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War toys in our Playcentres 

Many people have a vague knowledge 
that 'war toys' are not acceptable in 

Playcentres. But what is the policy about the 
children wanting to make swords — and use 
them? Do you stop the children from running 
around with sticks, 'shooting' each other? 
This article gives the history and reasoning 
behind the 'war toys' policy, to open up 
the debate on what might be appropriate 
in today's Playcentres. 
Playcentre started during World War II, 

and after the war there was optimism in 
society that early education was the key 
to preventing a repeat situation, and to 
rebuilding a better society. Helen May (2009) 
describes the psychological framework that 
was prevalent at the time, where correct 
upbringing and education of children would 
create emotionally and mentally healthy 
adults, who would not resort to violence to 
achieve their aims. This framework was part 
of the ethos of Playcentre. 
Unfortunately, despite the best efforts 

of educators around the world, war 
continued to be waged in different countries, 
with Aotearoa New Zealand being involved 
throughout the 1950s and 1960s: Korea, 
Vietnam, and the Malayan Emergency. 
Anti-war protests started to become 
more strident towards the end of the 
1960s, both overseas and in New Zealand. 
Playcentre was aware of these concerns,  

and continued to discuss ways of 
supporting peace and discouraging violence 
(Stover, 1998). 
The 1980s saw a step-up in Playcentre's 

commitment to nonviolence. According to 
the Peace Through Play website (n.d.), the 
early 1980s saw a flood of 'war toys' released 
onto the boys' toy market in Europe, which 
led to the formation of the "Play for Life" 
campaign. It was also the time of Nuclear-
Free campaigns, which many Playcentre 
members supported. Another concern 
was the growing impact of television, and 
the amount of violence that was in 
children's programmes. All these non-
violence campaigns were influential in 
Playcentre, leading to several articles 
appearing in the Playcentre Journal from 
a variety of sources (e.g. Head, 1991; 
International Playgrounds Association, 
1981; Ware, 1985). They also led to several 
remits, such as the 1985 remit calling for 
Playcentres to consider themselves Nuclear 
Weapon Free (a remit that was relatively 
easy to implement), the 1985 remit calling 
for stricter censorship on violent videos and 
films, and the 1988 remit on calling for a ban 
on advertising of war toys on television. The 
1986 National Education meeting made a 
statement supporting the campaign against 
war toys. The Federation made a submission 
to the National Enquiry into Violence in  

1986, and was represented on a 1988 
Working Party to produce a Voluntary Code 
on the promotion and advertising of toys 
that promote violence —with the Playcentre 
Representative, Alison Stephenson (1990), 
being vocal in her disappointment that the 
Code was of a token nature due to the power 
wielded by the Toy Industry representatives. 
In the 1980s, therefore, Playcentre was 
actively discussing the issue of the promotion 
of violence in society through toys, television 
and advertising. 
Whilst the central tenet of nonviolence 

was supported by most people, there was 
debate over how this should be achieved 
in Playcentre. The "Play for Life" view was 
that bought war toys encouraged violence 
by dictating the type of play that could 
occur using the toy. The campaign was not 
directed at banning all 'war play', pointing 
out that if a stick is the 'gun', then after a 
while the stick could (and probably would) 
be used in some other form of play. A 
bought gun, however, remained a gun at 
all times, and there was basically one way of 
playing with a gun —that is, to shoot with it. 
The 1986 National Education meeting which 
supported the anti-war toy campaign came 
to the conclusion that banning war toys was 
a negative approach, and the preferred 
action was to promote 'positive play' and 
'positive discipline'. Then in 1991 Northland 
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