh 
r 

gxuund are a dcnmmtation of children's psponses to, ard feelings 

about, real experiences of people and events. 

F d y  reiatiomhigs a d  personalities •’om a cmtml *ic-arotn?d -- 

vhid.1 to ccnpose J A ~ ~ E S  and sayings. Characters who appear regularly are 

raotfiers, fathers, bby sisters, brothers and ~ ~ t h e r s .  Aunts and 

uncles &ear Illore rarely. m s  axe the mst well* laped characters I" 



in this  scenario and appear mre frequently than fathers. They are 

often portrayed in-a nurturing role. They make sure that  children e a t  

properly (#37.- '~armts, potatoes, o~~ and peas*). mey take care 

of children when they are sick--#3, #4, and #36 are exanples in &ich 

'mther called the tloctor'. Mthas are also portrayed as the persons 

Who give children permission to do things, as ell as asking $uldren 

to do things: 

92) bbther may I go and swim 
Yes my darling daughter 
Hang yow cfothes on the hickory link 
But don't go near the w a t e r  

i 

93) B l u d ~ l l s ,  cockleshells 
Eveyf I=y, Wer 
M y  mther sent ICE to the store 
And this is what she sent me for 
Salt vinegar & t a d  

Mothers are also per&& to be knclwled-able and are often summed 

in incantation i n  counting-out rfiyrrres in order to validate decisions (#63)  
i 

as d l  as in  oaths of sflenoe and secrecy to aonstzcrate solemn va~s  

.(Opies, 1969:12%6) . The relationship betteen mothers X@ fathers in 
* 
-a children's rhymes generally mvolves the children. The reproducti~lt3 cyde  

is rbre or less urderstood by &@dren, a l t h o w  sane of the playg~~und . , 

As noted previously, these kinds of rhymes are often learned fran older cA 

standing of what ttLey are saying. H w e v = r ,  o n e  again, the repetition 
4 - <  



itself an attenpt to &stand; the &ild is seeking a familiar response, 

one wh i&  w i l l  augmnt his  own &erstanding. 

Baby brothers a d  sisters are portraped as doing strange things Q 
children's rh- a d  nxding to be 'lodred after ' .  In exarrple #4 and 

its variations, Susie Q and Tiny Tim try to eat the soap and dr ink the 

siblings. h e  of the classic skipping songs portrays an incident hi& 
. -* 

m y  children have exprienoed or wished to experience with a brother or k 
sister of similar age: 

95) m by the ocean, dfxm by the sea 
Jdmny b a e  a bottle and he blamed it on ~lle 
-1d frh, Ma told Pa 
Jchnny got a lickin', so Ha H a  Ha! 

~ntereskbgly ~RO@-A, gr-thers are portrayed as being sick (#2) or 

inept as in @Hey, pitcher, you throw like ny garadma,? O c c a S i ~ l y ,  they 

m=rthers e& have to do: 

. . *  - 

are portrayed doing things which children cannot help but mder i grand- f 1, 

Grandm blew a big o& that blew right o 
- 

f f  the door 
?he people coul&iit take it, the &r fell apart 
Just  because of Qranny's super-saic •’art 

w 

C r .  

A l d r e n  often have difficulty understanding older people and are requiredx ; 

dren to share their feelings-of, not mulerstar&q older pwple, or of 
A 

having to d&l with brothers and sisters. Tkbese are experienoes which are e v 

Y 
ccmron m n g s t  children. . 



Outside of the M a t e  'family, mst w l I - -  perso~iage i; 
C) v P 

the teacher. who is arnstantlY:insulted. In all of the - cited 

thus far, " teacher is n&e to lo& ridiculous (#51, .#76, #49). 

Tea- continually have 'bubl& up their bums1, or &e '4% feet 

wide ' , or loak like 

Wt Dismy song: 

97) Hi ho, hi 
?he water 

Frankenstein as in tbe follawing adapt&im 6•’ a 
I 

*. 
P 

- 
. , 

ho, i t 's  off to school we go .: 
tastes Like t ~ n r p e n t i n t  

The teacher locks like F'rFrankenstein . S T *  % A &  % , 
- Hi ho, hi ho, hi ho 

- 
4; - - 

. G 

Ihe ritual abuse of 'teachers and schcal-s hasy been cultivated by generations . 

of &ildren. This is a sacred rite of; childhood. Children evenLmake%n . 
i 

of t e ~ ~  &an tky like. ?he tea&er's pet ahmt always suffers &re 

kind of ostracizatian fran the playgroup. Ihe abuse of teachers and ' I  

s&ools is understandable in the sense that tea tend to restrict ' 

- 

-t and noise and to confine play. f A 

The rhymes d c h  ridicule tea@rs s-st that *&ildren have diffi- 

parents. Childrei-~ peraeive teachers to be in a class by theraselws. ME 

than a& other adult, the tea& demands that the child relinquish a d  
- 

abandrxl cfiildhood. The tactics of teachers i n  this regard are often 
- 

unamprunising and ooercive; Tead.lers are a&ts w i t h  &an d-rildreri &ve 

a great deal of amtact in a very mxmwly defined context. For &e, -- * 
* - -  

@ 

children farely see their teachers w i t h  their d l d r e n ,  02 do* 

familiar kinds of things, like 'eating or sleeping. -r, the teacher 

F- 
has a great deal of authority over children and W d r e n  ham few avenes 

- - - + 

of reaurse or defense against tkbe wfiirrs of their teachers. A s  a result, 



the hyraes U u t  teachers often portray them doing te r r ib lq  things to  

children, but equally as often children gain a synbolic retribution I a t  

least  for the mideeds of their  teachers. In the follcrwing variation 

c p n  "The Battle Hymn of the &public," the teacher suffers his or her' 

just desserts : 

98) Glory, glory Hallejulah 
Teacher hit m with a ruler 
So I got him a t  b e  door with a loaded 44 
And he ain't wnna teach no mre 

or 
U 

So I hit her an the bean 
With a rotten tangerine 
And she kin't gonna teach no m r e  

There are m n y  other characters who people the &ants and rhynk of 

the playground. ,Doctors are familiar dmracters in these fhyrrres, usually 

appearing w i t h  nurses and a t  the request of mothers (#2, 84, #36, 676) . 
Policemen are responsible for arresting people and putting them in  j a i l  

* 

(#12, #73) . Cdmys and cowgirls have guns (#14) and  cat^' f r m  sawhere  
- 

else. Rol-;bers are 'rascals' rather than mnacinq or fearful characters 

( # 5 ,  X30) . & n e a t h e i r  exterio?, Boy Scouts kiss the girls (#8) , 

and G i r l  Guides do the 'wiggle-waggle' (#17).  Hippies are 'outa sight', 

'cjKQvy' and ' sroke LSD' (#54) . Sore of these dmracters appeppear to have 

derived their persmalities from the t h e s  of children's play as +ey ' 

5 
ham k e n  handed daan thro* the generations rwer than f r m  & t e ~  

porary sources or M a t e  e x p e r i ~ s ,  e . g. , q x  and robbers cowbays -F 

and I n d i h .  In additicm to  these character types, there are also m y  
.A- 

appearance3 mde by f m u s  pei-smalities from cartoon, d e s ,  TV s h ~  
-', 

and nursery r h y n ~ ~ ,  b3th 019 and new. In the present mterial alone, 
i' 



warances  are mde by Donald .Dude, Mickey muse, Jack and Jill, Mary 

and her Little La&, Papeye, Batman and -in, Tarzan, Rudolph, Old 

McDonald, Cinderella, Santa Claus, the Red Baron, the Fonz, B l d e  and 

Dam, IQrilyn M m m e  and Bcb Hape. 

' G r h g  w' merges as a central concern of children on the play- 

ground'& in their linguistic r i t d s .  Grming up my man m y  things 
,' 

to  a schoolage child, who is old enough to renmhr being different. 

Usually these are specific things, e.g., getting older, getting bigger, 

being' able t o  stay up later,  not being afraid of the dark, being able to 

ride a twc-wheeler. A good exanple of the specificity of the child's 

understanding of gracing up is i n  r h ~  #83, where Jchnny learns hm to 

t i e  his shoes, clhb a tree, swim and dive and write with a pen as he gets 

older. Learning how t o  do things is a large part of what v i n g  up is 

all about for &ildren. 
. f l  

Overcchning &ldhood fears is also a big part of growing up. In 

conversation with one another, schmlchildren w i l l  ofben refer what ". 

they 'usta' think or do h e n  they were younger. These ape r sa t ions  re- 

i 
veal the dxild's am awareness of gr* as we11 as being 9 ~~tratian 

/ 
I 

of mstery, particularly i n  connection with o w c m i ~ f e a r s .  There are 
, 

several &rrrnples in  this collection of rhyms vhich 'are cbviously making 

fun of and/or making l ight of childhood fears. Exanple #33 addresses the 
- 

very cormon dzildhood fear that  ' s m n e  is bed'. . Arrrxlgst the 
\ 

less kavoury -1es in  the present st* rhymes i n  which 

&ldren f a l l  into 

child, this my no 

terrifying rmmry. 

the toilet and have to swim around. For the schoolage 

longer be frightening; hcwever, it may well still be a 

Wts have all but forgotten such fears. - The practice 



of mking fun of such fears amngst children is also their way of collec- 

tively dealing with terror. Adults my be able t o  protect children from 

what frightens them, however they do not always share the fears of their 

children. Throw play children derive the amfort of k n h g  that SUE- 

one else feels the sam way. In  this way, playground r h p s  validate 

children ' s feelings. 

A s  the linguistic rituals of the playground damnstrate, grcrwing up 
h 

also involves beccaning d e  and f k e .  Playground r h p s  are fu l l  of 
I 

references to the relationships between' men and waen, sqr~  of which are 

graphic and apparently lascivious descriptions of sexual relations (more 

or  less accurate and mare or less q i e n t i a l l y  based, depending upn 

the age of the children involved); and others of which teasingly intirrate 

that  kissing makes babies. Much of the material in  the former category 

is mark for adult ears and in the present collection there are ofly a 

handful of such exanples. In this m a t e r i a l ,  ( by far  the mt frequently 
'. \ 

cited contact betwen the sexes is kissing, wh2& beca~s the source of \.J 
teasing and giggling m n g s t  children (#3, #4,  #45, 883) . The rela- y between ciuldren's rhyrnes and the prrvailing social climate 

bemnedvery evident in  this subject area. Today's children are perhaps 
I 

m e  sophisticated in gemral. C a p r e  the following exanples, the s e d  

, of which is a m r e  reQnt manposition2 
t 

99) - and sittin ' in  a tree 
% -7- K , - I - S - S - I - N - G  

F i r s t  ccms  love, then mms m i a g e  
men ccrres with a baby m i a g e  

100) Jack and J i l lwen t  up the h i l l  
To fetch a pail of water 
Jill forgot to take her,pill 
And had a baby daqhter 



.? 187 

'Beccming a ~ a m y '  is the ulkrrk of many playground songs, b d l a r l Y  

those associated with the pr-tly female pasthe of skipping. In 

these songs, f d e s  do tk 'wigglewaggle ' (#17) and the 'runble ' (1174) , 

'but m s t  of a l l  (they) can kiss, kiss, kiss'. (#l7--variation) . A h m t  

without exception, the songsr which refer to growing up describe having 

boyfriends, getting married and having children. The skipping s cngs in 

particular are fu l l  of references to weddings. Example #44 ' outlines an 

entire mncept of m i a g e .  These songs freqrently contain saw k i d  of 

prediction ahout the quality of the future, i.e., w i l l  she be married in 

a dress of ' sill;, satin, or cotton batting' ; will they live in  a 'big 

pig pen, barn' ; w i l l  she mrry a 'rich man, p r  m, 

beggar m, thief'. Another -le of the broad conceptim of the 

various stages of growing up and of the &ildls  perception of female 

familial roles is illustrated in the clapping song: 
," 

101) When Susie w a s  a baby,' a baby, a baby 
When Susie was a baby, she went like this-Wah, Wah! 

When Susie was a l i t t l e  g i r l ,  a l i t t l e  g i r l ,  a l i t t l e  girl 
When Susie was a l i t t l e  girl, she went like %his --Hi there! 

men Susie was a teenager, a teenager, a teenager 
men Susie was a teenager, she went l ike this--Hi Honey ! 

When Susie ,was a mther , a mther , a mther 
When Susie was a mtkr, she went like this--Get over to the 

supper table! 

,I$en Susie was a g r b t h e r  , a grandrmther , a grandnother ' 

men Susie was a g r h t h e r ,  she went l ike this- my aching 
back! 

This particular c~llception of grckJing up is in scrre sense a fmction 

of the child's focus upon the family and its dynamics, haever, there is 

another sense. in whi& these 'rhyms are the product of a d i f ferwt  era. 
- 

9 - 



Interestingly enough, in  the skipping songs in  particular, I 
\ - e 

discwered that there are no n s which portray a m e  contmporary 
- % 
understanding of mdle and female roles, nor are there any cantenporary 

r 
personalities in the skipping songs. This is an indication that skipping 

songs are no longer being created and further, it comcborates my m 

abservation of the declining. popularity of this activity m s t  l i t t l e  

girls. It is mt ing t o  pose a possible correlation bebeen the decline 

in popularity of skippixj and the changing d e  a t  f d e  societal roles. 

Mre than once, girls who participated in this st* be- bored with 

skipping and wanted to go and play soccer with thz boys. I t is possible 

that skipping no longer represents a functional f d e  $layground person- 

ality. In any case, the absence of any kind of contemporary influence in 

the skipping songs contrasts w i  tk the other gme songs, taunts, teases 

and sayings i n  the present collection of material. 

To suggest that the linguistic rituals of the playground are anything 

l ike a ccnplete expressim of children's and experience of 

the world and other people would be an Children do, 

I believe, possess a far  mre sc@usticated understanding of family 

relationships, for inswoe, than is evident froan these r h p s .  Their 

sense of the family & a  s y s m  of relatianships is much m r e  apparent i n  
' 

their  scciodrmtiic play ('see Gamey, 1977). The impart of the precedmg 
%. 

analysis has been to  outlire s m  of the coxems wh ich  e r g e  frcmn the 

present mterial and whicfi appear t o  make sense as meaningful perceptions 

of children; I ha= tried to i l lustrate  h w  the playground rh- are used 

by d-Lildrh to wea& topther  the salient features of their lives in inter- 

pretive wqs. I have suggested further that this creates an intimacy be- 
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tween children by validating their  feelings and of the 

world.. In t h i s  discussion, it h& Lw evident that  there are e l m t s  :. 

of children's e x p r i e n e  that & meaningful to  children arid not to1 
/ 

adults, or that  are maningfd to  children in a different sense than they 

are to  adults. 1 

The rituals of interaction of the playground afford another angle of 
\ 

analysis of the meaping of chilben' s play for children. Earlier in  this 

chapter, it was shown that playground rhymes are used in ritual ways in 

order to punctuate specific sequences of action and patterns of inter- 

action. I w i l l  now attesrrpt t o  describe the possible maning and purpose 

of these rituals of interaction which d-ddren themelves create. Why is 

taunting a meaningful ritual m n g s t  children? What is really happening 

vhen children take turns? Of what use is ritua,l declaration on the 

playground? 

Tfie rituals of interaction on the playgroun'd are focused interpersoml 

dynamics which are denp by children as a mans of sinplifying and clar- 

ifying their  in terac t i~ns~wi th  one another, as wll as unifying the res- 

panses of the group as a whole. They represent culturally agreed-qcn 

codes of behaviour which suppcirt and reinforoe the i&ntity of children 

as a group and, as well, tell children -thing about themselves as 

/- 
individuals. Ritual insul t  denrxlstrates ard develops vexbal f lexibil i ty 

and self-canfidence; taking turns allms children to &serve themselves 
--f- 2 --tion to  others as w d l  as to se t - the i r  aun standards of excellence 

,' 
.,+ for the group? ritual declaration uses language as a persuasive tool- 

it unifies the group response, decrees proaedure and focuses attention, 

thereby streamliscing and syn&cmizing activity on the p l a y p n d .  

A t  the outset of this  discussion, it was suggested that a child's 



identity on the playground is determined largely by active sk i l l s  and 

cc~apetencies, i . e. , by what he or she &es rather than professes to do. 

Further tb this p o 6 i m a g e  of the self h i c h  is cultivated i n  play 

gmerally has sane basis in a omparison of the self w i t b  oth'ers. In play, 

children align themselves w i t h  one a@ier -in terns of developing skills- 
. / 

verbal as w e l l  as physical. Because the skills are always developing, the 

hierarchy of the playground is &ver fixed or absolute. Qlildren also 

ldren, friend- identify themselves by who their friends are, however 

ship is also a fluid and banging arrangement. In a group of children who ," 
norrrrdlly play together, the pairing and qroupirg of ' friends ' changes 

daily, even hourly, being mdiated by such external factors as physical 

s k i l l  and proficiency or the possession of coveted cbjects. 

When children tease and taunt one another, they are demnstrating their 

abil i ty to deal with other children verbally and e x p r k n t i n g  wtth the 

p e r  and influence of language, as w e l l  as testing their  confidence & 

th-lves and the loyalty of their friends. Further, as Garvey points out 

(1977:107), children are also playing with the rules, i .e.,  they are 

testing the boundaries of interpersonal conduct and thus are expading 
- 

their knowledge of others. The structure of ritual insult  often consists 

of a potentially endless series of statez~~ents and retorts. This damns- 

t r a m  and develops -a1 flexibility. The inportant thing 1s to be able 

to b o w  back, not necessarily to make sense, but t o  be mre outrageous 

or  m r e  insulting or  louder or worse. The abil i ty to engage i n  this k i d  

of exchange without starting to  cry or running away or tell ing an adult,, 

is indicative of being able to 'take it' , knowing that 'sticks and stones 

my break ny bolles but nares k i l l  never hur t  y ' , as w e l l  as being able to b 

I 

'dish it out'. '&&re are often &servers t o  such exchanges bewen w a r e n  ' 



f i c h  greatly intensifies the hportance of maintaining a tough exterior. \ 

A t  worst the child' being tontented my walk away or ' join other friends. . , - 

Children's games often single out one person--the *it" person--for 

such trea-nt. They are goaded, baited and ridiculed by other children 

as a pa& of the gme. In such cases the child being attacked can res& , 

to can' t catch I-& for a bmble bee I&, by tagging the other child, i . e . , 
the response t o  r i tua l  insult need not always be a ve2bal one. In this 

kind of play children learn to assert themselves, to believe in their 

awn abi l i t ies  and n-c6t h p r t a n t l y  they  cat^ +o understand that what other 

people say is no mre than an opinion and needn't be taken seriously. 

Hmver, certain kinds of children, for example tho* with any kind of 
9 - 

' distinguishing physical characteristi&, suffer inordinately under such 

- attack and in  s o ~ r r e  cases are never able t o  deal with this dynamic. 

The entire process of calling one another m s  must a t   son^ point be 
\ 

understood as a fxfdzion of lan* a q u i s i t i m ,  i .e. ,  of 'naming' the 
,'- 1. +. 

world. Very often children do not understand the cruelty of their  am 
I 

actions in this regard-. Scarretirrres an entire group of cPLildren w i l l  "gang 

up ' on one child, chanting 'Fatso * or "Crybaby " or  sat^ su& like. At 
,I 

this point the loyalty of friends is tested. The &ant has an infectious 

quality; it focuses httention and unifies response and,has the effect, 

l i teral ly ,  of physically expl l ing  the child f r a n  the group. Although this 

/is not always the case, this entire interchange can begin qui te  inn-ntly 
J 

w i t h  one child attenpting t o  nam his world and tkbe people in it. Ritual 

insult is an escalating process. - 
C h i l h  also identify thmelves  inirelation to one another according 

to physid m t e n c i e s  & the kformance of elabora& action sequences. 
D 

- < 

.Tne m ~ r  ski l l s  of q p p i n g ,  ball-bouncing and handclapping g m s  



mordination, sp=d  and practice in  order for a a i l d  to  be able to 

execute them W e l l  emugh to mintain a functional identity on the play- 

gromd. Generally these gaxmzs require that  each player execute the sane 

a&on .- f or .s-e. o f  actions sirrmltaneously or at temately . one after 

m3ting sculptural form. mese parts are de&rmined by the ritual and 

tradi& of indikdual playgroups and children a m  a keen I sense of. 

. belonging fmn a fluency w i t h  the idiosyncracies of p e r f o ~ e  of various 
r 

*% I- / 

playground games. 
/ -  

Skipping is an activity in  which players are aligned with one . 
another by being r@ed to perform identical actions, most usually one 

Bfter another, w i t h  other players warning and chanting the acmrpanying 

songs. In ball-bouncing gams, children are frequently aligned mre 

caopetitively w i t h  one another, each child atterpting to outdo the length 

of the .seqyence perfonred by the previous child. Saw of these g m s  are 

long and difficulxand mrbine verbal skills an3 flexibil i ty with a repe- 

titive skilled action sequence. For example, o m  ball-bounchg g a ~  uses 

an alphabetical seqclence in the accorpanying song and requires - that chil- 
e2 

dren think, sing and bounce simultaneously, never breaking the rhythrn: 

102) A my name is Angie 4 

My husband's rn is Andy 
We s e l l  apples in  Arizona 
-Ayl on w i t h  the alphabet 

> 
c.3 

_jhe m i n a t i o n  of vexbal f lexibil i ty with skilled act ia i  is also 

found in handclapping gams in which cfiildren must exactly mtch their 

movemhts with one another; hy must synchronize themsel~s i n  spa= and 

time. Two c a m m  exzmples of this phencxrenon as it e a r s  in handclapping 
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gams are in "Wo Stole Coakies f m  the Cookie Jar?" and "Concen- 

t ra t im."  In the f i r s t  g e t  players are required to recite a standard 

series of phrases and responses with another player who +as called their 

4 'nmber ' . .In the second g n ,  "Cancentfation, " p layep  m t 2 a l l y  are 

requred to  produce exmples frcm lists 'swh as 'nares of girls ' or  ' n a n ~ ~  

- of cities'. These gams can include any nmbek of players and, understand7 , 

ably, do require considerable 't?a'lmtza*' to amid being tripped up or  1 ,  
missing a beat o r  not w r i n g  an one 's turn. - 

Hadclapping games, and in particular children's spantaneous variations 
/-' 

upon handclapping games indicate that children's sense of themselves aq-  

uires yet  a n o w  dhension in their relationships to one another i n  

space. In many ms, d-ddren fom configurations-a circle or a bridge 

or  a train. In handclapping games, I have observed &ildren t o  sponta- 

neously vary their configurations amongst one another, i . e. , frm clapping 

in pairs  to clapping in fours to clapping on each 0th d I s  backs in a train. 
J 

r* 

A significant aspect of this kind of activity is that nove&nt in space is 

d g f u l  to individual identity. Children becane a part of s c ~ t h i n g  

larger than the~rrjelves; they becarrt saanething tcgether which is quite 

visible and .concrefe. &err it is easy for each child t o  see where and 

h w  he or  she f i t s  in to  the p ttern, thereby heightening the sense of e 
belonging. 

In the nature of its repetitiveness,' the elaborate r i t ua l  of taking 

turns in play and games, provides for children a mirror of their m 

rapidly develcping skills. Children's sense of their c k ~ n  identity is 

reinforced by watching other children execute the sarrrs actions. S m  

children cbviously perfom better at these act ivi t ies  than other children 

and, as a group of ~individuals, children are keenly mare of haw they 
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stack up in  relationship to their peers. They w i l l  often seek the 

friendship of the best skipper or the best mlaer as a mans of adding 

another dirrrension to their am identity. However, as mentioned previous- 

ly ,  the 'hierarchical' ordering wip results f m  these distinctions is 
/ 

tenporary a t  best , f lwtuating f r a n  one day- to the next according to the 
\ 

C 

activity and the parti'cular group of children playing. Further, assess- 

ments of the 'best' o r  the 'worst' are not nec&ssarily decisive factors 
%Y/ 

in determining inclusion or exclusion in a particular activity. It is 

nore inportant in  &ildrenls play to be sufficiently proficient to  play 

along with the r e s y t h o u t  unduly hindering the progress of the g~ 

than it is to  be the 'best' player. 

An implicit dynamic within the ritual of taking turns is that children 

are setting standards of exce l lme  and - qualification f a  themelves as a \ 
group. The relative performance of 'each child determines his or her role 

in the activity as well as mediathg inclusion to a certain elctent. Skill  

affects inclusivity i n  the sense that the poorer skippers for instance, 

are always turning the rope, hmever, the ri tual  of taking turns also 
I 

counteracts and balanes individual differences in capabilities. Giving 

everyme a turn 

players my get 

is a part of the sacred code of the playground. Poorer 

4 fewer turns than other pla-a, however they usual y get 

a turn a t  S ~ T E  point. 

The standards which children set for oaae md%er i n  tkbeir g m s  are 

s& ject to endless IMnipulation. The parameters of each 'turn' of play 

can be mde -more or less diff icul t  depending upon the group of players. 

Children occasionally set *sible standards for children whan they 
0 

don' t l ike i n  order to ' fairly exclak them and equally as often w i l l  
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relax the standards for younger or less capable chi likeable 
4 

l e  for9 other reasons, - ~ g . ,  they c k ~ n  the only skipping rope. 4 
It is 4 assertion of the self-an expression of mastery over situations 

-to n w i p F  these ri tuals in order to  prahce desired results. , Choo- 

sing favdbites is legitjnrate as long as  me adhekes t o  due process. 

The ritual of takin9. turns addresses the mncern fokfeelinc~ the - 

s a m  as other children, i.e., for belonging, as w e l l  as for distinguishing 

the self from others in perceivable ways. In addition to p e  mnpxa t iw  
r /  

aspect of this dynamic, childrenf s am skill- vikble? to themelves 

through the actiols of o v r s .  FWther, the setting of s t a n F d s  of ex- 
--LJ 

oellence which determine Lo16 and &ate inclusion to a oew degree, 
8 A are a replication (see F r, 1976) and an interpretation of children's 

understanding of this dynamic as they exprience it i n  situations i n  

which adults are settingYthe standards. Both a t  haw and a t  sdmol 
/- '\ \4 

childr~ are required t o  perform i n  pre~cribed~ways and to met acceptable 

standards in  their  perfo-ces . Unacceptable p e r f w c e s  in children's " 

garres have comquences i n  much the s m  way as t k y  have consequences 

in the claqsrocfn and ttae family. Tfie significant difference is, of 

course, that i n  play children .haw control over both the standards and 

their consequences. 

me other ritualized pattern of interacting which has  bee^ discussed 

in  co&ok rwith the roaterial of the present study, is children's use 

of .langua& p a persuasive social tool for making decisions, achieving 

group consensus an@ focusing and maintaining group attentim, - i .e . , w i t h  

r i tua l  declaration. This particular ritual reveals &ildrenls understan- 

ding of the power and inf luene 
- 

of language upon h u ~ n  behaviour. &a, 

it reflects children's- expnded 
-J  ' . 

- 

understanding of the senantic character 



of language, i;e. , asSociational or aooustk manings my, be 

cant or nore so than semantic ones. Language is used as ora 

declaration. Chant solidifies the response of the group through the 

.r" . , B ~ l l i n g  nature of rhythm and sound. In ritual declaration, angcrage 

a+es sacred ,.-m~ical pcrwers . 
LL. 

In .ritual declaration, language is used to coordinate the actions of 

B tl-e p u p  The cryptic h&justic signals of field garnas direct and 

./-\ 

stimulate action as w d 1  as affording a bhpral cohesiveness to play: 
k - R w 

language is used to  maintain the rhythm of play. This y c t i o n  of language 
-- 

becaues particuldrly important in gams w i t h  spacious boundaries or many - P > 
players. In games l ike 'Tag or UHide4a& Seek" for instance, r i tual  . 2 

declaratim is used a t  ncdal points in the actim in ofder to focus the 

attention of ttae group and. direct them tmards the next t h r u s t  of action . 
i n  t k  play. In these gams, children often a p p a ~  to be  throwing their  

wices, w i n g  to wrap them around their  playmtes. Hollering '123 on 

Becky' has the literal effect  of c a w  her: language is a' lasso. 



The thesis has developed a r w t  that ch&ldren's~play is an 

ordered system of beh&our with its am nil& for establishing meaning, 

i . e. , rituals of inkraction, and as w e l l ,  w i t h  its m realm in which 

nyn ing  is established, i.e., the culture of childhood. Play is a 

I1.ledim of cummication w i t h  its crwn l ~ i c a l  and coherent forms of dis- 

course, and like other artistic mdiums, l3-1~ representation of realit$ i n  
d\ 

play is untranklatable. The thesis has also a r v d  for the acceptane o? * 
fS.& * 

the notion that "p& is the d d - t  ncde of representation, " understahding 

and -cation mgst children. It en-ses verbal language and 
P 

act im in the e&crtment 6f knowledge and understandhq. A ~ l m t a r y  

argurmt has proposed that play' is  an alternate mde of struetwing r e a i t y  

f r a n  that of language. 
<. C 

The significance of these argmwnts is mst directly addressed to  the 
7 - 

dimn&ians of the relationship be-n play and reali ty whi& has been 

discussed as a part of the theoreticdi fr-rk of the thesis, I haw 
f 

illustrated that i n  play children create alternate real i t ies  w h i r 3  are 
Fa b 

organized adcording to  their c k ~ n  categorization of exprience and which 

weave together the salient features' of their lives. This is consistent 
I 

wit+ the theoretical notions put forth by Sdmartzmm--that play creates 

and contains its am reality; and as w e l l  with the &el dev131 

m y ,  in which chi1dref.l'~ rnake-believe play constitutes the 



/ of concepts of relationships. These parallel notions are illustrated in  C t 

the discussion of the characters and tFlemes d c h  emrge f m  the ling- 

uistic rituals of the playground. 
, 

The notion that play manipulates the behavioural organization of 
,f 

r d i t y l  and ooncuzrently that it represents apbinatorial act iv i ty  is 

devel& Chapter 111. This syntactical organization of play -ges 
% 

- 

consistently i n  the analysis of playground g$mes and rhymes as a d- 

p u l a t i q  of pat-. The syntax which characterizes play is found - in 

the structures of the ritual-s of interaction amngst children as w d l - a s ,  . 
i n  the generative characteristics of the .playground rhyms. The ritual 

of making fun of adult-defined reality in particular, is il lustrative of 

the peculiarities of the syntactical organization of play as described 
4- 

by M i l l e r  (1973) and Suttm-Smith (1974) . Making fun of the ,world is '. 
$cccnrplished by, etting familiar balances and reversing and inverting r 
p a t w  of expectation. P 

' 

The analysis of playground lore indi'cates tha t  &ldren also play- 

fully manipulate the structure and amtent of their  own rituals by c a ~  

bining and r e m i n i n g  elemme in fixed patterns as w e l l  as by m i n i n g  

elements in  such a way as to  effect  a change in the pattern i t se l f .  An 

exarrple of the child's e p u l a t i o n  of elesllents within a fixed pattern 

is seen in  the m i s t e n c y  of the structure of ritual insult  in Caparison 

with the great n-s of irnaghative variations upon con @$& ~xanples 

of d;ildren k p u l a t i n g  the pattern i t se l f  are found in the munting-out 

rhymes and the r i tual  of taking turns. Children devise mans of pretkter- 

mining the 'winner'  of the counting-out rfiylae or wey adjust the standads 

of qualificatian in games to sui t  their  m purposes. 

The fedback capacities and interpretive functiagls of &ildrenls play 



as they are revealed in the present study also comspond w i t h  the 

notions put forth by GertzIIReynolds, and M i l l e r  i n  Chapter 111. Miller's 
3 

notion that play maps data 'which no longer f i t s  the theory is bril l iantly 

illustrated in  "Marijuana, m r i j q ,  LSD" (#76). The sense in which the 

understanding acquired i n  play is fed back into a larger c u l t u r a l  cantext 
# 

or axes to affect behaviour in  a larger con-, is i l lustrated in those 
.L 

r h p s  which w r e  des-miked as addressing the fears of children. F'urther, 

the no m that  play exdmdies a feedback system is illustrated in child- 
-//' 

, - 9 
ren's enactmnt of language i n  play. I refer specifically to those in- 

stanaes wh i&  described children using expressions && they did.not 

understad i n  phmological constructs or as appropriate remarks in  cer- 

tain social situations. mese were described as situations in wh ich  the 

child was not required to  damnstrate an d&rstanding of the utterance; 
b 

but was i n  a p i t i a n  to augment his or her am s m t i c  understanding 

utilizing t k  response (feedback) '•’ran others. 

Geertz' notim of the unconscious cultural dimnsions of play s t r u g  
I 

f 

tures ertlerged in r h p s  whi& addressed the inccmprehensible or-fright- 
\ 

ening aspects of children's lives. This process is also evid&t i n  those 

rituals of interactian, i .e . , taking turns, whi& were described as an 

. interpretation or replication of a mre general aspect of cultural caw 
-\ -. 

rnmicative styling. Ihe setting of standards of ewellena and hi- 
- fication whi& is &l ic i t  i n  the ritual of takinb turns is an example, 

, as is the assertion of independence demonstrated in the r i tual  ceunter- 
- /- 

.b poshg of adult reality. Children thereby carment upon ailtu~&~dtynamics 

i n  play. 

The notion that play represepts an alternate and equally valid 



reali ty has inplications for the mders&ding of play as a paradoxical 

reference system. This la t te r  notion, as if  is presented in the theor- 

etical writing of Bateson, must be reinterpreted fran *e point of v iew 2 

of the child. + 

r'i 
Play is an exercise in ca&ining exprienoe in maningful ways; it 

- 
represents an intermingling of realities to the child. It is a system in 

which there is no dcmiuEant 6 of representation, n& is there any -re- 

sentation wkich is nc&ssarily m r e  valid than any other representation. 

' Each q- be m ~ ~ & ~ g f u l  in different ways. This mntrasts . -  4 t h  the adult 

cammication n d e l  in wh ich  ranguage is perm- to  be the dcaninant node 

of organizing nu3aning and i r i  which action is v i e d  as dn adjunct t o  . 

Iangua* or as a ~tacamncmication. In play as the - cnhmicative m d e l  

of the child, I have atterqted t o  dermnstrate that these prdcesses- 

language (sound) and action--mutually contextualize one another. For the . 
schoolage child i n  the beginning stages of li'teracy, &is i s  pakticularly , 

6. Sound and action are finely i n e a t e d  in the l a n b g e  of play. 
- 

Fcnthemmre, what the ldguistic of the p l a y g r o d  . t reveal is 

do not require that th& rrodes be used consistently. For 
1) 

#3, the doctor and the nurse are abviously paired 

w i t h  one another according to an asscciational factor; $.he "la& with the 
f- 

alligator purse" is related to than by dhonolcgy. The d i n i n g  of dif- 

ferent senses of things is mrmrsl i n  drildrenrs play. It is a n o t h e i w  

pression of the fluidity of their  Wrs tanding .  

To reintrodue the notion of paradox, I refer spc i f ica l ly  to 
, 
' Schwar tmr  s d y s i s  of the characterization of the self i n  play, i .e.,  

as both the self and'an img inary  haracter. The sense of paradox i n  

this arrangement is, I sujgest, based upcn a view of lan&ge as the 



daninantmde of organization of exprience. In rmke-believe play, 
P 

children are organizing the salient  features of the i r  w i e n c e  in to  

* mndensed realities. l3-e enactmmts of play, which include ve&d 

language alongside action sequences, are a means of sertlantic storage, 

'/ i .e . , of digesting expekience i n  an organized way. ?his is a function 
3 
wh ich  language does not yet  ~ l e t e l y ~ f u l f i l l  for  the child. The dual 

characterization of the self  in  play does not conflict in any way with 

children ' s understanding of themselves as ihdividuals . This is indicated 

i n  the appa~ently effor t less  way in a i c h  children s l i p  into and out of -7 
the fictional persofiality. 

.) 

The &1d's perception of the  enactnmt ~f a f ict ional  identity may' + 
, \ 

- - not include 'any such division of the self Q t o  -separab personalities. 
c . - - a 

'The contradiction in mta-levels which Bat&son describes is not relevant 

for the &ild. Unlike h i s  analysis of thik conception with respect t o  

I 
the cammication of animals, i . e., a situation 'in which it is signifi- -, 

cant for  the message " this  is play" to be understood in order for  the 
4 

to  be perceived i n  a non-threatening way-in children's play, - .I 

=-v 
it is rarely bportant to rtlake this distinction. The mssage "this is 

+. 
\ 

play" is a p~+~,of child's direction of the episode: the text is 

inseparable fran its cuntext. H a e v e r ,  ' the ,mssage "this  is play" is not 

- i 
j ,  

always a c r i t i ca l  fea t  of the interaction amngst children a t  play. 

To be rmre specific, thd  fac t  tha t  the b i t e  is not -ally a b i t e  is &I 

irrportant distinction to  maintain i n  the context of anirml (or hurrran) 

play, -ever the nessage +t the child is n<really a doctor or  a 
i 

m m y  is gererally an uninpr tant  one for &i6Iren1s relationships to one 

another in play. -re, 'this does nut create a paradox i n  &ildremrs 

understanding of themselms or  thei r  relationships to one another. She is 
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, . 

the m m y ;  she is herself. He is the daddy; he is m l f .  

Thq ref-t d subtlety of the sayings* in ctrildtenis play, 
. 1 

dcKJare  eqressiw of enact& personalities as well as external 

of t-he action, are testimmy to tkae notiun that play is a . 
\ 

part of reality. It is in no way cppased to reality in the child's mind: 

play - is reality. It creates a logic of experience in *& the adult 

can peroeive two realities--that characterized by the adult &Finid 

the child' s ' unique vision of the world. Fmn ,the point of of * 

cfiild, this is but one reality. 



1. Moukdcm ( 3977:205) ccmmnts upon this aspect of Caillois ' h r y  
of play: 

2. Huizinga's oversight of the inprtance of fhe trickster figure in 'L 

M l d r e n ' s  culture lray in fact be related to  the or ig ina l  date of 
e + 

publicatim of H a m  Ltder's in 1938. !he pcpular childhood idols of 
mwie d c  pb3p aiZ 'P;V.  ware only j ~ t  beginning to appear I 

, a#s time.\, J Y 

3. On another level, the notian that play is a "test" of p m e r s  can 
be interpreted. as an articulation of Sutton-Smith's notion of play 
as p ~ s ~  and spume of -3 culture, i.e., as a 

..% 
7 *r 9. 

test of the d t i n g  social '*. 
I n  - 

4. !h authors explain the -tal procedure as folla~~: 
B 

Children sat a t  antable either in a  Ermall chair or on the mrother's 
lap. Ihe -ter sat cppasite the child and p r e s ~ t e d  five cups 
m u r i n g  fmn 3.3 to 7.7 an. in diirmeter across the bottcm; the 
cups increased in dimter by 1.1 on. steps ( Greenfield e t  al., 
1972:292) . 

The f i r s t  of the manipulative strabqies used by children m 
cups2 represents a sinple descriptive sentence, i .e. ane cup (actor) 
is plaoed h i d e  a semd cup ( acted upon). ?he second strategy 

ts the joining of bm ideas o r  sentenoes with a amjunction, 
cup is placed inside a seamd Ne and a third cup is also 

phced inside the secrad q. Ihe third strategy ~ ~ t s  the am 
bining of tyro sentenoes or ideas with a  mlatiw claw, i.e., one 
q is plaoed inside a se- cup which two cups are then placed inside 
a thFrd"cup". 



8. The  similarity between this and nursery "Jadc and 
Jill" is &vious both in stmctwe and -tent. It lends suppart i 

to the notion that children roake use of and d p u l a t e  familiar 
patterns in the cpatian of r h p  and songs. s - 
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