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Spontaneous play and the origin of representational and symbolic thought 

 

John Matthews 

 

 

Show iPhone video 4149 ‘Dying slave’ - Rara (3 years 9 months 20 days) 

 

 

That was a chimpanzee, playing a form of agonistic play, in the rain. It reminds me of 

Michaelangelo’s ‘Dying Slave.’ 

 

I am John Matthews. I am going to speak about the origin of representational and symbolic thought 

in the play of human infancy and early childhood. This work derives from over forty years of 

research, up to the present day, of British, Chinese, Malaysian and Indian children, plus a study of 

chimpanzees. (You’ve just seen one of them, Rara, 3 years 9 months and 20 days). My research is 

composed of mainly naturalistic, observational studies and I developed a theory to illuminate the 

raw data.  
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Given our present difficulties it is vital that we support the child’s spontaneous creation of 

innovative thought in play. My studies tell me that thinking itself is only possible through play - 

play, that is, as part of a developmentally informed approach to childcare and education - it’s no use 

studying play in isolation from non-play.  

 

So, we do have some serious problems and we are certainly going to need people who can think 

clearly - and play is deeply involved in thinking. 

 

I am only concerned today with speaking about spontaneous play. Other people might want to tell 

you how play might be channeled or controlled and how some of types of intervention might be 

helpful to teaching and learning, but right now we’re only concerned with spontaneous play. This is 

play which doesn’t come from an adult idea. It certainly has to be supervised and supported by 

knowledgeable adults but these people build upon the child’s own emergent ideas. 

 

This kind of play is not to do with organised ‘games’ - though the rules and principles of natural 

games develop from rhythmic interchanges with the caregiver within spontaneous play. It is self-

initiated, self-driven and self-sustained.  

 

It isn’t copied from cultural exemplars. Like all aspects of development, imitation plays a part but is 

not its driving force. Development is not reliant on imitation. Without this understanding you will 

never grasp the significance of play. 

 

What play is 
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Humans, as well as other complex mammals, including our close cousins the great apes and 

even more distant, non-mammilian relatives, including the manta ray (Marshall 2009) have 

access to two, very different but interpenetrating modes of consciousness. 

 

We, all of us are capable of two, quite different orientations to the world.  On the one hand, in 

order to survive, we use adaptational actions to accommodate to the external environment. 

Included within this class of action is object-mastery and tool-use.   

 

However, our learning could never even start were it not for another, very different 

orientation to the actions we ourselves make and the objects we handle. In play we gain 

access to an arena of activity which is released from adaptational constraints. The components 

of task-demands and object-mastery are set free from immediate concerns about survival and 

explored as structures worthy of interest in themselves. Eventually they come to be regarded 

and used like a language.  

 

How best to describe this process? One way of thinking about it is that by relinquishing an 

object (or movement) from its function and from the language which goes with it, and 

liberating the components of the actions involved in handling an object (or in managing a 

movement) from their usual adaptational constraints, we temporarily uncouple ourselves from 

reality (Garvey 1990). What this means is that play lets us see and use, in quite a new way, 

the ordinary events happening in the ordinary moment (Forman, Hall and Berglund 2001). 

For a moment, we detach ourselves from a world of routinised procedures and rule-bound 

systems and see patterns of action we hadn’t seen before. These patterns become ideas. Then 

we create variations in the patterns and develop new ideas. 
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Later on in childhood, such novel interactions may be the basis of imaginary or hypothetical 

realities but initially play reveals and makes use of objective properties of objects and events 

hitherto concealed. For although play is uncoupled from reality it maintains rich and complex 

connections to it - in fact, can only exist because of these links. The ludic (the play state) and 

the non-ludic interpenetrate. A startling point here is that the structure of real life objects and 

actions is revealed more thoroughly in play than in fixed procedures of adaptation alone. Of 

course, we learn our skills in acts of accommodation with which we have wrestled very, very 

hard, but these skills are developed and honed in play. 

 

A new form of desire 

In play we release an action from reality and give it over to what Vygotsky called a new form 

of desire. An action made in play is driven, not by the physical demands of the action in itself 

or the requirements of object mastery, but by an emergent idea. 

 

The paradox is that, in doing this, by incorporating object or action into our subjective worlds, 

we simultaneously come to know it objectively (Lorenz 1944 -1948). 

 

Non-ludic 

Our non-ludic or non-play state demands effort for mastery in order to focus upon only those 

aspects of the object and our relationship with it which can be utilised in the interests of 

survival. The price we pay for this efficiency is that our adaptive actions are stripped of 

variability and become routinised. 

 

 

Ludic 



5 

 

In contrast, because in play we are freed from pressure to adapt, novel interactions with 

objects and events are encouraged which reveal to the player characteristics and qualities 

previously concealed. Because they are liberated from practical use,  dynamic assemblies of 

one’s actions can be made (Thelen and Smith 1994). In spontaneous play these action 

assemblies can be taken apart and reassembled in an infinite number of ways.  

 

The benefit for the animal struggling to survive is that in play the mind becomes, technically 

speaking, creative. We tend to use the word ‘creative’ in a loose, rough and ready way, but 

here I am trying to use it accurately. Play is creative in the technical sense that language is. 

Novel solutions to problems emerge, unavailable to the non-playing animal. But, more than 

mere survival, the style and spirit of play are tranported to the real world, allowing us to enjoy 

a dialectical relationship with reality. 

 

In the beginning, in babyhood, during a relatively long period of sensorimotor intelligence, it 

is difficult to tell where investigative and exploratory actions end and play begins. They seem 

to flow into each other. The mother-tongue is not yet being spoken but the human infant 

invents a verbal language to accompany her actions. In babyhood we are probably seeing a 

continuum from non-ludic to the ludic, in which actions of investigation and exploration are 

learnt to a sufficient level to allow them to be set free for brief moments in play. 

 

iPhone video 3831 (29 seconds) Noah (7 months 28 days) drops a toy 
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Noah, nearly 8 months old, drops a toy. He drops it purposely. 

Do we describe this in terms of object mastery, or investigation, or exploration? Or are we 

seeing the beginnings of play? 

 

Falling and dropping 

‘I do hate that feeling of dropping. It’s so like falling.’  Frankie Howerd (1990) 

This British comic genius differentiates between falling and dropping. That’s what we’ll do 

now. 

 

Our experience of living in a 1G gravity field is fundamental to the nature of our 

consciousness, how it works and how we use it. No one really knows what gravity is but it 

makes us what we are. Some scientists are now saying that gravity is a description of time. It 

is perhaps the first aspect of reality to be represented in play. This seems true of chimpanzees 

too. Falling is too dangerous to practice - and not only for those of us who live in trees - it is 

too dangerous to practice so it is represented in dropping.  

 

For there is a sense in which the fall is represented in the drop. In this case, representation 

precedes the real.  I am speaking here of a very deep level of representation, embodied in the 

nervous system. I’m thinking that representation be multilayered, starting from that which is 

embedded in nature itself, so that, for example, the motion of a jellyfish represents the sea in 

which it swims (Young 1964), to evermore sentient and conscious levels, for example, the 

form of the baby’s hand in mid-flight representing the object toward which it moves to grasp 

and finally to meta-cognition, when we know we are playing. This is when we construct 

imaginary or hypothetical worlds and use them to understand the real one.  
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As babies we find it is essential to understand what falling is all about but at the same time we 

have already realised from mistakes, from falling over and from a general instability amongst 

things, that it can’t be practiced. Nevertheless, our interest in it persists, perhaps even spurred 

on by thinking about this dangerous thing. We want to find a safe way of prolonging thinking 

about it. 

 

We have to come up with something. The child’s emergent question about falling is 

interrupted, interrupted by the fall itself, one might say. This is probably the moment when a 

revolution takes place inside the child’s evolving brain which tells her that the world might 

continue uninterrupted, if represented, imagined. How might this take place?  

 

The basis for the infant’s representation may be in the patterned and rhythmic interaction with 

the caregiver (Trevarthen 1980), who, through her own body translates gravity to the infant, 

when she holds her, feeds her, carries her around. This is where feelings of empathy might 

originate, so essential to play and representational thought. The adult caregiver expresses 

herself in terms of gravity which the infant perceives through her own body. So, the caregiver 

supplies the infant a configuration of time unfolding and the infant may base her own 

representational acts upon this pattern. 

 

An interesting question arises here as to how best to describe the emergence of play. Is it a 

discovery made by the child? Or is it more like a construction? And would answering this 

question make a difference to the way we teach? I’ll leave this question with you as a Zen 

‘koan’. 

 

The child continues to think about how things stand or fall: 
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iPhone video 3842 Noah (9 months) and the milk bottle (01042017) 

 

 

 

 

 

Noah (9 months) beats the milk bottle in rhythmic bursts interspersed with rotating it through 

its polar axes. He is noticing long objects which have two distinct ends, one of which is often 

the ‘business end’, the leading or ‘working’ end. My pen (hold up pen) is a clear example but, 

like other primates, we have thousands of different, less obvious ones. 

 

Three main actions 

When he beats the bottle against the table, the action he uses is one of a trio of the earliest 

basic actions I have described elsewhere, used by the infant to investigate the environment, as 

well as exploiting them for any expressive effects. This action is a development of the vertical 

arc, a downward bashing, slapping or tapping action of the hand. The other two actions are 

the horizontal arc, a side-to side fanning, or wiping movement. Like the vertical arc it is first 

of all used against flat surfaces and, later on, in mid-air, and finally the push pull, a pushing 

and pulling movement made repeatedly outward and back toward one’s own body. 

Altering the speed of time 

In the video, Noah pays attention to the bottle’s, initially accidental, falling out of the vertical 

to one side of his symmetrical body and then repeats this but purposely on the other side of 

his body, controlling its fall. He slows its descent a little. He will continue to think about how 

a long object might fall through moments of turn. Eventually he will clearly slow up the 



9 

 

action in play. We can glimpse the start of this here. Being able to alter the speed of time is an 

important capacity made possible in play.  

 

The infant uses his other, empty hand to echo the movement of the bottle being bashed. 

Additionally (in this video) the infant produces speech which accompanies the milk bottle’s 

movements. Speech and action seem to go together. That two different actions or two 

different objects can be brought together and regarded as one, is fundamental to 

representational and symbolic thought. 

 

Touching & togetherness  

iPhone video 3590 (32 seconds) Noah (7 months 28 days) touches two toys together  

 

 

 

 

 

Noah touches two objects together at a highly salient location in front of his chest and before 

his eyes, called by Hilary Gray the ‘hot spot’ (Gray 1978). The hot spot is situated at the 

baby’s midline,  an imaginary line running down the centre of the infant’s symmetrical body. 

Along this line, there is a location which the infant can see and reach easily. This is the 

landmark at which the caregiver typically presents an object or a toy to the infant - the ‘hot 

spot’.  

 

The infant takes over this space. She uses this same location at which to handle and look at 

objects. The touching together of two objects becomes a fundamental idea for her. The first 
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thing the infant discovers is that one object cannot occupy the volume of another object. One 

object cannot be in the same place as another (Bower, 1974, 1982).  

 

Yet, perhaps because of finding this to be the case, the infant makes a special effort to bring 

them together as close as possible. This means to touch them. My studies show that an 

important emergent concept during the sensorimotor period is the bringing together of two 

different elements or components. I mentioned earlier how one hand might echo the 

movements of the other and that speech is associated with action. I have called this 

combination of two parts, togetherness. 

 

Two forms of play 

This space will be soon utilised for close up play with the hands and then handheld objects. I 

distinguish between two forms of spontaneous play. This one used by Noah here I call close 

up field of view and action (cu fov & a). This is in contrast with another play space involving 

the complete body, which I call whole body play (wb play). (The chimpanzee, Rara’s play 

was of this latter kind and later we’ll see examples of full body play by Noah.) 

 

 

 

Empathy and emphasis: Equivalence and analogy 

He speaks as he makes his actions. It’s as if he is emphasising something about them, or about 

him, or about him and them. His emphasis comes from a new empathy with the objects. 

 

Although his words and hand actions, or other movements of his body, do not match each 

other in an exact, one-to-one correspondence, in a mutually reciprocal relationship, words and 

actions underscore or emphasise each other. The use of emphasis will gradually become one 
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of a family of techniques of representation and expression, all of which are constructed (or 

discovered?) in play.  

 

The synchrony between speech and actions of the limbs, especially those of the arms and 

hands, will become more accurate with development but you can see the start here. It is an 

important state of togetherness, a synchrony which will form the basis of the later 

equivalences.  

 

An equivalence is when an action is used  to ‘stand for’ - or ‘stand in’ for - another action. 

Gradually, such equivalences become analogies essential to full blown, pretend play. This 

happens when the action of one sensoricommunicative system (a moving hand, say) becomes 

an analogy for the action of another (speech, say). (Demonstrate with trajectory and impact.) 

 

 

 

 

 

Line of sight and point of view: 

Reaching and showing 

Noah holds the objects out toward me as he talks about them so that I might see them. The 

development of the reaching action is important. It will lead toward pointing which will itself 

lead to language (Butterworth 2003). By reaching, you are trying to move toward the object.  

 

Reaching and representation 
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Reaching might be thought of as the beginning of the representation of locomotion. After 

falling, the act you most want to represent is your own locomotion. In reaching, you are 

representing your own passage to the desired object. Again, representation precedes the real. 

 

It starts from empty handed reaching. Gradually, the hand, and, later on, the index finger, start 

to stand for an agent of the self. 

 

iPhone video 3980 & 3979 Noah (11 months 15 days) reaching and pointing 

 

 

 

 

The icon and the index 

The reaching hand and arm will evolve to become pointing. When Noah uses his index finger 

to touch a spot of potato on his other index finger he is using that which I term a touch-point, 

somewhere in between the physical touch and a semiotic sign.  

 

The reaching action of the hand is an iconic representation - it looks like that which it 

represents - an object grasped by a hand. Gradually, this iconic representation becomes an 

indexical sign - it is no longer required to look like that which it represents. We haven’t time 

now to follow the entwined developmental routes of pointing to language. These important 

epigenetic journeys will start with the representation of reaching and will play a huge part in 

the emergence of language.  

 

This is really part of the formation of what Vygotsky terms the ‘pivotal’ object or pivotal 

phenomena. The pivotal object, or the ‘toy’, becomes a lever with which to separate words 
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from objects and actions from meaning. The pivotal object in the last video is Noah’s index 

finger. Eventually, the handheld object, the ‘toy’, will become a pivot around which meaning 

revolves. 

 

Things made of parts 

So, one of the infant’s first constructive ideas is to put two things together. This touching of 

two things together is gradually to replace putting everything to the mouth to suck.  In a 

sense, the touching together of two separate things is already a representation of this even 

earlier union between self and other. 

 

Further differentiations are made about exactly how two parts come together. 

 

 

 

 

Special ways of touching 

For example, in the two block tower, the two parts come together because one part is on top 

of the other part. (Bring out two cubes and demonstrate.) But it starts with simply one object 

touching another. The infant doesn’t know that one object is ‘on top’ of another but she does 

know that they touch. 

 

Inside & outside 

But other objects touch each other in special ways. Being ‘on top’ of is one way, another 

special way of touching is when one object is inside another: 

 

iPhone video 3507 (20 seconds)  
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Noah (10 months 11 days) puts skittle into hollow cube 

 

 

 

 

 

We have noted earlier that, first of all, the infant discovers that a bounded object cannot 

occupy the space of another bounded object. Now, this knowledge has to be updated (Bower 

1974, 1982). The skittle can occupy the space of the cube if it goes inside it or even through 

it.  The symbolic potential of inside and outside relations will form part of the language of 

play later on. 

 

 

Repetition and the prolongation of time 

iPhone video 4014 Noah 11 months 15 days. Vertical arc on red balloon 

 

 

 

 

The pleasure caused in performing an action drives to its repetition. Repetition is an attempt 

by the infant to duplicate an event she wants to experience again. Repetition of an action is 

one of the first techniques the infant develops to form patterns in time.  

 

Other techniques of representation in play come from simply stopping and starting. These can 

be used to create patterns in time. In play, the infant is able to accellerate, decellerate or even 
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stop time. This is a highly useful capacity (not available to the non-playing animal), which 

allows the infant to step outside time and create a fictive self. 

 

iPhone video 4114 Noah (11 months 11 days) and the mirrored self 

 

 

 

 

He is starting to use space and time in a new, different way. Being able to look at, and 

through, one’s own actions could ‘come in handy’, evolutionarily speaking. 

 

 

iPhone video 4370 Noah (1 year 9 days) climbing up stairs 

iPhone video 4369 Noah (1 year 9 days) sliding down stairs  

 

 

 

 

The climbing up and sliding down the stairs shows very well the interaction between the ludic 

(play state) and the non-ludic. When Noah (1 year 9 days) slides down the steps he uses all 

his knowledge so far about the structure of the stairs plus his knowledge, so far, about gravity. 

He is also starting to experiment with forms of locomotion.  In this particular case he makes 

use of free energy - rare in nature but discovered in play state. Locomotion will be the next 

aspect of reality he represents.  
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In the next video we’ll see the spontaneous play of 4 year old Chinese Singaporeans. I have 

given digital videocameras to children in a Chinese Singaporean nursery and kindergarten 

school and shown them how they worked. I asked of them only that they take care of the 

cameras and they did. The way to protect children from the bad effects of digital, electronic 

media is to help them discover and understand for themselves how it works. 

 

A bit of background information you’ll need is that it’s extremely hot all year round in 

Singapore and so it’s very important to carry a bottle of water around with you everywhere. In 

this video, 4 year old Faith creates a fictional version of herself who opens a fictional bottle of 

water and 4 year old Claire videorecords it - really. 

 

I have edited the raw footage and added some slow-motion but otherwise, apart from the first 

shot, the material you’ll be watching is the work of a four-year old.  

 

iPhone video 4609 Very young children use digital videocameras (Faith) 

 

 

 

 

 

The last video is of 2 to 4 year old children drawing. Drawing is not quite play. I think it’s 

important not to confuse them. Piaget said it was midway between accommodation and 

assimilation. That sounds about right, to me. However, because of the connections it has with 

play, in its experimentation with structure and meaning, and because of the grace and style 

carried over from play, drawing is important to study. Drawing is the work space in which the 
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fundamentals of semiotic thinking are worked out, that a line or a shape is just a line or shape 

and yet simultaneously it can stand for something else. 

 

We’re talking only of spontaneous drawing remember. The children were told they could 

draw anything they liked - unusual in Singapore (and increasingly unusual in many other 

places).  

 

An idea suggested by one boy spreads like wild fire through the group.‘Wo de fei ji fei le’, he 

says - Chinese-Mandarin for ‘my aeroplane flies.’ So drawing is used to describe the destiny 

of an object in a 1 G gravity field. The video shows the childen generating visual structure. 

You will also notice how some of the children try to bridge the gap between the represented 

and the real. 

 

iPhone video 4603 ‘Wo de fei ji fei le’ (Chinese Mandarin for: ‘My aeroplane flies’) 2 to 4 year 

old children drawing 

 

 

 

 

 

Thank you. Aciu. 
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