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Carl’s Musings on Musical Chairs 

Let’s play musical chairs. I’ll bet we could do it on Zoom. I’ll start the music and set up a 

second screen with as many squares as we have players, and then take away a couple of squares. 

When the music stops, click your mouse as quickly as you can to get into one of the remaining 

squares. Those that can’t find a square have to sit at the bottom of the screen, waiting until the 

game is over and a winner is found. 

Here we go… 

When Robert Fulghum1 taught high school philosophy he would begin his course with a game 

of musical chairs. Everyone knew the rules. They took their places. The music started and around 

they went. Robert took away a few chairs, stopped the music, and the fun began. Or rather, the 

fight began. 

The first losers were stunned. They had played musical chairs since grade school - well, in 

grade school - and they were ashamed to have “lost” so quickly. The game continued. Those who 

still had chairs were excited, triumphant, and mean. They zealously and jealously guarded their 

chairs. Those who were “losers” were lined up against the wall, morose, watching to see how the 

game would end. 

The last student in the last chair always acted as if the class admired him and his accom-

plishment. He got the CHAIR! “I’m a WINNER!” Wrong. 

Those losers lined up against the wall thought he was a jerk. 

Admiration? Hardly. Contempt is what they felt. 

And then he made them play again. 

 

1 Robert Fulghum (1993) Maybe (Maybe Not): Second Thoughts From a Secret Life (New York: Villard Books), pp. 
117-121. 
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Musical chairs as before, but this time, if you don’t have a chair, sit down in someone’s 

lap. Everybody stays in the game - it’s only a matter of where you sit. 

Now it’s fun. Everyone is laughing. Pausing. Considering. Do I want a chair? Do I want a lap? Whose 

lap do I want? Whom will I let sit on mine? 

When there is one chair left, the class laughs and shouts in delight as they all manage to 

use one chair for support now that they know the weight can be evenly distributed. Al-

most always, if they tumbled over, they’d get up and try again until everyone was sitting 

down. A triumphant moment for all, teacher included. 

The only person who had a hard time with this paradigm shift was the guy who won the 

first time under the old rules. He lost his bearings - didn’t know what winning was now. 

For the final round, Robert took away the last chair. 

”…When the music stops, you will all sit down in a lap.” 

“Can’t be done,” they say. 

“Yes, it can,” say I. 

He’s right. I’ve played this game. My high school got into the Guinness Book of Records for the 

largest self-supporting circle. We did it on the football field. The whole school. Sat on each other’s 

lap. And we all sat, without a chair. 

As Robert says, it’s not a kids’ game. “It’s a problem of sharing diminishing resources…Is it 

always to be a winners-losers world, or can we keep everyone in the game? Do we still have what 

it takes to find a better way?” 

…Did you make it to a square? Surprise. There’s room for everyone. 


