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A study on “not playing” in the psychotherapy:
understanding the therapeutic mechanism

YAMAGISHI Reimon

This study re-examines Winnicott’s ideas on “playing,” especially the concept of “not playing,” which is
not fully discussed. According to his personality theory, “not playing” is understood as a psychodynamic
state of the inability to create potential space due to the influence of failure of past nurturing environment.
Moreover, in terms of subjective experience, “not playing” can be expressed as a feeling of obstruction
that cannot keep creativity alive. However, considering the therapeutic setting, it is understood that the
“not playing” state is actualized by the current interpersonal interaction and is, therefore, potentially
included in everyone's mind. It is suggested that a therapist can create potential space with their clients in
therapy by putting themselves in the state of “not playing” and making them think about its meaning. It

is understood that “not playing” can paradoxically lead to “playing” in psychotherapy.
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Keywords: D. W. Winnicott, psychoanalysis, potential space, not playing
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