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"The Well Played Game is
about a lot more than fun and games. It's a handbook for any leader
who wants to create a productive, innovative organization that
maximizes human capital."

Robert Kriegel, author, If it
Ain't Broke, Break It!

 

"Bernie DeKoven's The Well
Played Game is subtitled "A Playful Path to Wholeness." I'm
not a big believer in competitive games (quite possibly because I
can get very sucked into the competition), but Bernie turned a lot
of that on its head for me. This book has enormous value for anyone
whose job involves helping people have fun together, whether in
work, or play, or in that ideal place where there is no
difference."

Michael
Gilbert, the NonProfit Online News

 

"Bernie DeKoven's Well Played
Game is happily available in the third edition. A highly
valued book that well defines and supports everyone who wants more
fun and understanding of the importance of games. He discusses both
winning and losing and how to play for keeps. That is after all
what playing is all about. Highly recommended!"

Stevanne Auerbach, PhD/Dr.
Toy

 

"...a helpful dive deep into the workings of
playing, so clearly and delightfully written."

Gwen Gordon, Esalen
participant

 

"I wrote about wellness as a game in the first day
or chapter of 14 Days To Wellness ("Learn the Rules of the Wellness
Game"), but DeKoven takes the idea much farther than I did. His
notion of a game Well-Played is clever and sensible, and the
drills, principles, exercises and varied applications of this
concept may help a lot of folks in long-term effective
self-management.






"The Well-Played Game
blends concepts of play and game to yield "the experience and
expression of excellence." DeKoven targets the book to those who
"care more about fun than winning and who want to make themselves,
their friends, in fact, the whole world more fun." Who would not be
interested in that?






"The bottom line and focus of the book, however, are
the connections made between games well-played and the four
questions posed above. DeKoven describes (and prescribes) a
community of people who care more about fun than winning, who play
well together, want to keep fun happening, prolong it, and find it
repeatedly with other games and varied players. He writes about
cheating and fairness, keeping score, time outs, coaches, changing
old games, making up new games and more.






"DeKoven's Well-Played Game
is designed to increase your ability to accept challenges and look
for more challenges. In the author's words, "What connects games
with reality is that they are lifelike. What separates them is that
they are not for real. What unites them with the totality of
experience is not just their metaphorical quality but the manner in
which they are played." But games, the fun kind played properly, do
not result in separation, the norm in the extant world. "Separation
divides us into winners and losers, or those who have achieved and
those who have failed." Better, DeKoven writes, that victory be
viewed not so much as who won, but the quality of play that people
managed to create together. While some of this may seem fine in
theory but impractical or otherwise unlikely, his examples may lead
most reader to conclude otherwise.






"Trust, familiarity and new conventions (or norms)
must all be attended and redesigned to establish the needed
intentions to play well together - and DeKoven outlines many ways
to do just that in a wide range of settings. Bernie DeKoven has
spent a good part of 30 years developing and implementing events
involving the cooperation of groups of all ages and sizes, from
couples and families to schools and communities. His conviction
that "life without fun is not worth much" is expressed repeatedly
in this creative work. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi wrote, "Bernie is
the only person I know who not only knows about play, but knows how
to teach it. May his efforts prosper, for they help us all." I
agree! "


Don Ardell, The Wellness Report

 
















To the memory of my parents, my
teachers and my playmates. To my wife and children who are also my
teachers and playmates. To all those who have dedicated their lives
to making life more fun.











"…and the truth will make you
laugh."






-the Oaqui
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PREFACE










Invitation to the Game





Sometimes during a game, sometimes when a game
is over, somebody uses the words "well-played" to describe
something good about the game itself. The idea that there is such a
thing as a Well-Played game represents a unique and profound
synthesis. It is a combination of the concepts of play and game,
yielding a larger concept - the experience and expression of
excellence.






In inviting you into this book, I
am offering you the opportunity to explore that synthesis. I have
found that this exploration is helpful to those
who











	
care more about fun than
winning



	
want to make themselves, their
friends, in fact, the whole world more fun



	
have discovered a relationship between
the Well-Played game and the well-lived life.





 

 


This book can be read on any of those
levels. It can be read professionally- as an athlete, a coach, a
teacher, a therapist, a social worker, a recreation specialist. It
can be read as a player, a parent, a friend, a member of a
community. It can be read as one would read a psychology and a
philosophy.

 


We begin by exploring the idea. What, exactly,
a Well-Played game is, is impossible to define. It depends on too
many variables - on the game, the people playing, the place, the
time. But we can talk about the experience itself, about the
feeling, because, whatever the idea means, the experience of it is
profoundly familiar.






Once we have been able to point to the same
experience, we can consider how we arrive at it. The next part of
our exploration is about what we do to share the experience of
playing a game well - how we make it happen.






The central concept of this section is the fun
community, because it is through a community of people who care
more about fun than winning that the Well-Played game
happens.






Once we find a Well-Played game, a game we can
play well together, we want to know how we can keep it happening,
how we can prolong it, how we can find it again another time, with
another game, with different people. Here we will be considering
such issues as cheating and fairness, keeping score, changing old
games, making up new games.






As we find that we can play well together, we
increase in our ability to accept the challenge. We look for new
challenges.






Thus, in the last few chapters of this book we
explore weightier issues, like playing for keeps and winning. These
are the things which, should we not be able to play well together,
would lead to a breakdown and fragmentation of our
community.






In the final chapter we toy with universal
implications, as people are wont to do, usually with a beer in
hand, after playing well together.






And, in what is called the "appendices," a
minor eruption of playfulness in the form of: "A Million Ways to
Play Marbles, at Least" and "The Lexifunnicon."






This e-book edition contains most of the
material in the original 1978 publication. Two chapters have been
omitted because they describe efforts which for one reason or
another, have passed into history.






Chapter 10 on "Coliberation" was
reprinted from the Deep Fun website – http://deepfun.com/funflow.htm 




























1. TALKING ABOUT WHAT WE'RE LOOKING
FOR









The words "play" and "game" are used in
connection with so many different experiences that we would never
be able to arrive at any kind of mutual understanding of what this
book is about if we didn't take some time to describe
terms.











Games






For me, the concept of games embraces those
activities we know most clearly to be games - football, cat's
cradle, gin rummy, peek-a-boo. These are clearly games. Eating,
making love, walking, reading, though they can be done playfully,
though they can even be found as parts of some games, aren't, in
themselves, games. I consider a game to be something that provides
us with a common goal, the achievement of which has no bearing on
anything that is outside the game. Winning at checkers does not
make you a better lover.






I think of games of social fictions,
performances which exist only as long as they are continuously
created. They are like plays or songs or dances, belonging to some
special sphere of human activity which clearly lies outside the
normal reality of day-to-day living. They are not intended to
replace reality but to suspend consequences. They are not life.
They are, if anything, bigger than life.






At the same time, they are works of art, they
do reflect reality. In the analysis of even the simplest game, like
hide and seek, we can find incredibly accurate metaphors for
real-life experience: being it, running away from home, trying to
get back again.






What connects games with reality is that they
are lifelike. What separates them is that they are not for real.
What unites them with the totality of experience is not just their
metaphorical quality but the manner in which they are
played.











Play






Play is the enactment of anything that is not
for real. Play is intended to be without consequence. Play is for
fun.






We can play fight, and nobody gets hurt. We
can play, in fact, with anything - ideas, emotions, challenges,
principles. We can play with fear, getting as close as possible to
sheer terror, without ever being really afraid. We can play with
being other than we are - being famous, being mean, being a role,
being a world.






When we are playing, we are only playing. We
do not mean anything else by it.











Playing Games






Even though we are involved in a game, we are
not always playing. Sometimes we're negotiating, sometimes arguing,
sometimes struggling - for real. Even though we are playing, we are
not always involved in a game. Sometimes we have no goal at all,
sometimes we are merely fascinated, sometimes silly, sometimes
chaotic.






Playing a game is a special condition of both
play and games. The game we are playing is the script as we have
chosen to enact it.











Well






The word "well" embraces the qualities of what
we consider to be a state of health and excellence. Knowing that
something is done well is an appreciation of the excellence of the
deed as well as the excellence of the doer. The fact that we use
the word "well" also to indicate a state of excellent health - that
we can feel well - only enhances the wholeness that this word
describes.











Playing Well






When we are playing well, we are at our best.
We are fully engaged, totally present, and yet, at the same time,
we are only playing.











The Well-Played Game






…is a game that becomes excellent
because of the way it's being played.










If we are going to find a Well-Played game
together, we are going to have to arrive at some common
understanding of what it is we are looking for.






The most logical way to go about it is by
playing together. Since we are playing together, we will have
something in common. When we find the game that we can play well
together, we'll all know what it is.






We'll also learn what it isn't. We'll be
disappointed, sometimes. But if we are all disappointed together,
then we'll also know that we are, at least, looking for the same
thing.






But we're not even sure what games we should
start off with. We're feeling reluctant. What if the game we pick
is really disappointing? What if we never find the right game? How
much disappointment can we take before we start getting
disappointed in each other?






So, let's go watch a game. We can
be more objective then. Then, if it never gets Well-Played, we can
still talk about it without feeling that maybe it was our fault
that the game was so bad.










We go to watch a "professional" game. It's Us
against Them. Since we're all for the same team, at least the score
won't make us wind up hating each other.






Here we are, in the stadium. It's a beautiful
day. And what a stadium! A veritable multimillion-dollar testimony
to the value of the Well-Played game!






We really want to see a Well-Played game. So
does everybody else. We want to see this game unfold. We want to
see the accomplishment of excellence - not by any one individual,
not even by any particular team, but by both teams, composed of
people who are in such a state of physical and mental and spiritual
well-being that they are making fantastic plays, unbelievable
volleys, catches that leap up and amaze us, feats of grace and
power. . . Really, that's what we all want to see.






At first, as we watch the game begin, we're
excited. We have a premonition of excellence. It feels good
witnessing this coordination of players, this professional ease as
they take their positions.






As the game continues, we are indeed amazed.
Something, some kind of excellence is already making itself felt.
That was a good hit. Nice play for our team. Did you see the grace
of that throw?






We're jumping up and down now, screaming for
Us. Yes, that's the kind of excitement we're looking
for.






After a while we seem to be jumping down more
than we're jumping up. The score's 12-0 and it isn't even halftime
yet. All right, yay and all that, our team is winning. But the
other team. . . .






They seem to be out of it altogether. They're
not even competing. They're hardly in the ballpark, so to
speak.






Should we stay, out of curiosity,
at least? But the game is getting boring. Our team seems to be
losing its spirit too. It's too easy for them. We might as well
leave now and avoid the crowds.










So, what did we find out?






We did see some moments of excellence, some
really good plays. These are the things that happen in a
Well-Played game - like that throw, the spectacular catch, that
run. When something exceptional happened, something unexpectedly
right - like the player running between instead of around. And that
amazing, mid-air turn she did when she caught it! Yes, that's part
of what a Well-Played game is: doing things that are unexpectedly
right. And the way our team anticipated that play - that was nice,
that kind of presence is part of what a Well-Played game
is.






But this wasn't a Well-Played game, actually.
The game itself wasn't Well-Played. We were disappointed, even
though our team wiped the other team out. The other team
disappointed us so much, they were in such poor shape, were playing
so poorly. There was no challenge. No opportunity to make the whole
game excellent. Even our team got bored and sloppy and stopped
caring - though they won, though they accomplished what they were
getting paid to accomplish, our team was bummed out.






This tells us more about what we
consider a Well-Played game to be. Playing well has to be a general
state. It can't be confined to any one team or any one player if we
are to have a Well-Played game.










How about a little game of Ping-Pong?
Ping-Pong's my game, you know. Well, I'm not that good in it all
the time, but I have played it well.






Should we volley first? Just so we can get
used to the game again.






Yeah, I like the way it's beginning to feel,
don't you?






Want to volley for serve? Well, I mean, as
long as we're trying to figure out what a Well-Played game is, we
might as well make a game out of this.






All right! Nice shot! I'm really surprised how
well I'm playing today. Sorry, I thought it was my serve. Now it's
starting to feel good. Good slam. How about that for a
return?






Look at this. I'm playing faster than I can
think. I didn't even catch myself deciding to hit the ball there, I
just did it. I'm playing out of pure presence, almost - just
happening to be there, exactly where I should be, just happening to
hit back to you exactly where I should be, just happening to hit
back to you exactly where I should be hitting. And look at you!
Returning everything I try - even my fanciest, my shots I reserve
for only the stiffest of competition.






Now do you know what a Well-Played game is?
Sure, I won and all that, but even so, you have to admit it was
Well-Played, it was what we were looking for.






Why are you looking at me that way?






Oh.






You were playing with your wrong
hand.






How nice of you to consider my feelings, I
think. You're right, I didn't know you were on the intergalactic
team. It was only fair that you handicap yourself somehow. Made the
game even, right?






So then it wasn't a Well-Played game after
all, was it? No. Sure, I'm sure that, playing with your wrong hand
and all, you were playing as best as you could.






I guess you're right. It was a Well-Played
game. All right. All right. It fits the description. Yes, we shared
excellence.






But my win! My win! You took away my
win!






See, I thought I was really beating you. I
mean, playing you at your best and still winning. I mean, I
thought, because I was beating you, that I was better than I
thought I was. Truth is, you were a lot better than I thought you
were. Yes, I'm better than you when you're using the wrong hand.
But what does that prove?






You could have told me that you were playing
with your wrong hand before we started the game, you know. If you
had told me then, then at least I wouldn't feel so stupid
now.






Well, I guess, yes, it was in fact a
Well-Played game. We both played well together.






Winning doesn't prove anything, does it? One
of us had to win - we knew that as soon as we agreed to play for
score.






Strange, though, the way I feel
cheated. I know that it really doesn't matter who wins the game -
at least that's the understanding that we have reached together -
so why do I feel it was unfair of you not to let me know ahead of
time that you were playing with the wrong hand?










What occurs to me now is that this search for
a Well-Played game is already a radical departure from what we do,
as adults, when we play games together.






Normally, the only common intention that we
have been able to establish with each other is that we have each
wanted to win. Though we have been playing games together, the only
effort in which we are usually united, the only accomplishment that
we have all been able to validate, is winning.






It is clear to me, now, that the result of
such a union is separation, always separation. It divides us into
winners and losers, those who have achieved and those who have
failed. The division then leads us into further division. It
becomes difficult, now that some of us have won and some of us have
lost, to find a game that we are all willing to play well together.
It was never our focus at all. Though what we have always cherished
most is the game in which we are playing well together, winning
takes precedence.






It is also clear that the old values are still
too strong for me to play with. As contrary as they may be to the
purpose we have evolved, their hold is too strong. I thought that I
could prove something - to myself, to you - by winning. You
understood what we had to do in order to find a Well-Played game, I
didn't.






What we prove by playing well together is the
fact that we can do it. We want to play well together.






It is a difficult thing to remember. Some of
us, like me, get too easily confused.






Any victory, now that we know what it is that
we want to create together, is shared. No matter who wins a game,
if we have played well together, we have accomplished what we set
out to do. That victory is not determined by who wins, nor by what
game we play but rather by the quality of playing that we have been
able to create together.






In other words, it's not the game that decides
who among us plays well, nor is it winning the game that determines
success.






Our success in the search for the Well-Played
game can only be measured in terms of how well we have been able to
play together. Either we achieve it together or we don't achieve it
at all. It is not measured by the score, it is not measured by the
game, it is measured by those of us who are playing it.






This is indeed a new thing for us.
It is strange that it should be that new. It is strange that we
would ever allow a game or a score to evaluate how well we've been
able to play together - strange that we have ever allowed our
authority to reside in anything other than ourselves. It is strange
that this notion of a Well-Played game can be something with which
we are so deeply familiar, and yet something that we can so easily
become confused about. How did it happen that I ever allowed myself
to believe that winning the game was a more meaningful victory than
my enjoyment of how we were playing together?










How about another game of
Ping-Pong?






Look, I've got an idea. Let's not play for
score this time. Let's just volley. Maybe then we'll be able to see
more clearly when we are playing well together. Maybe then we'll be
less distracted.






No, I'm not saying that playing for score is
bad or anything. I'm simply admitting that, based on our last
experience, it isn't very helpful.






And I've got another idea. Since you're a
better player than I am, suppose you play to my backhand more. I'm
better with my backhand, see, and if it's all right with you, I
think it'll help us get to a Well-Played game together. Maybe you
should keep playing with your wrong hand, too.






Yeah, this feels good. It's becoming like a
meditation, just volleying back and forth like this, just trying to
keep the ball on the table.






The game has really changed, though, hasn't
it? I mean, we're not trying to make each other miss anymore. When
my shot hit the end of the table just then, and you missed it, I
was disappointed more than anything else. I wanted us to be able to
keep the ball in play, that's all.






You aren't getting bored, are you? I admit
that I'm not giving you very much of a challenge. I mean, we're
playing so gently with each other.






Whoops! I didn't expect that. It seemed that
the ball had lost its equilibrium a little. I had to play back to
get it on the table again. It felt good, though.






Yes, this is starting to feel right - like
we're really playing together. Maybe if I played a little farther
back . . . Well, I guess that was a little too far. From here,
maybe. Yeah, that feels good.






Did you see that shot? I really didn't expect
I'd be able to get it back on the table at all.






You can feel it too, can't you? Even though
you're so much better at the game than I am, you can feel how we're
beginning to play this game well between us, can't you?






Nice shot! I really didn't think we'd be able
to save that one.






I said "we" didn't I? Yes, I'm beginning to
feel how both of us are making this game happen. I mean, it was
always true that we made the game happen together. I couldn't be
playing Ping-Pong with you if you weren't playing with me. But now
I can really feel how we're playing together.






Do you realize that we haven't dropped the
ball for quite a while? We seem to be getting the feel of it. How
long has it been? You're kidding! We've been doing this for an hour
already? We've kept it going all that time?






This is amazing! I can feel the equilibrium
shift and restore itself. I can't tell which one of us making it
happen. But I feel so sensitive - I can sense the game, I can sense
you, I can sense the way we're playing it together. And I love it.
I love being this way. I love doing this thing, playing this game
with you.






You feel it too, don't you? No, I don't need
to ask. I can tell. I see it in your eyes, in the easy way you're
holding your paddle. I can see you smile at the same thing.
Whenever there's a moment of excellence, whenever one of us has to
stretch beyond in order to keep the game going, we can both tell
when it happens.






And each time it happens, that particular
experience of excellence, it seems to happen a little more
obviously. We seem to be getting better at playing well together.
We can feel it now. We know what it is. It's no longer an idea,
it's what we're actually doing with each other. And because we know
what it is so intimately, we seem to be able to stay there
longer.






Yes, we've found it. We are playing
well together. The game itself has become
Well-Played.















2. GUIDELINES












We have accomplished much in a very short
time:







	
We have been able to arrive at a
common understanding of what it is we are trying to do with each
other.



	
We have discovered that our most
reliable source of information on the meaning of a Well-Played game
is not in what we win or lose, or even in what games we play, but
in the manner in which we are able to play them
together.



	
We have established criteria -
critical points by which we can evaluate the games we play: Is this
the kind of game we're looking for? Can we play this particular
game well together? Is this kind of playing the kind of playing
we're trying to make happen?





In so doing, we have come up with
certain guidelines, certain methods that we can use to help us find
what we are looking for.

 


 


The Establishment of the Intention of Playing
Well Together






It took us quite some time and effort to
decide that playing well together was in fact more important to us
that what game we played or whether or not any one of us was able
to win it.






We discovered that our agreement to look for a
Well-Played game wasn't enough - that the intention of playing well
together is something we have to be able re-establish, constantly,
whenever we feel it necessary.






So far, it doesn't seem that this intention is
the sort of thing that can be established once and for all. Our
needs shift. Our understanding changes. We get involved in part of
a game and forget what it is we're trying to do with it.











The Willingness to Play






When we finally found our Well-Played game, we
were taken by surprise. We didn't expect it to happen the way it
did.






The reason we found it at all was that we were
willing to let it happen.






We were each willing to play. We were each
willing to play that particular game. We were each willing to play
with each other. We arrived at a Well-Played game because of the
way we combined with the game. It isn't something that we made
happen. It happened because we wanted it to happen and we were
willing to do whatever we could to allow it to become.






On the other hand, it has already happened to
us that, though we were willing to play and we had done what we
could to establish the intention to play well, the game didn't work
for us. If that failure had resulted in our losing our willingness
to play, we would have never discovered a Well-Played game until
that willingness was recovered.











Safety






We need, in order to be willing to be willing,
some guarantee, somewhere, that no matter what happens in our
pursuit of the Well-Played game, we will not be risking more than
we are prepared to risk. Even though I'm aware that I might die as
a result of trying to climb this mountain with you, I can accept
that as part of the game. On the other hand, when I discover that
you're cutting my rope so that you can get to the top first, I find
myself much less willing to play.






So, even though this willingness thing seems
to be a prerequisite for our discovery of the Well-Played game,
willingness, pure and simple, isn't enough.






We need to feel safe within the game we want
to play well together.











Trust






The safer we feel in the game we're playing,
the more willing we are to play it.






But, for this experience of safety, we can't
rely solely on the game. We must also be able to believe that we
are safe with each other.











Familiarity






In order to trust each other at all, we need
to establish some basis of familiarity.






If we haven't played with each other before,
we are not familiar enough to be sure of each other.






If we are playing a game that we are all
familiar with, chances are that through playing the game together
we will be able to establish some minimal basis of
trust.






As we play with different people, we discover
that there are variations of the games we have become familiar
with. If we are familiar enough with our game, if we are really
interested in sharing play with others, we can play the variation
without losing the sense of safety that this familiarity provides.
On the other hand, there are hundreds of games and tens of
variations for each - more than we could ever hope to become truly
familiar with.











Conventions






If we can standardize certain aspects of all
the games we play, we will extend our basis for
familiarity.






Rules such as taking turns, playing fair,
playing the game through to the end, good sportsmanship, are all
conventions - derivations from different episodes of play, general
rules which allow us to arrive at an ever broader
standardization.






Violating a convention usually results in a
stiffer penalty than violating any particular rule of a
game.






By establishing the intention
to play well together we have begun to create a new convention. We
would like it to be understood that the search for the Well-Played
game is what has brought us together. We would like to make this
agreement clear enough between us so that we can assume it to be
inviolable.











3. THE FUN
COMMUNITY







By empowering each other to create new
conventions, by establishing guidelines, we assure each other of a
common intention and mutual respect for the willingness to play,
for the need for safety and trust. We need to recognize that these
guidelines are fragile and fictitious, despite all the legislation
we went through to be certain they were mutually held. The only
real assurance we have lies within the community of people with
whom we are playing.






The need for community holds true whether we
are players or spectators. As a spectator, I want to be able to
scream for my team. If the spectator sitting next to me wants to
scream for her team, and if she insists that I also scream for her
team, the likelihood is that we will wind up screaming at each
other. We have to spend more of our time resisting each other than
enjoying the game. I want the game to be important. She wants the
game to be important. But we both lose our opportunity to relish
this importance when the game becomes more important to us than we
are to each other.






When mother and child have fun together,
regardless of what they are having fun doing, they are establishing
a community in which both people operate under the convention that
they take precedence over the fun. When the child cries, the mother
stops having fun.






When children have fun together, in the street
or the back lot, they too establish a fun community. When someone
gets hurt, the game stops. When there's a little kid around, you
watch out for him, you play softer when you're near him, you give
the kid a break. At all times there is an acceptance of a shared
responsibility for the safety of those with whom you have
fun.








The point is that somehow, in the process of
becoming adult, in the attempt to establish familiarity, we tend to
separate the fun from the community. We develop an official body of
rules so that, even though we might not be familiar with the people
we're having fun with, we'll all be familiar with the game.
Baseball is always baseball, no matter with whom we are playing. In
the enlargement of our community to embrace the national community
we abandon some of the conventions that provide us with access to
fun. Our goal is no longer "fun," but a game that we or our team
can win.






What's so strange about this whole shift is
that the search for Deep Fun never stops. What stops is our
awareness of how to find it - our awareness that in fact it resides
not only in the game but also in the people having fun.






The conventions that we tend to enforce with
each other are those which are more directly related to the
maintenance of a particular game than they are to the establishment
of a community. Winning takes precedence over establishing trust.
Winning takes precedence over providing for the safety of the
players. Winning even takes precedence over the willingness to have
fun.






The fun community becomes a game community,
devoted to the pursuit of a particular game, measured in terms of
our success or failure as players of that game.






Thus, we meet for the sake of the game. We go
bowling or play bridge. We enter leagues and evaluate our community
in terms of how successful it is in prevailing over others. As a
game community, we have abandoned any authority to determine
whether or not the game we are playing is, in fact, fun. That
decision depends on who wins.






It is the nature of a fun community to care
more about the players than about the game. If fun is what we truly
want for each other, it matters less to us what game we are
playing.






In fact, as our fun community develops, there
are particular times when we seek out games with fewer and fewer
rules. Games with no rules. Or rules with no games. Or a short nap.
We have so affirmed our ability to have fun well together, to be
safe with each other, that rules begin to get in the way of our
freedom together.






As we begin to sense our power to create our
own games, as we discover that the authority for determining
whether or not a particular activity is suitable resides not in the
game but in the community, we are willing, even, to change the very
conventions that unite us.






Because we have had fun together, because we
have played so many different kinds of games together, we have
become familiar enough with each other to allow our trust to reside
not in any particular agreement but in the community
itself.






We can find new ways to have fun. We can make
it our goal to have nothing else but fun. Only fun. Just fun. We
can abandon even the agreement to pursue the Deep Fun together. The
trust we have established with each other is so profound that we
need no longer to aim at anything.






And so we continue, pursuing this convention
of having fun together, until any attempt to decide ahead of time
what game we're going to play or not, even an attempt to decide
what rules we are going to have fun by, becomes too much of a
hassle - unnecessary, in fact contrary to our purpose, in fact
impossible.






And then, maybe, we find ourselves playing
follow the leader into the woods, and next, we find ourselves
climbing trees and skipping rocks. And when everybody's running
amuck so beautifully, so caringly, who's going to ask for
rules?






We are having fun. We are caring. We are safe
with each other. This is what we want. We are having fun together,
even though we can't name what game we're playing. We are having a
good time. We trust each other. There's no doubt at all about our
willingness to have fun. So there's nothing, anymore, that needs to
be established. We are who we want to be, how we want to be, where,
here, now.






And then, suddenly, we find that we have done
this enough. We aren't tired of having fun. We're tired of having
fun this way. We aren't tired of each other. We want to change the
way we're having fun together. Maybe we want to do something
harder. Maybe we need some challenge.






Nobody knows how this happened - this change -
but somehow all this delicious ease we have with each other has
become too easy, too familiar. Now we want to have fun doing
something - have fun doing something else, maybe. Have fun working
even. Building. Gardening. Making a meal. Eating.






Until even having fun isn't enough and we
establish other aesthetics. We want to feel beautiful together, to
experience grace together, to express harmony.






Until that too isn't enough, and all that we
want to do is find another fun thing to do or play or
be.






But, whatever game or not it is that we
finally find together, whatever game or not we are able to have fun
playing together, we are somehow assured, even then, that we will
be safe in it.






Let us hypothesize that all we are trying to
do at this moment is to have a good time. We're not looking to
prove anything to anyone. We simply want to play something together
that will be good for all of us.






I feel like playing a game of checkers. I'm
tired of running around. I want to do something mostly in my mind,
and I'd like to be doing it with you.






You, on the other hand, want to swing from the
tree rope. You don't want to get into anything competitive. You
aren't particularly interested in thinking at all. And somebody
else wants to play tug-of-war.






Now the fact is that, if we really wanted to
have fun together, we could find a game if we needed one. That,
also, is most amazing. Somewhere there's a game we could all have
fun, each of us feeling the way he's feeling, each doing what he
wants to be doing. We might have to give up the things we're using.
We might have to change a few rules. We might even have to make up
a whole new game. Maybe we'd wind up with our tug-of-war friend
holding on to a rope that you were swinging on while I counted the
swings. Maybe a card game. Who knows?






When we're looking for Deep Fun, we're not as
concerned with the game we wind up playing as we are with having
the opportunity to have fun together.






When we look often enough, with enough people,
in enough different fun communities, we find eventually that it
really doesn't even matter whether we're being physical or mental,
competitive or cooperative. Those are just games.






We'll even find that the kind of activities we
get involved in don't matter that much. We might be tired, we might
be feeling thoughtful, but we also might really delight in a heavy
game of soccer. Because our basis for trust and safety has
broadened to such an extent that it resides not in any particular
game but in our very relationship.






We'll even find that the kind of activities we
get involved in don't matter that much. You might be tired, you
might be feeling thoughtful, but you also might really delight in a
heavy game of soccer. Because your basis for trust and safety has
broadened to such an extent that it resides not in any particular
game and not even in any particular community, you're willing to
play anything. Even if you start off feeling tired or lonely or
bored. It doesn't matter, because you're willing to play, and you
know that any game will do, that any game will get you there. You
know that because you know the energy resides not in the game but
in playing with people.






So it comes back to your basic willingness.
But now it seems that willingness generates more willingness - that
what at first we weren't willing to do we find ourselves seeking
out. We become willing to do something that we didn't even feel
like doing. We even suspend judgment about whether or not we'll
like doing something until the time that we find ourselves doing
it. We even suspend our fear and prejudice about the people we're
playing with. And all this started when we began looking for a game
we could play well together. All this evolved when we realized that
the people we are playing with are as important as the game we are
playing with them - easily as important.






We have already begun our fun community. We
have played with each other, the two of us, and have found a way of
playing well together. We have established the intention. By now we
feel safe with each other - at least while we're
volleying.






We are not yet willing to play anything. We
have not as yet established a familiarity with each other deep
enough to transcend the game we have found. We have found our union
within a game, and we are not yet willing to risk it.






We've played well. We just haven't played
enough.












4. KEEPING IT
GOING







We have established a common intention, and,
in so doing, we have begun to evolve into a play community. We know
what a Well-Played game is and have established guarantees of the
willingness to look for it and the safety of the search. We have
begun to become more familiar.






Now, it happens that we have found one game in
particular which we both seem to be enjoying. It became our
objective, once we found the game, to keep it going as long as
possible. We wanted to volley forever.






Just volleying wasn't enough. The moments of
the game which we both perceived to be Well-Played were the ones
that really kept us going. Trying to volley for as long as possible
was merely the goal of the game. It provided us with a focus. It
allowed us to maintain our connection when that focus was
transcended by our delight in the way we were able to play
together.






As we became more familiar with those moments
in which the goal of the game, though still present, was enlarged
by virtue of the way in which we pursued it, we arrived at a common
understanding of how we could play this particular game
well.






This understanding, as it became shared and
familiar, allowed us to sense, a bit more clearly each time, when
we were about to transcend the game. Thus, we got better at playing
well together. Thus, we got better.






We are ready to try a different game.
Discovering how we play that game well will allow us to arrive at a
slightly larger understanding of how we play well together, as
people who happen to be playing a game, as people who happen to be
happening together.






Let's try something very different - a
thinking game, a game in which we are more involved in the art of
reasoning than we are in the act of physical skill.






Suppose, for example, that we're playing
Mastermind. I've set down my secret arrangement of colors and
you're trying to guess. In this particular game no verbal
communication is necessary. You guess by placing a combination of
colored pegs in the first rank. I respond with other pegs, letting
you know, through this rather bizarre form of response, how many of
your colors are the same as mine and how many of those colors are
in the same position as mine.






As a matter of fact, the ease or difficulty
that you are having in solving the puzzle I've posed has little to
do with my skill as a problem-poser. The particular combination of
colors I arrived at is largely arbitrary. I might have found an
unusual combination, and, in that case, I did employ a modicum of
skill. However, as we get into the game, it becomes evident that
the difficulties you are having in guessing my combination are not
as much due to the brilliance of my modicum as they are the result
of poor luck on your part or of your being caught in some kind of
logical pattern that you can't think your way out of.






We have chosen this game because we suspect we
can play it well together. We find ourselves in two different
roles. We take turns posing and solving problems. Though I am
posing the problem, you are, actually, alone in your attempt to
solve it. How, if we are so divided, will we be able to arrive at a
Well-Played game together?











The Art of Giving Hints






Now, because I made the combination and I'm
responsible for the accuracy of the clues I've given you (if any of
my responses are wrong, it really ruins the game, and, according to
official rules, it counts as my loss - though, in fact, the loss is
mutual), I tend to feel some ownership of your difficulties. You
are playing as well as you can, but I am not playing at all, and
I'm feeling uncomfortable, and the game doesn't seem to be
something that we are playing well together.






So I'd like to give you a hint of some sort,
to help you play well and to allow me to be more a part of the
game.






For you to accept my hint without feeling that
I'm somehow rubbing it in that you can't solve the problem by
yourself, I have to know that you'll receive the hint as I intended
it - a way to make the game Well-Played, a way to keep it
going.






I'm not having fun seeing you struggle. I feel
that in some way it is my responsibility. After all, I did pose the
problem in the first place.






So I want to help. I want to keep the game
going well, and, if I don't do something soon, it's going to stop.
I can see that you're beginning to get frustrated, that, though
you've completely accepted the challenge of the game, it's
beginning to overwhelm you. You seem to be getting more involved in
trying to end the game than you are in playing it. I would like to
keep the game going. I would like to make your access to play more
readily available to you.






In order to do this, I also have to make clear
to you that my offer of help is not a strategy. I have to establish
the fact that my hint is coming from outside my desire for personal
gain in the game itself - that I'm offering the hint in the attempt
to make the game more enjoyable for both of us. In experiencing
your struggles, I'm experiencing my own discomfort with my role. I
want to make sure that nothing is interfering with our opportunity
to play this game well together - not even the game.






This is a very delicate moment. Too often in
our past experiences we've had offers of help that really weren't
meant to be in our best interest. Needing help, in fact, according
to another convention, is admission of failure. According to the
convention of most games, we are not supposed to help each other
win. If you're helped into victory by someone else, it just doesn't
count as much.






But, because we are operating from a different
convention - that of the play community - it is more important that
we be able to establish yet another convention in which we can
offer and ask for help, if it will make the game more accessible
for our playing it well together.






Before I give you any hint, I ask you if you
want one. I try to make clear that it is your option. This way, my
hope is that I can get some guarantee from you that my
understanding of what it will take to keep the game going is in
consonance with yours. We still aren't that familiar with each
other, and I figure that if I give you the option of accepting or
rejecting my offer, my intention will be better
understood.






There is still the chance that you might take
my asking you whether or not you want a hint as, in itself, a game
strategy - as my somehow trying to make you feel worse for your
difficulties.






So, I also have to consider how my offer will
be interpreted - and all this consideration has to be gone through
before I even say anything to you!






It might have been easier if, before we had
started that round of play, we had made some sort of hint-seeking
rule. If we had established that anyone could ask for a hint at any
time, and that the request would in no way influence the scoring
procedure, then, perhaps, the hints would be easier to give and to
receive. We could have made some sort of official-sounding rule,
such as "If, by the fifth guess, the problem-solver has not yet
scored one black peg, that problem-solver, by tapping twice with
the left index finger upon any colored peg, may indicate to the
problem-poser the need for a hint. Only six hints will be
allowed."






For us to establish the fairness of such a
rule, we would have had to test it out through play. We could not
merely say that the rule would work until we saw that it would work
to our mutual advantage, that it would indeed provide us clearer
access to a Well-Played game. We would have had to take advantage
of that rule several times and experience its effect on the way
we're able to play together before we could accept it as a good
rule. In other words, maintaining the game, like maintaining the
play community, requires an ongoing reaffirmation of the intention
of playing well together.






Assuming that the hint rule has been
established, we now have to consider the difference between a good
hint and a bad hint. It isn't enough for us to allow for hints; we
must also establish some criteria for evaluating their
effectiveness in our pursuit of the Well-Played game.






There are at least two kinds of bad hints:
those that don't give enough information (because they are somehow
not really pertinent to the problem the other player is
perceiving), and those that give too much information (because,
instead of helping one to arrive at a solution more effectively,
they give the solution away).






There are probably more kinds of bad hints.
However, there is really only one kind of good hint - and that is
the one that in no way interferes with the opportunity for
accomplishment - one that helps the other player exactly as much as
that player wants to be helped.






Thus, hint-giving is an art in itself. In
order to be effective, it requires a leap into the other person's
mind. To give you a good hint, I have to be empathic enough to know
what kind of problem you're really having and what kind of help
you're really seeking.






Children have a terrible time when they try to
give hints to adults. What appears to the child as a devilishly
subtle clue more often than not becomes for the adult a dead
giveaway. In order to give a good hint, we must be able to
understand how the other person is thinking.






No matter who's giving a hint to whom, a hint
that gives away too much information spoils the game. It takes away
too much from the other player. The puzzle can no longer be solved
because the solution, as a result of the hint, is already obvious.
I feel bad when I'm deprived of the opportunity to solve a puzzle
on my own terms. Once I've accepted a challenge, I feel cheated if
someone takes it away from me.






All of which is to be taken as a case in point
of the need for empathy and the difficulty for achieving it.
Because of this difficulty, hint-giving becomes an exploration of
interpersonal communication. For it to be effective, we have to
understand each other enough to be certain that the help we are
offering is exactly the help that can be best used.






In this case, playing Mastermind with a hint
rule can provide us with a way of learning how we can help each
other play well. This is a very significant achievement in the
development of any community, whether its purpose is play or
learning or working. Imagine the power available to a group of
people who know how to help each other think!






There are other times when hint-giving is so
appropriate that it tends to be all but taken for
granted.






For example, suppose on your seventh guess you
repeat your first guess exactly. Such an oversight is a wasted
move. Clearly no new information will be available to you as a
result. And I would certainly not wish to gain from something as
dumb as that. Obviously you weren't playing well.






I want to play you when you're at your best.
That desire does not come out of any elevated state of being. It is
not a manifestation of my wonderfulness. It is simply one of the
conditions I require for my experiencing a Well-Played game. This
was the problem I was having with you when we were playing
Ping-Pong a couple of chapters ago.






In fact, since our purpose is to share a
Well-Played game together, I would tend to lose as much as you
would. We would both lose that sense of excellence we are hoping to
create together.






So I feel no qualms at all about pointing out
your oversight to you. It's a favor to both of us. In fact, you
receive it easily in the manner in which it was intended. You
realize that it doesn't give anything or take anything away. It
just brings you back to the game so that you can play better and
provide me with a more meaningful challenge.






On the other hand, in some cases, such an
obviously legitimate hint could be taken or given in the wrong
spirit. It could make one of us feel stupid. It could be given in
such a way as to bring shame with it.






The rightness of hint-giving is not defined by
the rules we are playing by, but rather by the relationship that
exists between us as persons.











The Well-Played Guessing Game






Every guessing game is a variation of the
infamous "I know something you don't know" game.






The idea behind all guessing games is that one
player has access to information that the other player hasn't and
is trying to achieve. This is one of your basic life situations - a
reflection of the reality in which we need to learn from each
other.






How the second player gets that information is
what makes one guessing game different from another. This simply
means that the kinds of clues that are permissible determine the
kind of guessing game we are playing.






For example, there's the game of twenty
questions. In this game there are (1) a limit on what kind of
answers can be given (yes and no only), (2) a limit on how many
questions can be asked (as is so clearly defined by the very name
of the game), and (3) a categorical clue that is offered freely at
the beginning of the game (animal, vegetable, mineral; person,
place, thing).






It is difficult to tell who wins and who loses
this kind of game. If the guesser cannot guess the animal or
object, it seems that the guesser has lost. But, if the clue-giver
has not given the appropriate kinds of clues, has answered
incorrectly, then the game itself is nullified. It simply doesn't
count. And, often, it results in the guesser feeling cheated or
angry. Thus, there is on some level a sharing of responsibility for
making the game work.






If the guesser answers after, say, three
guesses, there is as much a feeling of mutual loss as there would
be if the clue-giver gave the wrong clue. The guesser wants
something that is hard enough to be interesting to try to guess,
and simple enough to be eventually achieved. Thus, it would be
unfair in some games if the object were something too obscure, like
a rutabaga, or too obvious, like a carrot. This depends on who's
playing with whom.






Thus, the Well-Played guessing game takes into
account the players' knowledge of each other as much as it takes
into account their knowledge of the material world.






If our goal is to play well together, we not
only have to find the game that lets us do this but we also have to
find the right way to help each other play.











Fairness






We want to keep the game going. Unfortunately,
we can't always count on being able to help each other. There are
times, no matter how clearly we understand each other, in which one
of us is too involved to be able to offer or receive
help.






In guessing games, the one of us who knows the
answer can afford to be more sensitive to the other player's needs.
But, in a game like checkers, even though we have some time between
turns, we both tend to get too involved in planning and
strategizing to be fully aware of what kind of help we need from
each other.






And, if you think that kind of exercise of
compassion is difficult in a game of checkers, try it during your
next tennis match!






We want to get involved. We also know that we
can get too involved. So we have to make other rules and
conventions which, in the heat of the game, will help us maintain
our intention of playing well, together.






The convention of fairness is one of our
earliest attempts. The convention of fairness, when contrasted with
the idea of survival of the fittest, is obviously a game-oriented
concept. Only much later will it evolve into a more comprehensive
idea such as justice.






Fairness, when discussed by children in a
family or neighborhood, is not the same as justice. It means that
if two children have to share a piece of three-layered cake, even
though one child hasn't eaten for days and the other just ate two
of the three layers all by herself, what's fair is that each child
gets half of the remaining layer. That way, it's fair.






On the other hand, when the concept of
fairness is spoken of in relation to playing games, it is used more
as an emergency measure - a semimagical word which, when evoked,
gives the utterer the chance to win, too. Young children perceive a
game as fair only as long as they perceive themselves able to get
whatever prize it is that the game or anybody else
offers.






Young children don't really understand the
idea of winning and losing. It is another convention which, though
introduced quite early into the children's play communities, acts
more as a divisive than a unifying force. To a young child, a game
is a source of fascination. If there is such a thing as winning,
and winning is to be considered such a wonderful experience, then,
whoever is playing should win.






They're not ready, in terms of their
understanding of community, to acknowledge the fact that nobody can
win if nobody loses. Or, even if they're able to admit that one of
them has to lose in order to allow everybody else to win, it would
be quite contrary to anyone's desire for true fairness to volunteer
to be the loser.






Later on, making a game fair will mean making
sure that everyone has the same chance to win. We learn that the
only thing we can reasonably guarantee each other is that we will
all be playing by the same rules, all have the same opportunity to
win. It is this concept which allows us to develop a functioning
play community.






It is an extremely trying task to create a
system of conventions which will guarantee each member of our play
community equal access to play. We need, at times, to employ an
entire host of officials to help us keep that guarantee. As
difficult as it is, it is a profoundly significant act in that it
is one of the first and most deeply felt of encounters between
individual and community play consciousnesses.






But for young children, if it is the rule of
the game that only one child gets to be first, the game is
considered fair only by the child who becomes first.











Cheating






Along with the idea of fairness comes its
necessary complement: cheating.






Cheating is what someone does to give
him/herself a more than even chance to win. At least, that's what
we most often call cheating.






When I happen to notice you attempting to draw
universal attention to my little cheat, I am aware that the
motivation for your sudden intensity stems not as much from your
concern that I have broken a rule as from your feeling that I have
somehow deprived you of your opportunity to win. You are still not
speaking from or referring to the idea of the play community,
because, at that time in your development, the only really
Well-Played game is the one you win.






It is obvious that your concern with my
cheating is biased in your behalf. If I'm doing something wrong,
even if I'm in flagrant violation of the rules of the game, as long
as you perceive yourself as winning, everything's cool.






At this stage, even asking for a hint could be
considered cheating. The only thing that would ever make you
willing to give me a hint would be some assurance on my part that
my request for help was a giving up - that if I win as a result of
your hint, I haven't really won.






You might allow me to cheat a little bit, if
it makes things a little closer to being even - as long as you're
still ahead. It's cheating, but it's not so bad then. It helps keep
the game going.






The things we do that are close to but not
quite cheating are usually done not so much for the sake of keeping
the game fair as they are done so that we can keep the game
going.






A case in point:






I was playing musical chairs with a group of
children ranging in age from seven through eleven. These children
had by this time been able to establish some of the groundwork for
their play community.






I already had enough sense of how they played
to recognize that the game would be more fun for more children if
everyone could continue playing. In other words, I changed the
rules so that no one would be out of the game unless he or she
really wanted to be.






I simply refrained from removing any of the
chairs. I made certain that there was one more child than there
were chairs. Whenever the music stopped, therefore, there would be
one child who didn't have a chair who could avail him or herself of
that prized experience of being unseated. And then we'd play the
next round. I didn't see the need for keeping anyone out of the
game, and neither, so it seemed, did anyone else. There was always
someone who kind of lost, and there was everyone else who kind of
won. But there was never anyone who had to stay lost. It was enough
fun as it was.






We had been playing the game for about ten
minutes. The game had been going well, but it seemed to have
reached its peak. After all, fun's fun. I had decided that I would
suggest a new game after the next round was over.






However, when the next round began, one of the
children decided that the game would be more intriguing if, rather
than leave his chair behind in the hopes of finding another one
when the music stopped, he simply took his chair with
him.






Now this was, to my understanding, an example
of basic cheating. Though we had never actually said that it was a
rule of the game, it was logical to assume that one was not
supposed to take one's chair along.






I braced myself for confrontation. I waited,
poised to rush in should the horde rise and, in indignant outrage,
attempt to smush. I stopped the music.






Everybody stood around and laughed.






I swear, that's what happened. No one was
angry. Everyone thought it was funny. Funny! Here we were being
confronted with an example of quintessential cheating, and everyone
was laughing.






So, if they called this fun, who was I to
stand in the way? If they thought that they were playing well
thereby, well then, play on!






I waited for them all to be seated. They sat,
eventually - all but the one without a chair, naturally.






I put the music back on. And this time, all of
them took their chairs along on the march.






They were still, more or less, playing musical
chairs. Every now and then, one of them would let go of a chair and
try to find another chair that somebody else let go. But they
weren't playing it the way it was supposed to be played. They were
all having fun, but they were cheating!






So here was an important discovery for all of
us. We found that there was a kind of cheating which - even though
it can be considered unfair, even though it helps somebody win or
keeps somebody from losing - was good, was right, which led us all
to a game we could play well together.











The Well-Timed Cheat






I call this the well-timed cheat. It is the
kind of rule-breaking that is done as much for the sake of play as
it is for the sake of a player.






Which means that sometimes, in order to keep a
game going, we have to change it. We either have to stop the game
and discuss alternatives, which is difficult to do, or we can take
an easier path and just cheat.






The well-timed cheat, as highly desirable as
it may be, is a risky thing to try. For the cheating to be seen as
well-timed, the cheater must have a remarkable sense of
appropriateness - must know ahead of time that the intended
violation of the game will be experienced as a reaffirmation of
everyone's access to play.






The Well-Timed cheat works because a game
isn't working. It helps us regain a sense of play that we had lost
in the process of maintaining a game that we were no longer
interested in playing well. It is a way to change a game so that we
can keep on playing.











Boundaries






Another device to which we have access in
order to keep the game going is the boundary that separates the
game from everything else around it. Because there are boundaries,
there are ways to get out of the game when you have to.






Play is a voluntary act. You can't play if you
aren't willing to. You can't play if you feel you are obliged to.
No game or toy can guarantee that it can make people play. You
gotta be in the mood.






If there were no boundaries around a game, it
would be extremely difficult for someone who would like to stay out
of it all. It would be equally difficult for those of us who wanted
to stay in.






One of the things that makes it hard for
adults and children to play together is the difficulty they both
have in maintaining boundaries. We get in each other's way. The
adults would prefer that the children not play tag in the living
room - especially because there are things and people in there
which seem to be manifesting a sudden increase in fragility. The
children would prefer that the adults join the game or at least
stay still long enough to act as good obstacles should.






Suffice it to say that boundaries are so
important to our ability to maintain a game that we build stadiums
of genuinely heroic proportion so that we can keep the players
separate from everybody else.






Boundaries help separate the game from life.
They have a critical function in maintaining the fiction of the
game so that the aspects of reality with which we do not choose to
play can be left safely outside.






Boundaries also provide the individual player
with the opportunity to make a judgment on the relation between the
game and the willingness to play. If the game is too rough for me,
I can, without disturbing the game, leave when I have
to.






Occasionally it happens that I have a need to
attend to, the satisfaction of which lies outside of the game. I do
not wish to draw particular attention to this need. I merely wish
to leave until I can refresh myself in whatever way I need to
experience refreshment. Knowing that I can cross the line, whenever
I have to, helps me and everyone else know that, as long as I'm
inside, I'm there to play.











Home and Safety






Then there are the times when I need to catch
my breath. I don't want or have to leave the game. I just need to
recuperate long enough to be able to play as hard as I want to.
Neither do I want the game to stop because of it. I need to
suspend, just for a moment or two, my participation in the game.
I'd like everyone to know that I'm still in the game but I don't
want anyone to think that I'm playing.






Anything can serve as a base - a tree, a mark
on the ground, a piece of paper. In some games, like stoop tag, I'm
safe as long as I'm stooping. In other games, like hug tag, I'm
safe as long as I'm hugging someone else.






Whatever position or place I have to assume, I
am allowed by this convention to be part of the game without
actually playing.






When I'm in the place or position of safety, I
can recover long enough to check the game out, to make sure that
the game is going the way I want it to, to watch what's happening
to other people, to regain composure.






But, because I'm still part of the game, I
have a responsibility to it.






You are in hot pursuit and I'm being given
good chase. However, you're getting a bit too close. The chase, as
much as we're both enjoying it, is about to conclude. Actually, I
don't want to be it.






So I squat or stoop or touch base.
Fortunately, there are a few other players left in the game for you
to pursue merrily.






Here I am, squatting or stooping or touching
base. I'm safe now. As long as I stay put, I can't lose. I am
experiencing gratefulness in relationship to this opportunity. You
are probably feeling less grateful.






After a while, I also realize that, as long as
I stay put, I can't play. This is bothersome. It was nice to know
that I could be safe whenever I wanted to. It is less nice to
realize that I can't stay safe and play at the same
time.






At least I can get ready. I can tie my shoes
or tuck my shirt or soothe my fevered brow. But how long can one
tie and tuck and soothe?






And then I realize that everyone else but you
is tying and tucking, squatting and stooping. I also realize that
somehow this is unfair. You seem to be getting tired. As long as
you're it, you have no safe zone. If you'd squat, the game would be
over.






And so, in a sudden leap of compassion, I rise
and allow you to give chase.






Again, no matter what conventions we create,
the game is maintained by the manner in which it is played. If we
aren't playing well together, nothing works.











Time Out






Sometimes it is important to stop the game
itself in order to keep it going.






No matter how much we try to make rules clear
and fair, there are times during a game when I as a player find
that their implications are no longer clear to me. I thought they
were clear when the game began, but now that I find myself hotly
pursued by one of the toughest and fastest kids in the
neighborhood, it suddenly occurs to me that I have forgotten where
the base is.






So, I call time out. The game is suspended. It
isn't ended, it's just stopped. The kid stops chasing me. I ask for
clarification. So, where's the base? I find out. I call "untimes,"
or something to that effect, and run as fast as I can to the
nearest base.






It is of utmost importance to the maintenance
of the Well-Played game that we keep the rules clear. It is unfair
that anyone should be penalized because of not understanding the
rules. Again, this is evidence supporting the conclusion that games
are really not very much like life.






Obviously, "time out," like any other
convention, can be misused. I can call time out so that I can gain
some sort of personal advantage. I can keep on finding things that
need clarification - especially when I'm about to lose. But such a
misuse is so obvious, so threatening to the spirit of the
convention and the maintenance of a fair game that I run the risk
of being expelled permanently from the play community if it becomes
clear that I am using it as a strategy.






"Time out" isn't playing. It's something we do
to keep the game fair.











Interference






Another convention we establish to keep the
outside world where it belongs is the rule of
"interference."






When someone calls "interference," that person
is saying that something, such as a telephone pole or a kid who
doesn't belong in the game, has invalidated the last play. The word
is used to convey the message that what has just taken place didn't
count.






We agree to this convention because we
recognize that, in order to play well, we must be fully engaged in
the game. If other realities are going to get in our way, we make
rules that will allow us to play around them.











Getting Involved






The devices we have at our disposal for
keeping a game going tend to become more and more legalistic as the
concept of fairness evolves into a prerequisite for playing a game
well. They are there to assure that the game is fair.






We establish such devices because we discover
that, as we become familiar enough with a game to get totally
involved in it, we tend to become a bit untrustworthy.






You know, you get involved in the heat of the
game, you want to take the game as seriously and as fully as you
can, and, if given the chance, you might in the blind passion of
playing find yourself more willing that you normally would be to do
something that closely approximates cheating - especially if no one
happens to notice.






It's not that you're trying to be bad or
inhumane or anything like that, it's just that you're so deep into
the game that everything you do or think tends to become a
strategy.






In other words, when you really get involved
in a game, you forget yourself. In fact, the fun of the game lies
in the fact that you can forget yourself. But what might happen is
that you forget yourself too much.






It's odd, this whole rhythm of play and
community. You establish a community so that you can play well
together. You learn, in the establishment of such a community, that
it is necessary to exercise real caring for other players - to be
responsive to their needs, to be willing to be open. And yet, when
you finally find the game that you all really enjoy, somehow, if
you're not careful, that very game can destroy the community. The
sense of play that brought you together in the first place can be
taken over by the desire to continue the game.






In wanting to make a game as real as possible,
we tend to make it too real.






And yet all this is part of the dynamics of
the relationship between play, and playing well, and the
Well-Played game.






So we make an elaborate series of conventions.
These conventions are designed to keep the game fair, even in the
heat of play. Then we establish other conventions so that the
earlier conventions can be interpreted fairly and in the proper
spirit.






As we move away from finding the game we want
to play toward keeping the game going, we find it increasingly more
difficult to establish direct, nongame communication. This is
because we are all playing. Since we are all players, what we say
to each other during the game tends to sound as if it were part of
the game.






When we reach this point of involvement, we
can't even say "interference" without it seeming like a
strategy.






I don't think this comes from a need to be
competitive. Neither does it seem to me to be a violation of the
conventions we established in order to maintain our play community.
Rather, I conclude that all this means that there are times during
our pursuit of a Well-Played game when we become so deeply engaged,
so thoroughly committed to playing all-out, that we are even
willing to suspend the notion of community for the sake of the
game.






Which means that the nature of the play
community is such that, in the pursuit of a Well-Played game, when
it really gets going, no convention is strong enough to make sure
that we remember to care about each other.






So, we need something to keep us from causing
real-world damage upon our playful bodies.






We need the law.











The Fair Witness






What we do, in order to allow ourselves the
freedom of total commitment to our parts in a game, is establish
roles outside the game - supportive roles filled by people who
aren't playing. We establish fair witnesses in whom we invest the
authority to stop the game.






These people are called umpires or referees.
They are responsible for the fair conduct of the game. They are the
ones to whom we give some of the responsibilities we would normally
take upon ourselves. In so doing, we can play without having to
think of anything else than playing fully, playing hard, reaching
the goal, getting the ball, winning.






We give these people the power to stop the
game, to ascribe penalties, to make judgments, to reward and
punish. They are on nobody's side. They are official
representatives of the community as a whole.






In other words, we recognize that our game has
reached a somewhat dangerous state. We want to play hard. We want
to play as hard as we can. We want to be released from having to
make judgments on how caringly or even how legally we're playing so
that we can focus on the game itself. It is too distracting to
think about anything else.






As we continue to pursue this need to focus on
the game alone, we find ourselves less and less willing to do
anything other than think about the game.






The whole dynamic of the play community begins
to change so that we can keep the game going.






We can no longer take the time to determine
whether or not a particular rule is fair, or even helpful. We must
give the rules even more force so that they can bind us to the
game. They become regulations. They are made and upheld and
negotiated for by our officials. They are not even our rules, they
are the official rules.






We create an authority which is no longer
within our control, no longer subject to the conditions of our
community. This helps us keep our minds on the game. This helps us
avoid arguments. We have others now who can do that for
us.






As our rules become regulations, we create
greater and greater distance between our community and those who
govern it. Not only do we give our authority over to the referees
and umpires, but we also allow their authority to be determined by
an even larger authority, unnamed, unspecific, to which we ascribe
the responsibility for determining the regulations by which we
play.






The stronger the authority, the more we can
focus on the game. We strengthen the authority until it reaches a
point of total autonomy. It no longer represents the needs of any
one player, or even the needs of our play community.






We have reached a point in the pursuit of our
Well-Played game in which the game has taken precedence over our
community. We have become a game community, if we are a community
at all. We are held together by the regulations and the officials
we have created to keep the game going. We no longer hold each
other together. We are no longer in the position to evaluate the
game. We can no longer decide if the game serves the needs of our
community.






In order to maintain the play community as
well as the game, we have to give up a little of our commitment to
the game. We have to restore our commitment to the community as
well.






No matter how many auxiliary roles we create -
timekeepers, scorekeepers, announcers, cheerleaders - we must find
a way to return them all to the play community, to reaffirm their
membership and establish some kind of assurance that these people
in fact represent our community.






There are many ways we can accomplish this. We
can take turns being referee or umpire or whatever else is needed
for us to maintain the game. That way, we can make sure that people
in those roles remember what it is they're there to help us do. We
can decide that the referee will make a decision only if a player
has asked for a decision - thereby assuring that the referee truly
represents the needs of the community. We can state that a
referee's decision only holds if all those involved in the decision
agree that it is fair.











Clarity






We do all this because we cannot play if we
are not clear. We create all these officials because we acknowledge
that there can be no game if there is not agreement on its rules.
We can even play with confusion, if we want to, but we can't play
from confusion. We can select a game which leads us into chaos, but
we must first surround that chaos with some order and
clarity.






Rules are the binding force which permit us to
be free together.






If we choose a game that is unfamiliar to any
of us, if its rules are such that we are not certain of the
consequences of following them - even if only one of us is
uncertain - we are no longer playing from the safety and fairness
that we created our community to maintain. We are, in fact, no
longer a community. There is a separation between those who
understand and those who don't.






Thus, before we even begin a game, we must
take some measures to make sure that it will provide each of us
with equal access to playing well.






We reaffirm the idea of boundaries. We make
sure that anyone who needs to step out of the game may - that no
one feels compelled to play a game that she doesn't
understand.






We may, if our sense of each other's needs is
strong enough, decide on a practice game.











The Practice Game






This means that we can begin the game with an
assurance that the game won't count - that our objective is not to
win, or even to play well, but to make certain that everybody
understands the rules.






It is a wonderful act of the playing mind that
we can establish such a thing as a practice game. We can actually
declare a game void before we even play it, and still play. We can
say, "This is the game, but this isn't the real game. The real game
won't start until the practice game is over." Then, when everyone
agrees that the game is clear, that its rules are commonly
understood, we can really play.






It is such an act as this - an act of caring
for each other, for attending to the personal need for clarity -
that reaffirms and re-establishes the play community. It makes
certain that the game is fair and that all who are playing have the
same access to it.






We might begin the practice session with only
a few rules of the real game so that we can explore them together
until we are certain that each of us is able to understand the
consequences of following them. Then we can add a few more rules,
and then a few more, until we all agree that the whole game is
understood. The practice session might consist of a whole series of
partial games - each new game being an elaboration on that which we
played previously. It is what we can do when we need to arrive at a
common understanding.






In fact, our guiding motive might have nothing
to do with kindness or caring. We might not at all be concerned
with making sure that everyone is feeling happy. We are not
necessarily playing for personal motives, be they kind or cruel. We
are going through all this because we want to play well together,
and we know that we can't really play well unless all the players
understand the rules.











Spectators






Now that we all understand the game and have
returned it to the play community, we look around and discover that
there are some members of the community who have been watching
us.






This is all right. We have made it clear to
each other that no one is obliged to play, that we play only
because we are willing to play.






It wouldn't help anybody if we were to stop
the game until the onlookers joined or went away. We can make sure
that everybody knows that everybody can play, but we can't keep
anybody from watching. That would be too much of a violation of the
condition of willingness. We know, we have decided that a player is
one who wants to play. We know that we can't force anyone to
play.






Actually, these people are helping us. We can
sense their expectations, their purpose. They, too, want a
Well-Played game.






They are reminding us, by the simple act of
watching, that we have come together to play well together. They
honor us by their attendance. Their presence is testimony to the
probability that we will, in fact, be able to play this game
well.






But their expectations are very strong. They
aren't playing, they're just watching. Consequently, we begin to
feel almost obliged to play well. We feel that we have a
responsibility to them, perhaps even more than we have a
responsibility to each other, to do something spectacular. We begin
to give them what they're waiting for.
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