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<& Introduction

KIERAN EGAN and DAN NADANER

This book is about the roles and values of imagination in education and
about the dangers of ignoring or depreciating them. Because we think
our educational systems at present are profoundly influenced by con-
ceptions of education that ignore or depreciate imagination, we have
brought this collection of essays together. They have in common the
conviction that imagination is not some desirable but dispensable frill,
but that it is the heart of any truly educational experience; it is not
something split off from ‘‘the basics’’ or disciplined thought or ra-
tional inquiry, but is the quality that can give them life and meaning;
it is not something belonging properly to the arts, but is central to all
areas of the curriculum; it is not something to ornament our recrea-
tional hours, but is the hard pragmatic center of all effective human
thinking. Our concern is not to promote imagination at the expense of
something else—say, rational inquiry or the foundational ‘3 Rs’’;
rather it is to show that any conception of rational inquiry or the foun-
dations of education that depreciates imagination is impoverished and
sure to be a practical failure. Stimulating the imagination is not an al-
ternative educational activity to be argued for in competition with other
claims; it is a prerequisite to making any activity educational.

That imagination does not occupy a firm niche in education will
come as news to no one. The current era in education is one of pre-
scribed objectives, testing, and technical emphases in the curriculum.
David Elkind, in his book The Hurried Child (1981), has astutely re-
viewed the nexus of technocratic pressures that often makes school a
barren experience. Elkind articulates what many parents see daily:
kindergarten children coming home from their ‘‘jobs’” at school, arith-
metic exercises in hand, with stars or care-bear awards for their
performance on accelerated reading and writing lessons (or hurt feel-
ings if they did not perform so well). On Friday afternoons, perhaps,
the children might cut amusing decorations from a stencil to round out
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the ‘humanistic side”’ of their education. For parents worried by this
kind of curriculum there may be an alternative public school or a pri-
vate school (at great expense) that offers something more or at least
something different. Or, more likely, there may be no alternative but
to see the child through it. A leading social studies educator, now re-
tired, recently observed that the classrooms of today remind her of the
classrooms she first encountered 50 years ago, with their tired work-
books and their habit of replacing real child art with cute decorations.
In these surroundings, the imagination is not finding hospitable treat-
ment.

And yet the value of imagination in education remains brilliantly
apparent, not only to concerned educators but to any parent or teacher
interested in improving the quality of education. When we first set out
to think with teachers and parents about imagination, in the form of
the conference on ‘‘Imagination and Educational Development”’
sponsored by the Faculty of Education of Simon Fraser University,
we were surprised by the depth of need that these parents and teach-
ers brought to the subject. In spite of their own schools’ push toward
the academic ‘‘basics,”” the conference participants felt the need for a
broader perspective in the curriculum as clearly as did the speakers.
Teachers at the conference met ideas about imagery and narrative
structuring in children’s thinking with eagerness to find a place for
imagination in education.

FINDING THE IMAGINATION

This book represents our effort to clarify the role of imagination in ed-
ucation. We are stepping aside, for a moment, from the analysis of so-
cietal pressures that constrain the curriculum, although this kind of
study is also needed. We take the tack that, while curriculum devel-
opment cannot proceed without efforts to redefine and enhance the role
of the school in society, it also cannot proceed without leadership in
conceptualizing the curriculum. A clear concept of the imagination is
needed if the decline of imagination in the curriculum is to be halted.
Assumptions about the imagination, left unexamined, can trivialize its
role in education. Notions of fantasy and escape, for example, are
often assumed to be part of imagination. Although these may be valid
aspects of certain kinds of imagination, they can become meaningiess
stereotypes if accepted uncritically. Media packages, from Disney
through Star Wars, can easily meet society’s need for glossy fanta-
sies. When imagination becomes a fantasy to be consumed and only a
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diversion in the life of the individual, it is not perceived as a very im-
portant capacity to develop further, and certainly not to be developed
during valuable school time.

Brian Sutton-Smith has observed that the idea of the imagination
is not very old (it needed the era of rationalism and individualism to
precede it), and so its association with education is even more recent.
Historically, educators who have addressed the imagination have con-
strued it in limited and specific ways. In its most influential forms, the
imagination has been seen as a projection of the unconscious, as cre-
ative behavior, as a distracting flight of fancy, or as the imagistic side
of cognition. The first extended attempts to discuss the imagination
were byproducts of Freud’s work. Depth psychology identified and
gave significance to the child’s unconscious life. In his book Imagi-
nation (1963), Harold Rugg spoke of the imagination as a way for chil-
dren to overcome mental blocks and attain moments of spontaneous
insight. Rugg’s work began in the late 1920s, at the height of the child
study movement. Similarly, Frances Wickes, a disciple of Jung, ex-
plored the value of projected fantasies and fears in The Inner World of
Childhood (1927). This kind of imagination, the psychoanalytic ver-
sion, was central to child-centered education and to the notion of free
self-expression in art education.

As the reputations of Freud and Jung declined among educators,
so did the status of fantasy in the curriculum. But a close relative of
this school of thought, creative behavior, kept a strong following.
Creativity was seen both as a state of mind and as a capacity that could
accomplish something concrete—like inventing a better spaceship.
Rather than an end in itself, creativity was a form of imagination that
was attached to making things, especially new and useful things. The
term ‘‘creative’’ became so popular in the 1950s and 1960s that it be-
came interchangeable with imagination, and more often with art. The
emphasis on creativity, itself a vague term, has left a legacy of vague
thinking about the arts, and the inability to distinguish the arts from
many other forms of purposeful production.

If writers on creative behavior have attributed only good results
to imaginative thinking, philosophers like Gilbert Ryle have seen a
darker side. Reacting against Freud and other noted introspectors, an-
alytic philosophers have equated productive thinking with testable
propositions, making it difficult to see the value of invisible mental
events (that is, the imagination). For the hard-core analytic philoso-
pher, the imagination is at best lovable and curious, and at worst a
damaging intrusion upon logic. Ryle (1977) is one of the few of this
school to see the role of imagination as a ‘‘vanguard of thought,”” but
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he also points to its ‘‘silly’”” moments, calling it an intellectual *‘jay-
walker.”’ In this bias for strict order he follows a tradition begun by
Hobbes (1881), who saw in dreams only the random crumbling of
waking thought. Concepts like these have surely shaped current as-
sumptions about the nature of thought and helped assign low status to
nondiscursive forms of thought in education.

Cognitive psychology is the most recent discipline to take an in-
terest in the imagination. A growing breed of cognitivists is finding a
place for imagery within thought and is beginning to examine the
manifestations of imagery in dreams, daydreams, memory, and per-
ception. Psychologists like Peter McKellar (1957) and Roger Shepard
(1978) have been instrumental in the reentry of imagery into psy-
chology, an area where it had been effectively banished since John
Watson wrote his behaviorist manifesto in 1914. Watson’s legacy re-
mains very influential, however, rendering the implications of behav-
iorism and experimental psychology the dominant assumptions for
education. After a 50-year gap in scholarship, the discussion of im-
agery in psychology is still a catch-up affair, focusing mainly on on-
tological questions (for example, does imagery exist, or is it an
epiphenomenon of propositional thinking?). A full-bodied description
of the imagination, in its diverse narrative and cultural forms, remains
far off on the horizon, as does the derivation (from this field) of im-
plications for education.

Sutton-Smith has contributed to this volume an extended and in-
cisive analysis of the several ways the imagination has been construed
in Western culture. (We have preserved his essay as spoken at the
conference from which the idea for this book began, because the nar-
rative tone enhances his point.) Beyond his effort to clarify meanings,
however, what is remarkable in Sutton-Smith’s essay is his ability to
suggest concretely what the imagination is. The same can be said for
the essays by Ted Hughes, Maxine Greene, Gareth Matthews, Robin
Barrow, and others in this volume. The behaviorists and analytic phi-
losophers were right about one thing, and that is that the imagination
is an inner experience, difficult to observe and therefore difficult to
describe. Yet methods do exist. Ted Hughes is a poet and classical
scholar, a practitioner of the kind of world-integrating thinking he de-
scribes. Maxine Greene is an educational philosopher whose phenom-
enological orientation has been a crucial point of resistance to the more
sterile trends in the field. Brian Sutton-Smith has long been known as
an authority on children’s play, and has achieved prominence not only
for his theoretical insights but also for his rich anecdotal knowledge of
the subject. The imagination will never be adequately known through
laboratory methods or purely dispassionate analysis. It is a cultural
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event, with a cultural history (or many cultural histories, as Degen-
hardt’s and McKay’s essay reminds us). It is the kind of mental event
that can be best known through active identification with it, whether
as poet, phenomenologist, teacher, or playroom supervisor. In re-
viewing these essays, we find ourselves both enchanted and illumi-
nated by the variety of ways in which the authors have combined clear
scholarship with an engaged attitude toward their subject.

KINDS OF IMAGINATION

The material in this volume is rich in images, and it would be point-
less to try to compress them into a single definition of the imagination
and its place in education. It would be fair to conclude, however, that
the imagination is diverse. Sutton-Smith, in discussing the relation-
ship of imagination to thinking, argues that that relationship probably
takes several strong forms. The imagination may be a thing of narra-
tive, of pure visual imagery, or of abstract relations.

The imagination may also be good or evil. In the context of
Maxine Greene’s argument, the imagination is an instrument of libera-
tion. It is a way to ‘‘become different . . . to choose against things
as they are . . . [to live] forward a little.”” For Ted Hughes, this pos-
itive, liberating concept of imagination is also the kind worth incor-
porating in education, giving the chance to open new roads of
understanding and organize reality within a *‘large, flexible grasp.”’
Without the continued practice of an adequate imagination, Hughes
suggests, a kind of intellectual paralysis sets in, making a person sus-
ceptible to mass-media definitions of reality and to other demons. Sut-
ton-Smith takes a less value-oriented approach, observing that
imagination and liberation, or imagination and romanticism, are not
always partners. Dictators, too, have had their imaginations. When we
speak of what the role of imagination in education should be, then, we
have a problem of both defining the imagination and identifying the
value of its several different forms.

IMAGINATION AND EDUCATION

Efforts to give imagination a place in education in this century have
been sporadic, beginning with Kirkpatrick (1957) and Rugg (1963), and
continuing through to Margaret Sutherland’s (1971) work on imagery
and problem solving in the schools. Significant also have been Ruth
Mock’s book (1970) and Mary Warnock’s impressive Imagination
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(1976). What has not been accomplished to date is a clear description
of the connection between the values of imagination and the nature of
education. With the resources that the authors in this book bring to the
subject, we feel optimistic that that connection can be seen much more
clearly. For Barrow, the imagination is not an entity in itself, but a
quality of ‘‘unusual and effective’” conception, a quality that contrib-
utes directly to the educational goals of understanding and critical
thought. Sutton-Smith has stated the case for the imagination in edu-
cation most dramatically, suggesting that the imagination is the very
source of thought. More than a “‘link up’’ with thinking, the imagi-
nation is a unique form of intelligence.

The question, then, of how the imagination can be related to the
school curriculum is rich and potent. We feel fortunate that the con-
tributors to this volume have created connections between imagina-
tion and education that are strong and specific enough to speak directly
to educational practice. Combining conceptual clarity with practical
experience in the several subject areas,thg chapters in Part 111 help
flesh out the more specific side of the imagination’s place in the school.
Roger Shepard, for example, offers a provocative look at the role of
imagination in scientific discovery, challenging the simplistic notions
that science is a matter only of logic and verification. In a delightful
and original essay, Gareth Matthews demonstrates the rich store of
philosophical thought in children’s stories, urging that we see them for
the provocative communications that they are, rather than as charm-
ing but meaningless tales. Claire Golomb, similarly, identifies the
symbolic aspect of young children’s artistic efforts, which makes their
artwork more than imitation and gives it strong significance in cogni-
tive development.

The imagination takes diverse forms, and in each of its incarna-
tions it is a distinct quality of thought and feeling, a unique human ac-
tivity. Through the practice of imagination, meanings are given to
appearances, emotions intertwine with thoughts, and the mind finds a
satisfying occupation. The examples of imagination given throughout
the book will, we hope, not only establish the logical links between
imagination and education, but also help refurnish the collective vi-
sion of what education itself is about.
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BRIAN SUTTON-SMITH
University of Pennsylvania

My title, In Search of the Imagination , is literal enough although hardly
anything else in this chapter will be. The kind of imagination that I am
going to describe is the turbulent kind, full of opposites and a fulcrum
of historical conflict; it conducts every child uneasily through child-
hood, in the presence of those who would ‘‘read it out’’ in their own
favor, one way or another. I suggest that this view of the imagination
makes education much more difficult but also more exciting.

But first, what is the imagination? Is it what Mozart had? Shake-
speare? Freud? Einstein? Frank Lloyd Wright? Muhammed Ali? Mata
Hari? Or is it what anyone has when they say: “*What if 7" What if pigs
could fly? What if 90 percent of the matter in space were missing?
What if the mind is not like a computer, or not like Boolean algebra?
What if the imagination is simply the subjunctive mood?

My approach in this chapter will be historical. I will suggest that
our current view of the imagination is a patchwork of historically de-
rived textures. I would like to attempt (and it can be only an attempt)
to make a little more systematic what some of those textures appear
to be. The imagination is a relative newcomer on the stage of history.
Its lineage is an inheritance of irrationality, mimicry, and dissimula-
tion. Its currency is childishness, freedom, and uniqueness. Its future
might be metagenerative. It has cut enormous ice in the arts the past
200 years, but it has had, as yet, meager influence in education.

THE IMAGINATION AS IRRATIONAL

The first layer of history with which I will deal is that of irrationality.
Let’s begin with two examples from children. Here first is a story by
a four-year-old, cited in my book The Folkstories of Children (1981).

Once upon a time there was a monster named King of Beasts
and King of Beasts went out for a walk
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He walked for a hundred and two years and he died

His bones said *‘wake up, wake up”’

And then his bones died and then his spirit said **Wake up,

wake up”’
to his bones

The house became haunted

And then a person went in and the person got scared away and
his brother bit the body part

His brother died

And then the other brother died in the same house

And then the same thing happened

And then often the same thing happened the same thing happened
to both of them again and they were really dreaming that
they died

After they woke up they really died

And then the skeleton said **Wake, wake up”” and the spirit
said ‘*Wake up, wake up’’ to the skeleton

The end.

I think most people would think this was imaginative, though I
do believe we could find plenty of people who would assume that the
child who told this story was disturbed, not quite sane. What most of
us do when we meet this kind of imagination, however, is attempt to
restrain it. We are uneasy with the irrational aspects of the imggina-
tion. Parents and teachers in particular like to give such extrusions a
didactic twist. The following story, from Judy Dunn, a Cambridge re-
searcher, describes a three-year-old playing with his teddy bear and
the way his mother reacts.

Garry: (playing with teddy bear) He’s got to have a rest. He
feels much better now, Ted does. He’s eating it up. He's
gone to sleep now. He’s got his pillow for his head.
Night night.

MoTHER: Have you read him a story?
GARRY: No, he doesn’t want a story.
moTHER: He doesn’t want a story? Ooh, you have a story when
you go to bed. Why don’t you get your caterpillar book
and read him that?

carry: He doesn’t want a story. He’s asleep now . . . . Now
he’s sitting on the chair. ‘Cause he’s one of the three
bears.

MOTHER: One of the three bears? Where’s their porridge? Here’s
Goldlilocks. Look.
GARRY: This is . . . Goldilocks. She went for a walk. And sat
down there. And went for a walk. And Big Father see
that (growls). And he went to bed with him. And he went
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to Goldilocks. And he . . . went in that bed. And it was
too little for him so’s he could go in it (growls). So
Daddy Bear tried Baby Bear’s. Daddy tried Baby Bear’s.
Now he’s in Baby Bear’s. Baby Bear’s tired. Who's this
he says (growls). I'm going to wake her up. And he
smacks Little Ted. War War War. Smack smack . . . .
He doesn’t want to go to bed any more. He wants to go
to the toilet. He's doing weewee on the floor.

MOTHER: He’d better not. Go and sit him on the potty.

GARRY: He’s done it. Naughty Bear . . . . He’s done weewee in
his bed. He’s weeing on the floor. He's weeing on the
floor again. He’s done it again and again and again. He’s
done it on the floor. He’s done it on the sofa . . . .
There’s Father Bear coming. And Baby wakes up.
Smack him! Smacked his father! And he goes and . . . .
And Father says that’s my chair! (growls). And smack!
Smack! Smack! (Dunn, 1984)

To begin with, we need some idea of that condition, which ex-
isted in tribal and pre-city life, in which the imagination was a state of
collective possession by irrational forces or by the Gods. As far as we
can tell, in oral cultures the imagination was more often harnessed to
the mnemonic or historical requirements of group preservation. It
looked backwards not forwards. It did not have the freedom that the
modern world has been able to allow it. Today we can put our heri-
tage in libraries and on video and computer tapes and allow a differ-
entiated and even irrelevant individual excess of fantasy, which was
itself unimaginable in prior times. That is not to suggest, however, that
the tribal imagination was not itself bizarre as, for example, many
American Indian folktales attest. I, for example, am always staggered
by the American Indian Winnebago trickster tales, in which the ac-
tions of the major figure include ‘‘his right arm fighting with his left
arm; telling his anus to watch over roasting ducks as he sleeps; awak-
ening with an erection holding up his blanket and mistaking it for the
chief’s banner; scattering villagers by breaking wind; and wading
through his own excrement’’ (Abrams & Sutton-Smith, 1977, p. 29).

According to Mikhail Bakhtin’s (1984) account of our own Mid-
dle Ages, carnival and bacchanalian behavior, which we would regard
as degrading, was viewed as a form of revitalization, a participation in
the life and death processes of nature. In their grotesque realism of
body functions, their eroticism, and their scatology, people of medi-
eval times were reuniting nature and culture, the irrational and the ra-
tional.

In tribal or medieval accounts, there is not the same sense of
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control over nature, either impersonal nature or our own personal na-
ture, that we take for granted. To us the trickster of the Winnebago,
the fox of the Taba of Argentina, the frog and tortoise tales of the Ibo
of Nigeria, the spider of the African Hausa, or Maui of the Polyne-
sians might well support a psychological picture of a poorly social-
ized, almost psychopathic kind of personality. Their common
characteristics of impulsiveness, disregard for feelings, lack of caring
relationship, lack of remorse, inability to learn from mistakes, con-
stant use of pretense and trickery, and innocent charm are hardly en-
dearing to moderns. But looking at things in such a psychological way
is a modern habit of thought. Rather than psychological diagnoses,
these tales are statements about the irrationality of the world out there.

What is ‘‘imaginative’’ in these earlier societies is not a feature
of individual minds, but a collective metaphysic on the irrationality of
the world. The early Greeks, for example, envisaged life as a divine
lottery in which the Gods played heedlessly with the rest of us. We
were pawns on their playing boards and they occasionally dropped the
pieces on the floor. Our modern imagination supposes itself to be more
rational and orderly, even when it is being nonsensical. Our primary
modern example of nonsense, Alice in Wonderland, is occupied by
unsocial eccentrics who are extremely bad mannered or grotesquely
incompetent, and yet Alice is always reasonable, self-controlled, and
polite. In Wonderland she must ‘‘adjust herself to a life without laws;
in Looking Glass to one governed by laws to which she is not accus-
tomed.”’ (Phillips, 1977, p. 9). Even the great irrational and anarchic
thermonuclear conflict, which we have with the Russians, is played by
both sides according to rules of War Games. The modern world clearly
has a strong preference for the notion of an orderly or rational imag-
ination over the notion of a disorderly or irrational one, even when,
as in this thermonuclear case, it dallies insanely and randomly with its
own survival. To summarize, according to a very primordial notion of
the imagination, it is irrational, demonic, or a state of possession, and
it is also contexted within the actual cultural life of the people, rather
than taking on an abstracted life of its own as in the modern condition
of novels and Mr. Picasso.

THE IMAGINATION AS MERE APPEARANCE OR MIMICRY
In Western civilization the Greek philosophers Plato and Aristotle dealt

the imagination its first and most fatal blow by distinguishing between
those kinds of knowing that have more or less direct access to truth
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and knowledge (philosophy, logic, and ultimately science) and those
kinds that they believed could only mimic the others, such as the arts,
literature, and play. With one stroke, as it were, they confined the
imagination to 2,000 years of mimicry (Spariosu, 1981). And we still
live in the world that they created. It is a mildly harebrained matter to
even hold a conference on ‘‘Imagination and Educational Develop-
ment’’—consider if you had asked the voting public or Ronald Reagan
to support such a project. The hegemony of the sciences is such that
the imagination has become a largely implicit process in the modern
world, and yet every minute of the day scientists are using their own
“‘what ifs’’ within the constraints of their own scientific practices and
norms of behavior. If the imagination does not mimic the laws of sci-
ence or of logic, they might say it is merely fanciful. The subtitle of
the conference, “*What kinds of thinking occur when young children
play, dream, tell stories and make art? How can this kind of natural
intelligence be put to use in education?’’ sounds like attempts to find
justifications for the imagination by suggesting it has linkages with
thinking and natural intelligence, which are presumably more respect-
able mental functions. How does imagination mimic thought (and in-
telligence) is being asked, and Plato would presumably have fully
understood that this is the right kind of question.

But what if the imagination is itself the very font of thought?
What if the imagination is what permits thought to work by providing
it with the images and metaphors that give it direction? What if the
imagination is primarily not mere fancy or imitation, but is itself
thought’s direction? Presumably our educational foci would then be
very different. For example, I heard the illustrious neuropsychologist
Karl Pribram describe the metaphors that at various periods of his life
directed his own research activity on the brain. These included the
notion that the brain is a telephone exchange, a thermostat, a com-
puter, and a hologram; he described poignantly how at times he fal-
tered for lack of a metaphor to direct his activity when all others
seemed to be no longer empirically fruitful. His point was that the an-
alogical imagination is central both to the history of science and to its
future, and he suggested that the imagination is the source of knowl-
edge, not its imitation.

Enough has been said to show that the imagination can be seen,
either as providing the derivative appearance of reality or as the source
of that reality itself. Once again it seems that the imagination as the
pale shadow of reality, as the accessory to social and physical sci-
ence, not its font, has been the focus in education. The imagination has
been used for those supplementary exercises that provide motivation,
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not for unraveling the sources of knowledge themselves. And yet how
can we so limit our view of children? Consider the following four-year-

olds at play.

SALLY: (to Alison) Why don’t you go and do your home-
work? You got any homework? You want to play
with your teddy bear?

ELLEN: No, she’s being a bad girl today.

ALIsoN: No, I didn’t.

saLLy: (to Ellen) What did she do?

ELLEN: She picked up a knife. Was trying to kill her dad.
ALISON: (with frown) No, I didn’t. I just maked a play one.
ELLEN: (hugging) That’s OK then.

Here is a group of girls in a pretend play frame in which one is
accused of a pretend attack on her father and successfully defends
herself by pointing out she was only pretending within her pretense
(Fein, 1984). In short, she does not break the main play frame. She
observes the conservation of illusion rule, which, incidentally, seems
to precede the conservation of number rule by about three years. But
within its logic, she discovers, as did Hamlet, a play within the play
to put the accuser at bay. Imagination made out to be mere mimicry
seems in these examples to be the source of thought—thought’s first
practice—not its echo. Vygotsky seems to win over Piaget in this ex-
ample.

As it happens, this is just where the Platonic issue is currently
being argued out—in the arena of symbolic play. I attended a confer-
ence (Gottfried & Brown, 1984) on this very issue, where the child’s
first steps towards symbolization in play were a matter of controversy
while there was some consensus at the descriptive level; that is, chil-
dren in the second year of life acquire symbolic play and this pro-
ceeds from:

self-play, to object play, to other play
single schemes to multiple schemes
substitutions to inventions

prototypic to nonprototypic responses
with increasing decentralization

with increasing abstraction.

There was considerable disagreement about this theoretically, how-
ever. Some took sides with Plato and Piaget and saw the steps in sym-
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bolic play as a mirror and a map of underlying cognitive operations.
They saw play as mere appearance. Others felt that play was sus-
tained by event scripts, that children played at what they could al-
ready do. They imitated their own and others’ real life experiences.

For me, both of these alternatives are of a copyist nature and
imply a doctrine of realism before irrealism that I cannot accept. Ba-
bies are neither sober before they are mad, nor mad before they are
sober. Each emotion takes its own course.

In early infancy some babies have the good fortune to partici-
pate with their parents in a positive feast of exuberant diversity, where
faces and bodies and gestures and emotions are framed and reframed,
postulated and denied, crescendoed and diminished with all the mad
happiness that medieval adults seldom achieved except by carnival and
that modern adults seldom achieve perhaps except in love.

In short, we find that there is a sensory-motor or enactive or
theater imagination (Sutton-Smith, 1979) that is quite aboriginal with
parents who blow *‘raspberries’ on their babies’ faces, toss them in
the air, tickle them, and play **This little piggy went to market.”” None
of this mimics anything: It originates that revitalization of everyday
living that is for me the basic meaning of play, of carnival, of recrea-
tion, and of leisure. All those paradoxical frames, all those states of
being and non-being, are life’s ontological commentary. They are the
frames that bring irony to the main frame, the everyday frame. They
parody its folly by excesses of nonsense and in so doing revitalize the
human spirit. All of our current research—and there is now an abun-
dance—shows that parents who play exuberantly and foolishly with
their infants give us children who love life and go at it with will and
intelligence.

So much then for the benighted doctrine of the playful imagina-
tion as a form of mimicry or mere appearance. May it rest in restless-
ness. But in case you had forgotten, this is a historical review. We have
accepted the view of play as irrational, but not as mere mimicry. It
mimics mimicry, but it doesn’t foster it.

THE IMAGINATION AS DECEPTIVE

The notion of the imagination as the source of, at worst, what is de-
ceptive, or, at best, what is flexible, seems to have had its genesis in
the Renaissance and in the individualism we associate with that pe-
riod. The great parodies of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries by
Rabelais, Erasmus, and Cervantes focus on the differences among be-
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havior that is an absurdly rigid imitation of the ceremonial life or of the
life of the ancients, the church, or feudal honor, and a life played with
both more practicality and more flexibility. In the writings of Machia-
velli and Castiglione in the early 1500s, one is taught to play one’s roles
in public life for the sake of expediency. Not to be such a player is to
be a foolish person who mistakes his or her own mask for reality.
When 100 years later Shakespeare’s Polonius advocates that:

This above all: to thine own self be true
And it doth follow, as the night the day
Thou canst not then be false to any man.

It is already too late. Shakespeare knows we must play many selves,
live by many mirrors, be socially mobile, have a private world of our
own. How can we be true to some self that underlies all the others, to
some deep structure of self that will later be discovered perhaps by
Freud or perhaps by Lacan or perhaps not at all? And yet apparently
we do truly believe that there is some real self lying behind all our
other masks. After all, the villain in these early years was the dissem-
bler, who appears like an ordinary man, but is underneath an evil per-
son—the hypocrite and villain. The 1600s were also the period of
autobiography. The 1600s were the time of puritan plain speaking and
the 1700s the time of the novel. ‘‘Historians of European culture are
in substantial agreement that, in the late sixteenth and early seven-
teenth centuries, something like a mutation in human nature took
place,”” says Lionel Trilling (1971), p. 19.

So what do we do with the imagination that has made all this
possible? We laud flexibility, but we seldom expect it in schoolrooms
and we certainly give little encouragement for its bipolar mates, de-
ception and hypocrisy; and yet, according to some analysts, the very
hegemony of authoritarian routines creates the duplicity that children
must learn. Even if they didn’t learn it in the classroom, their life with
the savages on the playground certainly would teach them. Play-
ground learning is a learning of politics, of gullibility, of dissimulation,
of parody and mockery, of how to acquire prestige and power. We are
all familiar with this in the form of children’s folklore in the works of
the British Iona and Peter Opie (1968) and the Americans Knapp and
Knapp (1976); and yet in a sense we seldom connect our awareness
with education. Yet deceit is probably the inevitable issue of the
imagination itself, not only historically as I have been arguing but also
genetically. To be able to imagine is to be able to be free of conven-
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tional appearances. Here are some examples from Knapp and Knapp
(1976):

You can jeer at others with distortions of reality
I see London, I see France.

I see Laura’s underpants.

They ain’t black, they ain’t white.

Oh, my God, they’re dynamite.

Liar Liar pants on fire.

Nose as long as a telephone wire.

Copy catter, dirty ratter.
Stick your face in monkey splatter.

Hasten Jason, bring the basin.
Urp Slop. Too late, bring the mop.

I'm going to cut you so low that if they stood a dime on its edge
they’'d need a parachute to get you down.

The sexes can scorn each other with distortions of decency
Boys are zipped:
Is somebody in your family dead? No. Well, your flag’s half mast.

Girls’ bras are snapped:
Are you a turtle? No. How come you snap then (bras)?

Children trick each other for gullibility

What would happen if a girl ate bullets?

She would grow bangs.

What'’s long and green and lives in a trunk?
Elephant snot.

What do you call a friendly helpful monster?

A failure,

What did the mother bullet say to the father bullet?
We’re going to have a beebee.

What's long and white and lies on the bottom of the ocean?
Moby’s Dick.

They can parody commercials
Pepsi cola hits the spot.

Ties your belly in a knot.

Tastes like vinegar, looks like ink.
Pepsi cola is a stinky drink.
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Winstons taste bad, like the last one I had.
No filter, no flavor, just plain toilet paper.

Everything tastes better
With Blue Vomit on it.

Nursery rhiymes and therefore childhood itself are parodied
Little Miss Muffet, sat on a tuffet, eating her curds and whey.
Along came a spider and sat down beside her, and said
What’s in the bowl, bitch?

Mary had a little lamb,

The doctor was surprised.

But when McDonald had a farm,
The doctor nearly died.

The birth of the imagination makes alternative appearance, alternative
thinking, and alternative dissembling possible.

Once again, just as in education we have generally been opposed
to the imagination as a force of an irrational kind or as a primary form
of knowledge to be advocated, so we are ill at ease with flexibility and
particularly with one of its issues, deception. We force the deceptive
under the desk and into the playground. We are just as uncomfortable
as Rousseau, who was uncomfortable even with the *‘arts” of decep-
tion, in particular theater. Like Rousseau, we do not mind games and
sports, because in them people confront other players directly. But
theater is something else. We seldom allow it much access to our cur-
riculum. Rousseau felt that actors are required to practice deception
as their art form, and that we the audience learn such self-alienation
simply by watching them. While in general few today would agree with
Rousseau’s view of the desirable noble savage self, nevertheless in
practice our unease with the theater in the classroom means we se-
verely restrict that kind of imagination.

And vet if we follow the symbolic interactionist branch of social
science theory from George Mead (1934) to Erving Goffman (1959), we
are, all of us, all the time, busy constructing our worlds by being role
players, by presenting ourselves to others in favorable lights. Con-
sider that at this moment I am playing the role of keynote speaker at
an academic conference, and you are playing the role of diligent au-
dience. We construct this scene by our flexible adoption of the masks
expected in this Kind of place, and if in fact we are bored stiff, either
you or I, we try to dissemble, me by showing enthusiasm for the sub-
ject, you by putting your hands over your face, in an apparently con-
templative, but actually somnolent, pose. In Goffman’s eyes, every
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piece of interaction in human society can be peeled apart to show the
way in which the members contribute to the upkeep of interaction by
intense concern, by intense strategy, and by feigning—most of it, of
course, done in a quasi-conscious fashion.

What this means is that our very social institutions keep going
because of our imaginative maintenance of them. They do not run by
themselves. And yet, why is this awareness kept from education? Do
we secrete it from children because we disguise it from ourselves?
Would we fall into disrepute if we treated our rigid myths as flexible
and imaginative constructions for carrying on life in the meantime? Is
it possible to be flexible with existence, or do we prefer the rigid de-
ceits we call *‘reality’’?

THE IMAGINATION AS CHILDISH,
AS INNOCENCE, AS TRIVIAL, AND AS USELESS

That some learning is useful and some useless is the dichotomy im-
posed on us both by puritanism and industrialization. These two to-
gether take the Greek notion of knowledge and appearance, and
compound it with the distinctions between good and evil, between
work and idleness. Concomitantly, the world of childhood developed
as a useless subculture, set aside from the major forces of work life.
By the 1800s there was a substantial number of beings in the new cat-
egory called childhood in the Western world, newly equipped with
special clothes, special books, special toys, and special schools. Ed-
ucational toys become distinct from mere entertainments; educational
games like sports, from idle scrub play; organized drill, from ethnic
street games. Childhood itself as a time outside the work force came
to be seen as increasingly disjunctive from adult life and, therefore,
increasingly useless or trivial unless devoted to some imitation of the
useful occupations of the larger world. Childhood, and womanhood for
that matter, were set to one side from economic life and—Ilike natives
feverywhere are both trivialized and colonized—both subordinated and
idealized. Child play was seen as a trivial, even if fanciful, pursuit.
Children’s literature, after its early days of direct indoctrination, be-
came a vehicle largely for a form of bowdlerized adult fancifulness.
Here all the dionysian forces of child life were transformed into pret-
tiness and respectability. Imagination became the vapid combination
of powerlessness and hysteria that one could equate with the subor-
fhnation of both children and women in the past 100 years. It was an
idealized, fanciful thing, apparently not to be taken very seriously by
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anyone. In some ways this concept of the imagination, in its very
powerlessness and fancifulness, is the greatest enemy of all. Through
many brilliant authors from Lewis Carroll onwards, it has been cre-
ated as a kind of eunuch and unique power in its own substitive world.
It has come to stand for the modern meaning of the ‘‘imagination’
among many adults and, therefore, a substitute for thinking about the
imagination in terms of some of its other, more dynamic possibilities.

And yet what is fanciful doesn’t have to be powerless. Our own
century has the view that the imagination is most finely manifest in self-
contained worlds like those of Joyce, Beckett, Nabokov, and Barthes:
worlds that are unlike real worlds and run only according to their own
laws; worlds that, as Michael Holquist (1969) says, borrowing from
Lewis Carroll, are “‘a Boojum’’ rather than an allegory. To quote: “An
immaculate fiction . . . that resists the attempts of readers, and es-
pecially those readers who write criticism, to turn it into an allegory,
a system not equitable with already existing systems in the non fictive
world.”” Thus in the Snark, in Through the Looking Glass, Humpty
Dumpty says in a famous passage: ‘When [ use a word . . . it means
just what I choose it to mean—neither more nor less.” ‘The question
is,” said Alice, ‘Whether you can make words mean so many different
things.” *The question is,” said Humpty Dumpty, ‘Which is to be mas-
ter—that’s all’ > (Phillips, 1977, p. 151).

Consider another story by my four-year-old genius. It is cer-
tainly a Boojum, certainly fanciful, childish, trivial, and innocent, but
hardly powerless. Stories by children quickly make much of those told
them by adults.

Once there was a dragon who went poo poo on a house
And the house broke

Then when the house broke, the people died

And when the people died their bones came out and broke
And got together and turned into a skeleton

And then the skeleton came along and scared the people
Out of town.

And when all the people got scared out of the town

Then the skeleton babies were born

And then everyone called it skeleton town

And then when they called it skeleton town

The people came back

And then they got scared again

And then when they all got scared away again the skeleton died
No one came to the town

So there was no people in that town ever again.
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Monsters who walk for 100 years, bones that speak, and dead that
come to life, brothers who bite body parts—these are irrational, in-
novative, yet childish, but are neither innocent nor trivial events.
Nevertheless it is my conclusion, unfortunately, after many years that
a ‘‘keep innocent, be bright and lively, o