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As a relatively organized community action the playground movement 

in America began to take form in the 1S90 1s. It was then that several 

Northern cities began to look at the problem of children in the streets 

of large urban areas. The problem of boys who had nothing to do was part 

of a greater problem: the adjustment of a previously rural American 

society to a new urban., industrially-oriented mode of life. With this 

larger problem pushing out from behind, the playground movement became 

a part of the Progressive Hovement. 

The early work of the movement, however, did not always have this 

larger overview of adjusting society. Many people at the turn of the 

century were concerned with the excessively high rates of crime in ur-

ban areas. ~ourt cases revealed a large proportion of juvenile crim-

inals. After school and during other hom·s on their own these boys 

found nothing to occupy them but the streets of large cities. With 

no outlet for their energies they tended to get into trouble by 

breaking windows, by trampling down what little grass grew, or by 

stealing just for the thrill of adventure and danger. 

With the desire to prevent crime came the realization that the 

city was a bad place for the child to grow up. Not only was he led 

along a path of crime, but his physical needs and wants were not sat-

isfied. Fresh air, sunlight, and room to run and play were denied the 

growing child .. If society did not act, future generations would grow 

into adulthood physically and socially warped. The need for keeping 

Ame:t.'5"can society fit and strong called for action on the part of the 
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leaders of society • 

.At its inception the playgrotmd movement as such was concerned 

only with children. Earlier efforts, however, had provlded space for 

recr'eation and sports. During the 1820' s outdoor gymnasiums had been 

established at New England. In 1826 the first public outdoor gym-

·nasium was established in Boston. 1 Although people lost interest in 

these efforts in the 1840's, they were the first attempts at combining 

physicai training with education and public concern. 2 Further interest 

in recreation was provided in the 1850 1s and 1860 1s when land was set 

aside for public parks such as Central Park and Van Courtlandt Park 

in New York City, Washington Park in Chicago., ·and Fairmount Park in 

·Philadelphia. 3 

The recognition of the need for playgrounds for growing children 

did not appear. until 1872. In that year the town of Brookline, Mass-

achusetts, voted to set, aside land for the express use as a playground, 

not a recreation area. Later such a playground materialized.4 Only vrlth 

the establishment., however, of a sand garden in Boston in 1885 did the 

actual playground movement come to life. 5 This first garden was 

open three days a week for six weeks in July and August. By 1887 ten 

1E. B. Mero, Amerie.:;;'ll'Pla;m_rounds (Springfield, Hass., 1908), p. 245. 
2Massachusetts tovms had provided the commons for games, and 

Southerners enjoyed many outdoor types of amusement such as horse racing, 
cock fights, and bowling. 

3E. B. Mero, American Pla~9unds, Po 239. 
4rbid., p,. 242. 
~he idea of a sand garden had been imported from Germ~ny after 

the visi·t; of Dr. Marie Zakrewska to B2rlin. This sand pile was placed 
in tho yard of the Children's Mission on Parmeter Street ln Boston by 
the M2.ss:i.chusetts Emergency and Hygiene Association •. George D. Butler, 
~~1J,;::.:?s~r~:··:1:,2:s:l to Q.onmnnit;z Recreatio!_1 (New York, 1940), p. 61. 



play centers had been opened, and paid matrons were used for the first 

time.6 

These early efforts had been conducted by private individuals.and 

philanthropic organizations interested in their community. In 1893 a 

supervisor and trained kinderga~teners began to be used at the sand 

gardens. When all sa.nd piles were removed from private property and 

placed on school yards in 1894, the sand gardens had come to be called 

playgrounds. Until 1899 the Massachusetts Emergency and Hygiene Assoc-

iation was the sole supporter of these playgrounds. This association 

ms.intained control and operation of many play areas for a long while, 

but the Boston School Committee., which began to support some areas in 

1901., fina~ly took full control. 7 Because most of the early efforts to 

provide playground facilities were privately backed, it took some time 

before a well=organized and well-supervised program was put into effect. 

Boston led the way again in providing for the first free, equipped 

and supervised outdoor gymnasium. In 1889 the Boston Park Department 

converted a ten-acre tract-along the Charles River into an outdoor gym-

nasium for men.and boys. Located in a congested part of the city, the 

Charlesbank Outdoor Gymnasium established a new pattern among playgTounds. 

It was fenced and la11d-scaped and was provided with swings, ladders, 

seesaws, a sand garden., and a fifth-mile running track. Wading, 

bathing., and rowing facilities were also present., along with super-

visors·to conduct the program .. 8 

;George D. Butler, Introduction, p. 61. 
Ibid., p., 61. 

81i. section for girls and women was provided in 1891. George D. 
B::r::,J.er, Jntr.2cluction, P• 63. 
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Boston I s exa.mple was followed by a number of other urban areas. 

The work.was almost always done by private individuals or charitable 

organizations. In 1889 a playground opened in New York, and by 1899 

there were 31 school play centers conducted by the School Board. New 

York also took steps to acquire public_playgrounds such as the Charles-

bank Outdoor Gymnasi.um. 9 In Philadelphia the Ci vie Club, the Culture 

Extension League, the City Park Association, and the College Settlement 

were instrumental in getting playgrounds started. By 1898 the school 

board with the aid of the Ci vie Club maintained 25 playgounds. In 

addition to the public playgounds a number of civic groups maintained 

playgounds privately in order to provide greater opportunities for 

playe 10 Chicago was another important center of playground worko The 

South Park System had been established in 1869, but it was not able to 

satisfy the needs of Chicago. 11 Beginning in 1892 with the opening 

of a model playground at Hull House, Chicago started out on a program 

which did more to influence playground and park development than any 

city other than Boston. 

Because of the work done by priv-ate citizens and charities, ten 

9nue to the efforts of Jacob A. Riis a 2 5/8-acre plot was pur-
chased and developed in a neighborhood of five- and six-story 
tenements. Known as Seward Park this well-equipped model playground 
was opened in 1899. It was intended that the playground should be a 
neighborhood affuir. Because Seward Park was so successful, the Park 
Department was induced to provide similar facilities in other congested 
areas of the city. George D. Butler., Introdnction, p. 63. 

1 °'I'he United Homen of Maryland were instrumental in providing five 
playgounds for Baltimore in 1898. E. B. Mero., Amer:i.c.9.n ~.,2~und~, 
P• 248.!l , · . 

1 1The South Park System consisted of ten parks to provide open 
spaces for Chicagoans. These were later converted into playgrounds. 
E. B. Mero, i\merican Plsygrow1ds, p. 250. 
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cities had established fairly well-orgam.zed park and playground systems 

by 1900.12 Work begun by civic groups was later taken over by the 

municipalities. Still, by 1900 much of the work was controlled 

privately. A feeling of community was present only among the small 

groups of men and women who desired to improve the areas in which they 

lived. rt would be a number of years before the municipal governments 

would take full control and promote a city-wide community spirit. 

1900 seems to be a good spot to pause to reconsider the underlying 

motives of the playground movement and to look into the philosophy of 

the movement. The twentieth century witnessed the urbanization of 

America. The playground movement itself really began to function as 

a viable organization s.fter 1900. The 1880 1s and 1890 1s were the years 

of experiment and first attempts. After 1900 the movement grew 

rapidly and became part of the larger Progressive Movement. 

The concern over juvenile delinquency and the desire to keep children 

healthy were the underlying causes of the playground mov·ement. The 

problem of aimless youth in a large urban area was the product of in-
the 

du.strial growth and·'concern of an urban society. With this aspect of 

the playgound movement was tied most urban progressive reform: the 

struggle of man to adjust to a new environment, to a new way of life. 

Because the individual.had lost control of his environment, the 

state had to step in to help the situation. Judge Ben B. L.tndsey, 

famed juvenile co1u-t judge, felt that youth had been deprived of proper 

1;2The ten cities were Baltimore, Boston, Brooklyn, Chicago, Cleve-
land, Denver, Milwaukee, Minneapolis, New York, and Ph.i.ladelphia. 
George D. Butler, I11ti:9.9.11q:!:,io11, P• 62. 
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means to play and had been led to crime to fulfill this need to play. 

Lindsey advocated state intervention to satisfy the needs left by an 

uncaring society. Such needs were free education., playgrounds, trade 

schools, and juvenile courts. It was the duty of the state to provide 

for the education and growth of.the child so that he could fulfill 

his obligation to society, since the state suffered just, as far as the 

child was ignorant or weak,13 

If the other source of the movement, the desire to preserve the 

health of urban dwellers, started men to look toward physical training, 

this search led to ideas more than it did to physical exerciseo Al-

though the first ideas may have been spotlighted by the feeling that 

urban life· seemed to weaken men physically, most theorists of the 

playground movement became concerned with the place of play in forming 

a man socially and morally. 14 

Civic le~ders recognized that industrialization meant urbanization. 

As people moved into the cities, they became crowded together. There 

was little opportunity or room for leisureo C~ldren grew up lacking 

places to play. Juvenile delinquency increased. Separating the 

physical and social reasoning behind the movement is a difficult task. 

Ideas imported from Germany had their origins in the physical category, 

but when they were placed in the atmosphere of American industrial 

society at the turn of the century, they tended to take on a social 

connotation. 

. 13Judge Ben B. Lindsey, "Public Playgrounds and Juvenile Delin-
qu0;:1c;-r? II T1?~ ~.£P,.S':Qd ~nt, V. 65 ( August 20, 1908) ' pp. 420-L,23. 

·14,~{onry s .. Cti:rtis,, 'l'l:ill, r~ Col].££<?1 of E~~ (New York, 1915), 
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German educational leaders of the 1880 1s realized that formal phys-

ical exercise.s were not making the Germ.an people any stronger. The 

desire of the Kaiser to improve the power of the German 11 race" was not 

being realized beca.use the emphasis was on gymnastics and not on play. 

From 1874 to 1884 different men formulated their own ideas on play 

and physical train.i.ng. Although Germ.any had developed a play 

pb.i.losophy in these years., the English, the Germ.ans felt, he.d an in-

tuitive love for play and were thus capable of gaining more from their 

play. Attempts were made to substitute English games for gymnastics, 

but these failed because a mixture of games and exercise was needed., 15 

{games to provide expression and exercise to build young bodies.) 

Although many ideas on playi such as the sand gardens., were put into 

effect and oven exported to other nations, a practicaJ. play movement 

was not developed in Germany until 1892. Having four hundred well ... 

equipped playgrounds by 189/+, the nation had the recources and atmos-

phere for a successful movement. The emphasis of the movement was 

that the child should be taught to love to play so that he would play. 

The leaders were to instill a desire for play among the chi1d .... en. 

Because play was natural, a self;_activlty, the danger of leadership 

was the stifling of spontaneity, but it was felt that some supervision 

was needed. As the child played., he would grow physically, intellectually, 

and morally. It was through play that his capacities could be fully 

developed.1 6 

15 James L. Hughes, "The Educations.l Vstlue of Play and the Recent 
Play-Movement in Germany," Ednco.tion:::~~ R1 ,view, v. 8 (Nov. 1894), pp. 327-
.329. 

16James L. Hughes, 1tEduc.e:(,::",:,r:, 1 . 1/::.:.::tn.e, '' pp. 329 .. .330. 
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Since the German play movement was direct,ed J)rimarily toward physi-

cal fitness, it could only offer ideas and ins~iration to Americans, 

who did not want to adopt the m..1.litari~tic foundation of the movement. 

The American playground movement, therefore, took up much of the phil-

osophy of ~he Germans but oriented it toward solving some of the social 

problems arising in industrial America. 

Joseph Lee has been called the father of the playground movement 

in America, but he described himself simply as a social worker in 

Who's Who. Lee was dedicated to his principles and worked hard for them. ---
Born in Brookline., Massachusett~., ,on March 8, _ 1862, he was the fourth 

son_and seventh of eight children in the family of Henry and Elizabeth 

Perkins (Cabot) Lee. The family background was important in helping 

to form many of Lee's principles.17 

His uncle, James Eliot Cabot., a friend of Emerson's., was singled 

out by Lee as one person who e~ecially influenced him as he grew up. 

Joseph Lee had an independent cast of m.incl and became s. free-trader, a 

Democrat, and a Unitarian. Favoring causes which tended to strengthen 

community life and individual development., he advocated such things as 

birth control and immigration restriction and opposed charities, which 

only gave men material need§. As an adherent of John Stuart Mill he 

hoped to strengthen men to cope with life as they found it, not to m.."l.ke 

them dependent upon assistance. He said: "Don't tie on the flower,· 

water the plant.1118 

Educated at Exeter and Harvard, from which be received his A.B. in 

-:;'Jic:f_;iona;ry of American ~~  v. 22, Supplement Two., p. 374 ... 
!C-_,,cAcBo; P• J74e , 
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1883, he played on the freshman eleven, rowed sop~omore crew, and won 

the junior middleweight boxing championship. After receiving his A.M. 

and L.L.B. in 1887, Lee decided to use his legal abilities for social 

work. His father left him a large inheritance which Lee considered as 

a trust fund for the public welfare. In 1893 he planned the exhibition 

of Charities and Corrections for Massachus~tts at the World's Fair., 19 

Lee was interested in three major aspects of community improve-

ment: better functioning of democratic institutions, education, and 
' . . 

play and recreation. In 1897 he helped fow1d the Massachusetts Civic 

League, of which he was president until 19.35. Concerned mainly with 

local government, the Civic League was instrumental in influencing 

and enacting social legislation in Hassa.chusetts. 20 

In education, his second major concern, Lee was influential as 

a member of ·the Boston School Corn.mittee, on which he served from 1908 

to 1917. -He supported the School Visitor I s Association c3:nd was 

especially interested in the question of the age at which children left 

school, the needs of both gifted and dull children, medical exandrw.-

tions of all pupils, attention to a child's physical defects, school 

lunches, school dental cs.re., Americanization classes, and the wider use 

of buildings for adult classes and cornmmli ty affairs. For him pubLi.c 

education was to aid the family in educating the child, not to undermine 

the importance of the family. Lee &lso gave his person9.l service and 

money to the Graduate Depo.rtment of Educi:i.tion at Harvard, of which he 
21 was an overseer for a number of years. 

~6The E_ei-£ Yorl~ T~, July 29, 1937 o 

D.A.B., p .. 374, 
21n.A.B., P• 374-375. 
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Mrs. Lee, the former Margaret Copley Cabot, whom he married on 

May 20, 1897, was very interested in the kindergarten movement. She 

was also concerned with the more general application of the philosophy 

Froebel, a German philosopher, to education. 22 Froebel had a large 

impact upon 'educational thought and especially upon Joseph Lee, when 

Lee was devlsing his philosophy of play. 23 

Play and recreation came to be synonomous with the name Joseph Lee. 

While he was considered the father of the playground movement, Lee did 

more to gain this reputation as president of the Playground .Associa-

tion of America and philosopher of the movement than as its originator. 

It was only in the late 1890 1s that he became aware of the problem. 

He read of .boys being arrested for playing in the streets, and this 

disturbed him. "To me," he said, 11 it was as if these boys had been 

arrested for living. 11 
24 

His first real contact with the movement was his participation in 

making a survey of play space in badly congested areas of Boston. Miss 

Zilpha D., Smith, a Boston Social worker, assigned Lee two districts: one 

in the North End of Boston and the other in the South End .. I,9.ter 

22rhe kindergarten movement appeared in the 1880 1 s as an imple-
mentation of Froebel's philosophy on child education. Concerned with 
"creative activity" and based upon the experiences, the activities, 
and the interests of children, the movement helped change the em-
phasis of elementary education from the 11 3 R1s11 to the expression of 
the child's desires. The kindergartern movement influenced art, 
education, music, nature-study, and physical training and was im-
portant in furthering the use of Froebelian methods in .American 
education. Nina Vandewalker's 11The History of Kindergarten Influ-
ence in Elementary Education," ~ Sixth Yearl~,091£ of the ~ 
§ociety for~ Scientific filu.d,;z: of Education, Part II(Chicago, Ill., 
190'lf .. PPo 115-133. . . 23 · 2 DeAcB4, P• 375. 

4l,; ~. X~- Times, July 29, 1937. 
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playgrounds were opened in these areas. In 1898 Lee helped develop the 

Columbus Avenue model playground. This served as an example of what 

community playgrounds could do to help the neighborhoods. 25 

-'After this first contact Lee became interested in playground pro-

grams and administration. His contribution was not so much as a ple.y-

ground founder but as one who was surprised to find them not being 

used efficiently. Lee was determined to secure good leadership for 

the children 1 s play. 26 Playgrounds were to provide the fullest oppor-

tunities for boys and girls to grow up as human beings according to the 

curriculum nature had marked out. Play was more than a childhood ex-

perience: it was preparation for life and had to be channeled in the 

right direction. 

Joseph Lee was a very complex individual. Interested in a vast 

number of community projects Lee used his magnetism and his keen mind 

to get the work done. From his wide reading, his knowledge of natural 

history and hum,.9.n nature, and bis deep probing into poetry and religion, 

Lee compounded a philosophy of community service which spread into .the 

field of play and recreation. With a sense of public service as re'."" 

fleeted in his attitude toward his inheritance, something to be used 

for the public good, Joseph Lee spent his entire adult life trying to 

improve the conditions in which man lived~ 

There seem to have been two basic roots of Lee's philosophy. The 

first was his Mew England background. Arthur Mann has well describe.a'. 

the Yankee reformers of Boston. 27 Here were men who were sensitive 

. ~~.A.B .. , p .. 375. 
-v.A.B.,, P• 375e 

27Arthu.r :Mann., ·:.,1~? nr2.B.n 4,~ (Gani.bridge, MasR., 
1954). 
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to evil, sensitive because of their occupations, religion, group traditions, 

ancestry, role and status in the community., and degree of. personal in-

.volvement. Although Lee was trained to be a lawyer, he lived from 

the inheritance of his banker father. Meny prominent Bostonians had 

gone into cornmerce--many became bankers, backing commercial voyages of 

others as well as their own. These men he.d more time to consider the 

problems of society. 

As a Unitarian of the late nineteenth century Lee shared the 

modernist conceptions of God, man, and society .. Society was no longer 

made up of individuals struggling for salvation but was an organic body 

held together by a greater spirit, Christ. Sin came not only from 

inner v1ickedness but also· from the evil of the envirori..ment. Every man 

h d 1 . t 28 a a world y duty to benefit socie y. 

There wa.s more, however, than just an awareness of evil. There was 

the tradition of service to the community which had come down from 

Emerson's day,. Lee was from the same line of men who became abolition-

ists: those men who refused to acquiese to the status quo., who felt 

that by tinkering with institutions good could be brought out.·a.nd evil 

could be suppressed in society, and who were dedicated to improving the 

condition of disadvantaged groups. Not only did New Englanders have 

the resources and knowledge to attack societal evil, they had a tra-

dition of leading the attack. Of great importance was the Yankee belief 

in democracy and the wiLl of the community. 29 

The second major influence on Lee was the philosophy of Froebel, 
---·--·-

28:rt.hn 
291-··b~ .-' • ·.•.l« 

Mr:'.lli"i., Ya.nkee Reformers, pp. 72-,75. 
PP~ ~-17;:--· - . 
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who built what he hD.d to S,J.y on the writings of such men as Rousseau 

and Hegel. The eighteenth century saw a bre::i.k with authority; both 

civil and ecclesiastical leaders were challenged. Individualism 

emerged, but it was not an atomistic, particu.J.1:~r individualism. Rousseau 

felt a common reason and a general will were needed to construct 

society. The problem was to reconcile the individual to the universe, 

to take into account man's dual nature--he is part of the world but not 

a part or product of nature. He cannot be subject to the limitations 

of the world which is the object of his knowledge. Hill becomes the 

essence of man. Realization of self ancl of the world takes place 

through man's own activity, man's own thought.3° 

From Hegel Froebel got the-ideas of organic unity and development. 

Self-consciousness is the unity to which every manifold (composed of 

many individual forces) must be referred. Unity is not an tt empty one-

ness" but an organ.le whole. While existence is a ul;lity, it is e.t the 

same time manifold. Each individual must be in life and at the same time 

be a whole in himself and a part of a whole. Here the opposition be-

tween self and the external is overcome, for reality is not natural but 

spiritual. "Nature like mind, is rational, but through consciousness 

mind spiritualizes and info:ms. nature as an instrument of its purpose.1131 

The idea of developmnet depends on a dynamic view of reality (the 

world). Existence is a process of becoming, for each indi vldual 

differentiates into manifold while remaining a unity. .Realizing himself, 

30Jolm Angus McVannel., "The Philosophy of Froebel," Teachers' 
Colle$,:e Reco!,"d, v. 4 (Nov, 1903), pp. 335-JLi,L~. · 

3TJames A. HcVannel, 11 Philosoph;; of Froebel," p .. 347. 
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he then integrates to form a new unity. Evolution is present in all 

life and is an orderly and progressive movement upward as the inorganic 

prepares the way for the organic, the organlc for the spiritua.l. Thus: 

'Man is the last term in the evolution of nature and yet 
different from nature: for in him the power that gives 

. life to all things comes to consciousness,. enabling him 
as a spiritual being to transcend nature.J2 

Since each individual is part of the large organism of humanity, 

each successive generation (each child) is imitative to a certain extent. -

It must pass through past stages to tu1derstand them, buG there should not 

be exact copying but living, spontaneous self-activity. The end pur-

pose of each individual life is to realize itself as an element of the 

larger organism of reality: it must; come into harmonious relationship 

with nature and humanity in their organic development and un.1ty., and 

with God.33 This can only happen, however, through self-activity or the 

power of self-determination.34 

As man evolves upward., he must surrender himself to the life of 

nature and of humanity.. The spiritual evolution of the individual thus 

consists of conformity with the purpose · t,hat seems to be manifested in 

the world of nature and human life, and the realization of this purpose 

can be brought about only through free activity of man. The soul takes 

32 James .A. 11cV13.nnel, 11 Philosophy of Froebel, 11 p. 353. 
3311rndividuality is nothing but. the vehicle of tu1iversality, the 

process of becoming effective. Nothing can be achieved if it does not 
become a passion of man: ·po"t_4i!lg ~ ~ l)e ~ without £9.Ssio.11• · 
.And passion is activlty, which is directed toward particular interests 
and ends., So much is it true that particular interest is the vehicle 
of the universal, that men by the very pursuit of their own private 
ends realize the un..iversal. 11 Benedetto Croce, Hhat is Living and What 
~£ J2~:::::§. gf;,. ~e ~os£12!.1Z of llegeJ.=, (London, 1915), p .. 6,3.. . · 

).c;,Ja,11es J.,.., McVannel:, 11 Philosophy of Froebel, 11 pp. 356-360 .. 
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possession of the body, and the body becomes the expression of the soul. 

Man is therefore a creative activity--creative in the sense of self-

realization. By expression (creation) the individual becomes conscious 

of his destiny and his life. Education's purpose is then to foster the 

crea:!;i ve spirit but also to control th~ direction of the activities so 

as to make man fit ltj.s environment,)5 

Both roots of Lee's philosophy were based on the idea of subjecting 

the self to some purpose greater than the self. The Yankee reformer felt 

that he should work to help the society around him. The individual of 

Froebel had to give himself to hu.r:ao.nity. These two ideas thus agreed on 

the superiority of the community over the individual. 

Joseph Lee was interested in producing in man as full a life as 

possible& It can probably be said that everything he did evolved from 

this desire to give man the opportunity to liveo Lee felt that life 

was expressed in the seven play instincts: creation, rhythm, hunting, 

fighting, nurture, curiosity, and team. play. They were the basic 

motives of life, for, in reality, to Lee play was life and was experienced 

by all men, women, and children.36 

Many theories of play were being expressed around 1900, most 

correct in what they had to say, but few adequate to completely ex-

plain the desire for ahd the need to play. One of the earliest theories, 

that of surplus energy, stated that play was the expression of animal 

spirits and that the individual was so charged with musculBr energy the.t 

he could not keep s·!;ill. Play was therefore aimless, following only a 

----
35 James A. McVannel, "Ph.i..losophy of Froebel, 11 pp. 360-376 • 
.36Joseph Lee, P..1.@:,y in :BJiu~.on (HCw York) 19·18), p. 13., 
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muscular nervousness.. This theory was questioned because mos-t play was 

not aimless and because much play was engaged in when a child's physical 

and ments.l energies were depleted., 

· A theory based on opposite principles was that of recuperative play. 

Play was engaged in when physical and mental energies needed to be 

restored. An example of this type of play was rest and relaxation. As 

the person relaxed ( or played), he built up his energies. · This theory 

explained some adult recreation but did not take into account the hearty 

play of physically and mento.lly able young children. 

Other theories of play dealt with the growth and development of 

children. Karl Groos felt that play was due to certain instincts in 

the child ~o do such things as run, jump, fish, or swim. Play was 

nature's way of preparing children for e.dul·t life. The critics of this 

theory stated that childhood was also life. A person lived as a child 

as well as an adult. While play experiences did contribute to adult 

life., they were not only for the futur.e but also for the present. 

G. Stanley Hall explained play in terms of biological inhei~itance. 

His theory rested on the premise of "play as the motor habits nnd spirits 

of the past of the race. 11 The child pe.ssed through a series of stages 

which recapitulated the "culture epochs" in which the race developed. 

These stages were animal, savage., nom9.d., agricultural., and tribal, and 

each child at certain ages passed from one stage to the others. In 

play the child relived these stages and was occupied with the acti vl ties 

of his ancestors. Criticism of Hall was directed at the assumed in-

heritance of acquired characteristics with littJ.e allowc'..nce for the 

reccl.,clitioning of plo.y h~~bits by the environment. 
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play also h9.d been felt to. be necessary in developing .the grouing 

body. Since play came to be associated with recreation and thus not onJ.y 

for children, the participE,tion of physically developed o.dults in 

tennis, golf,· swimrning, music, and drama seemed to undermine this theory 

as a universal explanation of the desire for and the need to play)7 

For Joseph Lee play came to mean many things, but when he talked 

of children I s play, Lee w1;1.s concerned with development.. He agreed to 

a certain extent with Karl Groos, who said play was to prepare the in-

fant for later life. Extending this, Lee brought in.the ideas of 

Froebel. As the child fulfills his purpose, his preparation for adult 

life, he becomes absorbed in what he is doing. Play is serious and is 

not engaged in for pleasure. A child answers certain instincts--to 

hunt, to fight, to throw--but he does so to.fulfill the ends of hunting, 

fight,ing, throwing.. The methods make no difference; it is the ends tha·t 

coun-!i .. 

In successful play e. child does not know that he is having 
a good time. He does not know that he is having any time 
at all. Time, in fa.ct, has ceased along with self-con-
sciousness. He is not a receiver of impressio~s but a doer, 
.pure and simple, and exists for nothing else.3 

It is not that the child chooses to play, but that the end prescribed in 

play chooses the child s.nd "adjusts him to itself--the child becomes 

absorbed. Purpose then talces precedent over all else. It is the ful-

fil1ment of purpose and of life that makes real play. 

The child I s need for play took on this theoretical clothing as 

37see George D. Butler, Introduction, pp .. 6-7, for theories on 
play. · · 

.38Joseph Lee, "Two Kinds of Playp 11 t, .. m.F:.r:lcan ?1wsic-:.:L Educ,.:,.t,ion 
R~vi-~, Vo 16, (Oct. 1911), p~ 441. 
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Lee expanded his concept of play. No longer were health and social 

reasons suffic_ient to warrant large-scale community action. Lee I s 

thoughts focused on the meaning of play. Examining the means and 

methods of play, Lee found that play not only kept the child away from 

unhealthy influences but more importantly provided the means for his 

physical and moral groi-r~h. Yet, growth was not the real purpose of 

play. Play was life to the child, and play was the meaning of existence. 

Without play life was nothing. 

There had to be action for reality to exist. Lee dismissed the 

idea that the play age was only o. preparation period for later life, for 

the play age encompassed <;1,ll of life.39 The philosophy of Lee was a 

philosophy -0f social l.i.fe., a. blueprint for all of society to .follow. 

Much of what Lee had to say depended on his organic view of society. The 

individual was important but not as important as the community. Hidden 

beneath his expressions of concern for "mann was Lee I s greater concern 

for society as a whole. 

In Lee's analysis of ch.tld play there were four stages of develop-

ment. The first was the period of babyhood, from, birth to the age of 

three., during which the child I s life was closely related to the.t of his 

mother •. The drama.tic age l.3-sted from three until six and was filled 

with the impulse to impersonate all things. The age of self-assertion, 

of Big Injun age, which lasted to age eleven, was dominated largely by 

the fighting instinct. The fourth was the e.ge of loyalty, in which 

39play for Lee meant more than child's play. 
the play instincts, in re-c'1.lity, the expression of 
life; was pl1;J.y~ PJay, therefore, was life. 

The expression of 
the instincts of 
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the team instinc-t; first a.ppeared. 40 

The tea~ instinct was the important one for Lee. Lee did not 

ignore the instincts appropriate to earlier ages but he had a greater 

concern for the boys of the loyalty age group. In the loyalty age 

ea.ch boy learned to give up himself for the benefit of the team. The 

idea was to get the job done, to fulfill a purpose. 

In an e.rticle on team games Lee expressed the idea that growing up 

was more difficult in some ways than in others. Team games inevitably 

taught certain things. Boys learned intricate plays in which strength 

and purpose were combined. Team spirit was also learned. Here the in-

dividual personality was merged.into the larger whole. Courage, address, 

and team play, the things men were built upon, came through action and 

participation. Besides the inevitable lessons were those learned fairly 

easily. Learning how to pea good loser and a good sport did not take 

a great effort. Other than the inevitable and the easy were those moral 

lessons which appeared only under favorable conditions. These were a 

sense of fair play, a pride in the te,-::i.m effort, a respect for the oppo-

nent, and the feeling of chivalry (providing a common service to do 

good).41 

The important part of"the Lee philosophy was its insistence upon 

the prim:J.cy of the play instincts. Connected with this was the idea of 

pm~pose resulting from the team instinct. Lee explained how a little 

4°'rhe age.limits were not hard and set rules, since they only showed 
general tendencies. The cho.racteristics of play were more important 
than children's ages in determining in which stage the child was. Joseph 
Lee, Pla;r in Educ,.1.tion, pp. 62-66. 

2;1Joseph Lee, 11Horal Lessons from the Great Tearn Games," Re&cs:t~(", 
,,c., 25 (Sept. 1931), PP• 321-.322. . 



20 

girl who fed her dolls mud cakes was really pursuing her instinct to 

nurture. , The boys who played cowboys and Indians were actually sat-

isfying the fighting instinct. Since the team play instinct was the 
.. ' 

most important in Lee's mind, he devoted much time to articles on the 

community.42 It was in a strong community that Lee felt team play 

could be used best to fulfill the great purpose of life. 

Although Lee never articulated a full explanation of society, his 

numerou·s writings formed a solid base for such a theory. Beginning with 

the basic plo.y instincts _Lee showed how man developed as a child. Pro-

vided with the proper .tools (playthings., swings, athletic equipment, etc.) 

the child would follow nature's prearranged plan. Certain instincts would 

win out over others. The artist would find th3.t he could recres:~e the 

scenes around him. The hunter would develop bis a.bili ties to track and 

kill animals. None of this would be forced upon the child. With the 

proper opportunities each child would develop his best resources. The 

important things were the opportunity to play and the lack of restraint 

needed to produce spontaneity. Each chilcl h:i.d to be free to act., and 

act he ha~ to in order to receive the full benefits of play. Without 

action play and life meant nothing. Play was not fun, but work. 

Lee realized that society had changed. With industry came the 

end of opportunities for real spontaneity. Even if the child could be 

brought up in a free atmosphere his freedom was lost as soon as he 

entered a factory to work. Lee then looked at the role of education. 

42Joseph Lee, "The Community., 
1923), PP• 576-579+. 

· "The Commtmity., -----' ~c:1.al Work, 1919. 

Maker of Men," Sury_~, v. 49 (Feb. 

Home of Lost Talents, II Gonfyri::nce r1f 
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S01ne said that each boy-43 should be taught a skill in school so he could 

be prepared for his future job. Lee agreed .to a point. Feeling that 

no real sense of belonging occurred until the age of fourteen, Lee 

wanted the years before this to be filled with knowledge of the beauty 

and meaning of life. During these years the boy would learn that 

there was some purpose to life--that he had a place in society. When 

he reached the age of loy~1.lty (14), he would find that he wanted to 

belong. To belong he had to contribute, and to contribute he had to 

be able to work. This (the age of loyalty) was the time to ·introduc.e 

vocational education. It would mean much more-then. 

Progressive educators shared Lee's ideas on the role of education. 

Jane .Addams felt the school could become a social force by casting 

itself into the world of daily affairs and ~y exerting an influence 

toward humanizing the productive system.44 Industrial civilization's 

alienation of man was attacked. The school was to be a community 

center to teach men how to live in their environment. It was to 

link society and education. " 1The problem of the twentieth century, 1 

wrote sociologist, Frank Tracy Carlton of Albion College, 1is to make 

education an engine for social betterment. 11145 

Lee also proposed to allevis.te the dull conditions in factory work. 

by providing an overflow for the expression of' the instincts. Lee 

431ee always talked about the boy when he spoke of play. Girls 
experienced the same instincts of the first three ages of development 
but went a separate way at the age of loyalty. Lee felt tha.t men 
were the leaders of society, and thus the question of girls disappeared 
after the age of 14. 

Lil+rawrence A. Cremin, The Transforma.tio12 of tu.~ ~ (New York, 
1964) 45Pfl~ 62~·63.. , 

Ioid., po 8b. 
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knew that only a few people could be artists, but many could learn to 

e.ppreciate good music and art., Since the number of scientists was 

limited, the curiosity instinct would have to be satisfied by providing 

popu1ar science magazines., Nurturing would be left to mothers. The 

opportunity to hunt would be provided to those who could get to the 

country. 

Through schools and shorter hours the worker would find the 

places and the.time to broaden his knowledge., Lee felt that the love 

of beauty was the thing that would keep the community together. In the 

appreciation of beauty men could share their feelings. Music, art, and 

dance provided this opportunity to share. Lee also favored the broader 

use of Sundayso He wanted men to enjoy life as much as they could. 

The playground became an important · place where men and women could meet 

and join t,ogether. 

In industry Lee hoped to provide purpose--a sense of achievement--

by giving the worker greater oppor·tunities for the expression of the 

creative impulse. Before industrialization began, &'.3.ch man had contri-· 

buted to the greater benefit of the community. With the loss of per-

sonal craftsmanship and production, the individual also lost the feeling 

that he was contributing to a greater. social cause. His life then lost 

some of its meaning. In industry competition was to be preserved by 

making each ma.n part of a teo.m in charge of producing a certain quantity 

and quality of goods. Men had to feel that they were more than a part 

of a machine. Opportunity for creation was to be provided to every man. 

Jobs were found to fit each man I s skills. Leisure and the creation 

,·: · ·~ . -: .. :J.:~.g:: ~·ffJ:"e to fill the time between work hours. Through 
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industrial co-operatives and responsibility-sharing the obstacles to 

a community feeling would be overcome. 

Lee's ideas on law and government were important, because law was 

the expression of community ide9.s. To Joseph Lee the law was an axe--

the instrument for giving effect to human will. Although he believed in 

democracy, Lee was not opposed to regulatory legislation, because he 

felt that such legislation gave freedom to humanity. Laws on building, 

housing, and earning a living gave people a better life. Health laws 

gave freedom from sickness and des..th and thus freedom to live life. 

Although some liberty was given up in legislation, much more was gained. 

Laws were to develop in every citizen the power to create a place for 

himself by·working with his own hands. Legislation provided opportuni-

ties and thus freedom. This type of liberty was the power of the will, 

the ability to deal with situations as they arose.46 

Viewing the role of government in a similar way, Lee felt that 

govern.~ents should provide the opportun.ities to live. It was their duty 

to provide public money for schools, playgrounds, and p&rks. They were 

to protect the rights of individuals. Legislation was not to be passed 

to end crying abuses alone but was to continually provide the greatest 

opportunity. Thorough studies of situations were to be made in order to 

educate public opinion. Only through community spirit and public action 

. could life be provided with greater opportunity. 

The most important job of governments was producing citizens. Like 

that of every other human· institution, the true function of government 

46 · 1 t· 1 a Joseph Lee, "Liberty Through Legis a ·ion, 11 Ne"f En&::?IL £1t\t;"'.?~ine,, 
v. 20 (June 1899), PPs 434-443. 
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was to educate. The only known means of education was through the 

activity of the people to be educated. For goverrunents to do their job 

there had to .be participa.tion by the people.,. Self-government was needed 

to raise the country (in an evolutionary pattern), to find out the most 

characteristic expression of the ideals and aspirations of the people. 

A man had to feel that he was a part of the governing body, a contributor 

to the public good. In this way law became a legitioote expression 

of public life and purpose of which he partook. 

Hegel was probs.bly influential in forming Lee's views toward the 

state. Hegel opposed the idea that Ill'.l.n is free by mi.ture and that the 

state curtails freedom. Without the state, freedom remains merely 

roan' s destiny. To instu-e freedom, to me.intain seclU'it,y, and to IllD.ke 

possible the development of art and philosophy a good state is wanted. 47 

A full life of the community and the state becomes possible as man bree.ks 

away from the limitations of his plU'ely natlU'al individual life and 

loses himself to find himself once more in the great life of the world. 

This view of the state is important in analyzing Lee I s philosophy because 

the individtml man suffers somewhat at the hc1.nds of Joseph Lee.48 

Lee's system of life depended then on the play instincts with the 

team instinct being supreme. These instincts helped "mold" man as a 

child •. Although the instincts could not be fully developed in adults, 

attempts should be made to provide means of expression in the industrial 

world. The important binding quality needed to preserve the corrummity 

41walter Kaufmann, He~ (New York., 1965), PP• 269-270 • 
. 4611ill:i.cont. :,IacKemde, Heg:31' s EducG.tiono-1 ~~Practice 

( To·,.,,-,r,n 1,.9.nc_. \ .•. ·, .• 64-65. · .LI H"-'•· ·'J' . - ' ~ - ,. 
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would be the love of beauty. Here Lee added an element of special 

goodness that made his system very idyllic. .A community spirit was 

amorP,hous in its own right, but such a spirit based on love of beauty 

would have necessitated a society of ideal men. 

Although an ideal state Lee's system was based on less lo.udable 

supposit~ons. The purpose that Lee proposed for his community was 

~ever really set down~ It remained for Lee and the leaders of the new .- . 

society to decide. Lee called for democracy. He wanted everyone to 

approve of what the society was to do, but he never mentioned how the· 

individual could make his voice heard. The leaders of society, the 

philanthropists, who had their own wealth and time to pursue knowledge, 

were to make thorough studies of conditions. These men could then 

propose legislation.49 

Lee believed in the idea that society was built upon the labor of 

the trmusses.11 He related how other cultures such as those of the 

Greeks and the medieval manor lords had been based on slave and serf 

labor. In Lee I s proposed community the wealth would be produced in the 

factories. His societ,y differed from the others, however, by providing 

for cultm·al educe.tion of all men. Art, science, and music would be 

shared by the worker as well as the philanthropist) society's leaders. 

In the final analysis Lee appears in two roles. As an idealist 

he proposed his pls.n for the community. Poverty, ugliness, a:nd loneli-

ness were to be elind.nated. Industry would produce the wealth to make 

all men capable of leading a. decent life, but each man had to 

49 Joseph Lee, II The fhilant:hropist I s L ·z;:islati ve 1"uY1ction: i, HO}:[ 
England Ma(£;zin~, v. 20 (March 1899) ., pp. j~ .53 o 
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work.50 The wealth of society produced the beauty needed to make life 

livable. Industrial co-operatives would make factory work less boring 

and more purposeful. Schools, parks, musewns, theaters, and dancing 

areas would provide the opportunities for expression of self. Each 

. individual would thus be allowed to live a full life. 

In order that these goals might be achieved., Lee called for means 

that were in some ways suspect. The purpose of the community was to 

be determined by those leaders who had a 11 bette:r understand:i,ng" of the 

needs of society. Although the laws would be passed in a republican 

manner, they were to be proposed by experts. Still more patronizing 

was Lee I s position tow2,rd the worker. All societies need e};.'})erts in 

many subjects, but these experts clo not determine how the majority 

of the people are to live. In Lee there was too much of the pster-

nalistic attitude. His ideas may have been for the betternent of the 

worldngman, but the uorker he1.d little choice. The Joseph Lees would 

determine iihat was beautiful. Nore importantly, the worker appeared 

to be caught in the status quo for his entire life. He would be 

trained at age fourteen to do a certain job. He would produce what 

society thought was beautiful. He could not, therefore, become more than 

a worker.51 

If Lee is to be criticized, it is for his attitude. Lee hoped to 

50Lee had no place for the idler. Each man had to contribute 
through his abilities. There was to be no cht,rity. Lee advocated pre-
ventive philanthropy, the improvefilent of conditions, not handouts. 
Hith opportunities present each ID.£1n should be able to ;;:r,:,ovide for his 
family and himself. 

· 51Joseph Leo., 11Tuo Re.si.lit.ies in Education.,n School~ 9ociet]L, 
v. 3 (Jun. 15, 1916), PP• 79~80. 
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provide a full life for every roan, but it was a life which Lee thought, 

each man would enjoy. Lee kept the idea that the laborers provided 

the wealth of society,~ he wanted to make laborers 11livers11 (those 

who ~ppreciated the beauty of life). His motives were fine, but he 

could not divorce himself from the idea that the former "livers11 (men 

such as himself) were really the only people who knew how to live. For 

Lee the worker should live, but he should live as a true "liver," because 

he could not, rise above bis position in society. Life for the worker 

would only be a show., a mirror of the attitudes of the 11 livers. 11 Lee 

failed then to bring full life to all. As long as one group determined 

what was beautiful, all others would be servants to them. True life 

could come.only if all men were workers, then each man could really 

make bis own choices.,52 Joseph Lee and most progressive leaders 

were not workers but lived from wealth long before accumulated. With 

their wealth and knowledge they could be paternalistic toward but 

never equal ~th the worker. 

Lee proposed solutions for the average man. In bis writings the 

primacy of the play instincts continued to be the dominant theme, while 

he·tended to shift his emphasis from child play to play by all people. 

Play took on a broader meaning, and in the end.meant leisure,., Lee was 

really the barometer of the playground movement. It appears that both 

Lee's ideas and those of the movement ch2mged with the needs of society. 

Lee and the movement were so interconnected that it is hard to dis-

tinguish whether Lee or the movement controlled the other. Lee's 

52 Joseph Lee., 11 The Philanthropist I s Legislative Function., 11 Ne1,,~ 

;[,.-!~Y.l~d HP:SC·tZine, 20 (Ha.rch 1899), pp~ 52-58. 
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philosophy kept the same premises but broadened its scope, .and in so 

doing it articulated the broadened scope of the playground movement. The 

important thing was the new attitudes taken toward play. 

When Lee became connected with the movement, ten cities had 
53 -working play centers. . Most of these centers were provided by private 

organizations or individuals acting in a philanthropic mcnner. From 

1900 to 1906 twenty-six other cities were provided with playground 

facilities. Although most of the playgrounds remained in p~ivate hands, 

a Bo£:-rd of Playground Commissioners was appointed in Los Angeles in 

September 1904. Here was the first public recognition of the need to 

prov:i.rie mtmicipal control of playground areas. The Los Angeles play-

grounds were prorobly the first tax-supported ones not on park or 

school property.54 

In 1903 Chicago I s citizens h:.::.d voted to esto.blish small recreo.-

tion parks in the crowded areas of South Chi.cage. Using the South Park 

System as a base, Chicagoans opened ten parks in 1905. Providing in-

door and outdoor facilities for persons of all r,ges, the parks offered 

year-round service. The parks varied from seven to three hundred acres 

and were beautifully Lmd-sco.ped. The most imports.nt facility was the 

fieid house which included .c;1. stage, a gymnasium, showers and locker 

rooms, a refectory, clubrooms, and a branch of the public library • 

. Outdoor facilities included a swimming pool, athletic fields, and play 

areas for young children. Chicago I s example was to influence many 

cities in providing park fa_cilities for their citizens.55 

53see note on page 5. 
54a-eorge D. Butler, In-goduct1on, pp. 04.-65, 
55Ibid., P• 64. 
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Dtu'ing the six years after 1900 there was another important 

development. School buildings began to be opened for public recreation. 

Evening programs brought young and old together to enjoy the use of the 

auditoriwns, gymnasiums, and swimming pools. Summel.~ prog-!'a.ms were 

also begun to provide for young people who could not leave the city.56 

The use of public schools, the provision for public recreation, and the 

desire of municipal governments to direct recreation were three impor-

tant steps forward in the movement to provide full-scale pubiic recre-

ation. 

Prog-.ress was slow, however. The majority of the playgrounds were 

still individually controlled. Many people were interested in forming 

playgrounds; but some type of controlling body was needed to direct the 

work. The major l,eaders of the movement in Vdrious cities met together 

in Washington, D.C., in April 1906., They had received many requests 

from other interested people to provide what information they had to 

areas without play facilities. The meeting in Washington was to be a 

discussion of ways to provide the needed help for interested communities. 

For three days such civic leaders as Jane Addams, Henry s. Ctu'tis, and 

Luther H. Gulick considered the Nation's play needs. At one meeting 

it was decided to organize~ national body to help communities develop 

adequate playground facilities.57 

The Playground Association of America was formeJd to: 

collect and distribute knowledge of and promote interest in 
playgrounds throughout the cotuitry, to seek to further the 
establishment of playgrounds and athletic fields in all 

~6George D ~ Butler; Int:fod,1ction, p.. 65. 
>7rb:1.c1 .. , ')~ h5., 
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communities and directed play in connection with the 
schools.58 . 

Formed with President Roosevelt's endorsement., the Association became 

the national organ of the playground movement. Roosevelt was named hono-

rary president, and Jacob Riis honorary vice-president. Dr. Luther H. 

Gulick became the new president, and Henry S. Curtis became the secre-

tary-treasurer. The Association had no funds, but its members were 

filled with a desire to serve.59 

In June 1906, the Association I s magazine Ple.xgroun_£ "ias· first pub-

lished. During the next. year an office was set up in New York City, 

and funds were received from the Russell Sage Foundation. Field workers 

were employed, and they travelled across the country meeting with 

committees and public officials, relating past problems and experiences, 

and helping in any way to found playgounds and recreation centers. The 

Association served as a clearinghouse for information and published. 

materials helpful in establishing playgrounds. In 1907 the first 

annual Playground Congress was held a.t Chicago. 60 The playgound move-

ment now had the tool it needed. The next item was the formulation of 

a program of action. 

The writings of Joseph Lee and Henry S. Curtis in the years before 

1912 were concerned with child play. Curtis made the point that the 

first efforts of the movement were to keep the children off the streets. 

In 1909 he set forth u series of positive physical and social ideals: 

58George D. Butler, Introduction, p. 66. 
59Henry S. Ct1-rtis, ~ ~ li£Y.e:nent ~.n9: J:t.E .§ifEfic~~ (Neu York, 

1917), PP• 15-16. · 
oOGeorge D. Butler, ~£_troS,1uction, p. 66. 
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1) Physico.l hec~lth was to be promoted through open air and 
exercise. 

2) Physical strength was to be promoted through muscuJ.ar' 
activity. 

3) The vital organs such e,s the heart, lungs, and stomrteh 
were to be developed through physical activity. 

· 4) The right habits--courtesy, kindness, fairness, honesty, 
and loyalty were to be developed through group activity. 

5) Energy and enthusiasms were to be developed by action. 
6) Pleasm~e--the joy of life--i·W.s to be promoted by com-

plete pla:,r. 61 

A sophistication began to appear in the writings on play •. The move-

ment was losing its aspect of spont!lneity. The desire just to pro-

vide playgrounds was no longer sufficient to generate needed public sup-

port. An intellectw.J.l justification iTO.S put forth; now Americans 

began to get the work done. 

By 1907, ninety cities had play~rounds; by 1908, 177 cities were 

equipped to provide some type of play facility. SUJJl1ller programs were 

no longer run four or five weeks but provided continuous summer _recre-

ation.. Playgrounds were being formed more and more by local playground 

associations, groups of public-minded citizens who ran the playgrounds 

until the cities took over. These associations were aided by the ns.t-

tional Association through advice and literature on the subject of 

play. In these years playgrounds became the fashion. No longer a. 

charitable,- but a public function, the work needed legislation to bo.ck 

it. In 1908 Hassachusetts passed a plEi.yground law requiring all cities 

of 10,000 people to vote whether or not to have playgrounds. 62 Other 

states followed this example. 

61Henry s. Curtis, "The Growth, Present Extent and Prospects of the 
Play~ound Movement in America," The American City, v. 1 (Sept .. 1909), 
pp~ 2$-29.. - .. -- -. --

b2JoSel)h LBe ':78.'.' .:--sL 0'U1,1r;y 1.-f::J: :i.n pushing through this law. T~ 
New York 'l'it.1.ss~ Jn1·, ·r);r/ e - ---~"-"" .. ~--~ . 
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From 1906 to 1912 two movements were actually appearing. The 

first was concerned with school children and children on school yards. 

Minimum requirements for school play space and a curriculum of play 

were worked on. Roofs of schools were equipped to utilize all possible 

space. Streets were closed off .at certain hours .. Any possible means 
· · 63 were employed to provide more and better opportunities to play. The 

second movement had to do with municipal or park playgrounds., These 

J)laygrounds were larger than the school yards but small in comparison 

to the South Park System of Chicago. Located in congested urban 

areas and averaging two to six acres, these playgrounds served a community 

need. Boys could get together for team games and for city athletic 

leagues., Field houses were provided for bad weather. With these areas 

under the supervision of the park boards or recreation committees and 

school yards under school board control, municipalities showed that they 

were taking an interest in play. 

In 1910 Joseph Lee became president of the Playground Association 

of America. Under his directorship the name of the organization was 

changed to the Playground and Recreation Association of America in 1911. 

With this name change came a shift in the emphasis of the movement. The 

leaders were concerned with the increased congestion of the cities. Not 

only were children denied the opportunities to play, but adults were 

_without the means to express their feelings (as Lee would say, their 

instincts). Urban life was new to most Americans, accustomed to intimate 

63Efforts were usually carried on by the school boards and carried. 
over into Saturdays and the summers~ Serving as a member of the 
B:ie<:.on School Committee, Lee worked to improve play conditions in t.he 
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exchanges of small communities. The alienation of the individual and 

the loss of the "community spirit11 left many urban people with a sense 

of loneliness and uselessness. 

· Lee and the other leaders of the ple.yground movement proposed 

commun1.ty recreation as an answer to the problem. A program of activi-

ties at playgrounds and community centers were to provide entertainment 

a.swell as participation. In Lee's philosophy self .... activity was needed 

for real results. Men could become a part of music, drama, the arts., 

a.nd ci vie functions. To belong., to be needed, to add something were 

traits Lee and the playground movement felt had to be expressed. Pro-

jects of a city-wide nature, such as festivals and pageants, were to be 

carried ou-t,. The Y. M. C. A • ., the Boy Scouts., Boys I Clubs., and other 

community organizations focused on civic pride and service~ City-wide 

recreation surveys were conducted to find out the needs of the community 
!-' • t' 64 as well as to encourage par\,1c1pa 1011. 

The shift toward community recreation was intensified by the First 

World War. Lee had an interesting view toward war. As an ultimate 

(fighting was one of the seven _Play instincts), war was carried on for 

its own sake and not for ulterior or utilitarian purposes. In its 

manifestation of devotion., self-surrender, and sacrifices of love, home, 

a.nd ambition, war became 11 an expression of the highest power of a 

constant., ineradicable ideal of the human soul. 1165 More importantly, 

war took all citizens and made them patriots. Devotion to the community 

----
64aeorge D. Butler., Introduction, pp. 67-68. 
65Joseph Lee., "What Substitute for War? 11 2,urvey, v • .33 (Oct • .3, 

1914), PP• 31-32. 
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(t,he state) became the dominant feeling in society. With a war 

feeling great achievements could be made. 

Lee felt that efforts had to be made to preserve this quality. 

The War Camp C~)!Umunity Service was organized by the Playground and Recre-

ation Association at the request of the War Department. Its job was 

to provide an atmosphere of community for those soldiers stationed at 

training camps. While in these camps, the soldiers were separated 

from the natural human relationships: society, athletics, girls, 

friends., church, and business. Band concerts, athletic opportunities, 

and clubs were to be provided by the nearby communities .. The local 

recreation resources were to instill the right attitudes of fighting 

for homes and loved-ones. Not only the opportunity of recreation 

E_er ~ but the spirit of community (especially the spirit of a good 

community) was to be provided. 66 

The war showed the importance of recreation to physical condition 

and morale. Servicemen accustomed to physical exercise and community 

relationships desired similar programs in their home towns and cities. 

Members of communities which had experienced the programs during the 

war wanted to continue that type of activity. Both soldiers and 

civilians had benefited from the work of the War Camp Community 

Service. The emphasis on neighborhood and community recreation led 

to more pageants, community singing, athletic meets, and neighborhood 

. 66As president of the Har Camp Community Service Lee received 
the Distinguished Service Medal. His service in boosting the morale 
of the soldiers was felt to have aided the war effort. 
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· p'arties. Construction began on a number of comrnuni ty centers. 67 

By the early 1920 1s the idea of community recreation had become 

the prime issue of .the playground movement (which could be said to have 

become the recreation movement). In articles written in the 1920's, 

Lee concentrated on two things. ·He felt.that recreation had to be 

provided for all people, young and old. This recreation should be pro-

vided or paid for by the government. If the localities and states 

could not afford it, the federal government should step in. Secondly, 

Lee argued for higher quality in recreation. He felt that trained 

leadership was the best thing to provide this quality. 

Lee and the Playground and Recreation Association in the 1920 1 s 

provided the push for recreation but left the theory alone. It was 

enough that men and women wanted the opportunities. Experience had 

shown that com.rnunity recreation was a good thing. The 1920 1s then 

were years in which the work of the 1:_1ovement e:il..-panded,, Community 

centers were established over the entire nation. Programs were en-

larged in scope to provide greater opportunities, and the number of 

people participating increased.· Much literature was published as a 

result of research into the needs and the projected future of the 

t . .,_ 68 recrea ion movemenv. 

Besides being an era of exps.nsion, the 1920, 1 s were also a time of 

synthesizing and concentration. In 1925 Lee wrote on the need to 

67Financed through private funds and managed by a board of dir-
ectors, the buildings contained meeting rooms, v.ssembly halls, and 
recreation facilities .. In some cases a trained recreation le3.der 
was eigloyed. George D. Butler, ~oduct~on, pp. 67-69. 

Ibid., PP• 68-69. 



36 

· 69 . 
abolish the ugly playground., Earlier the movement had been thrilled 

to get any kind of space it could. With the great e:s.1Jansion., que.lity 

became the new emphasis~ Playgrounds were to be land-scaped and pro-

vided with space for children I s gardens. Q1.tc;'l.lity of play itself was 

a subject of discussion. Lee felt that 11 play under the proper leader-

ship and governed by the right tradition (was) the great teacher of 

moral conduct. n 70 The mid-1920 1 s was then another important landmark 

for the playground movement. The need to provide facilities for all 

people had been realized; children's facilities seemed adequate to 

allow considerations of quality to supersede those of quantity; the 

majority of Americans wanted some type of recreation; and the community 

spirit seemed to prevail. 

As industrialization increased, it became .apparent that men would 

have more time to themselves. Prior to industrialization e.nd even 

during the early years of the twentieth century, most men spent the 

majority of their time on their jobs. The unionization drives and in~ 

dustrial conditions produced a sharply decreased working day. The 

late 1920 1s saw an increased interest in the idea of leisure., Recreation 

had been concerned with the provision of some relaxation from work and 

with a spirit of community. " Leisure meant much more than relaxation. 

Industrial society had provided the opportunities to spend the major-

ity of the non-sleeping hours in pursuits other than work. 

Here was a problem greater than recreation. Since the 'majority 

69Joseph Lee, "Time Has Come to Abolish the Ugly Playground," 
§£]16.QJ,J,ife, v. 11 (Nov. 1925) ,. p. /i,5,, 

r Joseph Lee, 11 Play, the AJ·chitoe;~ of Han," Surv:2.;z:, v .. 59 (Nov. 1, 
1927), P• 123. 
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of a person's time would be free, something had to be found to fill 

these hours. The playground movement had at first tried to find the 

time for play and recreation needed to mold the full man. Now 

methods were needed to fill the hours in which man was molded. Greater 

variety, better facilities, and greater opportunities of expression 

were the desired goals. 

It was really a new question based on tho same premises. Lee had 

known all along that men were formed by their play instincts. In pre-

industrial society the opportunity was there for all instincts to find 

expression. In early industrial society the instincts had been stifled 

by urban life and the factory system. In full;{ industrialized society 

the instincts were being denied the means of fulfillment. Early indus-

trial conditions had not permitted enough time for the instincts. Re-

creation allowed limited expression. Leisure meant that men had the 

time but needed the means, which ea,rlier limited recreation could not 

supply .. 

Lee hoped to provide the answer by giving preference to less· 

strenuous recreation than to physical exercise. It was the 1930 1 s 

that brought out.Lee's thoughts on community love for beauty. Contem-

plation, the appreciation of poetry and music., of philosophy, and of 

the wonders of the universe, was to occupy the leisure hours. In 1930 

he felt that he had gotten beyond play, because he knew all about it. 

Now interest,ed in leisure, the people would want beautiful things but 

not always the best art. They had to be educated. It was here that 

Lee asked whether one should give the people what they ws.nted or what 
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71 -was best for them. One year later he answered the question by 

advocating the use of leaders who knew the meaning of the phrase,"to 

let alone,n to direct the new leisure hours. Opportunities were to 

be provided, and recreation was to be stimu..lated by allowing free 

expression. Expression was the important tbing;·not so much wha,t kind, 

but just expression.· 

Lee no longer felt that society h:"J.d to be manipu.L:3.ted in order 

to produce the "correct" expression in men. If theaters, dances, and 

other opportunities for some type of self-activity were provided, these 

would be enough to give leisure hours some meaning. Recreation leaders 

and anyone else occupied with stimulating recreation among men would 

provide vast and various means of expression but would not demand . 

uniform acceptance of a predetermined standard of 11 correct 11 leisure 

pursuits. Lee was not overjoyed that society should lose the leader-

ship of certain "cultured experts" (men of bis class), but he reconciled 

himself to the facts that men needed some type of expression and that 

free expression was-better than that determined by others. 

Lee was interested in the fact that man had to live, to take part 

in the world to exist. His earlier writings gave the impression that 

the choice of life to be live"d would be left to the les.ders of society. 

That view see.ms to have changed, however, as Lee grew older. It may 

have been the shock of the Depression and the realization that each 

man needed faith in himself to survive. Even in the yeEi.rs before when 

Lee truly wanted to help the average Atn.erican worker, the slight 

71 Joseph Lee, "A Critical Look at Recreation as Viewed at the 
Seventeenth Annuo.l Congress., 11 fu3cro2.t.:L,Jn, v. 21+ (Dec. 1930), pp. 506-507. 
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feeling of superiority--the realizo.tion that be knew more than the 

majority of men--prevented him from. losing the element of pe.termilism. 

If Lee once had had a superiority mentality, it, is probable that he . 

became nan older but wiser man" and in so doing realized that superi-

ority did not make him leader of- society • 

. Although Lee concentrated on helping the men caught in industrial 

and urban society, it was not a love for, but a hatred of this society 

that led him to formulate his thoughts. Lee 1 s backgrorn1d and training 

had prepared him for a role of leadership in a society of less strain 

and complexity. His ideas on community service, self-expression e.nd 

self-activity, the role of leaders, the vigorous life, and war were 

better suited for a more serene and simplified life than that of 

twentieth century America .• 

Lee's philosophy was too personal to be enjoyed by the average· 

.American worker. It was perfect for a.man of Lee's means and abilities 

but not of urban dwellers who could never take full advantage of the 

opportuni t;ies for e:1.'Pression. The playground and recreation movement 

suffered from the defects of the philosophy and was never able to sc,tis-

fy the needs of an urban society. 

The movement itself while failing to transform society as it 

wished was able to play a role in adjusting rural America to indus-

trialization. The philosophy of Lee and the movement called for a 

society based on community spirit and individual self-expression following 

a basic pattern set by the leaders of the community. Neither goal was 

re9.lizable in the form propos8d by Lee but each has influenced urban 

.::r ~-.,,;:; o. t,,rp<~ of unanimity of feeling which 
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is present only in that city (Boston is made up of Bostonians and New 

Yorlc of New Yorkers).. Each city has a type of common (community) 

spirit wh..i .. c;h is manifested more in neighborhood responsibility but 

still is present on a city-made basis. The second goal has been 

realized in the fact that Americans now have an urban culture in which 

they can express themselves and enjoy their leisure hours. Lee and 

his philosophy though unable to form the society he wanted was able 

to aid in the transition from rural to urban life. The movement itself 

may have failed in its premises but helped in a slight way in the 

development of twentieth century .American society., 

Joseph Lee cont,inued as the president of the National Recre3.tion 

Association·until his death on July 28, 19370 He had entered the ranks 

of the playground movement when it was just beginning to take form. 

His thoughts and expressions articulated its motives and desires. His 

energy helped push through legislation and develop a public sentiment 

for public recreation. As the symbol of play and recreation Lee 

carried the movement's ideals to the people. For his long service and 

devotion to bis fellow men Lee gained their love and respect. 

The playground movement thus passed through a number of stages 

before it developed into a recreation movement and finally faded away, 

no longer o. distinct progressive movement of its o'vm identity. The 

early desires to get children off the streets and to provide them with 

a proper atmosphere in which to grow passed into a desire to provide 

all people the opportunity to express themselves (their play instincts) 

through recreation and later through the use of leisure hours. In all 

t,h':'rn,:1 E-f:fo:;.0 ts was the larger question of e.djusting industrial fil.'J,U to 
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bis new environment.. In these efforts Joseph Lee was significB.nt in 

presenting his ideus on the future of society. 
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