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Foreword

This foreword is a postscript to ten years of watching Dr. Diana Kelly-
Bryne initiate this study, conclude it as a thesis, and ponder over it
before bringing it to its present fruition. My part began in 1979 when
she sought me out as her dissertation sponsor, after she had already
begun this study. Most professors are reluctant to sign on to supervise
a study that is already underway; and, even more so, are certainly not
at ease with a one-subject dissertation. For my own part, and after
some 30 years in play research, I was impressed by her determination
to carry this project through and excited at what we might find out
if someone “played” with a child, instead of just studying children
playing as had been the usual procedure in therapy and research for the
past 100 years. It was an amazing idea even if a remarkably simple
one. One immediately asked: Why hadn’t anyone done this before?
What is it about childhood that has militated against such a research
approach?

Jean Jacques Rousseau, who is generally accepted as the precursor
of all modern child study with his notion that the child is both driven by
consuming impulses as well as perfectible if we educate him correctly,
would certainly not have had anything to do with such a notion. He saw
himself as the first to really take a research interest in the young and
wrote in 1778:

I knew that there never was a man who loved more to watch little
children joking and playing together than [, and often I stopped in the
street and on walks to watch their cuteness and their little games
with an interest I never saw shared by anyone.

But even so, much as he declared he loved children, he preferred to
watch them at a distance rather than associate with them. He did not
even like talking to them. He said, “I should be more at ease before a
monarch of Asia than before a child whom I must make babble” (quoted
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x Foreword

in Kessen, 1978). And paradoxical as it is that the father of child
psychology liked to keep his distance from real children (rather than
theoretical children), a strong case can be made that nothing much has
changed amongst the philosophers and psychologists of play in the two
hundred years since he said this. Their studies are also usually carried
out in situations where children are kept at a distance, caged in some
way or another by laboratories, classrooms, playgrounds, or playrooms.
They seldom deal with the natives in their wild state and never by true
participant engagement. Do they also fear that such participation with
these Asian monarchs would be intolerable? Trivial? Boring? Puerile?
Regressive? Insane? What is it that has kept them all out of direct
research participation in the jungles of children’s fantasy?

Perhaps it doesn’t take long to discover. Already in the first session
Kelly-Byrne is describing Helen as haughty, smug, directive, dominat-
ing, controlling, demanding, and thoroughly concerned with power.
The price of her participation with the child on the child’s terms is, in
the early stages at least, complete subordination. She is made powerless
as a playmate, and they spend all their time engrossed in fantasies of a
fictional world in which Helen is the dominant figure who is beautiful,
moral, wise, and mature. We learn from her later statements that after
three to five hours of each session, Kelly-Byrne, the expert actress in
her play of subordination and nonevaluative supportiveness, collapses
from fatigue. Clearly Rousseau knew what he was talking about, and
even though the children we deal with today are a very cleaned up form
of the brutish variety that he had available in his own time, apparently
the predicament is the same. Sometimes when we are reading through
the explanations of what she has done, we are forced to wonder
whether perhaps Kelly-Byrne is also defending herself post hoc against
the babbling monarch.

If we ask where this discontinuity between ourselves and children
comes from, there are various answers and solutions. Ruth Benedict, in
her noted 1938 essay, “Continuity and Discontinuity in Cultural Con-
ditioning,” advanced the opinion that the discontinuity was primarily
an American problem. Her subsequent apparent advocacy of cultural
relativity throughout her own lifetime, however, was generally ad-
vanced at the expense of her American examples, and so we have to
wonder about her anthropological equity in this matter (Geertz, 1988).
Since Aries’ 1960 work, Centuries of Childhood, most of us have considered
that the invention of modern childhood as something separate from
adults is a general Western condition beginning somewhere between
the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries. For Rousseau the discontinuity
began with civilization itself and with the separation of the child and
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primitive from their trusting and direct relationship with those around
them. When people began to live in cities, he opined, they developed
that presentation of themselves in everyday life, both in commerce and
in every social interaction, that separated them from their original and
transparent selves. His theoretical education of Emile, in the book of
the same name, in a physical environment with its discipline of natural
consequences, was an attempt to defend the child’s innocence against
such demoralizing sophistications, and to develop in the child, from
“nature,” that certain conscience that would make the child capable of
subsequent submission to the social contract of a communal society. Or
at least that is how Ernst Cassirer responds in The Question of Jean Jacques
Rousseau (1963), which refers to Rousseau’s paradox of combining indi-
vidual freedom in education with totalitarianism in political arrange-
ments.

A simpler if not unrelated view of the reason for our modern
separation from the child might lie in our habit of segregating children
in schools. It is not an accident perhaps that two thirds of the Aries
history of modern childhood is devoted to the segregation of children
from the rest of society, first into schools and then into age-graded
classrooms. Along with this segregation, he says, there is the introduc-
tion of the harsh discipline required to keep the children orderly in such
places. Any present discontinuity of adults and children most certainly
rests on this three-hundred-year history of the forcible subjugation of
children. And that subjugation, in turn, must certainly be seen in the
perspective of the forcible subjugation of the insane, the criminal, and
the poor that takes place during the same period of time and is a mark,
according to Foucault (1965), of the rationalization of modern society, a
symptom of the way in which the orderly progress of industrial civiliza-
tion made sense (or nonsense) out of those various classes of human
beings who did not or could not contribute directly to the work life of
the evolving national societies (including children and to some extent
women). In these terms we do not need any remarkable Freudian
theorizing as to why we are strangers to our children, or why they
engage in such orgies of power when they get the opportunity as in the
present study. The enslaved are reaching for the power that we no
longer share with them but once did, at least in the diminished form of
the earlier apprenticeship system, where their direct contribution to
the sustenance of life was self-evident.

One can argue further that the major modern response to this
discontinuity of children and adults has been the practice of a subordi-
nating discipline, which in this century has been given the euphemistic
label of “socialization.” Socialization is about the ways in which success-
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ful parents induce their children into the normative patterns of the
larger society. Psychologists with their research descriptions of sex
typing, aggression, attachment, prosocial behavior, self, families, peers
and siblings, etc., ostensibly yield information about the scientific
cause-and-effect relationships within and between these variables. But
as they are dealing with specifically cultural rather than universal
realities, their work is ultimately a description of how the culture
conducts itself and what the culture values in its own behavior and
attitudes. It is a local science at best: What is taken to be a research
result is eagerly converted into advice for the deficient by a surround-
ing pack of hungry journalists and writers of books of advice. Any
research that states a norm or suggests a superior cognitive or behav-
ioral mechanism, for example, immediately implies the deficiency of
those who have not acquired the norm or do not possess the mecha-
nism. We appear to live in a society in which such psychological infor-
mation receives the reverence once reserved for religion and social
status. The point of all of this is that the discontinuity between our-
selves and our children is now deeply engrained. The whole force of
educated opinion in society is devoted to keeping our children clean,
sexless, nondisgusting, nonaggessive, rational, and tidy. In respect to
our children, we administer a subtle puritanism, which is none the less
real for being disguised in the gawdiness of consumer wrappings.
Our question must be, therefore, where Kelly-Byrne stands in the
light of this history of discontinuity that Rousseau so well understood
and she apparently seeks to bridge? Rousseau’s attempt to rejoin us
with our children was, on the one hand, a radical system of education,
seldom subsequently copied, and, on the other, a radical political envis-
agement perhaps emulated in multiple communistic schemes. Kelly-
Byrne’s solution seems to be more derived from Wordsworth’s pri-
vatized answers than from Rousseau’s public schemes. Wordsworth,
reeling from his disappointments in the character and outcomes of the
French Revolution, subsequent to Rousseau’s death, turned inward to
his own childhood as a source of inspiration and, along with William
Blake and others, engendered that cult of the childhood that has been
the major response in the subsequent two centuries to Rousseau’s
predicament. What the adult is to draw upon from his own childhood is
the “beneficent influence” of its sacral memory and imagination, “from
which our minds are nourished and invisibly repaired” (Hartman, 1987,
p. xvi). And in Kelly-Byrne’s case, this is also perhaps what we are to
draw upon from any child we should play with in her manner. She says
that children “are capable of teaching adults their system if the adults
are open to seeing things from a child’s point of view.” And if we do “we
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open ourselves up to a world of wonderful possibilities and the oppor-
tunity to recapture something of our own lost power to transform our
experience and our lives.”

But there is more to the Kelly-Byrne solution than a reiteration of
Wordsworth, because she, unlike both he and Rousseau, is actively
participating with her child, at least in the temporary and segregated
space of the play world. Here she and the child put aside their chains of
separation and commingle. However, in the background here and there
are hints that make us wonder whether she too, like Wordsworth, is
drawing on some important resource from her own childhood. Are
these occasions with Helen totally independent lessons for us, or are
they also projections of the author’s need for some redemption of her
own childhood? Ours, after all, is also the therapeutic century, where it
is common to think of those who work with children as also working on
problems from their own childhood. As Kelly-Byrne says in the text,
“We save others to save ourselves.” Still, even if this is the case, it is
different from that of Wordsworth and Rousseau, who make moral or
epistemological uses of the childhood self rather than psychological
ones and who have limited concourse with real children. On the other
hand, there are grounds, paradoxically enough, for finding the Kelly-
Byrne approach to childhood is more like that of Rousseau than that of
Wordsworth. Consider, for example, that Rousseau was an advocate of
public games and a strong antagonist of private fantasy. For him public
games bound the players into a collective consensus. Private fantasy led
them into the practice of theatric duplicities, which were again an
obstruction to the directness of the childlike soul. He could hardly have
countenanced Diana and Helen in their play of multiple voices. In a
sense, however, there is no contradiction, because in Rousseau’s ulti-
mate social scheme, there would be no need for inauthentic separate
selves, and therefore no need for private play (Starobinski, 1988).
Moreover, there is no contradiction in this present Kelly-Byrne work,
because although the play is given to multiple fantasy transformations
(which Rousseau might disapprove), this can only occur because of the
deeply genuine nature of the underlying relationship (which he would
clearly approve). Kelly-Byrne tells us in no uncertain phenomenonolog-
ical and ethnographic terms that the relationship as thus described will
give us a deeper understanding of play than any other existing method-
ology in the literature. At least two thirds of her work is given over to
defending and explicating the merits of this particular methodology.
Intriguingly, Aries spends two thirds of his book showing how children
become segregated and Kelly-Byrne spends two thirds of hers showing
how she and Helen can be related. She counters the historical unbond-
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ing of childhood with the bonding of a superior methodology. While, on
the surface, these may be birds of quite a different feather—the public
segregation of children versus an intimate relationship between an
adult and a child player—in a symbolic sense at least, the latter is meant
to be an answer to the former. Kelly-Byrne is quite as earnest as
Rousseau about this. They both struggle for transparent relationships
and both seek to express themselves in a voice of inner authority.

In sum, it is reasonable to suggest that Kelly-Byrne sees the dis-
continuity between adult and child as more apparent than real. She has
written an article in which she seeks to show that, when you put aside
the stereotypes, adult and child players are not as different as they
seem. There is secrecy, masking, crudeness, and intimacy in both cases
(1984). I would like to suggest, however, that her present book does not
gain its power from any new revelation of that kind. Its chief value, I
believe, lies in its suggestion of new roads into the discontinuity itself,
not into its demolition. What has happened in recent years is not that
the discontinuity has gone, as some have suggested (Postman, 1982),
only that it has become mollified by the affluent consumer world of
gifts, confections, toys, clothes, fantasy worlds, television, and organ-
ized recreation for children. But children are still basically outsiders to
the sharing of economic powers. As Zelizer (1985) has said: the more
useless they have become, the more priceless they have become. They
are a popular form of conspicuous consumption; which is to say, chil-
dren’s discontinuity from adults continues in a pervasive and subtle
fashion. In these terms, Kelly-Byrne’s appeal to make more use of their
imagination and to play with them more would hardly change the
discontinuity radically, but what it might do is change radically our
conception of socialization. The current conception is largely anachron-
istic. It is concerned with issues that had to be paramount in the control
of children in earlier centuries and earlier decades, but now that chil-
dren have become pampered in their powerlessness, the edge for such
concerns has departed, at least in the homes of the affluent. Children of
neglect still roam their domains with the dangerous capacities of the
dispossessed. What is important about the contemporary pampered,
however, is their grasp on the potential future, not their conformity to
our own past. In our century, children are still seen as the secular
residual legatees of predestination and progress. They still carry both
our hope for the future and our relative immortality within it. And
here the cultivation of their imagination is central. That children are
attached, toilet trained, sexually modest, relatively nonaggressive, and
sex-typically flexible gains us no future. It gives us only obedient and
docile citizens. The changing future in a world of galloping informa-
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tion, incredible diplomatic problems, and a series of populations to be
contained not by force but by the imaginative scenarios and opportuni-
ties will be provided by those of imaginative and novelistic leadership.
The guarantee for this future is a socialization of generations of chil-
dren into their own imaginativeness, not into the disciplined behavior
of the parents’ own idealized past. From birth onward the central topic
for such a future would be children’s playfulness and their inventive-
ness. The mundane competences like reading, writing, and arithmetic
would be merely some of the agencies to such an education, not a
central focus as they mostly are today and have been for centuries. In
such an envisageable polity, this work of Kelly-Byrne’s might be that of
a pioneer in the development of the imaginative young.

Brian Sutton-Smith
Professor of Education
University of Pennsylvania
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Preface

A Child’s Play Life: An Ethnographic Study is the story of a seven-year-old
girl, whom I call Helen, and her play life with an adult, me. Initially, we
met in the roles of child and baby-sitter and soon grew to establish a
relationship in which we played together. We did this on fourteen
occasions for several hours at a time over the course of a year. This was
an unusual relationship because adults in our culture do not usually
play with young children in any systematic way for lengthy periods.
Further, those who study children’s play have also generally not sought
to understand the behavior by playing with a child. Although some
child therapists may play and encourage children to play for diagnostic
and therapeutic purposes, they have not gone beyond this to describe
the character and nuances of children’s play.

However, believing that play is a relational phenomenon and can
best be understood by observing and studying the relationship through
which it finds expression, I decided to plan and execute a study that
focused on the play life of a seven-year-old. | was especially interested
in discovering how play occurred and was given expression in the
home. Thus my study was to be in contrast to those of most re-
searchers, who observe children’s play in school settings. On begin-
ning, I was eager to observe Helen’s play relationships with her toys
and peers; however, I soon discovered that Helen wished to play with
me. It was her price for the privilege I had of being privy to her play life
in the home. Consequently, I became Helen’s chief play partner during
the occasions on which we met. In these circumstances, I was able to
observe, record, and understand a great deal about the way play ex-
pressed itself in Helen’s life. I learned about the many faces of play and
its uses, forms, stages, themes, and concerns, as this little girl expressed
them.

This book has three major parts. The first part provides informa-
tion of an introductory nature and acts as a backdrop for the story of
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the unfolding of the relationship between the child and the adult. The
chapters focus on child play studies that have been done within the
mainstream of research; on the methods and procedures used for exe-
cuting the study, gathering data, and ordering it; and on Helen, her
parents, and myself as the researcher.

The second part is a storied account of the course of the relation-
ship between Helen and me. It includes a textured recounting of what
happened between the child and the adult during each of our meetings
over the course of almost a year and is told from the adult’s point of
view. As such, it is a first-person account but one in which the child is
kept in focus and where it is believed that her world is to be respected at
all times; one that is to be entered into and participated in—never
patronized. In addition, following the description of each play session is
a commentary aimed at drawing the reader’s attention to significant
points of a theoretical nature that are embedded in the narrative details
of the shared relationship and the behaviors within it. Attention is also
drawn to two developing strands of significance in the study: (1) the
development of Helen’s world and her relationship to me and (2) the
development of the research journey and the ways in which play func-
tions in this case.

The third and final part discusses the import of the study for play
research and theory and attempts to locate the case in a wider context.
Accordingly, it considers the implications of this study for working
with children as informants and how prevailing conceptions of chil-
dren’s play and child/adult interaction patterns should be modified.

This book will be of great interest to those who wish to understand
what some children do when they are allowed to play largely on their
own terms. It will also appeal to those seeking to understand something
of the hazardous nature of establishing relationships with children for
the purposes of research and to those who sense some of the trials and
joys of working closely with them. It also informs the reader of a child’s
world of wishes—of fantasy play and the uses of television, play, and
lore in gaining such private ends.

Like several other books that record detailed accounts of various
aspects of the lives of particular children, this is a highly contextualized
account. It seeks to capture the unique way in which a brilliant little girl
dealt with her hopes and fears, her dreams and impulses as she drew on
many details of her life and experience in forging a relationship with an
adult play partner. Nevertheless, it could also be about many children
of a similar age and background whom I have known over the past ten
years in my work as a teacher, researcher, and parent.
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