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When  the  romantic
comedy Two Can Play
That Game hit theaters
in  2001,  it  offered
audiences  far  more
than just laughs. At its
core, the film is a witty,
sharp, and occasionally
bittersweet exploration
of love, power, and the
age-old  battle  of  the
sexes.  And  standing
tall at the center of this
engaging  narrative  is
the  charismatic  Morris
Chestnut,  delivering  a
per formance  that
perfectly  balances
charm, frustration, and
vulnerability.  This  film
remains  a  standout
e n t r y  i n  t h e

early-2000s  rom-com
boom, and much of its
enduring appeal stems
f rom  the  dynamic
performance  of  its
leading  man.  In  this
comprehensive  article,
we will delve into why
Morris Chestnut Two
Can Play That Game
r e m a i n s  s u c h  a
memorable  pairing,
exploring  the  film’s
plot,  its  themes,  its
reception,  and  the
lasting  legacy  of  both
the  ac to r  and  the
movie.

AN OVERVIEW OF
TWO CAN PLAY
THAT GAME

Released in 2001, Two
Can  Play  That  Game
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was  d i rec ted  and
written by Mark Brown,
who  had  previously
found success with the
romantic  comedy  The
Best  Man  (1999).  The
film brought together a
talented  ensemble
cast,  headlined  by
Vivica  A.  Fox  as  the
protagonist,  Shante
Smith ,  and  Morr is
C h e s t n u t  a s  h e r
boyfriend,  Keith.  The
s u p p o r t i n g  c a s t
inc luded  Anthony
Anderson ,  Wendy
Raque l  Rob inson,
Tamala  Jones,  and  a
memorable  turn  by
Mo’Nique. The premise
is  deceptively  simple:
a f t e r  a  n i g h t  o f
romant ic  d iscord,
S h a n t e — a  h i g h -
powered  advertising
executive with a strict
set  of  relationship
rules—decides to teach
her  man  a  lesson  by
playing  mind  games.
What follows is a battle

of  wits,  manipulation,
and self-discovery that
tests the boundaries of
their commitment.

Plot
Summary
: A Game
of Hearts
and
Minds
The  film  opens  with
Shante (Vivica A.  Fox)
laying  down  the  law.
She  be l ieves  that
women must keep men
in  check  through  a
system  of  rules  and
consequences.  When
s h e  c a t c h e s  h e r
boyfriend Keith (Morris
Chestnut)  flirting  with
another  woman  at  a
club, she decides it  is
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time  to  enforce  those
rules.  She  initiates  a
p e r i o d  o f
“punishment,”  cold-
shouldering  him  and
r e f u s i n g  t o
communicate.  Keith,
init ial ly  confused,
quickly realizes what is
happening and decides
to  fight  fire  with  fire.
He begins  to  play  his
own  game—showing
up late, spending time
with  his  friends,  and
even  appearing  to
move  on.  The  central
conflict  of  Morris
Chestnut  Two  Can
Play  That  Game  is
this  escalating  tug-of-
w a r  b e t w e e n  t w o
stubborn but genuinely
in  love  people  who
would  rather  win  an
a r g u m e n t  t h a n
communicate honestly.
As the games intensify,
both  characters  are
forced to confront their
own  insecurities  and
f e a r s .  S h a n t e ’ s

controlling  nature  is
revealed to stem from
past  heartbreak,  while
Ke i th ’ s  l a id -back
exterior  hides  a  deep
resentment  of  being
controlled.  The  film
reaches  its  c l imax
when  Keith  issues  an
ultimatum:  stop  the
games and be honest,
or  the  relationship  is
over.  It  is  a  turning
po in t  t ha t  f o r ces
Shante  to  choose
between her pride and
h e r  l o v e .  T h e
reso lu t ion ,  wh i le
slightly  formulaic,  is
earned through strong
performances  and
genuine  emotional
beats.

MORRIS
CHESTNUT’S ROLE
AND
PERFORMANCE

While the film is largely
told  from  Shante’s
perspective,  Morris
Chestnut  br ings  a
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grounded,  magnetic
presence to the role of
Keith  Fenton.  At  first
glance,  Keith  seems
like  the  quintessential
“ g o o d
boyfriend”—handsome,
s u c c e s s f u l ,  a n d
devoted.  But Chestnut
is careful  to show the
cracks  beneath  the
surface. Keith is not a
pass ive  v i c t im  o f
Shante’s games; he is
a  p r o u d  m a n  w h o
resents  being  treated
like a pet. His decision
to play along is not just
childish retaliation, but
a desperate attempt to
regain  respect  and
equality.

Keith:
The Man
Behind

the Game
Morr is  Chestnut ’s
pe r f o rmance  i s  a
m a s t e r c l a s s  i n
subtlety.  He  makes
Keith both lovable and
frustrating.  In  early
scenes,  he  wears  a
charming  smile  that
hides his  hurt.  As  the
emotional  warfare
escalates,  Chestnut
shows a man pushed to
his  limits.  One  of  the
m o s t  p o w e r f u l
moments  in  the  film
occurs  when  Keith
calmly tells  Shante,  “I
love you, but I will not
b e  c o n t r o l l e d . ”
Chestnut  delivers  the
l i n e  w i t h  q u i e t
strength,  making  it
clear  that  his  love  is
unconditional,  but  his
tolerance  is  not.  This
speech  became  iconic
among  fans,  and  it
highlights  why Morris
Chestnut  Two  Can
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P lay  That  Game
works  so  we l l—he
humanizes a character
that could easily have
been a mere foil.
Chestnut  also  brings
physical  comedy  and
t iming.  The  scene
where Keith shows up
at a party wearing an
outrageous  outfit  to
make Shante jealous is
played for  laughs,  but
Chestnut  ensures  the
underly ing  pain  is
visible.  He  perfectly
c a p t u r e s  t h e
awkwardness  o f  a
grown man reduced to
childish  tactics.  It  is
this range—from suave
to silly,  from angry to
v u l n e r a b l e — t h a t
makes his performance
unforgettable.

THEMES AND
SOCIAL
COMMENTARY

Beneath  its  glossy
surface, Two Can Play

That  Game  offers  a
surprisingly  nuanced
commentary on gender
roles,  communication,
and power dynamics in
romantic  relationships.
The  film  does  not  shy
away  from  showing
that  both  Shante  and
Keith  are  flawed.
Shante’s rulebook is a
defense  mechanism
born  f r om  fea r  o f
vulnerability.  Keith’s
stubbornness is a form
of  passive-aggressive
rebellion.  The  film
a r g u e s  t h a t  l o v e
cannot  survive  on  a
battlefield;  it  requires
h o n e s t y  a n d
compromise.

The
Double
Standard
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of
Relations
hip

Games
A key theme explored
in  the  film  is  the
societal  expectation
tha t  women  mus t
“train” their men, while
men  are  expected  to
be  independent  and
unemotional.  Shante’s
friends  encourage  her
games,  framing  them
a s  n e c e s s a r y  f o r
maintaining  power.
Keith’s  male  friends,
conversely,  encourage
h i m  t o  s t a n d  h i s
ground.  The  film
c r i t i q u e s  b o t h
perspectives.  Through
the character of Keith,
played  with  depth  by
Morris  Chestnut,  the
audience  sees  that

m e n  t o o  w a n t
emotional  connection
and respect. The movie
suggests  that  playing
games  is  ultimately  a
losing strategy for both
sexes. It advocates for
direct  communication
over  manipulation—a
message that  remains
relevant today.

Love vs.
Ego
Another  critical  theme
is  the  battle  between
love  and  ego.  Both
Shante  and  Keith  are
deeply  in  love,  but
their  pride  prevents
them from showing it.
The  games  they  play
are essentially a proxy
war for who will “win”
the  relationship.  The
film  shows  that  when
ego takes the driver’s
seat,  love  suffers.  In
the  climactic  scene,
Keith’s  ultimatum is  a
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d e m a n d  f o r
a u t h e n t i c i t y .  H e
refuses to let their love
be reduced to a power
struggle. This message
was  resonant  in  2001
a n d  c o n t i n u e s  t o
r e s o n a t e  w i t h
audiences  who  have
experienced  similar
dynamics in their  own
relationships.

CRITICAL
RECEPTION AND
AUDIENCE IMPACT

Upon release, Two Can
P l a y  T h a t  G a m e
received  mixed  to
positive reviews. Critics
pra ised  the  sharp
d i a l ogue  and  the
strong  performances,
particularly from Vivica
A .  Fox  and  Mor r i s
Chestnut.  Many  noted
that  while  the  film
followed  a  predictable
rom-com structure, the
chemistry between the
leads  elevated  the
material.  The  movie

performed well  at  the
box  office,  grossing
o v e r  $ 2 2  m i l l i o n
domestically  against  a
budget of  $13 million,
cementing its status as
a solid mid-range hit.
For  fans  o f  Morr i s
Chestnut,  the  film  was
a welcome showcase of
h i s  range .  He  had
already  proven  his
dramatic chops in films
like  Boyz  n  the  Hood
and The Best Man, but
Morris Chestnut Two
Can Play That Game
allowed  him to  flex  his
comedic  and romantic
m u s c l e s
simultaneously.  The
film  also  became  a
favorite among African-
American  audiences,
praised for its relatable
depict ion  of  b lack
m i d d l e - c l a s s
romance—a  subject
still  underrepresented
in  mainstream cinema
at the time.
Audiences  particularly
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responded to the film’s
h u m o r o u s  y e t
ins ight fu l  l ook  a t
relationship  dynamics.
Many have since called
it  a  classic  girlfriend-
movie-night staple. The
phrase  “Two can  play
that  game” became a
common refrain in pop
culture,  often  used  to
signal  a willingness to
retaliate in a romantic
spat.  The  film’s  legacy
is  also  kept  alive  by
quotable lines, such as
Shante’s “Rule number
one:  if  he  acts  like  a
dog,  treat  him  l ike
one ,”  and  Ke i th ’s
heartfelt monologue.

LEGACY AND
INFLUENCE ON THE
ROM-COM GENRE

Two decades later, Two
Can  Play  That  Game
remains  a  beloved
entry  in  the  rom-com
genre, especially within
the  African-American
film  canon.  It  paved

the  way  fo r  o the r
relationship  comedies
that  examined  power
dynamics,  such  as
Think Like a Man  and
Marry  Me.  The  film’s
frank  discussion  of
rules  and  games  in
r e l a t i o n s h i p s
anticipated the success
of  books  and  films
based on the “playing
hard  to  get”  trope.
However,  what  sets  it
apart is its willingness
to  show  the  negative
consequences  of  such
tactics.
Morr is  Chestnut ’s
p e r f o r m a n c e
contr ibuted  to  h is
last ing  status  as  a
romantic leading man.
He has since starred in
numerous  TV  series
and  films,  including
Rosewood  and  The
Best Man Holiday,  but
his  role  in  Two  Can
P l a y  T h a t  G a m e
remains a fan favorite.
The  film  also  helped
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cement the reputation
of director Mark Brown
as  a  key  figure  in
romantic  comedies
featuring  Black  casts.

Why It
Still
Resonate
s
In an era where dating
has become even more
complicated  thanks  to
soc i a l  med ia  and
d a t i n g  a p p s ,  t h e
movie’s central conflict
feels timeless. The idea
of  testing  a  partner’s
loya l ty  or  p lay ing
emotional games is still
v e r y  m u c h  a l i v e .
Watching  Shante  and
Keith  navigate  those
treacherous  waters
p r o v i d e s  b o t h
entertainment  and  a
cautionary  tale.  The

film’s  insistence  that
communication  is  the
only real solution is as
important  now  as  it
was in 2001. For many,
rev is i t ing  Morris
Chestnut  Two  Can
Play  That  Game  is
like returning to an old
friend—a  charming,
funny, and surprisingly
wise story about love.

MORRIS
CHESTNUT’S
CAREER
HIGHLIGHT

While  Morris  Chestnut
has  an  ex tens i ve
filmography  that
includes dramatic roles
in  The  Brothers  and
Identity  Thief,  as  well
as acclaimed television
work  in  V  and  The
Resident,  his  role  in
Two  Can  Play  That
Game  is  particularly
significant.  It
showcased  his  ability
to  carry  a  romantic
comedy  as  a  co-lead,
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holding his own against
a  powerhouse  l ike
Vivica  A.  Fox.  The  film
also demonstrated that
he  had  the  comedic
timing  and  emotional
depth  to  appeal  to  a
wide audience.
For  fans  o f  Morr i s
Chestnut, this movie is
often  cited  as  one  of
his  most  charming
performances. The role
of Keith allows him to
be  both  a  heartthrob
a n d  a  r e l a t a b l e
e v e r y m a n .  H e
navigates  the  fine  line
between a man who is
righteously  angry  and
a man who is deeply in
love.  In  many  ways,
Keith  is  the  blueprint
f o r  t h e  m o d e r n
romantic  hero:  strong,
v u l n e r a b l e ,  a n d
unwilling  to  settle  for
g a m e s .  M o r r i s
Chestnut  brought  a
sincerity  to  the  part
that  e levated  the
entire  film.

CONCLUSION

In  the  pantheon  of
early-2000s  romantic
comedies,  Two  Can
Play That Game holds a
special  place.  I t  is
sharp,  funny,  and
surprisingly  insightful
about the ways people
sabotage  their  own
relationships.  And  at
the heart of it all  is a
standout  performance
by  Morris  Chestnut,
who  makes  Keith  a
character worth rooting
for  even  when  he  is
p lay ing  the  same
games  he  claims  to
despise. The chemistry
between Chestnut and
Vivica A. Fox is electric,
and their journey from
antagonists to partners
is  both  entertaining
a n d  e m o t i o n a l l y
satisfying.  For  anyone
looking  to  revisit  a
classic rom-com with a
soul, or for newcomers
curious  about  why
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Morris Chestnut Two
Can Play That Game
remains  a  beloved
favorite,  this  film
delivers on every level.
It reminds us that love

is not a battlefield—it is
a  conversation.  And
sometimes,  the  best
way to win is  to  stop
p lay ing  the  game
altogether.


